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who ever lived – is a trick that he uses

to lure you into his dangerous, violent reality.
Yet I was to discover another, introspective
and compassionate, Caravaggio.

This is not a biography; two of those were
published in the late 1990s. Peter Robb’s M was
widely criticised, and very popular. Robb, an
Australian journalist who has written about the
Sicilian mafia and admits he sees analogies
between the world of “M” and the corruption
of modern Italy (incidentally, there is none of
the mystery Robb implies about Caravaggio’s
name – he was simply nicknamed after the
town he was born in, Caravaggio, near Milan).
Robb suggests that “M” was murdered by a
cabal of his enemies because he mysteriously
offended the Knights of Malta. There is no
evidence for this, but at least he captures some
of the thrill of Caravaggio’s art. 

The respectable approach, reflecting current
trends in academic research, that won rave
reviews for Helen Langdon’s 1998 biography,
Caravaggio, is no more convincing. In the past
few years there has been a backlash, after a
century of rediscovery, not so much against
Caravaggio as against the popular perception
of his art. Scholars now seem more or less to
agree in the perverse and counterintuitive
assertion that first, there is no evidence that
Caravaggio was homosexual, and second, he is
primarily a spiritual Catholic artist. In
Langdon’s biography both these conservative
opinions come together in what reads, at times,
like a tract authorised by Opus Dei.

I do not recognise this Caravaggio, the
sexually and confessionally straight altar boy.
In fact, it is an absurdity, the product of art-
historical research that obsesses about patrons
and forgets to look at the pictures themselves.

That is all I set out to do: look at the pictures
themselves. If this ends up being a portrait of
the man, and even a new theory about his
death, that is because his art is, ultimately, a
murderer’s confession.

The facts, such as they are known, are simple
enough. Educated and perhaps beginning 
his painting career with lost works in Milan,
Caravaggio went to Rome in his early 20s and
lived in poverty and obscurity until paintings
that he sold through a dealer in Piazza San
Luigi dei Francesi caught the eye of one
Cardinal del Monte, who invited the painter to
live in his household in nearby Palazzo Madama.
Over the next few years, in the 1590s and early
1600s, Caravaggio took the art world of late-
Renaissance Rome by storm. He stood out in a
mediocre age, as the only artist who was able to
rekindle the flame of Italian genius that earlier
in the 16th century had reached such peaks in
the work of Leonardo and Michelangelo. 

In Rome, Caravaggio was commissioned 
to paint prestigious altarpieces, even though
sometimes the results were rejected, and
private works for the palaces of wealthy art
lovers. But even as he impressed the powerful,
he consorted with the wretched of the city. He
lived badly, brutally. An inventory of his house
at the height of his fame shows such a paucity
of possessions that he must have spent his
substantial earnings on less permanent plea-
sures. Most of all, he liked to fight. He appears
in court records as a nasty, thuggish character,
threatening and attacking people in Piazza
Navona, beating up a waiter because he didn’t
like the way his artichokes were cooked. It seems
his murdering Tomassoni was the inevitable
conclusion of a destructive lifestyle. And then,
after that, came the years of flight, the tempo-
rary homes, Mediterranean journeys, escape
and incarceration and stupid, unnecessary and
– some say – mysterious death. 

There is only one really reliable transcrip-
tion of Caravaggio’s words and it comes from a
Roman court archive. In 1603, he was sued for
slander by Giovanni Baglione, a rival painter.
Caravaggio had said this man’s paintings 
were no good – and repeated his entirely just

criticism in court. In his deposition, he said: “I
was seized the other day in Piazza Navona, I do
not know why. I am a painter. I think I know
nearly all the painters in Rome . . . but not all
of them are good men. By a good man I mean
someone who can perform well in his art, and
by a good painter a man who can paint well and
imitate nature well.”

Imitate nature well: that is what he set 
out to do, it is what he achieved, it was what
made him popular and still does. What I
started to see, on my journey, was exactly how
much honesty and truth is contained in that
apparent simplicity.

It started with Cupid’s dirty toenails. 
There used to be four Caravaggio paintings

in Berlin; today there are two. The others, his
Portrait of Fillide and Agony in the Garden,
both formerly in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum,
burned to ash in the Nazi Götterdämmerung
in 1945.

Doubting Thomas, which hangs in the
rococo wonderland of Frederick the Great’s
Sanssouci palace, eluded me; the gallery closes
in winter, and even by pushing up against the
windows, I couldn’t see anything through the
heavy blinds. My real object, anyway, was far
less sacred.

In the 17th century, an English tourist in
Rome, Richard Symonds, was told that
Caravaggio’s Cupid was actually a portrait of
his assistant or servant Cecco del Caravaggio,
“that laid with him”. If there is any truth in this
anecdote, recorded 40 years after Caravaggio’s
death, the face that grins at me in Berlin’s nearly
deserted Gemäldegalerie is that of his lover.

I
t really is a dirty grin. His cheeks red
and his eyes narrowed, his head cocked
to one side, Cupid creases his mouth in
a way that is almost cruel – it is tough;
it is unimpressed by you, the beholder.
He is standing naked, his left leg bent
and resting on a rumpled sheet that
speaks of bed; he wears huge black

wings, an eagle’s wings (Jupiter took the form
of an eagle to carry off the boy Ganymede), and
displays, between shining thighs, his penis. In
his hand are arrows, and at his feet the
emblems of art, learning, and virtù:
instruments, music, dividers, armour.

If there is a perfect demonstration of the way
Caravaggio uses light and shadow, it is this
picture. Light in Caravaggio always comes with,
and creates, its opposite, darkness, just as God
creates Satan. There is a whiff of Satan here.
The light that illuminates Cupid heightens the
darkness that surrounds him; the whiteness of
his flesh intensifies the blackness – and death-
liness – of his wings. Caravaggio always painted
wings this colour, even the wings of angels. As
you continue to look at this painting, while the
guards get curious about you and a bunch of
Prussian youths have a giggle, you notice that
his torso is too white. Compared to the yellow
and orange vivacity of his naughty face, it is the
white of the tomb. Bloodless and cold, his body
is dead while his face is so hotly alive. 

This cold torso is the colour and texture of
marble, and is a parody of a famous sculpture
by Michelangelo of a youth bestriding an older
man, carved for the unfinished tomb of Pope
Julius II and known as Victory after it was
installed in Florence’s Palazzo Vecchio as a
symbol of Medici military triumph. Caravag-
gio’s Cupid has his left leg raised and bent just
like Michelangelo’s marble youth. His body is
therefore an image of art, like the emblems
scattered about him – and like them it is dead.
Sterile art is only kindled into life,

º Cupid (c1601-2)
Staatliche Museum, Berlin

It is said that the model for this Cupid, with
his dirty grin, was the artist’s lover and
servant, Cecco del Caravaggio

▲ Bacchus (c1597)
Uffizi, Florence

Caravaggio portrays the god of wine as a
fleshy youth. Will you drink? And if you do,
where will it lead?

▲ The Sacrifice of Isaac (1603) 
Uffizi, Florence

The boy, here depicted howling as he waits
to have his throat cut, is the same as
modelled for Cupid, right page 6 º
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