
16| The complete Caravaggio
such a thing? How could he have

dared any of his paintings?
Caravaggio arrived in Rome from Milan

already mature as a painter, and his earliest
works exhibit a style alien to anything anyone
was used to. Modern historians speculate 
on his possible influences in Lombardy. But
really, there can only be one worthy source of
Caravaggio’s radical thinking.

Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper, in Milan,
has still life details of glasses of water and bread
that anticipate and inspired the perfection of
Caravaggio’s grapes. Leonardo spent 20 years
as a court painter in Milan, where he left not
just his great wall painting but a legend and a
lingering cult that must have affected the
young Caravaggio. Leonardo believed painting
was a science, based on the careful analysis of
light and shadow. Caravaggio was the only
painter of his time to take up Leonardo’s
example. Caravaggio’s Saint John seems
impossibly heretical, until you realise that
Leonardo had already got away with the same
thing – a sexualised and, for want of a better
word, homoerotic Saint John the Baptist.
Leonardo’s Saint John in the Louvre points
suggestively into darkness as he smiles sensu-
ally. In a drawing discovered just a couple of
years ago, Leonardo gives the same figure an
enormous erection. 

In his painting in the Pinacoteca Capitolina,
painted in the heart of Counter-Reformation
Rome, for a cardinal’s brother, Caravaggio
touches the same heterodox chords, with a
riskier realism. He plays on the same thin line
in his gorgeous Rest on the Flight into Egypt
in Rome’s Doria Pamphilj collection, with its
nude male angel playing music for an entranced
Joseph as Mary sleeps.

Not that the Caravaggio who lives in his
paintings is for one moment a cheerful or
optimistic proponent of gay rights, inconceiv-
able in his world. When he said he was a sinner,
he meant it. A sense of self-division, confusion
and horror convulses his art. 

In his painting of Narcissus – another
Leonardesque theme – in Rome’s Palazzo Bar-
berini, Caravaggio’s long-haired, elegantly
dressed youth bends close to his reflection in
the dark water. Except that it is not quite his
reflection: the white satin of his sleeves
becomes blue in the watery image. It seems to
be a sad joke, as one young man falls in love
with his near-double; another man. But they
can never touch, can never inhabit the same
space. If he reaches into the water, the image
Narcissus desires will disintegrate.

This painting hangs right next to one that
shows how real the nightmare of disintegration
was for Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio.
Judith is cutting off the head of Holofernes.
She is in the middle of the messy business of
decapitation and her victim is still alive.
Judith’s face is intent and determined as she
does what has to be done. As in his portrayal of
Saint Peter’s executioners, Caravaggio can
empathise entirely with the sheer physical
effort of sawing off a man’s head. Holofernes
has a massive neck and Judith’s sword is only
halfway through. Fascinated and appalled by
her own act, she keeps going. She is as real as
all Caravaggio’s women – as the Penitent
Magdalene in the Doria Pamphilj gallery that,
said a contemporary, was just a Roman woman
putting on jewellery. Caravaggio’s straight-
forward way of painting women was
unprecedented in Italian painting. 

But the emotional centre of Caravaggio’s
painting is the horror we share with Judith in
recognising that, with his head half-severed,
Holofernes is still conscious. He stares madly
as he clenches his left fist and, with his right
hand, tries to prop himself up. He can’t; he can’t
do anything but watch as he is decapitated. 

Caravaggio’s goriest head is in the Uffizi
Gallery in Florence. He painted his Medusa –
the Gorgon of classical myth who had snakes

for hair and could turn you to stone with her
gaze – on a round wooden shield as a gift for the
Medici rulers of Florence who owned another
picture of Medusa, attributed to Leonardo. I
find her, or him – the face is male – in a glass
case in a whole new floor of the Uffizi that is
dedicated to Caravaggio and his followers.
How things change. 

At the centre of a convex disc, Medusa
screams, mouth open, eyes bulging in dreadful
self-recognition, black snakes painted – you feel
convinced – from life. Caravaggio portrays
Medusa’s face frozen in the reflective shield,
which the hero Perseus uses to avoid her petri-
fying stare, at the moment of her decapitation.
Blood pours out of the Gorgon’s throat; but the
worst horror is the one in those big, staring
eyes. It is the revulsion of seeing what you truly
are. And this appears to have been Caravaggio’s
own nightmare.

When he killed Ranuccio Tomassoni in 1607,
Caravaggio had already painted terrible scenes
of violence: Judith decapitating Holofernes,
the blood spewing straight out from an artery
– but especially those martyrdoms. You can feel
the pain, the arduous cruelty, in them. How
long did Ranuccio take to die? 

C
aravaggio’s life is in his
paintings and seems to
have never, physically,
strayed far away from
them. Tracing his little
world in Rome uncovers
a morbid geography
that connects his

church paintings and his crime. His life in
Rome was played out in a few streets and
piazzas in the heart of the Renaissance
city, between Piazza Navona and Piazza
del Popolo. He had a house in what is now
the Vicolo del Divino Amore (the Alley of
Divine Love), a narrow street that still has
its 16th-century doorways. He fought
Tomassoni just a stone’s throw away – and
the area where their gangs stalked one an-
other is enclosed by a triangle of churches
that, at the time, already contained Caravag-
gio’s compassionate paintings: San Agostino,
San Luigi dei Francesi, Santa Maria del Popolo.
As he went to kill his man, he must have passed
by the church with his image of the devout beg-
gars, and seen the one where Saint Peter stares
at his own torture. 

If Caravaggio was having nightmares in
Rome, they got much worse after he fled the city.

In Naples, his Flagellation of Christ is as
simply true as a photograph taken in some
godforsaken prison by torturers proud of their
handiwork. Silver light illuminates the broken,
thorn-crowned Christ, as unredeemed, as
unsaved as the dead Virgin whose lumpen,
sagging corpse caused his painting of her to be
rejected. The face of one of the torturers is
crass, that of a destroyed soul.

In Malta, the beheadings continue. Cara-
vaggio sailed to Malta with a redeeming ambi-
tion. He wanted to become a Knight of Saint
John, that is, a member of an armed religious
order, dedicating his sword to Christ. The
Knights of Saint John were the last of the
crusaders. Founded to nurse and defend pil-
grims to Jerusalem, they were at the forefront
of the medieval wars between Christianity and
Islam. But where their rivals the Templars were
wiped out, they survived into the Renaissance.
In 1565, having been driven from Rhodes to
establish Malta as their new fortress, they
fought off a siege by the Turks that was seen,
across Europe, as turning the tide in Christ-
ianity’s struggle with the Ottoman empire.
After the siege they built Valletta, a city on the
mountain above Malta’s Grand Harbour whose
palaces and churches are entirely enclosed
within massive defensive bastions. This fortress
city is, to this day, where you have to come if you
want to see two of Caravaggio’s supreme master-

pieces. They do not leave the island, and they
won’t be in the National Gallery show.

When I got there, they weren’t on view at all,
because the Oratory of Saint John was closed
so that its organ could be sprayed with insecti-
cide, or fungicide. Either way, it was poisonous,
and only desperate pleading got me a brief visit
accompanied by the cathedral secretary. 

Even more than when you see The Seven
Works of Mercy in Naples, you get a sense here
of how much Caravaggio craved redemption
and how generous he was in leaving works of
art, of an intensely ambitious nature, in places
that really don’t have any other serious paint-
ing to speak of. His friend in Malta was the
Grand Master of the Knights of Saint John,
Alof de Wignacourt. Caravaggio’s portrait of
this old man in a slightly too large suit of
armour posing next to his short-haired and
knowing page boy is in the Louvre and it is a
sensitive and affecting work, yet a bit wicked,
too. Alof de Wignacourt is posing slightly awk-
wardly for the artist, his big, flushed, bearded
face turned to the right, a commander’s baton
clutched – level with his penis – in gauntleted
hands. In his assertion of leadership, he looks
a little naive. Beside de Wignacourt stands his
page boy, far more down to earth than the
dreamy and Quixotic knight, as he looks right
out of the painting, provocatively, at us, and at
Caravaggio. His face is long and keen, intelligent,
sensual. You fancy him making an appoint-

ment to meet the artist later on. 
In the armoury of the Grand Masters’

palace in Malta you can see Alof de Wigna-
court’s actual armour, a garniture only
slightly different from the one in the
painting. The upstairs part of the palace
is now the home of Malta’s parliament.
It is modelled on the Mother of Parlia-
ments, complete with Whips’ Office. In
this quaint setting, a corridor is hung
with portraits of Grand Masters of the
Order who ruled the island for cen-

turies. These canvases are identical in
purpose to Caravaggio’s Louvre portrait

of de Wignacourt – and they are all dread-
ful, amateurish, provincial affairs. Why

wouldn’t they be? What’s mysterious is that
Caravaggio should have worked in such a genre
and created a masterpiece.

It was nothing compared to what he
achieved in the Oratory of Saint John. As the
lights are turned on, Caravaggio’s grandest
painting looms over the altar. It is a another
decapitation. Like Judith, the executioner is
taking a while to finish the job, but at least
Saint John appears unconscious as the man
bending over him reaches for a dagger to slice
the final flaps of skin or arteries his sword
hasn’t quite hacked through. Christ’s baptist
lies on the dusty earth in a prison courtyard,
dwarfed by the cavernous mouth of an arched
gateway. Two prisoners watch out of a barred
window; Salome reaches down with her gold
platter to carry off her prize, the severed head;
a jailer stands with his keys at his side.

Blood pours out of John’s neck and in it
Caravaggio, for the first and only time, signs
one of his paintings: F Michelangelo. That is
Fra – brother – Michelangelo. Writing in blood,
he asserts that he is now a religious brother,
having been allowed – with special dispen-
sation from the Pope – to join the lesser order
of Knights. He must have hoped he had finally
found a virtuous use for his sword.

This is not an optically deceptive picture like
Caravaggio’s Roman masterpieces. There are
no eye-fooling grapes here. The eye no longer
seems to concern him that much. The potency
of The Beheading of Saint John the Baptist lies
in its architecture, that sepulchral and fright-
ening gateway, that window, and the rope that
hangs down weirdly from somewhere above.
This space is far more precisely defined than the
figures, who are facially sketchy, dry-skinned, and
far from the spectator. The violence

▲ Entombment (1602-04)
Pinacoteca Vaticana, Rome
Christ is dead, dead like anyone betrayed
and murdered

▲ Portrait of Alof de Wignacount (1607)
Louvre, Paris

The Grand Master of the Knights of St John
is portrayed as dreamy and Quixotic

▲ Medusa (1598)
Uffizi, Florence 

Caravaggio’s goriest head, painted for the
Medici rulers of Florence
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ª The Burial of 
Saint Lucy (1608)
Syracuse Museum, Sicily
Not feted, or even widely
known, this pale and
dream-like painting is
the single greatest
Caravaggio that
survives


