
Caravaggism in the Work of Guido Reni 
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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 lhe heavenly and 
temporal. holy grace u-iumphant over an earthly morass. vii1u
ous physical beauty versus the execrated Christian body. On 
this partially autobiographical element of Reni's Style, very linlc 
has been w1i11en 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 Rcni's. If a similarity 
between the artists is mentioned. it is usually in reference to 
Ren i's 1604 Crucifixjo11 ofS1. Pe1er (Figure I) or. in a few cases, 
the 1606 Da,,id with 11te Head of Goliath. More often, how
ever, the style (as well as temperament) of Caravaggio is shown 
10 be antithetical in most every way to what Reni stood for. 
For this reason. the existential naturalism of Caravaggio and 
the ideaJistic naturalism of Rcni arc usual1y examined as polar 
opposites giving rise 10 Baroque trends thl'Oughout Europe. This 
overly-simplified manner for understanding these artists de
serves a scholarly response, since it has led 10 a misunderstand
ing of the tme complexity of Rcni's artistic contribution. 

Rcni's lifelong interest in expressing pairs ofopposite forces 
was aided in part by Caravaggio's mastery of the same tech
nique, which manipulated the rhetorical pl'Ocedures of the 
Carrncci in order to raise the emotions of the spectator. Also. 
Caravaggio's style was unavoidable for Reni and many others 
of the time whose patrons looked forward to lhe new, expres
sive tenebrism and realism of Caravaggio. Major Reni schol
ars, however, find him so profoundly 1111-Caravaggesque that 
they typically mention only a handful of works of about 1604-
6 where Caravaggio is thought 10 have only momentarily 
touched him. Actually, Reni's portrayal of Caravaggesque el
ements may be seen in three distinct phases of his anis1ic ca
reer: the early years after his exposure to Caravaggio in 1600, 
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 trip 10 Rome was by invitation of Cardinal 
Facchinetti in order to copy Raphael's Ecstasy of St. Cecilia. 
This was during the Jubilee Ye.ir of 1600, when the dominant 
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theme was the revival of e.irly Chiistian roots. This painting, 
lauded for gentleness that the 01iginal lacked, in addition to the 
1601 Martyrdom of St. Cecilia and Com11atio11 of Sts. Cecilia 
and Valerian gave Rcni popularity which extended. for the first 
time, beyond Bologna. By looking at these. we can see 1ha1 
Reni called upon the simple, rigid sy1mnetry of early Christian 
paintings as well as the trend of local interest in tenebrism. 

Also at this Lime, the Cavaliere d'Arpino was instn1mental 
in obtaining important pau-onage for Reni. He did this 10 over
shadow the growing success of Caravaggio. By I 602. Reni 
was sraning to work Loward 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 I 603 Farmers Prese11ti11g Gifts 10 Sai111 
Be11edic:1 where, by placing a large naturalistic male nude in the 
foreground of a graceful composition of many figures, he had 
surpassed eveo bjs most recen1 Roman commissions. 

In 1604. in keeping with his partnership with d'Arpino to 
outshine Caravaggio as well as AnnibaleCarracci. through more 
famous commissions. Reni painted the Chris, at the Column. 
Ever ready to explore newer options, Reni chose dramatic light
ing 10 render lhe sharply naturalistic Christ isolated in the shal 
low. dark foreground. Otherwise, the 1rea1men1 overall is deli
cate: from the finely rendered folds of Christ's loin cloth 10 the 
light reddening of the checks, shoulder and feet: from the el 
egant modelling of the limbs and feet. to the careful trcaLment 
of shadows which give dramatic effect without being opaque.' 
As 0110 Kurtz perceptively notes. the decided interpretation of 
Caravaggio's innuence on Reni is in Reni'; 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 to represent the 
symbolic dualistic realities of his figures. although never giv
ing up his preference for exhibiting the grace and beauty of the 
body, 10 demonsu-ate rather than activate his figures. 

Sometime in October. 1604. Reni finished his first Roman 
masterpiece. Tlte Crucijixio11 of St. Peter (Figure I), for Cardi
nal Pieu-o Aldobrondini. Malvasia writes that "d' Arpino prom
ised Cardinal Borghese that Guido would transform himself 
into Caravaggio and would pailll the picture in Caravaggio's 
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dark and driven manner."' Having studied Caravaggio's Cru• 
cifixio11 of St. Peter in the Cerasi Chapel, Rcni, in contrast 10 
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 br.ivo with a plumed toque gets his hammer. Reni even 
considered, in his study of the composition, including lhe but• 
tocks of an executioner 1umed directly toward the viewer in 
typical Car-avaggesque fashion. His painting, otherwise, is un• 
Caravaggesque in its auention 10 graceful and decorous ges
tures in a classical. triangular composition, as well as iis lack of 
pain and movement Reni's Saint Peter displays a sn11ggle be· 
tween his ignoble helplessness and noble resignation.' His pose 
is very noble and elegant while his body appears no beuer 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 to show the 
saint's acceptance of and adherence to divine grace even in his 
most compromised posi1ion. 

Nevertheless. 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 gallants. Such is the case with 
his rejected fast version of the Crucifixion of St. Peter for the 
Cerasi Chapel, known only through lhe copy in the Henn.itage. 
The humility in Reni's subjects would be just as degrading 10 
their helpless human forms if it wel"e 1101 for the thorough ap
plic.·uion of his signature grazia (or divine vision).6 

Reoi"s main concem was 10 exclude any element lhat would 
detract from the timeless, idealized, spiritual moment. By com• 
paring his 1607-8 Samson Slaying 1/te Philis ti11es 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 
fa llen soldiers attempting to defend themselves. His primal"y 
means for improvement., however, is more in attune with the 
Carracci. as he has simplified and classicir.cd 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 th.is example, we see that the uncer• 
1ain1y of his early years has passed, and with 1hesecuri1y of his 
reputation wilh wealthy patrons such a.~ the Borghese, he con
tinues to follow his fonnalist method of selecting from Raphael. 
the Carracci and Carnvaggio those elements which emphasize 
grazia, lhat delightful angelic grace. 

Reni's 1611 Massacre oft/re /1111oce111s (Figure 5) comains 
two prototypes: the firs t is a study by Raphael for his Massa• 
ere of the l111wce111s (Figure 6), especially in the outstretched 
executioner in reverse on the right of Reni's version, and the 
second is the face of lhe screaming boy fleeing in Caravaggio's 
Mttrtyrt/0111 ofSt1i111 Ma11hew, seen as the face of the mother 10 
the right. 

Nol since the Crucifixion of Saint Peter had Rcni the op• 
por1uni1y 10 undertake an altarpiece. This Massacre of the /11• 
,wcents is easily one of Reni's most famous works, but it is not, 
as it is typically described, '"his10,ically romantic," "intimately 
romantic," evocative. sen1imental or neoclassical.8 These de
scriptions of Reni"s painting do not apply because of his unique 
unity of Raphaelesque rl1y1hmic. metered and symmetrical com• 
pOSition; Carracces<1ue scenery and classicism; and as Gian 
Carlo Cavalli states, lhc Caravaggcsque "thoroughly studied 
counterpoint of movements and of intense color relationships 
[governing) the action."' These paintings reveal that Reni's 
approach is suic1ly formalist: a painterly composite of formal 
elements drawn together from a portfolio of sketches so 1ha1, 
rather than acting, they demonstrate symbolically their roles. 

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

ln 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 romanLicism. For 
the Feats of Hercules series painted between 1614 and 1623. 
Reni was lauded for their monumentality, rich color and breadth 
of treatrnent.10 The same was true for his Apollo and Marsyas 
(Figure 8) of 1622, as it may remind one of Gtricault or 
Delacroix. Ren.i's flexibility and facility for portraying the 
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sublime and Jef'rible undoubtedly conoibutcd to his being nearly 
the most influential and famous post-Renaissance Italian painter. 
Emerging from darkness into the starkly lit foreground are 1he 
Combar of C11pid.w11d P1111i of 1627 and Ille Portrait of a \Vidow 
(Figure 9). Many scholars agree 1hat the portrai1 is of Reni's 
mother who died sometime between 1630 and 1632. which dates 
1he work 10 tha1 time. The dramatic na1uralism of shadows cre
ated by lhe ligh1 source direc1cd from Ille left expresses a pro
found psychological and emotional condition." 

Both Caravaggio's F/agellatio11 (Figure 10), of the early 
Neapolitan period of 1607, and Reni's paimcd skclch of the 
Plagella1io11 (Figure 11 ), from 1640-42. illumate 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 contras! to the incon11ptiblc body of 1hc suffering 
Chris1. The profoundly symbolic occurrence of ilrnocencc un
der a spollighl, facing the powers of darkness is a masterfully 
conveyed dicho1omy for both art.is1s. 

While it would be incorrect 10 consider Reni among 1hc 
dcdica1cd Caravaggisli, his use of certain Caravaggesque ele
ments is obvious in his s1arkly lit, dynamic, eompac1 composi-
1ions of monumental figures close to lhe pic1ure plane, them
selves and their consti1uent pans dramaticaUy projecting into 
dark surroundings. For painlers like Reni, eclcc1icism, by vir
ltle of its culmination of styles, defies tl1e cer1ain dclinition of 
original style; thus his use of Caravaggio's manner, be i1 ever 
so slight, begins as early as his copy of Raphael's Saim Cecilia 
of 1600 and shows up periodically unLil as late as The Flagel
/ario11 of Christ, 1640-42. At Agostino Carracci's funeral in 
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1603, Reni would have.heard Lucio Fabrio's oration attribu1-
ing to AgosLino the principle of eclecticism as that of individual 
autonomy. Fabrio states lllat the eclectic pain1er: 

imitating 1he best painters without ever bind
ing oneself to the manner of any one painter. 
however great he migh1 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 oatt1ralism as well as real
ism, classicism as well as romanticism. to the exlenl that his 
painting style has been characterized as complex and Janus
like, bril1ging together several kinds of would-be opposites, such 
as co/ore and disegno, 1he ero1ic and the cbasle, and engage
ment and detachmcn1." 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 chas1e and dctach
mcnL ULilized in Reni's classical and markedly symbolic the
ater of opposites are virtue and vice, lhc old and the young, 1he 
beautiful and the ugly, shruply elegant bodies in contrast to slack 
bodies with s1ifiening joints and unkempt beards." It is nol 
enough to say tha1 these artis1s paint opposing qualities of the 
same natural istic experience. one Dionysian, the other 
Apollon ian, but that they, in so doing use the same system of 
rcprcscming pairs of opposi1es, like co/ore and disegno. 
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Figure I. Guido Reni. Crt,cifi.rio11 QJ.St. P,1er, oil on can\•as. VatK'.a.n Museum. Va1ican City. 
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Figure 3. Guido Reni. Sti,dy for Sams<m 
Slayi11g the Philistine_~, graphite nod wa~h on 
paper. Royal Ubrory. Windsor Castle, Windsor. 
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Figure 2. Guido Reni, Swdy /<>r 1/11• Cruc1"Ji.i:io11 of St. f>ew·. 
1604. Szepmuzesuti Museum. Budapest (Museum of fine 
Al1s). 
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Figure 4. Guido Reni. Sam.so" Slaying tilt• Pliilis1i11es. fresco, Vmic:m Museum. 
v,uican City. 
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Figute 5. Ouido Rcni, Mtu,mcre of thtt lm1ocen1s, oil on canvas, 161 I. 
Pinacotec.1 Naz.ionaJe. Bologna. 

Figure 6. ~aph:id. Slltdy for tire M,m,,crc• of 1/rt- hmocems, c. 1510. 
Graphi.sehe S:unmhmg Alber1ina, Vienna. 
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Figure 7. Guido Reni. Lot tmd His 
/)(mgJuus. oil on canvas. 161S. Na• 
lion.al Gallery. London. 



Figure S. Guido Reni. Apollo'""' Manyas. oil on canvas. 
1622, Alie Pinakothek. Munich. 

Figure 10. Cara,•~ io. 77,e Fl<1gtll(,1io11. oil cm can\•as. 1607. Museo Nazionale 
di Capodimontc. Naples. 
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Figure 9. Guido Reni. Por1rai1 of,, Widow. oil on canvas. 
1630.32 (nttribution). Pin:M:Oecca Nazion:lle. Bologna. 

Figure 11. Guido Reni. 77Je Fl<,gelllltion of Christ. oil on can\'aS. 164042. 
Pinacotcca Naziooalc. Bologna. 


