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The artist Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio has been considered a catalyst for 

late sixteenth and early seventeenth century painting. Although often criticized by his 

contemporaries for his lack of tradition and disegno, his artistic style progressed into 

something of his own that redefined the meaning of Baroque art. In observing paintings 

by the artist we notice a juncture in his artistic style as it shifted toward more refined 

subject matter and compositions. 

This study focuses on Caravaggio‘s privately commissioned religious and secular 

paintings dating to the period when he was living with his patron, Cardinal Francesco 

Maria del Monte, between the years of 1595 and 1601. Cardinal del Monte was highly 

influential for Caravaggio during this period, and their relationship was arguably the 

most significant in the artist‘s life. Del Monte encouraged the artist to expand his 

compositions and subject matter, but his social connections also helped the artist 

receive future commissions, including his very first public commission for the Contarelli 

Chapel in the church of San Luigi dei Francesi. After Caravaggio‘s encounter with del 

Monte, his work progressed from simple half-length genre subjects to full-length 

compositions of religious, mythological, and musical scenes. This was achieved in part 
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by Caravaggio‘s use of objects found in del Monte‘s inventory that he incorporated into 

his compositions. Utilizing these objects helped Caravaggio create more complex 

settings and compositional arrangements for his subjects; these artistic experiments 

and improvements prepared him for his career as a private artist, and also as a painter 

of public church commissions. 

 



 

8 

CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, or simply known as ―Caravaggio‖ (September 

1571–July 1610), has been labeled as one of the most influential and enigmatic artists 

of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Considered the ―first modern 

artist‖ by Roger Fry and others, he was responsible for changing the dynamics of 

painting during the Baroque era.1 By examining the artist, his surroundings, and a 

chronology of his works, we are able to see his true innovative style and artistic 

progression. 

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate that the patronage of Cardinal 

Francesco Maria del Monte (1549–1627), who was considered a papabile (a cardinal 

with the possibility to become the next pope), had a dramatic effect on Caravaggio 

artistically, intellectually, and socially. The cardinal played multiple roles in the artist‘s 

life, all of which had a positive impact on the artist in different ways. The duration of 

Caravaggio‘s career while he was living with and working for del Monte is the primary 

period of focus; Caravaggio first acquired residency at Cardinal del Monte‘s Palazzo 

Madama in Rome during the mid-1590s until 1600/1601, arguably the most progressive 

time of the artist‘s entire life. I propose that it was del Monte‘s patronage that had the 

most significant impact on the artist‘s work during his lifetime, more than any other 

                                            
1
 Genevieve Warwick, introduction in Caravaggio: Realism, Rebellion, Reception (Newark, NJ, 2006), p. 

13. Warwick mentions Roger Fry (1866–1934) as one of the leading art critics to bestow Caravaggio with 
this title. Leading contemporary writers on Caravaggio include Giovanni Baglione, Gian Pietro Bellori, and 
Giulio Mancini. More recent leading scholars for Caravaggio include John T. Spike, Catherine Puglisi, Mia 
Cinotti, Keith Christiansen, and Creighton E. Gilbert. Key sources that pertain to del Monte‘s relationship 
with Caravaggio include Zygmunt Waźbiński, Christoph Frommel, and Luigi Spezzaferro. This thesis grew 
out of a research paper presented in a Caravaggio seminar, fall of 2010 at the University of Florida. A 
listing for the remaining key sources for this work is found at the end of this thesis. A more extensive 
listing of all Caravaggio sources can be found in John T. Spike‘s catalogue of 2001.  
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person who crossed his path. The cardinal was not only an artistic guide but an 

intellectual informer and vehicle of esoteric knowledge (through his circle of 

acquaintances, collection of musical and scientific instruments, and knowledgeable 

resources). 

After the Council of Trent, the city of Rome experienced serious reform, which 

affected public art commissions directly. The Catholic Church sought to defend its 

power against Protestant threats and wanted churches to display imagery that exhibited 

dramatic devotion, suffering, and piety. Caravaggio had no formal academic training 

and no experience with this type of imagery, but del Monte supplemented his lack of 

training and aided him in his career, which later gained him noteworthy public 

commissions.  

Caravaggio‘s employment history prior to his encounter with del Monte consisted 

of apprenticing under Simone Peterzano (1540–96) in Milan and then later in the 

workshop of Cavaliere Giuseppe Cesari d‘Arpino (1568–1640) in Rome. Despite the 

reputation of both of these artists, Caravaggio‘s own work never greatly expanded or 

flourished during or immediately after these experiences. Peterzano was known for his 

frescoes and Cesari for being Pope Clement VIII‘s (Ippolito Aldobrandini, 1536–1605) 

favorite artist. Caravaggio would never paint a fresco nor would he gain a papal 

commission from Clement VIII.2 However, Caravaggio‘s prospects changed for the 

better when he met del Monte. 

A pivotal moment in Caravaggio‘s career is when he painted his first Counter-

Reformation subject, his Saint Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy (1594–96, Wadsworth 

                                            
2
 Del Monte is responsible, however, for commissioning Caravaggio to paint a ceiling work for him, albeit 

in oil; it would be the artist‘s first and last ceiling painting.  
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Atheneum, Hartford), while living with the cardinal. His connection with del Monte, as 

well as his experimentation with this type of religious imagery, would pay off greatly; 

with the help of del Monte he received his first public commission to paint his Matthew 

Cycle (1599–1601) for the Contarelli Chapel in San Luigi dei Francesi (Saint Louis of 

the French). This commission resulted in many more public commissions throughout the 

remainder of his career.  

When Caravaggio and del Monte were first introduced (sometime between 1595 

and 1596) del Monte was not only a cardinal but also the Medici representative in 

Rome. The duality of his social connections—ecclesiastical and secular—would benefit 

Caravaggio‘s expansion as an artist. Caravaggio later painted secular imagery for the 

Medicis and other private patrons but also created religious imagery—publicly and 

privately—for the more conservative. As codirector of the Accademia di San Luca (the 

painters‘ guild) in Rome, del Monte would have been able to provide guidance and 

advice for Caravaggio, so he could obtain such commissions. Del Monte‘s household 

was also located within a notable position in Rome, in the ―French neighborhood‖ in 

close proximity of the church where Caravaggio received his first commission and near 

another future art patron, Vincenzo Giustiniani.  

In addition to encouraging Caravaggio to experiment with religious subjects that 

contained the strong Catholic ideology desired for public commissions, del Monte also 

prepared him to paint works that catered to private patrons as well, with such themes as 

mythology, allegory, music, and science. Thus, when some of Caravaggio‘s public 

works were rejected, they were then quickly purchased by private patrons who had 

become enamored with his style.  
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Chapter 2 of this study discusses events during the Council of Trent and their 

subsequent repercussions throughout the Counter-Reformation, focusing on the time 

when Caravaggio entered the city. These events had a direct effect on art because they 

established guidelines as to what type of art was acceptable for public churches; these 

public works also had to be approved by a church official before their acceptance. 

Chapter 3 provides information regarding Caravaggio‘s early life and arrival in 

Rome, followed by a discussion of his three prominent Roman patrons: Cardinal del 

Monte, Vincenzo Giustiniani, and Ciricao Mattei.3 The social standings, inventories, and 

artworks commissioned for these patrons are addressed. By exploring Caravaggio‘s 

challenging start as an artist in Rome, followed by a discussion placing Cardinal del 

Monte within the context of other noteworthy patrons of the period, I aim to establish del 

Monte as the most significant for Caravaggio. This represents a different point of view 

from Creighton Gilbert‘s work, Caravaggio and His Two Cardinals, which suggests that 

Mattei was the most significant patron for the artist.4 

Chapter 4 explores the superiority of del Monte‘s patronage and focuses on 

various ways in which he encouraged the artist to expand his capabilities. Perhaps the 

most significant work for this entire study is included in this chapter: his first religious 

work, Saint Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy. Another important work discussed is his first 

and only ceiling painting, Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto (1597, Villa Ludovisi, Rome), 

followed by a gift for the Medici and a possible copy of a lost Leonardo da Vinci work, 

Caravaggio‘s Medusa shield (1597, Uffizi Gallery, Florence). I have chosen to group 

                                            
3
 In Chapter 3, I often refer to the latter two as plural, ―the Giustinianis‖ and ―the Matteis,‖ because both of 

these wealthy individuals had a brother living with him (Cardinal Benedetto Giustiniani and Cardinal 
Girolamo Mattei), who were known to have influenced the art commissions conducted by their brother.  
 
4
 Creighton E. Gilbert, Caravaggio and His Two Cardinals (University Park, Pa., 1995). 
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these three works together because they were all commissioned by del Monte and, 

more importantly, they show dramatic changes in composition and style from his earlier 

works.  

Chapter 5 covers artworks that show explicit reference to del Monte‘s interest in 

music, evident in Caravaggio‘s paintings such as The Musicians (1595, Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York) and the two versions of The Lute Player (first version 1596, 

State-Hermitage Museum, Saint Petersburg, and the second version 1596, private 

collection, now at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York). The musical instruments 

portrayed in these works were objects found in del Monte‘s collection. Choosing to 

implement these elements not only helps in visually enhancing Caravaggio‘s narratives 

and subjects but also creates agreement and balance in his compositions.  

In a similar vein, Chapter 6 focuses on additional items in del Monte‘s inventory, in 

particular scientific instruments, present in Caravaggio‘s Martha and Mary Magdalene 

(1598, Detroit Institute of Arts), and Love Victorious (1602, Gemäldegalerie, Berlin). 

This includes a discussion of items present in the two works such as mirrors and 

geometric compasses. An examination of del Monte‘s general interest in science and 

his scientific intellectual circle will also be discussed in this chapter. 

Chapter 7, the conclusion, briefly addresses the years following Caravaggio‘s stay 

with del Monte and acknowledges the cardinal‘s continuing effects. After del Monte 

helps Caravaggio land his first publicly commissioned work, the artist continued to 

execute many works for the public. Some of these monumental works were highly 

praised, while others were rejected. Caravaggio‘s private patrons and other admirers 

did not hesitate to purchase the rejected works, exhibiting del Monte‘s role as social 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gem%C3%A4ldegalerie_(Berlin)
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conduit for Caravaggio‘s private and public patrons alike. In sum, the basic thesis of this 

paper proposes that the relationship between Cardinal del Monte and Caravaggio was a 

major factor in his development as an artist and that this influence was greater than has 

been generally acknowledged. 
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CHAPTER 2 
THE COUNCIL OF TRENT AND COUNTER-REFORMATION ITALY 

All intellectuals had to tread with the utmost care in that time of ideological 
closure and repression. None more than those lodged within the church 
itself.1 

The social, political, and religious status of the city of Rome in the seicento is 

important because it had a direct effect on art and artists. Caravaggio is now considered 

one of the most highly renowned and innovative painters within the span of Western Art 

History. However, the social circumstances during his own lifetime caused his 

innovations to be viewed as counteractive toward his success. During the late sixteenth 

century, Rome was amid a society still very much in restraint after the Council of Trent. 

A pope who supported strong Tridentine Reform was in reign (Clement VIII), promoting 

the didactic back-to-basics of the visual arts in the ecclesiastical sphere and opposing 

progressively new representations.2 Before Caravaggio became an active painter in 

Rome (in the late sixteenth to early seventeenth century), the decrees established by 

the Council of Trent proposed changes that would have affected the artist directly. By 

limiting the standard subject matter and style for public commissions, the council tried to 

control how the public viewed works of art. Church commissions, the most prominent 

vehicles for an artist‘s establishment of success, were especially regulated by church 

officials. This section of my paper explores the basic decrees and the effects 

surrounding the Council of Trent, the Counter-Reformation, and certain aspects of the 

                                            
1
 Peter Robb, M: The Man Who Became Caravaggio (NY, NY, 2000), p. 55. 

 
2
 ―Tridentine Reform,‖ in the context of this paper, refers to the ideas coinciding with or supporting the 

decrees established during the Council of Trent. See Felix Bungener, History of the Council of Trent (NY, 
NY, 1855), for more information on the importance of the Council of Trent. 
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Roman Inquisition.3 This discussion also includes the considerable authority figures 

within the period: Pope Paul IV, Pope Sixtus V, Pope Clement VIII, Cardinal Gabriele 

Paleotti, and a few others. By examining the status of Rome at the time of Caravaggio‘s 

arrival, we are able to gain a sense of certain expectations and challenges he would 

face in his pursuit to become a successful painter. His initial years were rigorous and 

unsuccessful, but his alignment with an intellectual art patron of ecclesiastical standing 

would place him on the appropriate course. 

The Council of Trent 

The Council of Trent (1545–63), a council of the Roman Catholic Church, was 

initiated by Paul III to reinforce the strength and power of the church by condemning 

Protestant heresies and conducting efficient ecclesiastical reform. In its attempts to do 

so, the council strengthened the facilitation of Catholic beliefs—sacraments such as the 

Eucharist, the veneration of saints such as Francis of Assisi and Ignatius of Loyola, and 

the scriptures.4 Lasting eighteen years (longer than any other church council when 

including its intermissions) and issuing the most decrees, this council literally attempted 

to define church policy of this era.5 It was conducted just shortly before the death of 

                                            
3
 N. S. Davidson, The Counter-Reformation (NY, NY, 1987), p. 1. Catholic historians usually argue 

against the term ―Counter-Reformation‖ and prefer ―Catholic Reformation,‖ claiming that the reforms 
began before the era of Martin Luther. It is also referred to as the ―Tridentine Reformation,‖ named after 
the decrees established by the Council of Trent. For more information regarding the terminology for this 
movement, see John W. O‘Malley, Trent and All That (Cambridge, Mass., 2000), and David M. Luebke‘s 
The Counter Reformation: The Essential Readings (Malden, Mass., 1999). For more information on the 
reform of Catholic Church during this time, see Michael A. Mullett‘s The Catholic Reformation (NY, NY, 
1999). 
 
4
 See Bungener, History of the Council of Trent, for more in-depth information regarding the history and 

decrees of the Council of Trent. 
 
5
 A. Hyatt Mayor, "The Art of the Counter Reformation," Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 4 (1945):102. 
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Martin Luther (1483–1546), one of the leading Protestant reformers during the 

beginning decades of the sixteenth century. 

Protestant reformers had issues with the doctrines of the Catholic Church and also 

with how Catholics could reestablish their relationship with God. Reformers objected to 

the selling of indulgences, the worshipping of saints, and the overpowering authority of 

the pope. Although the Council of Trent did not implement any reform for the Curia in 

Rome, it did address other issues of administration.6 The council set certain standards 

for the eligibility of bishops and priests while also creating seminaries to conduct proper 

training for priests of parishes established by Carlo Borromeo (1538–84). 

The early decrees discussed purgatory and the sacraments. In addition to certain 

ecclesiastical and administrative reforms, the last sessions issued decrees for art, such 

as how to use art to instruct the faithful, the proper way to depict biblical imagery, and 

the rules for artists. In March 1547 to November 1563, members met to establish 

decrees on matters such as purgatory, the sacraments, indulgences, prayers to saints, 

and religious imagery. On December 3–5, 1563, they wrote decrees that would dictate 

which types of images were appropriate and which were unnecessary.7 Members of the 

council were not against the use of religious art, but certain reformers felt that religious 

art had been abused, such as the idolatrous worship of saints. Therefore members of 

the Council of Trent wanted to promote and justify the production of imagery as works of 

art that exhibited a didactic function, which reinforced the dogma of the Catholic Church. 

                                            
6
 N. S. Davidson, The Counter-Reformation, pp. 5, 24. ―Curia‖ in this context refers to the administration 

of the Catholic Church, specifically the Vatican and papal affairs in Rome, and not its meaning during the 
Roman Empire. Davidson claims that by changing the regulations of the Curia, the Catholic Church would 
be giving in to Protestant opposition; any type of Curia reform was put on hold during the Council of Trent 
(24). 
 
7
 Rev H. J. Schroeder, Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent: Original Text with English Translation 

(St. Louis, MO, 1941), p. 216. 
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The December 3–5 decrees were formed in this final session of the council regarding 

the standards for church art that would prohibit misleading images of ―false 

doctrine…shameless beauty...lasciviousness...and irregular imagery.‖8 Instead, works of 

art displayed in the churches of Rome would promote biblical imagery and sacred 

persons by representing the suffering of religious figures (Christ and saints in 

particular). This type of imagery would be the major component of Caravaggio‘s later 

works. 

Although the decrees established from the Council of Trent were somewhat 

ambiguous in their standings on visual art, it was clear that they were against the 

portrayal of such erratic themes as eroticism and pagan gods.9 The type of subject 

matter for church art did not change necessarily, but instead the council intended to 

refine the instructions for how the subject matter was portrayed. Caravaggio executed 

works throughout his career that exhibited acceptable religious subjects according to 

these new regulations, but some of his other works were rejected by the church as 

inappropriate and in violation of the Council of Trent decrees. The liberal views of 

Cardinal del Monte are reflected in some of these rejected works and will be discussed 

in Chapters 4 and 5.  

That said, there is a difference between public and private works of art. Many 

private works were viewed by only a selected few. Some of the individuals from del 

                                            
8
 Mayor, "The Art of the Counter Reformation," 104. Mayor follows her discussion of the Council of Trent 

on art by mentioning that Caravaggio‘s imagery was too provocative for the artistic views proposed by the 
council and would later be rejected. 
 
9
 Robb, M: The Man Who Became Caravaggio, p. 74. Historians have debated whether the Council of 

Trent should be viewed as progressive or reactionary. After the meetings of the congregations, the 
decrees of the council were not strictly enforced everywhere. The farther away from Rome, the more 
lenient the authority. It is significant to note here that Caravaggio would be working in Rome, the city with 
perhaps the most reform and strictest disciplinary actions as a result from the meetings of the council. 
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Monte‘s intellectual circle were more open-minded to this liberal artistic expression—as 

opposed to any strict Tridentine Reformers. Under the patronage of del Monte, 

Caravaggio learned to tackle both motifs: the public Counter-Reformation themes and 

the private secular imagery.  

Pope Clement VIII Aldobrandini and Cardinal Gabriele Paleotti 

The conservative nature of the Rome that Caravaggio entered in the early 1590s 

can be seen in two significant individuals of authority during this time of Tridentine 

Reform: Clement VIII (Ippolito Aldobrandini, 1536–1605) and Cardinal Gabriele Paleotti 

(1522–97).10 Both of these individuals were strong advocators of conservative social 

(and even artistic) reform during this time. In the year 1592, just months before 

Caravaggio entered Rome, Aldobrandini was elected pope, and he wasted no time 

utilizing his papal power to implement his strict regime. He reactivated the Index 

Librorum Prohibitorum (Index of Forbidden Books), met weekly with the Roman 

inquisitors, had at least thirty or more people executed, moved prostitutes to the 

Ortaccio district of Rome, and banned carrying weapons, dueling, playing games, 

hosting carnival celebrations, and so on.11 The very same year Giordano Bruno (1548–

1600) was arrested by the Venetian Inquisition, placed on trial and imprisoned in Rome, 

and eventually executed eight years later.12 

                                            
10

 Aldobrandini became the elected Pope Clement VIII on January 30, 1592, and Paleotti became 
cardinal in 1565, bishop of Bologna in 1566, and archbishop of Bologna in 1592. Paleotti also participated 
in the Council of Trent‘s third meeting as the uditore di Rota (auditor of the Rota). Beverly Louise Brown, 
The Genius of Rome 1592–1623 (London, 2001), p. 18; Craig Monson, ―The Composer as Spy: The 
Ferraboscos, Gabriele Paleotti, and the Inquisition.‖ Music and Letters 84 no. 1 (February 2003): 1. 
 
11

 Robb, M: The Man Who Became Caravaggio, p. 48. See Paul F. Grendler, The Roman Inquisition and 
the Venetian Press (Princeton, NJ, 1977), for more information regarding the Index and its affiliation with 
the Roman Inquisition; A. Borromeo, ―Clement VIII,‖ in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani 26 (1982). 
 
12

 Francis Yates, Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (London, 2002), p. 388. 
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To understand the severity of Clement VIII‘s new law enforcement in connection to 

Caravaggio, it is important to briefly discuss the lifestyle of Caravaggio, an individual 

who appears to have constantly roamed the back-streets in Rome, carousing with 

prostitutes, gamblers, drinkers, Romani, and the like.13 Prostitutes were frequently the 

artist‘s models for paintings, including his representations of biblical figures such as the 

Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene, and Judith. He was also a man of violence, killing a man 

over the loss of a bet in a tennis match and also injuring a waiter after a small dispute 

about the flavor of his artichokes. He carried his sword with him at all times, sometimes 

initiating trouble on the streets of Rome with his friends. In sum, he was a person of a 

very volatile nature, constantly defying authority as well as the common citizen, all the 

while obtaining an extensive police record. He exemplified the very antithesis of 

appropriate behavior for the Roman citizens during Clement VIII‘s reign. When 

reviewing the artist‘s chronology and track record, it appears as if his years under del 

Monte‘s roof were less troublesome for the artist, as he was preoccupied with improving 

his artistic skills and knowledge while under the protection of a patron with connections 

to both the Medici family and the pope. Thus, it needs to be acknowledged that del 

Monte granted Caravaggio his desired artistic and social freedom while also protecting 

him from the possible repercussions of exercising those freedoms.  

The reforms attempted by Clement VIII had banned many of the activities of 

Caravaggio‘s daily life. The artist‘s representations of street scenes in his work did not 

stray too far from his own social world. One is not surprised to discover that the pope 

                                            
13

 For a popular view on Caravaggio‘s personal life, see Peter Robb, M: The Man Who Became 
Caravaggio; Helen Langdon, Caravaggio: A Life (NY, NY, 1999), and Andrew Graham-Dixon, 
Caravaggio: A Life Sacred and Profane (London, 2010). For a more scholarly approach, see John T. 
Spike, Caravaggio (NY, NY, 2001).  
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greatly esteemed the painter Cavaliere Giuseppe Cesari d‘Arpino (1568–1640)—

instead of Caravaggio—as his favorite.14 As a follower of Raphael, Cesari‘s painting 

style was traditional, ideal, and conservative, closely matching the pope‘s own 

sentiments, while Caravaggio‘s style rebelled against these traditions.  

Cardinal Gabriele Paleotti was an important conservative reformer during this time, 

especially of art. Paleotti was an Italian cardinal who wrote the Discorso Intorno alle 

Imagini Sacre e Profane (Discourse on the Sacred and Profane Images) in 1582, which 

attempted to implement the reforms of Clement VIII such as the index of prohibited 

images, similar to the index of prohibited books. Paleotti‘s text essentially defended the 

ideas proposed by the Council of Trent and reinforced the Catholic motives behind the 

Counter-Reformation; he called for images to reinforce the scriptures and the dogma of 

the Catholic Church through a visual display of clear messages in which to serve a 

didactic purpose. Peter Robb mentions that this idea was widely supported but never 

really came into fruition because church patronage was already so powerful in dictating 

regulations on art commissions (especially after the Council of Trent, now that bishops 

had to approve church images) that an index was considered obsolete.15 

Paleotti‘s opinions toward artistic images claimed that they should be direct and 

meditative. Art should not confuse the viewer but rather represent images of strong 

devotion containing clear messages. Nudity and eroticism were not sacred, and 

therefore were unacceptable. False gods were also frowned upon. The cardinal had 

further ideas on banning certain religious art, such as the depiction of saints engaged in 

                                            
14

 Brown, The Genius of Rome 1592–1623, p. 18. Cesare d‘Arpino is discussed in Chapter 3, as 
Caravaggio was employed in his workshop during his early years in Rome, before breaking away and 
developing his own style. 
 
15

 Robb, M: The Man Who Became Caravaggio, p. 74. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cardinal_(Catholicism)
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spiritually unproductive activities. His ideas on reform have often been compared to 

those of Cardinal Federico Borromeo (1564–1631), the Archbishop of Milan, elected by 

Clement VIII.16 Together, these three individuals attempted to maintain strong control 

over the religious imagery commissioned in Milan, Bologna, and Rome.  

Paleotti‘s views on painting pertained to images publicly displayed in churches, but 

he also wanted this artistic guideline to extend to images displayed in homes and 

private places. His restrained views on art, then, would include Caravaggio‘s private 

commissions for Cardinal del Monte and the provocative images he created for other 

patrons such as Vincenzo Giustiniani. Cardinal Paleotti died in 1597, his Discorso 

unfinished. Paleotti would have definitely objected to certain representations in 

Caravaggio‘s works—using prostitutes as his models for biblical figures, portraying 

saints in unproductive activity, painting young males fully nude with dirty fingernails and 

toenails, and so on. It was perhaps fortunate for Caravaggio that Paleotti died before 

the artist exhibited his first public work, which enabled Caravaggio to maintain his 

success in both the public and private art domains.  

The Counter-Reformation and the Roman Inquisition 

The effects of the Council of Trent triggered the ideological movement within the 

later sixteenth and early seventeenth century known as the Counter-Reformation, a 

nineteenth-century term coined by Protestant historians.17 Basically, this was a 

continuation and extension of the ideas proposed by the Council of Trent, maintained (in 

Rome especially) into the seventeenth century. Clement VIII has generally been 

                                            
16

 ―Federico Borromeo‖ The Catholic Encyclopedia, accessed December 15, 2010. 
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considered the last uncompromising Tridentine Reform pope, and during his reign 

(1592–1605) he rejected any facet of progressive or intellectual thinking that did not 

coincide with the scriptures and Catholic ideologies.18 The supreme power and authority 

of the Catholic Church had been previously threatened by the Protestants, and he was 

determined to abolish any radical ideas by free-thinking revolutionaries such as 

Giordano Bruno (1548–1600), Galileo Galilei (1564–1642), and even visual artists. 

Certain philosophies, scientific observations, and new artistic styles and techniques 

would soon be dismissed as unprecedented falsehoods in a world where religious faith 

constituted legitimacy and overthrew scientific truth or observation. One is not surprised 

to learn that Caravaggio‘s very first altarpiece painting for the Contarelli Chapel in San 

Luigi dei Francesi, Saint Matthew and an Angel (1602) was ultimately rejected.19 

The writings of both Bruno and Galileo were placed under the Index Librorum 

Prohibitorum list. The Index was most severe under Pope Paul IV in 1559, but when 

Clement VIII reinstated it in 1596, he proposed rules for future censorship. Around this 

time, Caravaggio was residing at the Palazzo Madama with his new patron, Cardinal del 

Monte, and most likely encountered some of the intellectuals that read or even wrote 

these banned books, in addition to the collection of books that was stored in the 

household.20 Although the writings of such avant-garde scholars such as Bruno and 

Galileo are widely acknowledged in educational institutions at present day, near the turn 

of the seventeenth century these books were highly controversial and essentially 
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20
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condemned because they contradicted the scriptures. Therefore, the progressive ideas 

presented by these renowned intellectuals were seen as a contradiction to the ideology 

of the Council of Trent and the Catholic Church. The thoughts and writings of Bruno and 

Galileo were ahead of their time and banned because of it.21 Caravaggio‘s work can be 

seen in a similar way. But as a strong supporter of Galileo, del Monte saw the potential 

and revolutionary elements in the artist‘s work. Peter Robb sums up my argument by 

mentioning that ―The Counter Reformation had rung down the iron curtain of ideology, 

and dogma was now being preferred to empirical knowledge.‖22 Galileo himself 

discusses the problem with 

Wanting people to deny the evidence of their own sense and submit it to the 
arbitrary judgment of others, and allowing people totally ignorant of an art or 
science to be judges of intellectuals.…These are the new powers that can 
ruin republics and subvert states.23 

The Inquisition also played a significant role in solidifying the power and control of 

the Catholic Church during the Counter-Reformation era. In 1542 the previous medieval 

Inquisition was replaced, and the Holy Office was permanently established in Rome 

under the pope, encouraged by Gian Pietro Carafa, Pope Paul IV (r. 1555–59). This 

system was extended to other Italian cities as well, but remained the strongest in Rome. 

Notaries recorded trials, and if serious, the process could be lengthy. Many public 

sentences, or autodafè, occurred inside Santa Maria Sopra Minerva. From the years 
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1553 to 1601, Rome‘s tribunal executed 135 people.24 These executions often 

transpired in public, and it is highly likely Caravaggio was a witness to Giordano Bruno‘s 

execution in Campo dei‘ Fiori in February 1600.25  

In regard to artists during the Inquisition, one has to mention the case of Paolo 

Veronese (1528–88), held in Venice by the Holy Office on July 18, 1573. He was 

questioned for the lack of decorum and representation of ambiguous and discrepant 

imagery in his painting for the church of Santi Giovanni e Paolo, representing the Last 

Supper (now titled, The Feast in the House of Levi, 1571–73, Galleria dell‘Accademia, 

Venice, Fig. 1).26 Instead of altering these accused discrepancies represented in the 

image, he simply changed the name from The Last Supper to The Feast in the House of 

Levi. The artist was treated fairly well, and his questioning was considered mild, 

because the Venetian Inquisition did not always operate in the strict manner of the 

Roman Inquisition.27 Unlike in Rome, the Venetian Republic was granted access in the 

decision-making processes of the Inquisition and had the ability to withhold sentences.28 

Had this artist been placed in front of the Inquisition in Rome, it is possible that his 

treatment would have been harsher with more repercussions.  

Now that I have presented some background information regarding the Council of 

Trent, Counter-Reformation ideology, and the leading Tridentine Reformers, I will now 
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place the artist within this context at his arrival in Rome and discuss his early career and 

influential patronage. Cardinal del Monte played many significant parts in Caravaggio‘s 

life and future commissions, and it is advantageous that the artist connected with a 

patron that would not only help his artistic career but also grant him artistic freedom and 

protection, insurances that Caravaggio desired and needed. As I have mentioned 

previously, del Monte was not Caravaggio‘s only patron in Rome. Other prominent 

figures within Roman society have commissioned his works, such as the Marchese 

Vincenzo Giustiniani (1564–1637), Maffeo Barberini (1568–1644), Ciricao Mattei (?–

1614), Ottavio Costa (1554–1639), and others. The artist is fortunate that his work 

gained such popularity after his years with del Monte; continuing patronage and elite 

social connections for artists during this time was imperative. 
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CHAPTER 3 
EARLY EMPLOYMENT IN ROME AND SIGNIFICANT PATRONS  

Mattei led Caravaggio to ambitious paths that would then be central for him. 
One could claim Mattei as the more significant [than del Monte] in that he 
worked with an artist already close to his peak and coping with more 
complex communications.1 

Caravaggio was born in Milan in the autumn of 1571, a son to Fermo Merisi 

(1540–77) and Lucia Aratori (?–1590), who were married January 14, 1571.2 His father 

was a builder for the Marchese Francesco I Sforza di Caravaggio, a family connection 

that was helpful for the artist during his initial years in Rome.3 The plague had swept the 

Lombard area in the late sixteenth century, taking the lives of Caravaggio‘s parents and 

many others. After the death of his mother in 1590, the artist traveled to the small town 

outside of Milan, Caravaggio (after which he was named), to divide the family estate, 

which was finalized May 11, 1592.4 

Once in Rome, prior to Caravaggio‘s stay with Cardinal del Monte, the artist lived 

quite the itinerant lifestyle, unable to find an appropriate fit for his artistic and social 
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aspirations. The first part of this chapter examines the artist‘s initial arrival in Rome, 

tracking his chronological artistic employment. The latter portion of this chapter 

investigates his more distinguished patrons during and immediately following the del 

Monte years; these years that follow are also known as Caravaggio‘s monumental 

period. This section includes an assessment of the inventories and the commissions 

from Caravaggio‘s noteworthy patrons such as del Monte but also Vincenzo Giustiniani 

and the Mattei brothers (Ciricao and Cardinal Girolamo Mattei). Of these three art 

patrons, Cardinal del Monte was not the wealthiest, nor was his private collection filled 

with the most works from the artist. Despite this financial lack, he remains the most 

significant patron, cardinal, and figure to enter the artist‘s life. In the chapters that follow 

I discuss del Monte‘s artistic and intellectual agency on the artist as well as provide a 

deeper examination of the works of art commissioned by him and fellow patrons. But for 

the present time it is significant to emphasize the artist‘s struggling years prior to this 

momentous encounter, which can help envisage the impact it had on the artist‘s life and 

work. 

Caravaggio‘s early years in Rome are somewhat difficult to pinpoint, but his 

contemporary biographers provide insight to the years prior to del Monte‘s patronage. 

The three prominent contemporary writers of Caravaggio during this time were Giulio 

Mancini (1558–1630), Giovanni Baglione (1566–1643), and Gian Pietro Bellori (1613–

96).5 The earliest notice of Caravaggio arriving in Rome is found in the work of Mancini, 

Caravaggio‘s doctor (and future papal doctor), in the year 1592, and his last recorded 
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appearance in the Lombardy area was documented as May of that year.6 Caravaggio 

and his fellow Lombard painter and friend Prospero Orsi (1558–1633)—also known as 

Prosperino delle Grottesche—were recorded in attendance of the annual Forty Hours 

Devotion in honor of Saint Luke (the patron saint of artists) in the fall of 1594 in Rome.7 

The antiquarian and theorist Gian Pietro Bellori is the only biographer to mention 

Caravaggio‘s possible sojourn in Venice before his arrival to Rome. Modern biographers 

such as Helen Langdon note that his stay in Venice is very likely, although it has yet to 

be confirmed.8  

The late mannerist painter and biographer Giovanni Baglione would have known 

Caravaggio quite well during his lifetime, but the two did not have a positive relationship 

with each other. In fact, Baglione would take Caravaggio and his circle of friends to 

court later in 1603, attempting to sue them for libel.9 In this sense, it is wise not to 

assume that Baglione‘s writings of Caravaggio in his Le vite de’ pittori, scultori, et 

architetti (The lives of painters, sculptors, and architects) of 1642 provide the most 

objective view on the public reception or opinion of Caravaggio‘s artwork.10 But the two 

artists were contemporaries and therefore Baglione (and other writers of this era) 
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remain an important source regarding details of Caravaggio‘s life in Rome, despite their 

disdain for aspects of his work. 

The vital texts of Christoph Frommel, Zygmunt Waźbiński, W. Chandler Kirwin, 

Luigi Salerno, and Creighton Gilbert help us to obtain a closer look into the inventories 

and private collections of Cardinal del Monte, Vincenzo Giustiniani, and the Mattei 

brothers; thus, we can establish a possible connection, comparison, and distinction 

among the artistic preferences and artworks collected by these patrons.11 These men 

were imperative supporters of the artist, from helping the artist to land prestigious public 

commissions to purchasing his rejected public works for no laughable sum of money. 

Although Caravaggio never acquired papal patronage from Clement VIII, some of the 

most prominent art collectors in Rome exhibited a great interest in the emerging style of 

the artist. 

First Arrival and the Early Years, 1592—1595 

Baglione tells us that Caravaggio initially settled in Rome with a painter of ―crude 

works of art,‖ which was most likely a Sicilian painter named Lorenzo.12 From here he 

stayed with a man by the name of Tarquino, then worked for a Sienese painter, 

Antiveduto Grammatica (1571–1626).13 Following his stay with Grammatica, he lived for 

a few months with a priest (a Saint Peter‘s benefactor), Pandolfo Pucci of Recanti 
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(1530–1614), and then returned to Tarquino‘s. We know from Giulio Mancini‘s writings 

that Caravaggio was not fond of Pucci because Pucci did not treat him well; he would 

stay with him only a few months.14 Under Pucci‘s supervision, the artist copied 

devotional images, which were sent back to Recanti and are now lost.15 After being 

kicked by a horse, Caravaggio was sent to the hospital Santa Maria della Scala and 

painted many works for the prior Giovanni Buttari (which were also lost).16 Following his 

recovery, he was employed under the workshop of the favored Cavaliere Giuseppe 

Cesari for about eight months, where he painted fruits and flowers.17 Caravaggio was 

still living with quite humble means, sleeping on a ―ramshackle platform‖ at night.18 His 

artistic intuition was not suitable for doing such work under Cesari‘s workshop, and he 

left with hopes of a better opportunity.19  

Just before his stay with del Monte, Caravaggio lived with a man named 

Monsignore Fantin Petrignani. Howard Hibbard notes that this man was not in Rome in 

the year 1594; therefore, Caravaggio must have lived with him prior to or after this 
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date.20 Creighton Gilbert dates Caravaggio‘s stay under Petrignani to 1595, which given 

Caravaggio‘s multiple residences following his immediate arrival in Rome, seems 

accurate. However, a census taken that year reveals that neither Caravaggio nor 

Petrignani occupied this Roman residence at the time, thus indicating an issue for an 

accurate chronology of the artist‘s early years and patronage.21 Hibbard claims that 

Caravaggio must have left Petrignani‘s residence some time before the census was 

taken during Easter of 1595, indicating that his time there was transient, lasting only a 

few months. Gilbert opposes Hibbard‘s idea and suggests that Caravaggio did not leave 

Petrignani‘s house before the census but instead arrived after the census was taken, 

thus marking Caravaggio‘s initial entrance into Palazzo Madama closer to or into the 

year 1596.22 Gilbert acknowledges that most scholars tend to follow Hibbard‘s 

chronology, contending that Caravaggio‘s stay under Petrignani was short-lived. His 

own preference for the later entrance into Petrignani‘s residence is supported by the 

idea that an early departure before the census of 1595 would place the artist in 

Petrignani‘s home for only a few months (New Year‘s to Easter), while also marking the 

time frame for all of Caravaggio‘s previous residences as more confined. These reasons 

seem justifiable, yet they can be dismissed because the artist was notorious for 

frequently changing his residence, a behavior (excluding his years with del Monte) the 
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artist exhibited consistently throughout his entire lifetime.23 In fact, his accommodation 

under Cardinal del Monte is arguably the first time one can truly claim that his living 

situation was in a permanent state during his years in Rome. 

The emphasis behind this debated discussion of Caravaggio‘s early chronology 

lies within his arrival into del Monte‘s Palazzo Madama. Although Hibbard and other 

scholars have argued for an early arrival to (and often a later departure from) del 

Monte‘s residence than what is now generally accepted, Gilbert has opposed this in 

such a way as to mitigate the impact of this patron-artist relationship, vouching for the 

artist‘s residence under the Mattei brothers as the most significant.24 I believe that 

Caravaggio‘s stay with Petrignani was ephemeral, and quite possibly ended before the 

census was conducted. However, if in fact the artist entered Petrignani‘s residence 

post-census (thus subsequently entering Palazzo Madama at a later date than originally 

understood), it in no way discredits the effect of Caravaggio‘s patron-artist relationship 

with del Monte. One can argue that for del Monte to impact the artist in such significant 

ways in an even shorter time frame than previously accepted is more worthy of respect 

and recognition. That said, whether Caravaggio took up residence at the Palazzo 

Madama in late 1595 or early 1596, his years spent with del Monte would be the most 

critical for the artist, and the time spent under other patrons such as the Mattei brothers 

cannot equally compare. 
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Distinguished Roman Patrons: Del Monte, the Giustinianis, and the Matteis 

After his departure from Petrignani‘s, Caravaggio arranged for an art gallery 

located near Palazzo Madama and Palazzo Giustiniani to sell his paintings in hopes of 

attracting some of the prominent art patrons and connoisseurs of Rome.25 The owner of 

the picture gallery, Maestro Valentino, paid Caravaggio ―miserable prices‖ for his work, 

but the public display of his paintings paid off greatly for the artist. 26. It was here that del 

Monte first encountered Caravaggio‘s works, Fortune Teller (1594, Capitoline, Rome, 

Fig. 2) and Cardsharps (1594, Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth, Fig. 3). This juncture 

marked Caravaggio‘s transition from a low-end workshop employer or painter of small 

and amateurish works to an artist of more serious patronage. Following the years with 

del Monte, the artist would receive many commissions, private and public. Although 

some of his public works were eventually rejected, they were still purchased and 

admired by private patrons.  

At the time when del Monte and Caravaggio were first introduced, del Monte was 

not only a cardinal but also the Medici representative in Rome and, unsurprisingly, an 

avid art patron. His parents had encouraged him to pursue an ecclesiastical career, but 

del Monte was interested in learning beyond the church and studied disciplines such as 
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civil law.27 He studied in Pesaro among notable figures such as Torquato Tasso and the 

(soon-to-be) duke of Urbino, Francesco Maria II della Rovere.28 By 1574 del Monte was 

a representative of the duke. During this time his friendship with a certain Cardinal 

Ferdinando de‘Medici evolved; the following year Ferdinando commissioned Jacopo 

Zucchi to paint The Mass of Saint Gregory the Great (1575, Oratory of the Santissima 

Trinità dei Pellegrini, Rome) and included del Monte‘s portrait as one of the 

worshippers.29 Later in 1586 del Monte declined an appointment as the bishop of 

Pesaro to serve as the Medici representative in Rome, revealing his strong ties to the 

Medici family. This loyalty, however, did not cease his ecclesiastical strides, as he 

became a cardinal December 14, 1588. He now had his own Medici palace in Rome, 

Palazzo Madama, with religious connections as cardinal but also with secular 

connections as a Medici diplomat. The duality of del Monte‘s social connections was 

highly beneficial for Caravaggio‘s artistic exposure; he would later paint secular imagery 

for the Medici and other private patrons but also painted religious imagery—public and 

private—for more conservative art patrons. An argument can even be made for the 

location of Palazzo Madama itself, because it faces the palace of Caravaggio‘s future 

patron Vincenzo Giustiniani, as well as being next door to the French church in Rome 

where the artist received his first public commission. 
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As a whole, del Monte‘s art collection was quite extensive and he acquired many 

of Caravaggio‘s works.30 Before the year 1600 (around the time Caravaggio left the 

cardinal‘s residence), del Monte had purchased nine or ten original works by 

Caravaggio, not including his painting of Pastor Friso (also referred to as Saint John the 

Baptist, 1602, Capitoline Museum, Rome, Fig. 4), a gift he received long after the 

artist‘s death.31 

In comparison, the inventory of Vincenzo Giustiniani (1564–1637) displayed 

thirteen works by Caravaggio, and possibly two others that were attributed to him.32 

Giustiniani was known as one of the richest art patrons in Rome at the time and had 

come from a wealthy Genoese banking family; he took over as the head of the family 

after the death of his father in 1600. His art collection had the largest number of works 

by Caravaggio obtained by any one patron, but del Monte had more paintings by 

Caravaggio than by any other artist. So although Giustiniani‘s collection of works by the 
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artist was (only slightly) larger in quantity, when comparing the abundance of works by 

Caravaggio to the works of other artists represented in del Monte‘s collection, the 

cardinal‘s strong preference for the artist‘s style becomes apparent.  

Out of the 705 total works listed in del Monte‘s inventory of 1626, 153 works were 

created by named artists.33 Giustiniani had 581 total works in his inventory of 1638, and 

366 were by named artists. It is apparent that Giustiniani was an avid art collector and 

connoisseur, concerned with acquiring works by renowned artists of the period. Del 

Monte could be considered the opposite, because he favored a distinct style or quality 

instead of a collection of works from specifically well-known artists (the majority of the 

works in his collection were by unnamed artists).34 Del Monte‘s collection had a large 

number of artworks, but they were perhaps more affordable and easier to obtain; 

therefore, the quantity of artworks in his collection does not exhibit del Monte‘s superior 

wealth over someone such as the Genoese nobleman Giustiniani.  

Del Monte‘s financial status is further demonstrated as we examine the residences 

of the two patrons. Palazzo Madama was one of two Medici palaces in Rome; the villa 

Medici on the Pincian Hill was the official Medici family seat in the city. In 1595, 

contemporary to the time of Caravaggio‘s stay there, Palazzo Madama measured sixty 

by forty feet, with thirteen rooms. It was fairly modest in terms of ―palazzo-style‖ 
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 Many of the works in del Monte‘s inventory were without frames, fairly affordable, and by unknown 
artists. 
 
34

 That is not to say that Giustiniani did not exhibit interest in certain styles altogether. In the first decades 
of the seventeenth century, Giustiniani‘s art collection started to shift from the works of nontraditional 
artists such as Caravaggio and Annibale Carracci toward more classical Baroque works of art such as 
those by Nicholas Poussin. For a detailed assessment of works and artists in Giustiniani‘s collection, see 
Luigi Salerno, ―The Picture Gallery of Vincenzo Giustiniani,‖ The Burlington Magazine (1960). 
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structures.35 With these measurements, Gilbert warns against making assumptions of 

del Monte‘s wealth: 

Palazzo Madama was a palazzo but not a palace, and the reference to his 
[del Monte‘s] noble family, connected with the Bourbons…[inaccurately] 
assimilates him to the grand type of maecenas that Bernini did have in 
Cardinal Borghese and that Caravaggio should have had.36 

In this regard, Gilbert acknowledges Caravaggio‘s talent in that he deserved a wealthy 

and powerful patron, while simultaneously claiming that del Monte was financially 

incapable of filling that position.  

Giustiniani used twenty-eight rooms to display his artworks, and his palazzo was 

without question more spacious and lavish than del Monte‘s; it is evident that del Monte 

was living in a property of the Medicis as their representative and that Giustiniani was 

his own representative with his own palace. There is a lack of extensive building records 

for Giustiniani‘s palace during this time, but previous documentation indicates that he 

acquired a recently remodeled and redecorated palace.37 Giustiniani‘s brother, 

Benedetto (1554–1621), also lived with him at this residence and was elected cardinal 

by Sixtus V in 1586, just a few years before the Giustiniani family acquired its palazzo 

near del Monte‘s Palazzo Madama.38 Benedetto is noted for commissioning four of the 

thirteen works by Caravaggio found in the inventory.39  
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 F. Borsi, Palazzo Madama, (1969), p. 40.  
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 Gilbert, Caravaggio and His Two Cardinals, p. 132.  
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 Ilaria Toesca, ―The Giustiniani Palace,‖ The Burlington Magazine 102 no. 685 (April 1960): 166. 
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 Salerno, ―The Picture Gallery of Vincenzo Giustiniani,‖ The Burlington Magazine (1960) p. 21. 
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 Elizabeth Cropper, ―Review: Caravaggio and the Giustiniani. Rome and Berlin,‖ The Burlington 
Magazine 143 no. 1180 (July 2001): 450. For an in-depth analysis regarding Benedetto and his possible 
commissions for Caravaggio, see Silvia Danesi Squarzina‘s ―The Collections of Cardinal Benedetto 
Giustiniani Part I,‖ The Burlington Magazine 139 No. 1136 (Nov. 1997): 766–91. 
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Due to their palazzo‘s close proximity to the church of San Luigi dei Francesi, the 

Giustiniani brothers would have seen Caravaggio‘s first public commission in the 

Contarelli Chapel, his Matthew Cycle of 1600 (Calling of Saint Matthew and Martyrdom 

of Saint Matthew, Rome, Fig. 5 and Fig. 6). Some speculate that this was Vincenzo and 

Benedetto‘s first intimate encounter to Caravaggio‘s work, although a work 

commissioned by Vincenzo by Caravaggio in 1596 marks his encounter with the artist 

as earlier, and the two men were definitely well-acquainted with del Monte at this time.40 

In 1598 Benedetto had traveled with the pope to Ferrara, as did del Monte. Also, 

Vincenzo was present at Palazzo Madama when del Monte hosted music parties and 

concerts, as both gentlemen were enthusiastic lovers of music.41. 

One of Caravaggio‘s paintings for the Contarelli Chapel, Saint Matthew and Angel 

(1602, previously in Berlin, now destroyed, Fig. 7) was actually rejected and replaced by 

a similar work by the artist, his Inspiration of Saint Matthew (1602, Contarelli Chapel, 

Rome, Fig. 8). The private patronage of Vincenzo, and possibly his brother Benedetto, 

became critical for the artist at this time because Vincenzo purchased the rejected work. 

Caravaggio‘s public works of art were continually rejected—Madonna dei Palafrenieri 

(1606, Galleria Borghese, Rome, Fig. 9) and Death of the Virgin (1605–6, Musée du 

Louvre, Paris, Fig. 10) are two examples—but private patrons continued to show 
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 Caravaggio‘s first of two versions of The Lute Player has now been accurately attributed as a 
commission by Vincenzo Giustiniani, previously thought to be a commission from del Monte, as he had a 
very similar version in his inventory, coming shortly after the first version was created. Therefore, the 
Giustiniani brothers must have been introduced to the artist before the display of his public works in the 
Contarelli Chapel, through del Monte. 
 
41

 Salerno, ―The Picture Gallery of Vincenzo Giustiniani,‖ The Burlington Magazine (1960), p. 21. 
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interest.42 The significance of this private interest stems from the initial private patron 

catalyst, Cardinal del Monte.  

As previously mentioned, the artist did not take up residence with his wealthy 

neighbors, the Giustiniani family, but instead left Palazzo Madama in early 1601 and 

headed for the residence of Ciricao (1545–1614) and Cardinal Girolamo Mattei (1547–

1603).43 After Caravaggio gained recognition from his first public commission, the 

Matteis were willing and, more importantly, capable of proposing a more attractive 

financial offer to the artist. Del Monte‘s yearly earnings amounted to only twelve 

thousand scudi as recorded in 1605, and he had no family wealth to pass on or 

distribute.44 This is in comparison to the three hundred thousand scudi the Mattei 

brothers inherited from their uncle, in addition to their own previously accumulated 

wealth.45 Del Monte could not fault Caravaggio for departing from his residence to seek 

a greater financial career and living situation; it was, after all, what the patron had been 

preparing him for during the past five years. 
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 Cardinal Scipione Borghese purchased the Madonna dei Palafranieri after it was rejected from the 
Basilica of Saint Peter. After its rejection for the church of Santa Maria della Scala, the Death of the Virgin 
was purchased by the Duke of Mantua under strong encouragement by one of the leading painters of the 
period, Peter Paul Rubens. 
 
43

 N. Randolph Parks, ―On Caravaggio‘s ‗Dormition of the Virgin‘ and Its Setting,‖ The Burlington 
Magazine volume 127 no. 988 (July 1985): 441. Parks discusses a document that was signed by 
Caravaggio for his Death of the Virgin on July 14, 1601; in this contract the artist mentions his current 
residency with the Mattei brothers. Cinotti discusses that the last documented date for the artist living with 
del Monte is November 1600, and in 1605 he is listed as living on his own. This supports the idea that 
during the first years of the seventeenth century, the artist was living with the Matteis. However, Cardinal 
Mattei died just two years after Caravaggio‘s arrival, so their relationship (despite how strong, as Gilbert 
argues) was ephemeral (Cinotti, ―Caravaggio‖ I pittori bergamaschi del seicento, vol. 1, pp. 240–43).  
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 Luigi Spezzaferro, ―La cultura del Cardinal del Monte e il primo tempo di Caravaggio,‖ Storia dell’arte 
9/10 (1971): 21. 
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 Gilbert, Caravaggio and His Two Cardinals, p. 131. For more information regarding the Matteis, see 
Chapter 10. 
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Under the residence of the Mattei family, Caravaggio executed such religious 

works as the Supper at Emmaus (1601, National Gallery, London, Fig. 11) and the 

Betrayal of Christ (1602, National Gallery, Dublin, Fig. 12).46 They are also credited for 

purchasing the Pastor Friso, which had been painted prior to the artist‘s employment 

under the Matteis.47 Although these works are few in quantity, they contain many figures 

and are larger in size, thus taking the artist much longer to execute. But, as I discuss in 

Chapter 4, del Monte was the initial patron responsible for encouraging the artist to 

break away from his earlier half-length, single-figured imagery and to experiment with 

larger and more complex compositions.48  

Caravaggio‘s later religious works proved to be his most widely accepted and 

admired paintings, a talent unobtainable without the previous practice and instruction 

under del Monte for his religious subjects of Saint Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy, Saint 

Catherine of Alexandria (1598, Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum, Madrid, Fig. 13), Rest on 

the Flight into Egypt (1597, Doria Pamphilj Gallery, Rome, Fig. 14), Penitent Magdalene 

(1597, Doria Pamphilj Gallery, Rome, Fig. 15), and so on. The works commissioned and 

purchased by the Matteis show tremendous improvement from Caravaggio‘s earlier 

style, a transition that occurred during the latter 1590s—his years spent in del Monte‘s 

household. 

                                            
46

 Ciricao Mattei‘s payment book lists Caravaggio receiving payment in 1602 for Emmaus and in 1603 for 
the Betrayal (Cappelletti and Testa, in G. Correale, Identificazione di un Caravaggio (Venice, 1990), p. 
77). 
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 This painting, previously mentioned in del Monte‘s inventory at his death, was given to him after the 
deaths of Caravaggio and Cardinal Mattei. For the provenance issues surrounding this Pastor Friso 
image, see John T. Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, pp. 132–41. 
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 Caravaggio had already begun to experiment with more than one figure in his Fortune Teller and 
Cardsharps, shortly before he meets del Monte. Although these two genre scenes do not display full-
length figures, each work contains more than a single figure. Following these works, del Monte 
encouraged the artist to create full-length figures of more refined subject matter, such as religious 
subjects.  
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By comparing the household finances of three of Caravaggio‘s Roman patrons, it 

is clear that del Monte did not have the most extensive collection or the most wealth, but 

he had more paintings by Caravaggio than of any other single artist, proving his strong 

admiration for him. Del Monte substituted his lack of financial excess for intellect, social 

connections, and educational and artistic instruction. Caravaggio did not need a dowry 

for his future family, something that could be obtained from wealthy patrons such as 

Giustiniani and Mattei. Instead, what was most imperative for the artist during this time 

was a distinguished person in society willing to help him expand his artistic fame and 

improve his amateur talent. Giustiniani was concerned with obtaining the crème de la 

crème works of art created by artists already established within the artistic society of 

Rome. The Mattei brothers were interested in commissioning works for religious and 

devotional purposes and were not concerned with elevating the artist‘s rise to success; 

Caravaggio had already achieved that when he met the Matteis (hence the quote in the 

very beginning of this chapter), which can even be argued for Caravaggio‘s encounter 

with Vincenzo Giustiniani as well. Although Caravaggio and del Monte did part ways 

around the turn of the century, neither expressed disdain for one another. Del Monte 

later purchased a copy of Caravaggio‘s Doubting Thomas (original 1602, Bildergalerie, 

Potsdam, Sanssouci) as well as assisted the artist in 1604 with a confrontation with the 

police.  

Now that I have assessed the artist‘s early employment in Rome and discussed 

three of his significant patrons, the following Chapters 4–6 comprise a closer 

examination of Cardinal del Monte‘s roles in the artist‘s life and work. As previously 

mentioned, del Monte had alternative forms of clout to offer artists other than wealth. 



 

42 

Chapter 4 examines the cardinal‘s effect on the artist‘s work by discussing three 

distinctive works of art within the artist‘s oeuvre: Saint Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy; 

Jupiter, Neptune; and Pluto; and the Medusa shield. 
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CHAPTER 4 
DEL MONTE‘S INFLUENCE ON CARAVAGGIO‘S ARTISTIC EXPANSION 

Entering the circle of Cardinal del Monte, living in his palace, absorbing his 
ideas, listening to his musicians, looking at his art collections—those 
experiences are all clearly reflected in Caravaggio‘s paintings of the late 
1590s. His work becomes more sophisticated and more intellectually 
rarefied.1 

During the years Caravaggio stayed at Palazzo Madama (1595–1600), Cardinal 

del Monte had a permanent impact on him. When looking at his oeuvre chronologically, 

the influence on his art and style of work is clear. Beginning as early as the mid-to-late 

1590s, the cardinal was the artistic instructor and guide for the artist, encouraging him 

to expand the possibilities within his subject matter, compositions, and the surface 

material of his paintings.  

In this chapter, I discuss three works by the artist—Saint Francis of Assisi in 

Ecstasy (Fig. 16); Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto (Fig. 17); and his Medusa shield (Fig. 

18)—that reflect del Monte‘s influence. These works were painted on canvas, a ceiling, 

and a wooden convex shield (with the canvas stretched over). While these were all 

privately commissioned by del Monte, Caravaggio took advantage of these projects and 

used them to experiment with his artistic capabilities, painting new subject matter and 

compositions that eventually led to his success as a public painter. 

Caravaggio arrived in Rome in 1592; when comparing the paintings he executed 

prior to his del Monte years to the paintings completed during, there is a clear 

transformation in his work, which presents more diverse subject matter and 

compositions. From his early years in Rome in Cesari d‘Arpino‘s workshop and 

elsewhere, Caravaggio produced still-life scenes and secular subjects of single figures 
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 Graham-Dixon, Caravaggio: A Life Sacred and Profane, p. 160. 
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in half-length or three quarters-length. This type of early style is evident in his Boy 

Peeling a Fruit (1592, Fondazione Roberto Longhi, Florence, Fig. 19), Sick Bacchus 

(1593, Galleria Borghese, Rome, Fig. 20), and Boy with a Basket of Fruit (1593, Galleria 

Borghese, Rome, Fig. 21). Following these works, Caravaggio created two genre 

scenes, the Fortune Teller and the Cardsharps of 1594. These two genre works 

implement additional figures, but are still partial-length and show an amateurish style 

and subject matter. 

Taking a look at one of these early works, the Sick Bacchus for example, presents 

a self-portrait of the artist as Bacchus, the god of wine (known as Dionysus in Greek 

mythology). His body is in profile, and his head is closer to a three-quarters view as it 

turns toward the viewer. His right elbow is slightly resting on the table as he brings his 

hand full of grapes toward his mouth. He wears a crown of ivy leaves and a toga-like 

garment, which partially wraps around his body and is secured by a burgundy knotted 

sash. Fruits such as pears and grapes lie on the table in front of him. Visible beyond the 

corner of the table, parts of his legs are cast in a mixture of light and shade, as the dark 

background contrasts the tone of his flesh. The skin of his entire body is portrayed in a 

sickly pale greenish tint, giving a malnourished look. The artist was obviously struggling 

at this point in his life, able to paint only himself as a figure, as he could not afford a 

model. This image may reference his own lack of proper sustenance during these 

difficult times.  

Possibly due to his financial means and artistic inexperience, Caravaggio 

continued to execute secular works portraying this type of composition and subject 

matter, as two genre scenes follow in 1594. His Fortune Teller and Cardsharps appear 
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to be modeled directly from the streets of Rome. The first image portrays a Romani 

using a young man‘s palm to read his fortune (while also trying to slip a ring off his 

finger), and the latter displays two men collaborating to cheat a young naïve boy in a 

game of cards. Caravaggio was a struggling artist at this time, and probably did not 

have the finances to hire expensive models, and resorted to painting these subjects 

directly from the streets of Rome. 

These Roman street scenes were the very subject matter that caught the eye of 

del Monte, and he became an avid patron and host to the artist as a result. But when 

Caravaggio entered the cardinal‘s Palazzo Madama, his works expanded beyond this 

type of subject matter and presented the viewer with more complex compositional 

arrangements; the artist soon produced religious subjects, images of music and 

mythology, and even individual portraiture. 

Saint Francis: Caravaggio Creates a Counter-Reformation Subject  

Shortly after his arrival to del Monte‘s household, the artist executed Saint Francis 

of Assisi in Ecstasy. This work dates around 1595, about the time he completed The 

Musicians (Fig. 22), but there have been discrepancies regarding its precise date and 

provenance.2 Although the evidence is considered inconclusive as to which image came 

first, Saint Francis or The Musicians, it is widely accepted and understood that both 

                                            
2
 Some scholars such as Peter Robb and Denis Mahon date this work to 1594, prior to Caravaggio‘s 

Musicians, and therefore marking it as Caravaggio‘s first commissioned work for del Monte. (Robb, M: 
The Man Who Became Caravaggio, p. 77; Denis Mahon, ―An Addition to Caravaggio‘s Early Period,‖ 
Paragone 3 no. 25 (Jan. 1952): 24). Creighton Gilbert and Mia Cinotti acknowledge that the work dates 
no later than 1595–97. (Gilbert, Caravaggio and His Two Cardinals, p. 153; Mia Cinotti, ―Caravaggio‖ I 
pittori bergamaschi del seicento 1, p. 441.). An earlier date has been proposed for the resemblance of the 
angel figure in this painting and in the figure of Eros in his Musicians. However, Howard Hibbard claims 
that the head of the figure has been repainted in each of the works, and cannot serve as proof for the 
accurate dating of Saint Francis (Hibbard, Caravaggio, p. 287). 
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works were executed during the earlier part of Caravaggio‘s duration with del Monte.3 

The provenance poses concern here also, because there was a ―Saint Francis image by 

Caravaggio‖ mentioned in Ottavio Costa‘s will of 1606.4 The information on this piece 

from Costa‘s inventory lacks sufficient detail or description to identify it as the painting 

currently in Hartford.5 I believe that the Hartford Saint Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy is an 

original work by Caravaggio commissioned by del Monte sometime around 1595 and 

the Costa painting of the same subject is either a copy or a lost work by the artist. 

When observing this image of Saint Francis, the viewer can see an immediate 

change and innovation in subject matter and appearance from Caravaggio‘s pre-del 

Monte works; this painting portrays a scene with not one but two figures in full-length. 

The main figure, Saint Francis, wears his usual and humble brown habit and lies down 

in a field while being cared for by an angel. An extremely dark background blankets the 

abundant vegetation, affirming that this is an outdoor night scene. This scene is so dark, 

in fact, that the figures gathering around the fire in the background are barely visible.6 

The softer and light-colored backgrounds of the Fortune Teller and Cardsharps have 

                                            
3
 These two works, Saint Francis and Musicians, were executed within a relatively close time to each 

other (a year or less). 
 
4
 Luigi Spezzaferro, ―Ottavio Costa e Caravaggio: Certezze e Probleme,‖ in M. Cinotti (ed.), Novità sul 

Caravaggio: Saggi e Contributi (Milan, 1975), p. 113. But a ―St. Francis in Ecstasy‖ is mentioned in 
Cardinal del Monte‘s inventory of 1626 as well (Frommel, ―Caravaggio‘s Frühwerk und der Kardinal 
Francesco Maria del Monte,‖ Storia dell'arte, p. 34).  
 
5
 For an in-depth analysis and scholarly debate for this work‘s provenance and dating discrepancies, see 

John T. Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, pp. 40–50, 339. The ―Saint Francis‖ 
possessed by Costa does not list a ―Saint Francis in Ecstasy‖ or ―Saint Francis with an Angel,‖ but simply 
―Saint Francis.‖ There are two other ―Saint Francis‖ works by the artist that serve as possibilities for the 
Costa work, one in the Udine museum (possibly a copy) and the other in Carpineto. 
 
6
 In viewing only digital reproductions of this work I, am unable to make out the figures within their setting 

of sheer darkness. The only indication of these figures is the small fire burning just above the left 
knee/shin of the saint. Therefore, I consider the figures in the foreground to indicate the number of figures 
that this work contains, which, in full-length, is still a compositional variation and innovation for 
Caravaggio during this time.  
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disappeared, distinguishing this as Caravaggio‘s first (outdoor) night painting of his 

career, in addition to his first portrayal of full-length figures. 

The most significant innovation presented in this image, however, is not the scene-

setting elements—the rendering of night or representation of more than one figure in 

full-length—but the actual subject matter itself: this was Caravaggio‘s first religious 

subject. Chapter 2 examined the effects of the Counter-Reformation and the strong 

encouragement for images of religious suffering and piety during this period; these 

ideas are epitomized by the artist for the very first time in this painting. Caravaggio has 

represented one of the most beloved Counter-Reformation saints, Saint Francis of 

Assisi.7  

Within a setting of extreme darkness, an illuminated light is cast onto the two 

figures—Saint Francis and the angel—who rest in the foreground. The saint is in a 

reclining position, with eyes closed in ecstasy, ready to receive the stigmata. The angel, 

partially covered with a garment resembling a toga, kneels down to hold the saint.8 The 

model for the figure of the angel is Mario Minniti, also the model for the artist‘s Boy with 

a Basket of Fruit and the Eros figure of The Musicians.9 Minniti (1577–1640) makes 

                                            
7
 A majority of the artist‘s later images were of religious subject matter, which would inevitably dominate 

his oeuvre. 
 
8
 This white toga-like garment is a popular form of attire worn by many of Caravaggio‘s models in his 

works; his earlier Sick Bacchus and Boy with Basket of Fruit and his later Musicians, Bacchus, Rest on 
the Flight to Egypt, and Boy Bitten By a Lizard, are a few examples. Thus, it is clear that the artist was 
using earlier ideas from previous works while painting under del Monte, combining them with more widely 
accepted Counter-Reformation subject matter (such as Saint Francis). Caravaggio continued to 
implement his past techniques throughout his career. Skills developed by the artist during the del Monte 
years proved to be indispensible artistic innovations used in his later monumental religious commissions 
(religious subjects, full-length multi-figural compositions, chiaroscuro effects), a reason his years with del 
Monte were so critical for the artist.  
 
9
 Vittorio Sgarbi, Caravaggio (Milan, 2007), p. 52. 
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frequent appearances as a model in Caravaggio‘s work during this time because he 

was also living in Palazzo Madama with the artist until 1600. 

Creighton Gilbert claims that the Mattei brothers (Cardinal Mattei especially) are 

responsible for providing the artist with important artistic instruction regarding 

Caravaggio‘s images of religious subject matter, but he still acknowledges two important 

innovations in the artist‘s Saint Francis image: it displays the stigmata as a form of light 

as opposed to bodily wounds, and it presents Saint Francis in an unconscious state. He 

even admits that  

The best case for a complex religious communication for the young 
Caravaggio, before his Mattei connection, is probably in the Ecstasy of 
Saint Francis in Hartford.10 

Helen Langdon also mentions that past paintings of Saint Francis usually present the 

saint kneeling but Caravaggio instead chose to show him lying down on the ground.11 

This portrayal could be considered another innovation in his work in which he 

emphasizes the suffering and dramatic moment of the saint, not through visible physical 

wounds but through bodily expression. 

Although this is a religious image, it was privately commissioned. Del Monte 

perhaps commissioned this work as a play on (or emulation of) his own name: 

Francesco or Francis. Christoph Frommel has taken this idea further by suggesting that 
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 Gilbert, Caravaggio and His Two Cardinals, p. 153. Maffeo Barberini (a later patron of Caravaggio), 
mentions that the stigmata may seem like wounds, but they are not. They are ―openings whence the heart 
breathes out its flames‖ (E. Cecchi and N. Sapegno (eds.), Storia della Letteratura Italiana vol. V (Milan, 
1967), pp. 794, 153). 
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 Langdon, Caravaggio: A Life, p. 126. Earlier examples of Saint Francis kneeling while receiving the 
stigmatization are The Stigmatization of St. Francis by Giotto, (1319–1328 Florence, Bardi Chapel, 
Church of Santa Croce) and The Stigmatization of St Francis by Jan van Eyck (1428–29 Philadelphia 
Museum of Art). An example of the saint standing is presented in Saint Francis in Ecstasy by Giovanni 
Bellini (1480, New York, The Frick Collection). 
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the image of the saint portrays a physical likeness to the cardinal himself.12 I find this 

likeness difficult to accept using solely visual evidence in the painting. Due to the natural 

position of Saint Francis‘s head and facial features (his head is tilted back in a more 

horizontal position, eyes closed, with part of his face cast in shadow), a clear view of his 

face is obstructed. When comparing the features of the saint to Ottavio Leoni‘s portrait 

of the cardinal in 1616, a true likeness cannot be seen, which may be due to its later 

date. While I believe there is not enough evidence to prove this as a portrait of the 

cardinal, for the artist to paint del Monte‘s likeness as Saint Francis would not be out of 

the question.  

In this painting the cardinal has convinced the artist to expand his techniques, 

composition, and subject matter. Although del Monte expressed admiration for the 

artist‘s secular partial-length subjects (Fortune Teller and Cardsharps), he encouraged 

the artist to execute a religious scene. There are many possible reasons for this; the 

cardinal encouraging the artist to expand and practice his brush toward a more widely 

appreciated subject matter, in hopes to receive a prestigious public commission is not 

an unlikely possibility.13 Public commissions at this time always exhibited Counter-

Reformation religious subjects. 

When observing the first and last paintings within Caravaggio‘s oeuvre, it seems 

unlikely that they were even created by the same hand. From a modest canvas (64.2 x 

51.4 cm) displaying a secular image of a single half-length youth figure in Boy Peeling 
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 Frommel,  ―Caravaggio‘s Frühwerk und der Kardinal Francesco Maria del Monte,‖ Storia dell'arte, p. 15. 
The physical likeness has been explored, but it has not been widely accepted that the saint is a portrait of 
del Monte. 
 
13

 Saint Francis was the ideal saint of the Counter-Reformation era. Helen Langdon in Caravaggio: A Life 
mentions that ―Carlo Borromeo made a pilgrimage to Mount La Verna in Tuscany, where Francis, 
passionate in his desire to be mystically united with Christ, had received the stigmata,‖ (p. 126). 
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Fruit to a larger canvas (106.0 x 179.5 cm) representing four mature figures of Counter-

Reformation suffering engulfed in extreme chiaroscuro in the Martyrdom of Saint Ursula 

(1610, Galleria di Palazzo Zevallos Stigliano, Naples, Fig. 23), there must have been a 

juncture in the artist‘s career where he began to shift his artistic style and choice of 

subjects. It is arguably the moment that he paints this work, Saint Francis of Assisi in 

Ecstasy, for Cardinal del Monte.  

Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto: The Alchemist and His Apprentice 

Another type of image introduced by the artist during the later 1590s is his Jupiter, 

Neptune, and Pluto, a work executed for del Monte‘s summer villa. This work, like Saint 

Francis, has been much debated by scholars in regard to its dating and attribution. It 

remained virtually unknown as a work by Caravaggio until recently, and for good 

reason. The first person to mention and attribute this painting to Caravaggio (and the 

only Caravaggio source with access to its location) was his biographer Gian Pietro 

Bellori.14  

The painting is located in situ at the Villa Boncompagni-Ludovisi (also known as 

the Villa Aurora) in Rome. It was executed on the ceiling of a fairly small space, a room 

located next to del Monte‘s alchemy distillery.15 This area was primarily a private sector 

of the summer villa; thus it is possible that even the few visitors who ventured inside the 

villa never viewed the work. That said, this work was not always accepted as a work by 

Caravaggio. For example, Howard Hibbard considered it a lost work or a work that was 

                                            
14

 Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 66. Even at present-day, this villa is private and 
closed to the public, making it difficult to view this work. 
 
15

 Graham-Dixon calls this space a ―tesoretto‖ and describes it as a ―narrow, rectangular room‖ 
(Caravaggio: A Life Sacred and Profane, p. 159). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Galleria_di_Palazzo_Zevallos_Stigliano&action=edit&redlink=1
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erroneously attributed to the artist by Bellori.16 However, recently it has been generally 

accepted to be a work by the artist, a view supported by stylistic evidence, 

documentation of del Monte‘s acquisition of the villa (synonymous with the period of 

Caravaggio‘s stay with him), and technical evidence from the ceiling‘s restoration of 

1989.17 

Bellori mentions that Cardinal del Monte acquired a villa near the Porta Pinciana in 

the fall of 1596.18 He then sold the villa to Pietro Aldobrandini in September 1597 and 

later reacquired the property in April 1599.19 Catherine Puglisi, Helen Langdon, Andrew 

Graham-Dixon, and others date the work to del Monte‘s second acquisition of the 

property.20 I believe, however, that the painting was executed closer to del Monte‘s first 

acquisition, between the fall of 1596 and the fall of 1597. In 1599 Caravaggio would 

have been preoccupied with his public works for the Contarelli Chapel in the French 

church in Rome, San Luigi dei Francesi, executing his Calling of Saint Matthew and 

Martyrdom of Saint Matthew paintings, which were commissioned to him on July 23, 

                                            
16

 Hibbard, Caravaggio, p. 336. Hibbard felt that there was insufficient evidence to compare it to other 
Caravaggio works because it is a ceiling painting that was not painted in fresco. 
 
17

 Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 69. For more information on the restoration and 
technical analysis, see M. Bernardini, G. Gaggi, and A. Marcone. ―Giove, Nettuno e Pluto di Caravaggio 
nel Casino Ludovisi a Roma. Il cosmo in una stanza,‖ Art et dossier 60 (1991): 18–21.  
 
18

 Gian Pietro Bellori, Le vite de’ pittori, scultori e architetti moderni, Rome. Ed. G. Einaudi. (Turin, 1976), 
p. 233. 
 
19

 Zygmunt Waźbiński, Il cardinale Francesco Maria del Monte : 1549–1626, p. 117. 
 
20

 Catherine Puglisi, Caravaggio, p. 110; Langdon, Caravaggio: A Life, p. 128; Graham-Dixon, 
Caravaggio: A Life Sacred and Profane, p. 159. Puglisi gives the later date and claims that Caravaggio 
created this ceiling work in competition with Annibale Carracci‘s (1560–1609) ceiling frescoes in the 
Farnese Gallery, The Love of the Gods (1598–1601). However, Caravaggio‘s work was a very private 
and small ceiling work that has been discussed only by Bellori (the only one with access to this building 
during this time). Therefore, I would have to disagree that it was in competition with a larger, more public 
ceiling work. 
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1599.21 Had he painted the ceiling for the villa at the later date of 1599, that would have 

given him approximately two months or so to complete it before his Matthew Cycle. 

Taking into consideration that Caravaggio had never created a ceiling painting before, I 

believe that a couple of months was simply not enough time for him to complete this 

work. By examining its visual qualities, the additional time needed for its completion 

becomes clear. 

Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto presents the viewer with an image of three full-length 

subjects in a completely different theme, function, and surface than anything created by 

Caravaggio thus far. This work is considered an innovation within the artist‘s oeuvre 

because this was his first, last, and only ceiling painting. He was offered money to paint 

fresco works in the past but unfortunately never worked in the medium. Although this 

work was executed in oil (on a plastered barrel vault), it still mimics the fresco tradition. 

Caravaggio never painted in the fresco technique, another reason to attribute Jupiter, 

Neptune, and Pluto to him. 

This painting is represented on a new surface for the artist, a ceiling instead of a 

canvas, but the subject matter here is also different. This work does not recall the 

familiar subjects he painted in the past but instead emphasizes his diversity in style and 

subject matter. This painting is not a still-life image or a single figure surrounded by food 

or fruit, it is not a scene of Roman street life, and it is not a religious scene either; this is 

a mythological image that portrays three figures within a pagan and alchemical context.  

The composition of this image is more complex than his previously discussed 

Saint Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy. The figures are depicted from a viewpoint below and 
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 Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 99. 
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seen on a ceiling vault. Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto, also known as Heaven, Sea, and 

Hades, are the sons of the god Saturn. They divided the world between themselves, 

and Caravaggio displays this moment in his image. Jupiter took the air, Neptune had 

the sea, and Pluto chose to rule under the earth, the home of the dead. In the center of 

the composition, a large celestial sphere that contains the sun and the earth divides the 

composition of the three figures. Jupiter is pictured hovering above the other figures on 

an eagle and rotates the sphere with his hand. A band of zodiac symbols representing 

the signs of the moon are pictured on the sphere. These signs are known affiliations of 

alchemy, hence the placement of the painting in del Monte‘s study next to his alchemy 

distillery room. Underneath this sphere Neptune is shown on a sea horse, and Pluto is 

behind the three-headed dog known as Cerberus, Pluto‘s guardian of the underworld.22 

These figures are portrayed in a di sotto in su fashion, pictured from below while 

using the illusion of space and perspectival techniques such as foreshortening.23 It is 

possible the cardinal consulted his older brother, Guidobaldo del Monte (1545–1607), a 

prominent mathematician and frequent visitor of Palazzo Madama to aid in these 

ambitious perspectival aspects that were foreign to Caravaggio.24 Guidiobaldo wrote on 

Renaissance visual perspective in his Perspectivae libri sex (Six Books on Perspective) 

                                            
22

 Puglisi, Caravaggio, p. 110. 
 
23

 Di sotto in su is an Italian term used to describe ceiling paintings that use perspective, foreshortening, 
and other illusionistic effects. 
 
24

 For more information on Guidobaldo del Monte, see Van Helden. Galileo Project—―Guidobaldo‖ 
Search, 1995. http://galileo.rice.edu/Catalog/NewFiles/monte.html; Paul L. Rose, "Materials for a 
Scientific Biography of Guidobaldo del Monte," Actes du XIIe Congrès internationale d'histoire des 
sciences, Paris, 1968, 12 (Paris, 1971): 69–72; and G. Arrighi, "Un grade scienziato italiano Guidobaldo 
del Monte in alcune carte inedite della Biblioteca Oliveriano di Pesaro," Atti dell'Accademia lucchese di 
scienze, lettere ed arti 12 (1968): 183–99.  

http://galileo.rice.edu/Catalog/NewFiles/monte.html
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of 1600.25 Although his work was published after Caravaggio‘s painting was already 

completed, Guidobaldo would have been writing the text at this time and also fully 

aware of visual perspectival understanding. Guidobaldo was also an influence for 

Galileo, and helped him with his career; both Guidobaldo and Cardinal del Monte were 

strong supporters of Galileo.26  

According to L. Rossi, these three gods are self-portraits of the artist.27 Self-

representation relates to alchemy and transmutation, and this idea would have 

appealed to Caravaggio; he was notorious for putting himself into his own images, as 

we have seen in his Sick Bacchus. Also, the god Saturn, the father of the three gods 

pictured, was the planetary sign for artists. The alchemist Andrea Libavio discussed the 

transmutation of the elements in 1595, and del Monte had a portrait of him in his 

laboratory, along with many other alchemists and scientists.28 Many of Caravaggio‘s 

contemporaries and biographers (Giovanni Baglione included) discuss his use of 

mirrors to execute self-portraits in his work. There is also an eye-witness report from  

                                            
25

 Van Helden. Galileo Project—―Guidobaldo‖ Search, 1995. 
http://galileo.rice.edu/Catalog/NewFiles/monte.html. Guidobaldo also wrote a manuscript on refraction in 
water, which could have helped Caravaggio‘s understanding of the treatment of the wine glass in his 
Bacchus, the water reflection in Narcissus, and others. 
 
26

 Al Van Helden. Galileo Project—Chronology—Galileo Timeline., 
1995.http://galileo.rice.edu/chron/galileo.html. 
 
27

 L. Rossi, ―Riflessioni e proposte per una nuova lettura del dipinto sul muro eseguito da Caravaggio nel 
Casino Del Monti,‖ Arte documentata 8 (1994): 181–84. 
 
28

 Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 69. Spike lists the other scientists: Roger Bacon, 
Paracelsus (Theophrastus Bombastus Philippus von Hohenheim), Jabir Ibn Haiyan (alchemist who 
discovered acids and minerals during the Middle Ages), and so on.  
 

http://galileo.rice.edu/Catalog/NewFiles/monte.html
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1597 that describes the features of Caravaggio at the time, which matches the 

appearances of these three mythological figures.29 

Not only did del Monte persuade the artist to experiment with diverse subjects on 

alternative surfaces, but it is highly likely that he would have discussed the ideas of 

alchemy with Caravaggio as well, as it directly pertained to the subject matter of the 

painting and related to the purpose of the room in which it would be seen.30 M. Calvesi 

provides a general understanding of the imagery of Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto and its 

relation to the practice of alchemy. He describes Plato discussing the four elements—

earth, air, fire, and water—and how they were disbursed among the three gods.31 The 

three figures of gods could also be physical representations of three of these elements, 

earth, air, and water.32 Maria Rzepińska and Krystyna Malcharek discuss the 

connection between alchemists and painters: 

The contact of painters with alchemy and pharmacy had always been lively 
on account of the procedure of making paints. It is also almost certain that 
the symbolism of colours, related with the planets, temperaments, 
mythological figures, and individual phases of alchemic process, was 
known to artists.33 

This was perhaps the first time Caravaggio encountered a connection to anyone with 

this strong a knowledge of alchemy, which could explain his strong chiaroscuro effects 

                                            
29

 S. Corradini and M. Marini, ―The Earliest Account of Caravaggio in Rome,‖ The Burlington Magazine 
140 (1998): 25–28. Caravaggio‘s use of mirrors is discussed in more depth in Chapter 6.  
 
30

 Alchemy has been considered a form of dark magic to some, but others such as Spezzaferro consider 
del Monte‘s experimentation with alchemy as a more practical science (―La cultura del Cardinal del Monte 
e il primo tempo di Caravaggio,‖ Storia dell’arte p. 92). 
 
31

 Calvesi, ―Tranparente l‘autore come il soggetto,‖ Art et dossier 60 (1991): 23. 
 
32

 Graham-Dixon discusses that Gerolamo Cardano (1501–76), an astronomer, proposed that fire should 
be left out, (Caravaggio: A Life Sacred and Profane, p. 160). 
 
33

 Maria Rzepińska and Krystyna Malcharek, ―Tenebrism in Baroque Painting and Its Ideological 
Background,‖ Artibus et Historiae 7, 13 (1986): 103, 106. 
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in his paintings: alchemy held contrasts of shading in high regard and considered 

darkness an important value.34 

In this work, Caravaggio presents ambiguous imagery—not extremely profane, yet 

not sacred. In reference to this painting, del Monte‘s interests were quite apparent. 

Puglisi notes that this work relates to del Monte‘s effort as an ―amateur scientist.‖35 It is 

not surprising for del Monte to commission Caravaggio to execute a work of this nature 

for his alchemy study. This image epitomizes the cardinal‘s liberal and progressive 

ideas while representing his clear understanding of Counter-Reformation strictness. It 

appears Cardinal del Monte had similar interests to his close friends in the Medici 

family; Graham-Dixon and Langdon have mentioned the similarities of this ceiling to the 

Studiolo of Francesco de‘ Medici in Palazzo Vecchio in Florence.36 

Together the cardinal and artist produced an image rarely seen by others in the 

public sphere, reflecting the progressive ideas held by the patron in the privacy of his 

own home, without ringing the alarm for any conservative authorities such as Clement 

VIII or Gabriele Paleotti.37 Had Paleotti actually seen this image, he would have 

expressed his disdain for it and encouraged it to be placed on his image Index. Not only 

does this image depict full nudity, but it also presents pagan mythological imagery, or 

false gods. Paleotti discusses his contempt for images specifically of this nature: 
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 Ibid, p. 106. 
 
35

 Puglisi, Caravaggio, p. 112. 
 
36

 Graham-Dixon, Caravaggio: A Life Sacred and Profane, p. 160; Langdon, Caravaggio: A Life, p. 128. 
 
37

 An example of the oppositions to representations of alchemy during this time is evident with 
Giambattista della Porta (1535?–1615). As a well-known alchemist in Rome, he was under suspicion of 
heresy. That mattered not to progressives like del Monte, who most likely owned a copy of Giambattista‘s 
Natural Magic (first published in 1558), discussed later in Chapter 6. 
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Christ our lord shed his blood in order to extinguish their memory totally, 
and now it seems that many Christians instead of painting that Christ who 
demolished the Joves and the Junos with the holy cross, are trying to revive 
their memory with chisel and paintbrush.38 

As the codirector of the Accademia di San Luca with Paleotti himself, del Monte was 

aware of the disdain for this type of imagery within the church and the public view. This 

was not the praised Counter-Reformation imagery like that of Saint Francis of Assisi in 

Ecstasy but instead represents the interests of the Medici family and del Monte and his 

intellectual circle of friends. Del Monte cleverly kept up appearances by containing his 

progressive interests of alchemy and pagan mythology in a private sector on the 

outskirts of Rome.  

The cardinal convinced Caravaggio to expand his artistic horizons in attempting to 

execute foreshortened figures seen from below (di sotto in su). The fact that this villa 

was secluded and off-limits to most of the population poses a credible reason as to why 

Caravaggio would have been willing to attempt such a work outside of his style and skill. 

It is also very likely that he received some help from the cardinal‘s brother Guidobaldo, 

either directly or indirectly (such as through the cardinal‘s instructions as understood 

from his brother‘s ideas). Here the cardinal and the artist were safe to experiment with 

different projects, from alchemical transmutation to pagan imagery that would have 

offended Counter-Reformation zealots such as Cardinal Paleotti. Although this image 

would have failed to attract those in the public religious sphere, it would have appealed 

to private patrons and art connoisseurs such as the Medicis and Vincenzo Giustiniani. 

                                            
38

 Quote from Gabriele Paleotti found in Paola Barocchi [ed.], Trattati d’arte del Cinquecento. Fra 
manierismo e controriforma. Vol. II, (Bari: G. Laterza 1961), p. 290; and Robb, M: The Man Who Became 

Caravaggio, p. 158. 
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Del Monte helped Caravaggio improve his trade to work both angles of the art market, 

private and public. 

Medusa: Catering to the Tastes of the Medicis 

Another subject of Greek mythology, Caravaggio‘s Medusa from 1597 is the final 

work I discuss in this chapter.39 As mentioned earlier, this is a work executed in oil on 

canvas, but it was then stretched over a convex wooden surface. The composition and 

function of the Medusa are different than the ceiling work. 

This work was commissioned by del Monte, but he gave it to the Grand Duke 

Ferdinando I de‘Medici as a gift.40 It is possible that del Monte brought this work to 

Florence himself in July 1598; otherwise he could have had it sent there.41 The grand 

duke displayed this object in his armory along with his knights in armor, exhibiting it not 

simply as a painting but as a utilitarian object for protection in warfare or possibly as 

parade armor.42 

The subject of the image is the monster Medusa, the only mortal of the three 

Gorgons. According to the ancient Greek myth, anyone who looked at Medusa was 

turned into stone. Perseus sought to defeat the Gorgon and was equipped with a 

mirrored shield given to him by Athena, the goddess of war. This object allowed him to 

see Medusa‘s reflection without turning into stone. He managed to cut off the Gorgon‘s 
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 This image of Medusa is a copy of a shield Caravaggio signed and executed in 1596, now in a private 
collection. It is also known as Murtola, named after the poet Giovanno Battista Murtola who wrote a poem 
of this subject, which has been reprinted in M. Marini, Caravaggio, Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio 
‘pictor Praestantissiumus’ (Rome: 1989), p. 404; A translated excerpt from Murtola‘s poem also can be 
found in Langdon, Caravaggio: A Life, p. 120; Maurizio Marini and Denis Mahon. ―Caravaggio, Murtola e 
‗la chioma avvelenata di Medusa‘‖ Artibus et Historiae Vol. 25, No. 49 (2004): 175–184. 
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 This work could have been a wedding gift for the duke. 
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 Waźbiński, Il cardinale Francesco Maria del Monte: 1549–1626, p. 96. 
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 Langdon, Caravaggio: A Life, p. 119. 
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head and then gave it to Athena for her to put on her shield to aid in battle. Caravaggio 

chose to depict the monster without the presence of her defeater Perseus, which leaves 

the viewer with nothing but her decapitated head and her blood gushing from out of the 

bottom of her neck. This was painted for a shield, as soldiers would often put images 

like this on their shield to intimidate their enemies, taking after the myth that Athena put 

it on her shield. 

This work is one that displays extreme violence, an image that is almost unsettling 

for the viewer. Displaying violence was a popular artistic tool during the Baroque period, 

often providing the shocking ―Baroque moment‖ to the viewer. Here the viewer sees a 

close-up of Medusa‘s head the moment it has been decapitated. It floats in thin air in 

front of a green background and is enclosed in a decorated trim around the edges. The 

head of the monster is composed of snakes twisting about as she lets out a scream of 

horror. Although Medusa was a female figure, the artist has once again used his own 

face to represent the monster. This image was created on a convex surface, but 

Caravaggio has intriguingly presented the figure in a concave form, evident by the 

shadow behind the head.  

Scholars such as Zygmunt Waźbiński mention the influence for Caravaggio‘s 

Medusa was probably another Medusa image by Leonardo da‘ Vinci, now lost.43 While I 

do not believe that Caravaggio saw this original work by Leonardo, it is very likely that 

del Monte did because he served in the Medici court and was the Medici representative 

in Rome and therefore had access to their collection. It is also possible that del Monte 

                                            
43

 Waźbiński, Il cardinale Francesco Maria del Monte: 1549–1626, p. 96. This work was also executed for 
the Medici family. Although now lost, it is possible to understand what it may have looked like through the 
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had a copy of Leonardo‘s Treatises on Painting, or was, at the very least, familiar with 

Leonardo‘s artwork and ideas. 

As a diplomat and administrator for the interests of the grand duke of Tuscany 

(Ferdinando de‘Medici, 1549–1609) in Rome, del Monte‘s ties to the Medicis were 

obvious. Del Monte and the Medicis also held favor to the French during their 

competition with the Spanish over power and authority during this time. Del Monte was 

a descendant of the French Bourbon dynasty, and the Medicis were pro-French as well. 

Catherine de‘Medici (1519–89) was the queen of France, and after the death of 

Francisco I de‘Medici, grand duke of Tuscany (1541–87), Ferdinando sought a quick 

marriage to hold his newly gained position as grand duke. He aimed to marry his 

cousin, Catherine‘s daughter, Christine of Lorraine (1565–1637) in 1587. Catherine 

supported the marriage and wanted the Medicis to gain an alliance with the French 

during the French-Spanish struggle for papal power. 

Del Monte‘s pro-French sentiments had a direct effect on Caravaggio‘s artistic 

endeavors. The French church in Rome, San Luigi dei Francesi, conveniently located in 

the area of Palazzo Madama, was in need of an artist to execute religious images of 

Saint Matthew for its Contarelli Chapel, named after the French cardinal Mathieu 

Cointrel. Del Monte was the close personal friend and political ally of the Crescenzi 

family, the family that had been left in charge of the church after Cointrel‘s death in the 

year 1585. The French connections of del Monte and the Medicis helped Caravaggio 

receive this large public commission. As protector of the Accademia di San Luca with 

Gabriele Paleotti, (del Monte initially taking the position in 1595 and maintaining it until 

his death), it is possible del Monte helped Caravaggio receive this public commission so 
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the artist could be eligible to join the academy; a public commission was a prerequisite 

for entry. 

The three works previously discussed—Saint Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy; Jupiter, 

Neptune, and Pluto; and the Medusa shield—all commissioned by del Monte, present a 

strong improvement and extension of the artist‘s style, subject, and surface material. 

Caravaggio had expanded on his previous imagery of youths with fruit and flowers and 

Roman street scenes to portray works of religious suffering, mythological power, and 

Baroque violence. These artistic innovations only continue to develop during the 

remainder of Caravaggio‘s occupancy in the Palazzo Madama. The most significant 

image, Saint Francis, proved to be a pioneering project for the artist, initiating his new-

found niche as a religious painter. Now that I have discussed some compositional and 

stylistic changes within the artist‘s oeuvre, I would like to examine the intellectual 

influences that the patron had on the artist, also evident in Caravaggio‘s artwork. This 

array includes an examination of such works as The Musicians, The Lute Player (both 

versions, Figs. 24 and 25), Martha and Mary Magdalene (Fig. 26), and Love Victorious 

(Fig. 27).
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CHAPTER 5 
DEL MONTE‘S MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS IN CARAVAGGIO‘S PAINTINGS 

By the time Caravaggio arrived at the Palazzo Madama, Del Monte had 
assembled one of the most complete collections of fine musical instruments 
in Italy.1 

The imagery discussed in Chapter 4 represents the expansion of the artist‘s 

subjects, compositions, and surface materials, from genre scenes to religion and 

mythology, but in what additional ways did del Monte impact the artist and his work? In 

a social aspect, del Monte kept the company of many intellectuals at his residence—

poets, musicians, mathematicians, philosophers, scientists, and others. Gian Vincenzo 

Pinelli of Padua (1535–1601), a humanist who influenced Galileo, along with his 

secretary, Paolo Gualdo (1553–1621), a man who possibly commissioned a work from 

Caravaggio, serve as examples of visitors at the cardinal‘s home.2 Caravaggio was 

most likely present during social gatherings at Palazzo Madama with these types of 

individuals.  

This chapter focuses on the achievements of the artist by examining three private 

works, two commissioned by Cardinal del Monte and the third by Vincenzo Giustiniani. 

In particular, these works reflect del Monte‘s intellectual interests in music—manifested 

visually through Caravaggio‘s rendering of the cardinal‘s collection of instruments—as 

well as his acquaintance with actual musicians, such as the figure in The Lute Player. 

Specific paintings examined in this chapter are The Musicians and the two versions of 

The Lute Player. 
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 Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 50.  
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 Wazbinski, Il cardinale Francesco Maria del Monte: 1549–1626, 31; and Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue 

of paintings, 2001, p. 50, fn 149. Spike mentions that Gualdo‘s commission of Caravaggio‘s work is 
discussed in Gualdo‘s correspondence with Cardinal Paravicino. 
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Del Monte‘s admiration for music is also apparent in his relationship with Galileo‘s 

father, Vincenzo Galilei (1520–91). Vincenzo was a prominent music composer, music 

theorist, and lute player. He often visited del Monte at Palazzo Madama and was part of 

the cardinal‘s intellectual circle. As musicians and composers frequented Palazzo 

Madama, musical performances were, naturally, reoccurring events in this residence. 

For example, in a letter of 1603, the musician and music composer, Emilio de‘Cavalieri, 

discusses musical concerts held in del Monte‘s house and villa featuring the famous 

singer Vittoria Archilei.3 Caravaggio was thus privy to private concerts held in his current 

residence, while also obtaining access to del Monte‘s extensive collection of musical 

instruments. These objects were featured in many of the artist‘s works from this period, 

which were commissioned by del Monte and other private patrons. Examples include 

madrigals, lutes, violins, guitars, organs, and recorders. The artist would have had direct 

access to many of these instruments, and they were often featured in his paintings and 

enhanced the setting of his compositions. He no longer painted simply a figure with 

some fruit or flowers; the still-life imagery placed within his scenes had become more 

refined. 

Del Monte was a musician in his own right, and his admiration for music developed 

at an early age.4 Later in his life, in 1579, a letter mentions that he sang in the Spanish 

                                            
3
 Franca Trinchieri Camiz, ―Luogo molto vago et delitioso…il casino del Cardinale del Monte ed un suo 

soffitto dipinto da Caravaggio,‖ Ricerche di Storia dell’Arte (1992): 82, also quoted in Langdon, 
Caravaggio: A Life, p. 139. 
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 In 1566, when del Monte was just seventeen, a composer named G. Leonardo Primavera dedicated a 

book of songs to him. (Spike, Caravaggio, 2001, p. 50). 
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style and also played the guitar.5 His inventory of 1627 lists thirty-seven musical 

instruments, excluding his storage chest of violas.6  

Del Monte‘s passion for music had an obvious influence on Caravaggio‘s works, 

especially on The Musicians and both versions of The Lute Player. Scholars such as 

Elizabeth Cropper and Franca Trinchieri Camiz discuss Caravaggio‘s paintings and 

their connection to the theme of music.7 Although del Monte was not the only music 

lover in late sixteenth-century Rome to commission a work from Caravaggio—Vincenzo 

Giustiniani also did, for example—the artist never painted musical subjects after leaving 

del Monte‘s residence. While Caravaggio was staying with del Monte he did, however, 

paint one for Vincenzo Giustiniani, which was his first version of The Lute Player.8 

The Musicians: Musical Performance and Allegory in the Del Monte Household 

Caravaggio‘s first of two musically themed works created for del Monte is The 

Musicians, first discovered by Denis Mahon in 1952.9 This image presents the viewer 

with a secular music scene with four figures: three male youths and one allegorical 

figure, all surrounded by musical materials. This work provides evidence of the artist‘s 

continued experimentation with compositional arrangements and subject matter, as it 
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 Spezzaferro, ―La cultura del Cardinal del Monte…‖ Storia dell’arte 9/10 (1971): 68. 
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 Frommel, ―Caravaggio‘s Fruhwerk..‖ Storia dell’arte 9/10 (1971): 44–45. 
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was executed close to the time of Saint Francis, but presents its own unique innovations 

in comparison with the religious scene discussed in Chapter 4.  

In the center of The Musicians, a figure stares off into the distance, his mouth 

slightly open while tuning a lute.10 The boy on the right wears a white garment, half 

draped over his body and reads from a part-book with his back to the viewer; this was 

the first time Caravaggio portrayed a figure in this position.11 A boy in the background 

holds a cornetto (a type of horn) while making direct eye contact with the viewer, his 

mouth partly open as well. To the left of the composition is a young boy with wings and 

a quiver. His identity has been established as Eros (also known as Cupid in Roman 

contexts).  

This was a new artistic endeavor for the artist, and it is likely that he sought 

inspiration from the cardinal directly or studied other musical themes in del Monte‘s 

collection.12 Gilbert and Hibbard compare Caravaggio‘s The Musicians with Paolo 

Veronese‘s Allegory of Music (1556–67, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Venice, Fig. 28) 

and note that all of the figures in Veronese‘s work are females because it was 

customary for women to represent allegorical imagery, but Caravaggio has chosen to 

                                            
10

 The lute was most likely from del Monte‘s inventory and was the same instrument Galileo‘s father 
played, a common instrument at the time. For more information on the lute as a sixteenth-century musical 
instrument, see Christiansen‘s publication, A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The Lute Player, 1990. 
 
11

 The part-book is now undecipherable due to damage, but Christiansen claims that it is most likely 
contained music from Jacques Arcadelt and his circle (A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The Lute Player, p. 
28). 
 
12

 Del Monte had at least four other images of musical subjects in his collection, and two were of 
concerts. Christiansen discusses this in more detail in his A Caravaggio Rediscovered, 26. These works 
include an image of Orpheus by Bassano, a scene of Parnassus by Antiveduto Grammatica, and concert 
scenes by Grammatica and Gerrit von Honthorst (now lost). See Frommel‘s publication, ―Caravaggio‘s 
Frühwerk…‖ for a more detailed list of del Monte‘s collection of works.  
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portray males instead.13 This was perhaps due to Caravaggio‘s limitations in available 

models or figures, or was the preference of the patron. 

According to scholars Keith Christiansen and Beverly Louise Brown, The 

Musicians does not depict a realistic concert but instead displays an allegory of music 

and love, indicated by the winged figure, Eros, picking grapes.14
 Wine (here in the form 

of grapes) accompanied with music is a prevalent notion and is discussed by Cesare 

Ripa (1560–1622) in his Iconologia (Moral Emblems) of 1593. The first edition of Ripa‘s 

text was dedicated to Cardinal del Monte, proposing an answer as to why the cardinal 

would have wanted an allegorical figure with grapes in this musical scene.15 Although 

scholars generally accept an allegorical interpretation of this work, John Spike assesses 

the subject matter as a preparation for an actual concert, evident by the central figure 

tuning his instrument. Spike also suggests that the image references theater and that 

the pictured Eros is not a convincing allegorical element but rather an inadequate 

portrayal of a mythological figure, like a young boy dressed for a role in play.16 I believe 

that this image is an attempt by the artist to combine allegorical iconography into a 

portrayal of a musical scene at the patron‘s request. If the composition and figures 

appear in a posed or artificially constructed manner, it is because they were; the artist 

                                            
13

 Gilbert, Caravaggio and His Two Cardinals, pp. 118–121; Hibbard, Caravaggio, pp. 33–36; for more 
information regarding scenes of music and allegory, see P. Egan, ―Concert Scenes in Musical Paintings 
of the Italian Renaissance,‖ Journal of the American Musicological Society 14 (1961): 184–195. 
 
14

 Christiansen, A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The Lute Player, p. 57; Brown, The Genius of Rome 1592–
1623, p. 26. 
 
15

 Cesare Ripa, Iconologia overo Descrittione Dell’imagini Universali cavate dall’Antichità et da altri luoghi 
(Rome, 1603), p. 345; Christiansen, A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The Lute Player, p. 10; Spike, 
Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 54. 
 
16

 Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 54.  
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relied on live models. By depicting the figure of Eros with grapes among youthful 

musicians, the artist creates a hybrid setting of the allegorical and the real. 

Although the three youthful musicians are not allegorical, they do not represent 

likenesses of actual musicians known at the time either.17 Despite their lack of musical 

training, Caravaggio has incorporated many of the cardinal‘s musical instruments to 

properly set the scene and convince the viewer otherwise. The models for the figures 

resemble one another and have been identified as Mario Minniti (the central figure 

tuning his lute) or various self-portraits (slightly altered) of the artist himself, especially 

the figure in the back with the cornetto, gazing at the viewer.18 Caravaggio painted 

these models from life separately and directly onto the canvas. This composition was 

therefore intellectually created and arranged by superimposing each separate figure 

onto the canvas to create the musical group. This method caused compositional issues 

for the setting, leaving the realistic sense of space in the canvas undefined. For 

example, it is difficult to distinguish which leg the lutenist reveals to the viewer, as much 

as it is puzzling to comprehend the space occupied by the youth‘s leg with his back 

turned.  

This work has been criticized by Caravaggio‘s contemporary biographers and 

others for its compositional inaccuracies, but the artist still attempted to experiment and 

tackle this complex composition.19 By working through these complications, it helped 

                                            
17

 The case is quite the opposite for the figure of Caravaggio‘s Lute Player, which I discuss next. 
 
18

 Seward, Caravaggio, p. 43; Christiansen, A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The Lute Player, p. 57. For 
more information on self-portraiture and self-representation by the artist, see Michael Fried, The Moment 
of Caravaggio, (Princeton, NJ, 2010). 
 
19

 The artist‘s lack of portraying compositional space is usually due to his reliance on models instead of 
borrowing from antiquity or previous works, as well as his lack of disegno and drawing. Spike quotes one 
of Caravaggio‘s main contemporary biographers: ―Expressing emotions depends upon the imagination 
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Caravaggio practice artistic challenges that would eventually improve his compositional 

inadequacies. The Counter-Reformation was a period that venerated monumental 

religious and history paintings, which typically featured multiple full-length figures in 

action, primarily exhibiting dramatic religious suffering. Caravaggio would establish 

himself as a master, and in his later works, such as his Entombment (1602–3, 

Pinacoteca Vaticana, Vatican City, Fig. 29), he displayed the ability to conquer complex 

compositional arrangements and multiple figures with the utmost precision. Because 

Caravaggio had no formal academic training, his years spent with del Monte were 

crucial for improving the skills that would later land him prestigious commissions. 

The Giustiniani and Del Monte Lute Players  

Another image with a musical theme, The Lute Player of 1596, was either 

commissioned by Vincenzo Giustiniani or given to him as a gift from del Monte.20 

Sharing a passion for music with the cardinal, Giustiniani often attended performances 

at Palazzo Madama where the two men discussed music.21 Giustiniani‘s father sent him 

to a music school as a child, and he later wrote a Discourse on Music in 1628.22 It is 

possible he came into contact with the artist while Caravaggio was painting The 

Musicians and wanted a musically themed painting for himself.  

At first glance The Lute Player resembles Caravaggio‘s earlier and more simplified 

compositions: a single half-length figure seated and surrounded by still-life objects. Boy 

                                                                                                                                             
and not the model in front of your eyes.‖ Giulio Mancini, Considerazioni sulla pittura, 1619–21 [ed. A. 
Marucchi, 2 vols., Rome:1956, 225] in Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 90. 
 
20

 Waźbiński, Il cardinale Francesco Maria del Monte: 1549–1626, p. 606. 
 
21

 Cropper, ―Caravaggio and the Giustiniani, Rome and Berlin,‖ The Burlington Magazine, p. 450. 
 
22

 Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 54; Christiansen, A Caravaggio Rediscovered: 
The Lute Player, p. 28. 
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Peeling a Fruit (1593) and Sick Bacchus (1593) are examples of these similar 

compositions. In the center of The Lute Player, a young boy sits wearing a white 

garment (a common feature in Caravaggio‘s works), while holding a lute. He has an 

open mouth, as if he is singing a song to his audience (the viewer). Franca Trinchieri 

Camiz has conducted a thorough study on the figure, identifying him as the Spanish 

castrato (soprano) Pedro Montoya, a singer of the papal choir at the Sistine Chapel 

between 1592 and 1600.23 According to another letter by Emilio de‘Cavalieri in 1597, 

Montoya was a resident at del Monte‘s household and the cardinal was seriously 

impressed with the castrato‘s singing capabilities.24 Giustiniani was most likely an 

audience member during Montoya‘s musical performances at Palazzo Madama, 

probably generating his interest in commissioning this work, if in fact it was not a gift 

from del Monte. 

In The Lute Player, the musician sits behind a marble tabletop covered with 

various objects. To the left is a highly rendered carafe holding different types of flowers 

placed next to pears, cucumbers, and other fruits. Scholars have mentioned a lost work 

by Caravaggio that also featured a carafe with flowers very similar to the one featured in 

this work, that was supposedly commissioned by del Monte; the lost still-life could have 

served as a precursor to the carafe included in The Lute Player.25 Directly in front of the 

musician is a violin that rests slightly on top of a madrigal, the opening lines of the 

                                            
23

 Franca Trinchieri Camiz, ―The Castrato Singer: From Informal to Formal Portraiture,‖ Artibus et 
Historiae (1988): 171–186. This castrato singer has a very androgynous persona, so much so that Bellori 
mistakes him for a woman. (Christiansen, A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The Lute Player, p. 32; G.P. 
Bellori, Le vite de’pittori, scultori e architetti moderni (Rome, 1672), p. 204). 
 
24

 Del Monte‘s favor for Montoya‘s singing is explained by Christiansen, A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The 
Lute Player, p. 46, and Cavalieri‘s letter is quoted from the account of Camiz, ―The Castrato Singer: From 
Informal to Formal Portraiture,‖ Artibus et Historiae, p. 172.  
 
25

 Sgarbi, Caravaggio, p. 62. 
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madrigal reading ―Voi sapete ch’io v’amo‖ (You know I love you), with music by Jacob 

Arcadelt (ca.1507–68), a Franco-Flemish musical composer.26  

The sitter for this image lived with del Monte, and the objects surrounding him 

match the objects in del Monte‘s inventory, indicating that it was most likely painted in 

Palazzo Madama. The cardinal‘s inventory, house resident, and private space were 

thus necessities for the creation of this work; the cardinal‘s presence in the work cannot 

be denied, even if it was possibly commissioned by a different patron.  

Baglione claims that Caravaggio considered The Lute Player his ―most beautiful 

piece that he ever painted.‖27 This description is significant in that this work is set apart 

from Caravaggio‘s previous renditions of similar compositions and subject matter. The 

artist has taken his skill for rendering still-life fruits and flowers and single-figured, half-

length imagery to a higher level in this painting, presenting the figure engaged in 

musical activity. The viewer can almost hear the musician playing his lute while singing, 

his mouth partly opened and surrounded by vanitas symbols and musical imagery. The 

artist created an intimate dialogue between the figure and the viewer, which is missing 

in his previous Boy Peeling Fruit or Sick Bacchus. Caravaggio‘s access to his patron‘s 

extensive musical instrument collection, as well as his acquaintance with a real 

musician, Pedro Montoya, contributed greatly to the overall success of this image. Del 

Monte wanted a Montoya image for his very own, and Caravaggio would paint one 

similar to Giustiniani‘s. 

The second version of The Lute Player was created for Cardinal del Monte, shortly 

after Giustiniani‘s. In the past, before this second image was discovered, scholars 

                                            
26

 Seward, Caravaggio, p. 43. 
 
27

 Quoted in Sgarbi, Caravaggio, p. 62. 
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attributed the first version to del Monte.28 At first glance these two works look very 

similar: Montoya is the sitter and holds a lute. But the differences in the two paintings 

are in the details and slight stylistic changes, such as the variant contrast and the 

brushstroke.29 In the second work, the tabletop is no longer marbled but covered with a 

red Turkish-style carpet, and the carafe of flowers and fruit have been eliminated.30 The 

notable difference in this composition is not the elimination of the highly rendered 

objects from the previous image but the inclusion of additional objects: more musical 

instruments are on the table and there is a finch inside a birdcage hanging in the top left 

corner. A spinettina (a small spinet, piano, or harpsichord) takes the position of the 

carafe of flowers and a recorder is placed horizontally across the central foreground on 

the table. The madrigals also differ from the previous version.31 

Christiansen discusses whether these pictorial innovations were allegorical or 

simply decorative props for the setting; the instruments and the songbird especially 

                                            
28

 Both Bellori and Baglione (Baglione, Le Vite de' Pittori, Scultori, Architetti, 1642, p. 123) state that del 
Monte had a painting of a lute player in his inventory, although this may have been confused with 
Giustiniani‘s lute player. Friedrich von Ramdohr was the first to mention both Lute Players in 1787 but 
considered the del Monte version a copy. (See von Ramdohr, Ueber Mahlerei und Bildhauerarbeit in Rom 
fuer Liebhaber des Schoenen in der Kunst (Leipzig, 1787)). Mahon would later attribute the del Monte 
version as an original work by Caravaggio. (See Mahon, ―An Addition to Caravaggio‘s Early Period,‖ 
Paragone 3 no. 25 (Jan. 1952): 20–31. 
 
29

 See Christiansen for the stylistic variations between the two Lute Player versions.  
 
30

 Christiansen describes this as an ―Ushak type‖ of carpet, (A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The Lute 
Player, p. 60). 
 
31

 X-rays of the del Monte version reveal that fruit is pictured underneath the spinettina and that initially 
his version was very similar to the Giustiniani version (A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The Lute Player, p. 
36); See the appendix in Christiansen for the Italian text and English translation for the madrigals of each 
image (A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The Lute Player, pp. 90–91). Del Monte probably had these 
iconographic elements changed because he did not care much for still-life imagery, as he had only 6 still-
life images out of his inventory of 705 works. 
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have been connected to Ripa‘s Iconologia.32 Ripa discusses the nightingale as a symbol 

of music because of its voice. Caravaggio has depicted a finch instead of a nightingale, 

but according to Christiansen both birds were popular songbirds in the seventeenth 

century. Although Caravaggio has not transmitted the exact allegorical iconography of 

music from Ripa‘s text into his painting, the references made are still very similar 

renditions that evoke the same ideas; del Monte surely exposed the artist to Ripa‘s 

writings for The Lute Player imagery as well as for The Musicians.  

In his earlier work, The Musicians, we see a group of youths with no official 

musical training, surrounded by all the musical paraphernalia needed to perform 

musical entertainment and convince the viewer otherwise. In the two versions of The 

Lute Player, we see a bona fide musician in an intimate setting, mimicking an actual 

concert that would have been performed at Palazzo Madama. 

The three private commissions discussed in this chapter present the viewer with 

objects Caravaggio encountered in del Monte‘s household. The artist took advantage of 

these musical instruments and used them in his composition not only to tell the story of 

each image but also to create balance and harmony within these experimental 

compositions. Although the artist used similar objects in each of these works, he utilized 

them in various ways to correspond to the different subject matter and composition in 

each instance.

                                            
32

 Christiansen, A Caravaggio Rediscovered: The Lute Player, p. 41; Ripa, Iconologia overo Descrittione 
Dell’imagini Universali cavate dall’Antichità et da altri luoghi, p. 345. 
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CHAPTER 6 
SCIENCE IN THE DEL MONTE HOUSEHOLD 

Cardinal del Monte‘s musical instruments were not the only devices depicted in 

Caravaggio‘s paintings. Mathematical and scientific objects such as mirrors, 

compasses, and astral globes were also pictured. Gilbert even suggests that del Monte 

had a stronger interest in natural science than in music.1 Given the close relationship of 

del Monte‘s brother, Guidobaldo, to the scientific prodigy Galileo, the Palazzo Madama 

must have served as a vortex for meetings between lovers of music, art, and science.  

Del Monte was the Medici representative in Rome and also, like his brother, a 

supporter of Galileo. As someone with close ties to the Medici, Galileo visited Palazzo 

Madama on more than one occasion during his travels to Rome. One can speculate that 

Galileo and Caravaggio crossed paths with each other, although this cannot be proven.2 

Even if they never actually met, del Monte could have acted as the intercessor between 

these two individuals, exposing Caravaggio to Galileo‘s instruments, writings, and 

ideas.3 The two images discussed in this chapter are Martha and Mary Magdalene and 

Love Victorious. Through these images, it is evident that Caravaggio had similar access 

to del Monte‘s scientific objects as he had with his musical instruments.  

Del Monte‘s interest in science and its subsequent effect on Caravaggio has been 

previously discussed in Chapter 4 with the Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto ceiling painting. 

Many scholars, such as Antonio Saggio, Michael John Gorman, Peter Robb, Christoph 

                                            
1
 Gilbert, Caravaggio and His Two Cardinals, p. 124. Aside from his impact on Caravaggio, del Monte‘s 

support of Galileo is the most significant thing he ever did in his life, according to Gilbert. 
 
2
 Peter Robb mentions that ―while M was living in palazzo Madama, Galileo was a frequent visitor and M 

surely knew him‖ (M: The Man Who Became Caravaggio, p. 64); Spike states that Caravaggio and 
Galileo were both in Rome during Giordano Bruno‘s execution on February 17, 1600, and most likely 
would have met at del Monte‘s palace (Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 15).  
 
3
 This is similar to del Monte‘s possible role in introducing Caravaggio‘s to Guidobaldo‘s ideas. 
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Frommel, and Luigi Spezzaferro, have made a connection between science and art in 

del Monte‘s household, specifically with Caravaggio; Frommel lists more than fifty 

scientific instruments in the cardinal‘s inventory.4 Del Monte also expressed his 

admiration for the field of science by hanging portraits of famous scientists on his walls.5 

Recently, the British artist and art critic David Hockney proposed that Renaissance 

and Baroque artists used a device known as the camera obscura to create their 

paintings.6 The camera obscura is an optical device that projects an image onto a 

surface. The image would appear upside down, but with accurate coloring and 

perspective. By using this device with a concave mirror, the image could be projected 

upright onto the surface. Hockney argues that this technique was used for Caravaggio‘s 

works. Taking into account that Caravaggio appears not to have used preliminary 

drawings for his paintings in addition to his erratic perspectival and compositional 

techniques, I cannot give in to Hockney‘s thesis for the use of the camera obscura.7 

Although Hockney‘s thesis has been rejected by many, his proposal shows that 

                                            
4
 Antonio Saggio, Lo Strumento di Caravaggio. (Roma, 2007); Michael John Gorman, ―Art, Optics, and 

History: New Light on the Hockney Thesis,‖ Leonardo Vol. 36, No. 4 (2003): 295–301; Peter Robb, M: 
The Man Who Became Caravaggio; Frommel, ―Caravaggios Frühwerk…‖ Storia dell'arte; Luigi 
Spezzaferro, ―La cultura del Cardinal del Monte…‖; Frommel, 45–47.  
 
5
 See previous, Chapter 4, fn 28. 

 
6
 David Hockney, Secret Knowledge: rediscovering the lost techniques of the old masters (NY, NY, 2001). 

 
7
 Michael John Gorman states that Hockney claims artists would either trace or incise lines on the canvas 

after viewing the projected image (―Art, Optics, and History: New Light on the Hockney Thesis,‖ Leonardo 
Vol. 36, No. 4 (2003): 295). Subtle incising lines have been found underneath some of Caravaggio‘s 
paintings, but applying this thesis to his work still lacks evidence. Also, serious art historians have yet to 
fully accept the Hockney thesis. 
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scholars are very much concerned with connecting art and science during this period, 

most likely stimulated by the earlier works of Leonardo da Vinci.8  

Despite the lack of evidence for the camera obscura, it is quite obvious that 

Caravaggio did experiment with mirrors, as I have discussed previously. Langdon notes 

that the artist was probably familiar with Giovanni Battista della Porta‘s writings in his 

Natural Magic. Della Porta‘s text was first published in 1568 but was reprinted many 

times and became a very popular publication during the period. It offers a chapter, ―Of 

Strange Glasses,‖ which discusses mirrors and their many functions.9 We do not know 

the extent of Caravaggio‘s literacy, but again Cardinal del Monte would have had this 

book in his household and could have explained it to him. This knowledge of mirrors 

and scientific tools by the artist is implemented more literally in subsequent works; in 

addition to depicting many reflected surfaces that hold water, wine, and other liquids, he 

also placed mirrors and compasses directly within his compositions as didactic objects 

for his narratives. 

Caravaggio‘s interest in portraying reflective surfaces (especially water, wine, and 

oil) was most abundant throughout his stay with del Monte: beginning with the carafe of 

flowers in Boy Bitten by a Lizard (1596, National Gallery, London, Fig. 30) and 

continuing with the carafe in the first version of The Lute Player (1596), the wine jar and 

glass in the Uffizi Bacchus (1596, Uffizi Florence, Fig. 31), the oil jar in Penitent 

Magdalene, and perhaps most vividly in his Narcissus (1599, Galleria Nazionale d‘Arte 

                                            
8
 Martin Kemp is a leading scholar on the artist Leonardo da Vinci and has published many texts 

connecting art and science; Martin Kemp, The Science of Art: optical themes in western art from 
Brunelleschi to Seurat, (New Haven, CT, 1990); Martin Kemp, Seen/unseen: art, science, and intuition 
from Leonardo to the Hubble Telescope (NY, NY, 2006); Martin Kemp, Visualizations: the nature book of 
art and science (Berkeley, CA, 2000). 
 
9
 Langdon, Caravaggio: A Life, p. 123. 
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Antica, Rome, Fig. 32). The only other image with a similar representation is seen later 

in his Supper at Emmaus, which is a meal scene displaying a table crowded with 

objects; thus the reflective glass is less noticeable or prominent here than in his earlier 

works. An argument can be made that Caravaggio was learning about water refraction 

and reflective surfaces and how to depict them in his paintings from Guidobaldo and the 

cardinal.10 Caravaggio, in fact, has made the comment that still-life imagery is just as 

complicated to paint as the human form.11 

Martha, Mary, and the Mirror 

Caravaggio presents a different type of reflective object in his Martha and Mary 

Magdalene of 1598, which was commissioned for Ottavio Costa.12 As mentioned 

previously, the artist‘s use of mirrors to paint his own image has been widely discussed. 

Caravaggio does not execute self-portraiture in Martha and Mary Magdalene but 

instead includes an actual mirror in his composition. The biblical figure of Mary 

Magdalene, the sister of Lazarus and Martha, was the patron saint of prostitutes. The 

representation of this religious figure would have been a popular subject during the 

Counter-Reformation, exhibiting moral instruction for the prostitutes on the streets of 

Rome—the very social circle that Sixtus V and Clement VIII wished to reform. 

Caravaggio portrays Mary Magdalene front and center and elegantly dressed in a 

purple dress with vivid red sleeves. Her head turns to her right in a three-quarters view 

and gestures toward her sister Martha, who has messy hair and is much more modestly 
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 Van Helden. Galileo Project—―Guidobaldo‖ Search, 1995. 
http://galileo.rice.edu/Catalog/NewFiles/monte.html. 
 
11

 Robb, M: The Man Who Became Caravaggio, p. 38; Vincenzo Giustiniani‘s ―Discorso sopra la pittura,‖ 
in Discorsi sulle arti e sui mestieri, ed. by Anna Banti (Florence, 1981), pp. 42, 14. 
 
12

 This painting has been copied many times, but the painting in Detroit is now generally accepted as the 
original. 

http://galileo.rice.edu/Catalog/NewFiles/monte.html
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dressed. Mary uses her right hand to pull an orange blossom close to her chest.13 

Martha leans toward Mary and the sisters exchange gazes, while Martha makes a 

counting gesture with her hands. Spike claims that Caravaggio uses these polarities 

between the two women to represent the active versus the contemplative life.14 Martha 

is humbly dressed and displays an active life of difficult labor, while Mary reveals 

anything but. The two women are further separated by the cast of light on Mary, who is 

almost fully illuminated, while—aside from her hands—most of Martha is cast in 

shadow. Martha appears to play a subordinate role to Mary in the composition. 

The right side of the composition is occupied by a fancy, dark large convex 

Venetian mirror containing a reflection, as Mary holds it up with her left hand.15 This 

mirror was most likely an object from del Monte‘s collection, and Caravaggio has 

tackled the difficulty of portraying accurate foreshortening of the mirror‘s curved surface. 

The chiaroscuro and dark background make it difficult to identify the wall that supports 

the back of the mirror, thus Mary appears to hold it up on her own so Martha can see 

herself. The reflection in the mirror is, however, not Martha but Mary‘s hand and 

garments and also a window which is not pictured in the painting. On the table before 

the two women is a cosmetic jar with a sponge and a comb made of ivory, indicating the 

setting of the painting as Mary‘s private chamber, but these objects were also symbols 
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 Mary‘s pose in particular resembles Caravaggio‘s image of the prostitute and model for many of his 
works, Felide Melandroni, in his Portrait of a Courtesan (1597, previously in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum 
in Berlin, destroyed in 1945). 
 
14

 Spike, Caravaggio: a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 88. Spike comments on Caravaggio‘s innovative 
style and composition for this work, noting the only possible prototype to be Bernardino Luini‘s painting of 
the same subject, which was in del Monte‘s collection. Again the possibility is posed that del Monte 
provided the artist with precursors from older masters. (Leonardo da Vinci‘s Medusa and Veronese‘s 
Allegory of Music are previous examples, and Luini was considered one of Leonardo‘s students.) 
 
15

 Langdon mentions that this object was a ―highly expensive courtly object‖ and was a possible tool in the 
artist‘s creation of his Medusa image. (Caravaggio: A Life, p. 123). 
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of Mary‘s past life of frivolity and excess before her conversion. The subject of this work 

is Mary‘s conversion from a life of excessiveness to a life of piety, indicated by her richly 

adorned garments and the objects on the table. 

Caravaggio is again making use of the objects found within del Monte‘s 

household. Bellori and Baglione have mentioned the artist‘s struggle with perspective 

and compositional arrangements, but Caravaggio has placed the mirror in such a way to 

complete the composition, providing symmetry for the arrangement. As the main 

subject, Mary occupies the center of the composition. The large mirror takes up the right 

side of the composition, complementing the left side taken up by Martha. If the mirror 

were not pictured, the composition would appear too heavy on the left side and would 

lose its symmetrical balance. If Caravaggio would have simply omitted the mirror and 

shifted the composition to maintain its symmetry, Mary would then lose her central 

position, and therefore her role as the more important leading figure of the scene would 

also be lost.16 While the mirror has been utilized as a compositional element by the 

artist, it can also be seen as a tool for the narrative as well. It symbolizes Mary‘s vanity 

while also representing her vision after her conversion, thus fusing the polarities 

embodied by each of the sisters together into one single object.17 
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 It is apparent that Caravaggio intended for Martha to play the subordinate role, indicated by Mary‘s 
illumination, expensive dress, heightened posture, and gesture.  
 
17

 The mirror‘s dual function as a vanity object and an object of vision is discussed by Spike (Caravaggio: 
a catalogue of paintings, 2001, p. 88); Frederick Cummins claims that the light reflected in the mirror is a 
symbol of truth and Mary‘s ―divine grace.‖ (Cummins, ―The Meaning of Caravaggio's 'Conversion of the 
Magdalen,'‖ The Burlington Magazine Vol. 116, No. 859 (Oct., 1974): 578). Caravaggio has used light as 
a religious tool in his previous works as well: the previously discussed Saint Francis image and in the 
Calling of Saint Matthew, where the artist portrays a beam of light as if it is coming from Christ toward 
Matthew. 
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Love Conquers All 

Perhaps Caravaggio‘s most explicit use of del Monte‘s collection is present in one 

of the artist‘s most famous private commissions, Love Victorious from 1602, also known 

as Amor Vincit Omnia. This image was commissioned by del Monte‘s neighbor, 

Marchese Vincenzo Giustiniani. The date of 1602–3 is understood by Orazio 

Gentileschi‘s account of September 14, 1603, in which he discusses a work very similar 

to Caravaggio‘s Love Victorious, painted by Baglione in competition with Caravaggio‘s 

original.18 

Documentary evidence discloses the high regard Giustiniani held for this image, 

as he refused to sell it. According to Robert Enggass, Joachim von Sandrart visited 

Palazzo Giustiniani from 1629 to 1635 and mentioned that Giustiniani refused the price 

tag of a thousand ducati for this painting, indicating the patron‘s strong admiration for 

it.19 We also know from Sandrart‘s writings that it hung on the wall in Giustiniani‘s 

palace in such a position that it was the last painting any visitor would see: 

But, I recall, it was covered with a curtain of dark green silk, and was shown 
last, after all the others, to avoid eclipsing the other works.20 

Giustiniani covered the painting perhaps to create thrill and anticipation from the 

audience, while also concealing its secular imagery from his more conservative guests.  

                                            
18

 Gregori, The Age of Caravaggio, p. 281. That Gentileschi discusses Baglione‘s painting in competition 
with Caravaggio‘s indicates that it was painted shortly after or close in time to Caravaggio‘s. Also, 
Gentileschi mentions that Caravaggio borrowed some wings from him about six to eight months before 
his deposition, most likely to use for his winged figure in Love Victorious. 
 
19

 Robert Enggass, ―L‘Amore Giustiniani del Caravaggio,‖ Palatino 9 (1967): 13. 
 
20

 Rudolf A. Peltzer, Joachim von Sandrarts Academie der Bau, Bild, und Mahlerey-Kunste von 1675: 
Leben der berühmten Maler, Bildhauer und Baumeister (Munich, 1925), p. 276; Enggass, ―L‘Amore 
Giustiniani,‖ p. 13. 
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The single figure in Love Victorious shows similarities to Caravaggio‘s portrayal of 

Eros in The Musicians and the angel in Saint Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy, but the 

following provides insight as to what sets this particular image apart and makes it so 

significant. In his previous paintings, Caravaggio used Mario Minniti as the model for his 

young male figures. Here he presents a different model, Francesco Boneri, also known 

as ―Cecco‖ da Caravaggio (active 1610–mid-1620s).21 Caravaggio portrays Cecco 

standing, playful and proud, as the figure of Love (Cupid/Eros), while laughing and 

gazing at the viewer. Love is a youthful and frontal male nude and consumes the 

composition. In his right hand he grasps a couple of arrows, indicating (along with his 

carefully rendered dark wings) that this is the figure of Cupid, and not an angel.22 His left 

leg partially rests on an unmade bed of wrinkled white sheets, as his left foot with dirty 

toenails supports his weight and is surrounded by many objects on the floor.  

Much attention has been given to the provocative nature of this work, evident in 

the figure‘s dark and dirty wings, dirty toenails, and come-hither-stare toward the viewer. 

These crude elements are not the iconographic norm for the figure of Love, especially 

one that is pictured as triumphant over all other worldly things. Many scholars, such as 

Walter Friedlaender, carry this idea further by claiming that the young male is portrayed 

in a homoerotic manner, a notion that, in my opinion, has been overcompensated in the 

artist‘s oeuvre.23 The significance of this work as it relates to my argument—del Monte‘s 

                                            
21

 Cecco was a painter himself and would later adopt Caravaggio‘s artistic style of Baroque drama and 
chiaroscuro, executing works in the ―Caravaggesque style.‖ An example specifically relevant to this thesis 
would be Cecco‘s The Flute Player (1615–20, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford). 
 
22

 Gregori, catalogue entry in The Age of Caravaggio, p. 277. 
 
23

 Walter Friedlaender suggests that Giustiniani instructed Caravaggio on his preferences for the work, 
but that it was the artist who provided such a homo-erotic representation (Caravaggio Studies, p. 91). 
Whether it was the artist‘s intentions or simply the artistic outcome to present a homoerotic image is 
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influence—is not presented within the figure himself but in the objects surrounding him, 

similar to the compositional tools for The Lute Player. Again, looking at the details of 

Caravaggio‘s paintings can reveal some often overlooked but imperative elements to 

the composition that pertain to the patron‘s influence.  

These objects are indicative of the narrative, as this painting represents Love 

triumphing over all human endeavors.24 War is depicted by the armor in the foreground 

just behind the figure‘s right foot. Music is represented by the lute, violin, and musical 

scores on the floor, which are slightly recessed into the background. Science is 

indicated by compasses and the carpenter‘s square beneath the music objects, but also 

by the blue astral globe decorated with gold stars and hidden behind the figure‘s left 

thigh. Knowledge is represented by a book, pen, and laurel wreath resting in the area 

next to the armor. Government or secular power is depicted by the gold crown and 

scepter on the bed behind Cupid‘s bent left leg.  

Hugo Wagner and Mina Gregori claim that the influence for Caravaggio‘s 

arrangement of objects ―certainly‖ comes from the instruments in the foreground of the 

altarpiece Saint Cecilia (1516–17, Pinacoteca Nazionale, Bologna, Fig. 33), painted by 

the High Renaissance master Raphael (1482–1520).25 Gregori connects Raphael‘s 

Neoplatonic symbolism in these objects (also discussed by Vasari) with ideas that were 

                                                                                                                                             
unnecessary to my argument, but this idea perhaps provides another reason for Giustiniani to cover it 
with a green curtain. 

24
 Gregori discusses the connection of this painting‘s theme to Virgil‘s writings and quotes his Eclogues 

(X, 69): ―Love conquers all: let us too, yield to love‖ (Gregori, The Age of Caravaggio, p. 277).  
 
25

 Hugo Wagner, Michelangelo da Caravaggio (Berne, 1958), p. 81; Gregori, The Age of Caravaggio, p. 
278; Friedlaender proposes another influence, that Love Victorious is a parody of Michelangelo 
Buonarroti‘s Victory sculpture group at the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence (Caravaggio Studies, p. 91).  
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familiar to Caravaggio and Giustiniani.26 During Caravaggio‘s own lifetime, this Raphael 

painting would have been in the chapel of San Giovanni in Monte, Bologna.  

I disagree that Raphael‘s altarpiece was an influence for Caravaggio‘s work for a 

few reasons. One reason is that Caravaggio was not known to follow the artistic 

tradition of Raphael in any way, and in fact was known more as the antithesis of the 

circle of painters who worked in his manner. Also, the altarpiece was located in 

Bologna, a city that has never been mentioned in any Caravaggio scholarship as a 

place visited by the artist. Granted, del Monte and others who came into contact with 

Caravaggio were admirers of the Italian Bolognese style of painting and probably had 

engravings or copies of such works. However, neither Christoph Frommel nor Luigi 

Salerno—the two most familiar with the inventories of del Monte (1627) and Giustiniani 

(1638)—made a connection to this altarpiece or to subsequent copies. I believe that 

because Caravaggio relied so heavily on nature and live models, his inspiration or 

influence was taken from real instruments in del Monte‘s inventory, just as in The 

Musicians and The Lute Player. Although Love Victorious dates after Caravaggio‘s stay 

with del Monte and was commissioned by Giustiniani, an argument can be made for del 

Monte‘s lingering presence in the work; it was possibly even painted at Palazzo 

Madama. Frommel supports this theory by stating, 

The last work with musical instruments are represented in the Amor 
Victorious in Berlin, which dates from about 1603 and which could still have 
been painted in Del Monte‘s palace.27 

                                            
26

 Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ più eccellenti pittori, Florence, 1568, Ed. G. Milanesi, 9 vols. (Florence, 
1906), p. 551; Gregori, p. 278. Vasari mentions that these musical instruments were not painted by 
Raphael himself, but rather by his student Giovanni da Udine (1487–1564). 
 
27

 Frommel, ―Caravaggio‘s Frühwerk…,‖ p. 51. 
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Baglione also states that Caravaggio painted an earlier picture for Cardinal del 

Monte of ―Divine Love Overpowering Profane Love.‖28 It is possible that Baglione was 

referring to the image of Love Victorious, and because it resembles elements so heavily 

connected with del Monte‘s style and his household objects its patronage was 

misattributed. If Baglione was referring to a different painting, an earlier work for del 

Monte similar to the Giustiniani work, the earlier work would have then served as a 

prototype and influence for the latter. A similar concept can be considered for 

Caravaggio‘s two versions of The Lute Player. Although Giustiniani‘s version came first, 

del Monte‘s influence is clear in that the model (Pedro Montoya) lived in del Monte‘s 

home and performed musical concerts there. Caravaggio was living with del Monte at 

the time, therefore painting at Palazzo Madama and the objects in The Lute Player 

recall musical instruments from del Monte‘s inventory. If Baglione‘s discussion of the 

work ―Divine Love Overpowering Profane Love‖ was in fact an earlier work, it is possible 

it was also executed at Palazzo Madama, possibly even while Caravaggio was living 

there. 

Perhaps a more tangible indication of del Monte‘s influence for this work is evident 

in one particular object pictured: the set of compasses. Underneath the figure‘s right 

foot among the many instruments, one can see a pointed compass. In 1597 Galileo 

invented a compass also known as a sector for geometric and military use.29 This 

instrument is described as similar to the common mathematical instrument used today, 

consisting of two rulers connected by a joint at the end and marked with scales. The 

                                            
28

 Baglione, Le vite.., p. 138, also quoted in Gregori, The Age of Caravaggio, p. 278. 
 
29

 Van Helden. Galileo Project—Chronology—Galileo Timeline., 
1995.http://galileo.rice.edu/chron/galileo.html 

http://galileo.rice.edu/chron/galileo.html
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object featured in Love Victorious closely resembles the description of Galileo‘s 

compass. Galileo taught the use of this instrument to his private students and wrote an 

instructional manual for it which was later published. By 1598 Galileo employed 

Marcantonio Mazzoleni (?–1632) to create these instruments and their corresponding 

manuals and sell them to his students.30 Guidobaldo was known to experiment with 

compasses as well, and it is possible these compasses reached Palazzo Madama 

through him or were sent by someone else.  

Proof of this connection arises a year after Galileo‘s invention, when Caravaggio 

was arrested somewhere between Palazzo Madama and Piazza Navona in Rome. He 

was charged for carrying a sword without a license and a pair of compasses, most likely 

obtained from del Monte. Caravaggio was documented as telling the police officer, 

I was taken yesterday evening at around [ten or eleven in the evening] 
between piazza Madama and piazza Navona because I was wearing a 
sword which I wear as a painter of the cardinal Del Monte and I receive an 
allowance from the cardinal for myself and my servant [Minniti] and I live in 
his house and am on his payroll.31 

Del Monte was not in Rome at the time of Caravaggio‘s arrest, as he was in Ferrara 

assisting the pope in his travels. The law against weapon possession implemented by 

Clement VIII proved to be no match for del Monte‘s connection with the artist, even in 

the cardinal‘s absence. That Caravaggio had these compasses in his possession while 

roaming the streets of Rome and not while in the studio is perhaps the most interesting 

aspect of the police record. He was already equipped with his sword, and therefore his 

violent nature cannot provide a reason as to why the compasses were found on him at 

                                            
30

 Van Helden. Galileo Project—Science Instruments, 1995. 
http://galileo.rice.edu/sci/instruments/sector.html 
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 Fiora Bellini, ―Tre documenti per Michelangelo da Caravaggio,‖ in Prospettiva 65 (1992), quoted in 
Robb, M: The Man Who Became Caravaggio, p. 70. 
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this specific time. It is possible that these compasses were lent to Caravaggio by del 

Monte as props or perhaps even a gift; their reappearance in Love Victorious shows 

that the artist held onto them for years. Although Caravaggio‘s true purpose for carrying 

these compasses is unknown, the fact that he was questioned by the authorities 

because of them and responded by claiming to be the painter (and under the protection) 

of del Monte holds serious weight to the relationship between the two individuals. 

In a similar vein, Galileo was deeply indebted to his own patron of the Medici 

family; he dedicated his manual of the geometric and military compass to Cosimo II 

de‘Medici.32 In examining Galileo‘s many accomplishments, it is evident that he was 

truly thankful and appreciative of Cosimo‘s protection and support. It was only after the 

death of Cosimo that Galileo would face serious trouble for his writings and teachings. 

Caravaggio would suffer constant trouble after his departure from the del Monte 

household as well. Protection from patrons with secular and ecclesiastical ties may 

explain why Caravaggio and Galileo were able to get away with as much as they did—

whether it was painting offensive imagery of biblical narratives or teaching Copernican 

ideas. Others without such connections, such as Giordano Bruno, suffered harsher 

consequences for their actions and beliefs; he was burned at the stake in Campo dei‘ 

Fiori in Rome in 1600.  

As this chapter closes, it should now be without question that del Monte had a 

strong interest in many facets of progressive thinking—music, science, mathematics, 

philosophy, poetry, and so on—and that these interests influenced Caravaggio‘s art. 

One can argue that del Monte‘s interests not only exposed the painter to these types of 

                                            
32

 Van Helden, Galileo Project—ChronologyGalileoTimeline, 1995. He also dedicated the four moons of 
Jupiter to Cosimo. http://galileo.rice.edu/chron/galileo.html 
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ideas, but also enabled him to express himself in an innovative way, breaking away 

from tradition without offending his patron, the buttress of his artistic prominence. The 

cardinal proved to be a helpful resource and artistic advisor for Caravaggio, who did not 

hesitate to claim himself as del Monte‘s painter as soon as he was questioned by police 

on the streets for his indiscretions. 

Although Martha and Mary Magdalene lacks the musical instruments present in 

the previously mentioned canvases of The Musicians and The Lute Player, it contains a 

unifying element that combines Mary‘s past life of vanity with her new life of piety and 

religious vision: the large reflective mirror. A work that follows the del Monte years, Love 

Victorious, still maintains elements of the patron‘s musical interests while introducing a 

link to one of his intellectual connections in the field of science, Galileo Galilei. By 

encouraging Caravaggio to continue his experiments with different subjects, objects, 

and compositions beyond the usual single figure with fruits and flowers, the cardinal 

prepared the artist for anything that could come his way in the future, from patrons 

public and private alike. From works in this chapter as well as the works in Chapter 5, it 

is evident that del Monte has helped Caravaggio successfully tackle the private sphere 

in patronage while also strengthening his ability for the next stage of his career: a 

painter of public religious commissions in the midst of the Counter-Reformation.
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSION 

Toward the end of Caravaggio‘s stay with del Monte, he received his first public 

commission for the Contarelli Chapel. Throughout this paper, I have suggested reasons 

that point to del Monte as the cause for this opportunity: his pro-French sentiments, his 

acquaintance with the church directors (the Crescenzi family), and the church‘s close 

proximity to Palazzo Madama. Baglione and others point to del Monte‘s involvement in 

the commission, while Frommel concurs that 

Various circumstances suggest that it was he [del Monte] who procured him 
in the first great commission and, later, offered protection in times of 
difficulty, above all showing a profound understanding for the artist as much 
as for the man.1 

As previously mentioned in the discussion of Love Victorious, del Monte‘s influence on 

the artist did not cease when Caravaggio left his residence. In Andrew Graham-Dixon‘s 

recent publication, he states, 

Probably as a result of his connections with del Monte and the Medici, 
Caravaggio would himself develop close links with [Filippo] Neri‘s 
Archconfraternity of Pilgrims, and with the Order of the Oratory. Two of his 
most impressive altarpieces, The Madonna of Loreto and The Entombment 
of Christ, would result.2  

Following his commission for the Contarelli Chapel, Caravaggio moved in and 

worked for the Mattei brothers. At this time, he had already established himself in the 

Roman public as a painter, and many public works followed. And so Caravaggio‘s 

monumental period began, a period of Caravaggio‘s oeuvre that is mostly widely 

recognized today: his religious scenes with many figures, dramatic expression and 

suffering, and deep chiaroscuro. Gilbert stresses the importance of the Mattei‘s 
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influence on Caravaggio‘s Counter-Reformation subjects, but this was nothing new to 

Caravaggio; it all began with del Monte and the painting of his Saint Francis of Assisi in 

Ecstasy.3 

Not all of Caravaggio‘s public works were widely accepted due to their 

nontraditional and provocative manner. Caravaggio painted directly from nature and 

from live models, and this did not always measure up to the classical ideal archetype of 

biblical imagery desired by ecclesiastical officials for their churches. However, this 

mattered not as his rejected works were soon purchased by private patrons, mostly in 

the del Monte circle; Vincenzo Giustiniani‘s purchase of the originally rejected 

Inspiration of Saint Matthew for the Contarelli Chapel is one example. Without the 

patronage and close relationship with Cardinal del Monte, it is possible the artist could 

have maintained his amateurish artistic ability as a nameless painter in the workshop of 

Cesari, struggling to find a breakthrough for his career.  

Later, Caravaggio was given the opportunity to paint serious public works, but his 

erratic lifestyle prevented him from succeeding to the height of his potential. The 

guidance provided by del Monte ensured Caravaggio‘s rise to artistic fame, a support 

desired by all struggling artists in Rome during the Counter-Reformation. Cardinal del 

Monte‘s impact on the artist stands as a vivid indication for the significance of patronage 

during a time of difficult social and artistic change.  

After examining the progression within the artist‘s oeuvre, del Monte‘s role in the 

artist‘s life is evident. Beginning his career in the Eternal City as a young artist from 

1592–1595, Caravaggio struggled to succeed in the competitive art world. Patronage 

                                            
3
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was of the utmost importance, but the city of Rome was conflicted with strict limitations 

on the production of art, especially public commissions for ecclesiastical 

establishments. Counter-Reformation Rome proved to be a daunting place for an 

enigmatic and innovative individual without academic artistic training such as 

Caravaggio, but he eventually found his way. 

Upon entering del Monte‘s Palazzo Madama, Caravaggio‘s works thereafter 

transformed toward more refined subject matter and compositions. His early works such 

as Boy Peeling a Fruit, Sick Bacchus, and Boy with a Basket of Fruit (images of partial-

length single figures), became a style of his past. He immediately began to experiment 

with desired Counter-Reformation subjects such as Saint Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy, 

preparing him for his monumental period of religious scenes. Del Monte also aided in 

expanding the artist‘s patronage through the private sphere, as Caravaggio painted 

simplistic devotional and religious imagery and secular scenes alike. The artist utilized 

del Monte‘s social connections as well as his large collection of instruments to help 

create his compositions and display his narratives.  

The patronage and close friendship between Caravaggio and Cardinal 

Francesco del Monte proved to be indispensable for the young artist. Not only did del 

Monte encourage the artist to expand his artistic techniques, he also exposed the artist 

to higher learning and the expectations of public and private patrons. Caravaggio was 

not officially trained, but del Monte took on the role as Caravaggio‘s artistic guide and 

became greatly responsible for his success.  

Although scholars such as Creighton Gilbert consider the elite patronage of the 

Matteis as the more critical for Caravaggio, especially improving his artistic skills in 
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religious works, I believe it is del Monte‘s initial patronage that successfully launched 

the artist‘s career and guided him in the appropriate direction, making his future 

religious commissions possible. The majority of existing information on the artist post-

dates the del Monte years, and Caravaggio‘s monumental period beginning in 1600–

1601 has been a strong focus for scholars. However, essentially it was not the later 

period of fame and public church commissions that can be considered the most 

significant for Caravaggio; the progressive and experimental period under del Monte 

improved his capability as an artist and was imperative for such later success in his 

monumental commissions. 
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