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Classical Aspects Observed in Caravaggio’s The Deposition

WATANABE Shinsuke

Seventeenth century commentary on Caravaggio — such as that of Carel
van Mander (1604), Giovanni Baglione (1642), and Giovan Pietro Bellori
(1672) - often expressed the opinion that he could paint nothing without
looking upon nature, and he did not rely on ancient or Renaissance works.
However, in fact, Caravaggio did not paint things only as he saw them.
Vincenzo Giustiniani, known collector of Caravaggio paintings, actually
stated in a famous letter in the 1620s that this painter was representative
of those who used the most difficult and complete manner (maniera in
Italian) and then painted from nature, “di maniera and with the natural
object as an example before one.” The Deposition is one such example, with
its composition and lighting completely refined and calculated. In order
to effectively convey the narrative elements, he relied on the orthodox
approach to the subject used from the Renaissance onwards.

In addition, Caravaggio often learned from earlier paintings and
borrowed motifs, despite the attitude he showed to others. We can
indicate works related to The Deposition, such as the Ancient Roman relief
sculpture depicting the death of Meleager, Michelangelo’s Pieta, and
Raphael’s The Entombment. Of particular note is how the depiction of the
corpse shared by all these earlier works came to be a gauge measuring
the superb narrative paintings created from the Renaissance onwards.
Alberti’s De pictura was the motivating force behind such depiction. In his
text, Alberti praised the expression of the lifeless body of Meleager seen
in that ancient sculpture depicting his death. Thus, Michelangelo and
Raphael were fully aware of the ancient sculpture and Alberti’s comments
when they painted the above mentioned works. Then, when Caravaggio
began to create The Deposition, he was aware of this lineage of depictions
of corpses, and like Raphael before him, absorbed the iconographic
tradition through the medium of Michelangelo’s Pieta. Thus, Caravaggio
was based on traditions stretching back to antiquity, all while encouraging
a comparison with his namesake great Michelangelo of the Renaissance
in order to boast of his own superior talents. Caravaggio revealed new
innovations through his unification of realism and actual space, even as his
narrative expression remained rooted in traditional thought.

The fame achieved by Caravaggio’s The Deposition meant that Rubens,
Dirck van Baburen, Luca Giordano and others painted their own versions
of the subject based on his composition. Then later, Fragonard, Géricault
and Cézanne made copies of the work, and The Deposition provided great
inspiration to David as he painted his Death of Marat. Thus, The Deposition,
which carried on traditions from ancient sculpture and onwards, in turn
became a classical work within the history of art.

*This text was written for publication in the catalogue of the Caravaggio’s Deposition from the
Vatican Museums exhibition that was scheduled to be held in the spring of 2021 at the National
Art Center, Tokyo. Unfortunately, the spread of Covid-19 forced the cancellation of that exhibition
and the article is published here instead. An object entry for this work was also written for that
unpublished catalogue. Hence, the work’s basic information was omitted from this text.



