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An important key to understanding Guido Reni's personal
style is his interest in opposing qualities. These opposites in-
clude his representation of tensions between the heavenly and
temporal, holy grace triumphant over an earthly morass, virtu-
ous physical beauty versus the execrated Christian body, On
this partially autobiographical element of Reni's style, very liule
has been written in depth, although there is some mention of
this dialectic in most of the literature on Reni. Of those slight
obligatory references, most discuss composition and the op-
posing relation of Caravaggio's style to Reni's. If a similarity
between the artisis is mentioned, it is usually in reference to
Reni's 1604 Crucifixion of 5i. Perer (Figure 1} or, in a few cases,
the 1606 David with the Head of Goliath. More often, how-
ever, the style (as well as temperament) of Caravaggio is shown
to be antithetical in most every way to what Reni stood for,
For this reason, the existential naturalism of Caravaggio and
the idealistic naturalism of Reni are usually examined as polar
opposites giving rise to Baroque trends throughout Europe. This
overly-simplified manner for understanding these artists de-
serves a scholarly response, since it has led to a misunderstand-
ing of the true complexity of Reni's artistic contribution.

Reni's lifelong interest in expressing pairs of opposite forces
was aided in part by Caravaggio's mastery of the same tech-
nique, which manipulated the rhetorical procedures of the
Carracci in order to raise the emotions of the spectator. Alsa,
Caravaggio's style was unavoidable for Reni and many others
of the time whose patrons looked forward to the new, expres-
sive tenebrism and realism of Caravaggio. Major Reni schol-
ars, however, find him so profoundly un-Caravaggesque that
they typically mention only a handful of works of about 1604-
i where Caravaggio is thought to have only momentarily
touched him. Actually, Reni's portrayal of Caravaggesque el-
cments may be seen in three distinct phases of his artistic ca-
reer; the early years after his exposure 1o Caravaggio in 1604,
lasting until 1607; the middle years, during his peak of success,
through 1619; and the late years of his prolific and influential
Bolognese studio, lasting until 1642, the year of his death,

Reni's first irip to Rome was by invitation of Cardinal
Facchinetti in order to copy Raphael's Ecstasy of 51. Cecilia.
This was during the Jubilee Year of 1600, when the dominant
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theme was the revival of early Christian roots. This painting,
lauded for gentleness that the original lacked, in addition to the
1601 Martyrdom of St. Cecilia and Coronation aof Sts. Cecilia
and Valerian gave Reni popularity which extended, for the firsi
time, beyond Bologna, By looking at these, we can see tha
Reni called upon the simple, rigid symmetry of early Christian
paintings as well as the trend of local interest in tenebrism,

Also at this time, the Cavaliere d' Arpino was instrumental
in obtaining important patronage for Reni. He did this 1o over-
shadow the growing success of Caravaggio. By 1602, Reni
was starting 1o work toward a more expressive naturalism of
his own. The rigid compositions of the Saint Cecilia paintings
were set aside for more free and active paintings. He did this,
for example, in his 1603 Farmers Presenting Gifis to Saini
Benedict where, by placing a large naturalistic male nude in the
foreground of a graceful composition of many figures, he had
surpassed even his most recent Roman commissions.

In 1604, in keeping with his partnership with d'Arpino to
outshine Caravaggio as well as Annibale Carracci, through more
famous commissions, Reni painted the Christ ar the Column
Ever ready to explore newer options, Reni chose dramatic light-
ing to render the sharply naturalistic Christ isolated in the shal-
low, dark foreground. Otherwise, the treatment overall is deli-
cate: from the finely rendered folds of Christ’s loin cloth to the
light reddening of the cheeks, shoulder and feet; from the el-
egant modelling of the limbs and feet, to the careful treatment
of shadows which give dramatic effect without being opaque.”
As Otto Kurtz perceptively notes, the decided interpretation of
Caravaggio's influence on Reni is in Reni's replacement of the
singular individual by way of the typical character, "[abstract-
ing] from the temporal moment and [favoring] an absolute con-
dition of the timeless ideal.™ Thus he sought o represent the
symbolic dualistic realities of his figures, although never giv-
ing up his preference for exhibiting the grace and beauty of the
body, to demonsirate rather than activate his figures.

Sometime in October, 1604, Reni finished his first Roman
masterpiece, The Crucifixion of §t. Peter (Figure 1), for Cardi-
nal Pietro Aldobrandini. Malvasia writes that "d' Arpino prom-
ised Cardinal Borghese that Guido would transform himself
into Caravaggio and would paint the picture in Caravaggio's
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dark and driven manner.™ Having studied Caravaggio’s Cru-
cifixion of St. Peter in the Cerasi Chapel, Reni, in contrast Lo
some features in his preliminary drawing (Figure 2), chose to
eliminate all but the principle figures, placing them in the fore-
ground on an axis around which bodies and limbs project,
muscles tense beneath the heavenly spotlight. A Caravaggesque
young bravo with a plumed toque gets his hammer. Reni even
considered, in his study of the composition, including the but-
tocks of an executioner turned directly toward the viewer in
typical Caravaggesque fashion. His painting, otherwise, is un-
Caravaggesque in its attention to graceful and decorous ges-
tures in a classical, triangular composition, as well as its lack of
pain and movement. Reni's Saint Peter displays a struggle be-
tween his ignoble helplessness and noble resignation.* His pose
is very noble and elegant while his body appears no better than,
as Stephen Pepper notes, "a piece of poultry.” Whereas
Michelangelo painted Saint Peter's physical suffering, and
Caravaggio expressed the saint's psychological dilemma be-
tween physical and spiritual forces, Reni wishes 1o show the
saint's acceptance of and adherence to divine grace even in his
most compromised position.

MNevertheless, Reni avoided to some extent what may have
been recognized as Caravaggio’s folly: portraying, in several
rejected paintings of his early Roman career, holy subjects as
helpless victims of capricious gallanis. Such is the case with
his rejected first version of the Crucifixion of 51. Peter for the
Cerasi Chapel, known only through the copy in the Hermitage.
The humility in Reni's subjects would be just as degrading to
their helpless human forms if it were not for the thorough ap-
phication of his signature grazia (or divine vision).”

Reni's main concern was to exclude any element that would
detract from the timeless, idealized, spiritual moment. By com-
paring his 1607-8 Sanmson Slaying the Philistines with its study
(Figures 3 and 4), it is apparent that his first instinct was to
depict a violent and active Samson over a writhing hoard of
tallen soldiers attempting to defend themselves. His primary
means for improvement, however, is more in attune with the
Carracci, as he has simplified and classicized the geometric
composition with monumental, effortless figures. All action is
suspended in timeless rapture. Still, Reni's Caravaggesque pro-
cess of balancing calculated relationships gives form to the re-
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ality of his subjects.” By this example, we see that the uncer-
tainty of his early years has passed, and with the security of his
reputation with wealthy patrons such as the Borghese, he con
tinues to follow his formalist method of selecting from Raphael.
the Carracci and Caravaggio those elements which emphasize
grazia, that delightful angelic grace.

Reni's 1611 Massacre of the fnnocents (Figure 5) contains
two prototypes: the first is a study by Raphael for his Massa-
cre of the Innocents (Figure 6), especially in the outstretched
executioner in reverse on the right of Reni's version, and the
second is the face of the screaming boy fleeing in Caravaggio's
Martyrdom of Saint Matthew, seen as the face of the mother to
the right.

Mot since the Crucifixion of Saint Peter had Reni the op-
portunity to undertake an altarpiece. This Massacre of the In-
nacents is easily one of Reni's most famous works, but it is not,
as itis typically described, "historically romantic,” “intimately
romantic,” evocative, sentimental or neoclassical.” These de-
scriptions of Reni's painting do not apply because of his unigue
unity of Raphaelesque rhythmic. metered and symmetrical com-
position; Carraccesque scenery and classicism; and as Gian
Carlo Cavalli states, the Caravagpesque "thoroughly studied
counterpoint of movements and of intense color relationships
[governing] the action.”” These paintings reveal that Reni's
approach is strictly formalist: a painterly composite of formal
elements drawn together from a portfolio of sketches so that,
rather than acting, they demonstraie symbolically their roles.

Caravaggesque technique came to be a handy short cut for
intensifying dramatic interaction in classical arrangements,
Reni imbues Lot and His Danghters (Figure 7), of 1615, with a
weighty urgency, as the figures crowd the picture plane, di-
vided by pitch darkness and stark light, held together by the red
cloak and interplay of gestures.

In his earlier and middle years, Reni's combination of
Carraccesque and Caravaggesque elements won him praise for
his anticipation of the first phases of French romanticism. For
the Feats of Hercufes series painted between 1614 and 1623,
Reni was lauded for their monumentality, rich color and breadth
of treatment.'” The same was true for his Apollo and Marsvas
(Figure 8) of 1622, as it may remind one of Géricault or
Delacroix. Reni's flexibility and facility for portraying the
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sublime and terrible undoubtedly contributed to his being nearly
the most influential and famous post-Renaissance ltalian painter.
Emerging from darkness into the starkly lit foreground are the
Combar of Cupids and Purti of 1627 and the Portrair of a Widow
(Figure 9). Many scholars agree that the portrait is of Reni's
mother who died sometime between 1630 and 1632, which dates
the work to that time. The dramatic naturalism of shadows cre-
ated by the light source directed from the left expresses a pro-
found psychological and emotional condition."

Both Caravaggio's Flagellation (Figure 10)), of the early
Meapolitan period of 1607, and Reni's painted skeich of the
Flagellation (Figure 11}, from 1640-42, illustrate the point of
forceful versus noble ways of painting. Yet both artists use a
similar composition, combining the push and pull of twisting
henchmen in contrast to the incorruptible body of the suffering
Christ. The profoundly symbolic occurrence of innocence un-
der a spotlight, facing the powers of darkness is a masterfully
conveyed dichotomy for both artists.

While it would be incorrect to consider Reni among the
dedicated Caravaggisti, his use of certain Caravaggesque ele-
ments is obvious in his starkly lit, dynamic, compact composi-
tions of monumental figures close to the picture plane, them-
selves and their constituent parts dramatically projecting into
dark surroundings. For painters like Reni, eclecticism, by vir-
tue of its culmination of styles, defies the certain definition of
original style; thus his use of Caravaggio's manner, be it ever
so slight, begins as early as his copy of Raphael's Sainr Cecilia
of 1600 and shows up periodically until as late as The Flagel-
lation of Chrisi, 1640-42. At Agostino Carracci's funeral in
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1603, Reni would have heard Lucio Fabrio's oration attribut-
ing to Agostino the principle of eclecticism as that of individual
autonomy. Fabrio states that the eclectic painter:

imitating the best painters without ever bind-

ing oneself to the manner of any one painter,

however great he might be, because he

deemed that no one had ever been found who,

setting up as his ultimate goal the imitation

of someone else's example, had ever been

able to equal, let alone outstrip him."*

Reni openly experimented with naturalism as well as real-
ism, classicism as well as romanticism, to the extent that his
painting style has been characterized as complex and Janus-
like, bringing together several kinds of would-be opposites, such
as colore and disegno, the erotic and the chaste, and engage-
ment and detachment.” The characterization of Caravaggio's
style is similar to this with an emphasis on the erotic and en-
gagement, while Reni's emphasis is on the chaste and detach-
ment. Utilized in Reni's classical and markedly symbolic the-
ater of opposites are virtue and vice, the old and the young, the
beautiful and the ugly, sharply elegant bodies in contrast to slack
bodies with stiffening joints and unkempt beards." Tt is not
enough Lo say that these artists paint opposing qualities of the
same naturalistic experience, one Dionysian, the other
Apollonian, but that they, in so doing vse the same sysiem of
representing pairs of opposites, like colore and disegno.
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Figure 1. Guido Reni, Crucifivion of &t Perer, oil on canvas, Vatican Museumn, Vatican City.
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Figure 2. Guido Reni, Sty for the Crucifivion of 5. Peter,
1604, Szepmuzeszeti Museum, Budapest (Museum of Fing
Aris).
R
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Figure 3. Guido Reni, Study for Samson
Slervimg the Philistines, graphite and wash on Figure 4. Guido Beni, Samseon Skaving the Philistines, fresco, Vatican Museum,
paper, Royal Library, Windsor Castle, Windsor. Vatican City.
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Figure 5. Guide Reni, Massacre af the Innocents, oil on canvas, 1611,
Pinacoteca Mazionale, Bologna.

Figure 6. Raphael, Study for the Massacre of the fmocents, ¢ 1510,
Ciraphische Sammlung Albertina, Vienna.
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Figure 7. Guido Reni, Ler and His
Dauglrers, oil on canvas, 1615, M-
tional Gallery, London,
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Figure 9. Guido Reni. Portrair of & Widow, oil on canvas,
1630-32 (attribution), Pinacoteca Nartonale, Bologna.
Figure 8. Guide Reni, Apollo amd Marsyas, oil on canvas,

1622, Alte Pinakothek, Munich.

Figure 10, Caravaggio, The Flagellation, oil on canvas, 1607, Museo Nazionale Figure 1 1. Guido Reni, The Flagellation of Christ, oil on canvas, 1640-42,
di Capodimonte, Naples. Pinzcoteca Nazionale, Bologna.
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