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O
n the walk from the
station, I come through
narrow medieval Via dei
Tribunali, terrorised by
trucks and mopeds, past
street stalls laden with
the cheapest and best
food in Italy. The build-

ings in the old heart of Naples are blackened,
close, menacing. “Infamia”, says a poster on a
baroque church. Since last October, 40 people
have been killed in a war between the city’s
Camorra gangs. 

From this tumultuous street a gateway
opens on to a 17th-century courtyard where
doctors in white coats are joking. In a waiting
room, children sit patiently. The doctors here
minister the same charity to the poor of Naples
that has been dispensed by this Catholic insti-
tution, Pio Monte della Misericordia – Holy
Mountain of Mercy – since the 16th century. 
I find a staircase and follow it upward, 
turning into a grey corridor. It doesn’t look like
Il Caravaggio is this way. 

This is a city that has always lived on prayer.
A fantastical monument, a sort of spire
cascading with cherubs and curvy flourishes,
rises just across the street, commemorating the
salvation of Naples from an eruption of Vesu-
vius by the miraculous intervention of San
Gennaro in 1631. I suppose if you live under
Europe’s most dangerous volcano you have to
believe in miracles. Shops in Naples sell little
painted tableaux that show Christ redeeming
sinners from the red flames of hell itself.

Entering the church next door, I finally
reach the location of the altarpiece that Car-
avaggio painted for the Holy Mountain of
Mercy in 1606-7. And . . . the canvas has gone.
A rose curtain covers the huge blank space. The
Seven Works of Mercy turns out to have been
carried up the hill to star in the exhibition at
the Capodimonte Museum. So I climb to this
palace on a hill that overlooks the silver Bay 
of Naples with its scabrous urban sprawl.
“Carav-a-a-a-a-ggio”, enthuse middle-class
Neapolitans and Roman day-trippers queuing
under tufa-grey colonnades. Inside, the paint-
ing – nearly 4m-tall – is well-lit, and you can
stand close to a canvas that normally hangs be-
hind an altar in holy gloom. It is a staggering
work; a painting for Naples if ever there was
one, a vision of mercy and charity acted out, not
in some imagined Holy Land, but in the streets. 

Caravaggio loved to paint streets – the real,
dusty, dark streets of Rome and Naples at the
beginning of the 17th century. Shadowy door-
ways with worn lintels, square windows
covered by iron grilles, gates leading into
obscure courtyards, inner rooms with bare
walls and men hunched at rough tables. The
Seven Works of Mercy is the most ambitious of
all his street pictures. It palpably portrays a
Neapolitan street corner at night, with a man
bearing a torch that illuminates the narrow
way behind him and the crowd of benevolent
people making their stand against poverty,
cruelty and evil. An old man puts his face to the
metal grille on the window in the right fore-
ground. A young woman is – can she be doing
that? It is the painting’s great double-take.
With perfect naturalism, Caravaggio makes
her give her breast to the old man to suckle.

The scene comes from an ancient Roman
story in which the daughter of an imprisoned
man breast-fed her father – an instance of filial
piety. But Caravaggio includes no evidence that
man and woman are related. Her generosity
seems more basically and desperately human. 

So does that of the man beside her who is
carrying a dead body to be buried. You can just
see the corpse’s pale feet by torchlight, poking
out from under a shroud. In times of plague in
old Europe, or after battles, bodies might lie
unburied. The early Renaissance story-teller
Boccaccio described the horrors of the Black
Death in Italy; people failed to visit or help the

sick, they avoided and betrayed even their own
wives or husbands. Community failed; the
collective disintegrated. In the folkloric Dance
of Death, the rich man, the poor man and the
king all stand alone before Death. In Cara-
vaggio’s painting we are not alone, if we have
compassion for one another; Misericordia. 

The mystery is, not all the people in this
painting look like merciful types. The woman
breast-feeding the prisoner, sure; the man in
priest’s vestments; even the labourer carrying
the body. But who are the well-dressed and
armed men who congregate as if outside an
inn? They wear the feathered hats and leather
gloves of cavaliers; there is something very
hard about them. Yet they perform acts of
kindness, too. Most dramatically, one draws his
sword – not to kill the beggar who sprawls
naked at his feet but to cut his own cloak in two
and present half to this man he calls brother.

Again, it’s an ancient emblem of charity, to
cut your own cloak in half and share it with 
a beggar. It was folkloric and universal in
Europe, and still current in St Petersburg in
1866, when a supposed progressive character
in Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment reveals
his heartlessness by denouncing the folly of
cutting up your own cloak. It is an image of
charity – yet in the painting what you see is the
flash of a sword blade in the night, slender steel
glinting like the moon. This is a personal
confession, a clue to a man’s soul.

The Seven Works of Mercy was painted as a
penance, as Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio
tried to earn his salvation in the street. 

The clue is the sword that flashes in the
night. This sword does good; it cuts a cloak in
half to clothe the poor. But only months before
he began this painting, Caravaggio put a sword
to less generous use.

On May 26 1606, in Rome, a young man,
Ranuccio Tomassoni, was killed after a long
sword fight provoked, apparently, by a row 
over a game of tennis. He and his killer were
both the kind of men who carried weapons
habitually, looking for trouble. Tomassoni
found his that night at the hands of the better
swordsman, the painter Michelangelo Merisi
da Caravaggio.

Those blades. Caravaggio owned two swords
at his house in Rome. In his paintings, swords
appear frequently and proudly. His love of
lethal weapons is at its most shocking in his
painting of Saint Catherine of Alexandria,
which is now in the Thyssen collection in
Madrid. This is an odd saint. She wears an
expensive, magnificent black dress and looks
casually sideways out of the picture. Her left
hand holds, gently and with sensual pleasure,
the handle of the long, thin rapier that will be
one of the instruments of her martyrdom. Her
right forefinger touches its shining blade. The
steel that slices the stygian foreground is
soaked in wet, dark-red blood.

In the church of San Luigi dei Francesi in
Rome, you see a room in a city – it is supposed
to be a tax office, but Caravaggio makes it more
like the back room of an inn. A bunch of men
are hanging out, counting money at a table,
under a single filthy window. One of them sits
facing away from us, wearing a fantastic black
and white outfit, with a huge silk sleeve catch-
ing the light, and at his left hip, swinging in the
shadow under his chair, is the indispensable
accessory – a long, thin sword. This was painted
by a man who evidently himself loved to have
a sword slung casually at his side like that.

In spring 1606, in his 35th year, Caravaggio
proved himself a skilled swordsman – and a
killer. He was wounded in the fight and went
into hiding. Tomassoni was a nobody from a
family of somebodies. Caravaggio had to flee
Rome, an outlaw, with a death sentence on his
head. By the autumn, he was in Naples, already
painting The Seven Works of Mercy, which he
finished by the beginning of January 1607.

Caravaggio’s life after he became a murderer

‘He lived
badly,
brutally’

The National Gallery's forthcoming exhibition of
Caravaggio’s late works will be one of the
biggest shows of the year. But many key
paintings will be absent from it. For this special
issue, Jonathan Jones set out to see every
known Caravaggio in existence. On the way he
built up a unique portrait of the brawling,
philandering gangster who created some of his
greatest work on the run, wanted for murder
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was a tragic adventure. From Naples he went
to Malta, from there to Sicily. Everywhere he
went he painted masterpieces. These are the
paintings we are crowding into the rooms at
Naples’ Capodimonte Museum to see.
Caravaggio: L’Ultimo Tempo 1606-10 is a
bleak and beautiful exhibition; it opens in
London, at the National Gallery, this month as
Caravaggio: The Final Years. Even shorn of
some of his big altarpieces – The Seven Works
of Mercy is not allowed to leave Italy – this will
be the most important exhibition of the year.
But it is not enough for me.

In my head there is another exhibition, one
I started to dream about a while ago. What if
you saw all of Caravaggio’s paintings? Would
they still be as monstrously vivid as when you
come across one by itself in some corner of a
museum or in the shadows of a church? I set
out to visit all the dusty museums, all the dark
churches, and see all 50 or so securely attrib-
uted works by him, a figure that can never be
quite final because numerous contested
candidates seek admission to the corpus, from
hamfisted pastiches to the Prado’s rather
plausible David and Goliath. I saw a lot of
these, too. The adventures and vicissitudes and
survival of his paintings are themselves aston-
ishing – from the many pictures that have never
left their original location, to The Betrayal of
Christ, thought lost until it was noticed in a
Jesuit house in Dublin in 1990 by a curator from
the National Gallery of Ireland. By mentally
collecting the complete Caravaggio, I set out to
discover the secret of his art. 

I
am scarcely alone in my fondness for
this painter. Shortly after his death in
1610, he was already being sniffed at as
a populist. He invented his naturalist
style, implied a bitter rival, in order to
get noticed. It still works. Caravaggio,
born in 1571 and dead before he was
40, a murderer and – it would appear

from his paintings – openly homosexual in an
age when you could be burned alive for the
devilish crime of “sodomy”, painted with an
unprecedented realism. He rejected both the
smooth, all-over lighting and classical balance
of Raphael and the distorted mannerism of
Michelangelo and his followers – rejected, that
is, the dominant traditions of Italian painting
in the late Renaissance. Instead, he painted
scenes from pagan myth and Christian belief
as if they were happening here, now, in the
street or in his dingy room. 

The actors in his paintings are recognisable
as actual people – often you can follow the same
model from one canvas to another, posing now
as Cupid, now as Saint John. They are not well-
to-do people, either. They are the scum of the
city – prostitutes, rent boys, beggars. Caravag-
gio’s marginal existence is fully reflected in his
art, its drama conveyed by his extreme optical
style, all brightness and blackness, as a single
source – light coming through a window, or fil-
tering into a narrow street – casts deep and
menacing shadow. 

That was the Caravaggio I thought I knew,
and had known ever since I first saw Bacchus,
in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence. Caravaggio’s
painting of the god of wine is a portrait of a
fleshy youth, with rouged cheeks and height-
ened black eyebrows. The shallow, broad glass
he offers contains dark wine, purple, inviting.
Will you drink? And where will that lead?

Caravaggio is the most insidious of
tempters. The acutely convincing way he can
paint wine, or fruit – he was, almost inciden-
tally, the greatest still life painter page 4 º

ª The Seven Works of Mercy (1606-7)
Capodimonte Museum, Naples

Nearly 4m tall, the altarpiece is a vision of
mercy and charity acted out not in some
imaginary Holy Land, but in the streets
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