ichelangelo Merisi was born in Milan on 29" September 1571, on the day of Saint

Michael the Archangel, from Fermo Merisi and Lucia Aratori. His father was responsible

for the buildings belonging to the marquis of Caravaggio, a small village near Bergamo

where Lucia came from and from which derives the nickname of the artist. He started

to work as a shop boy in the workshop of Simone Peterzano, a mannerist painter and
pupil of Tiziano. Caravaggio’s arrival in Rome remains unknown, however there are documents proving
that he was already in Rome in 1592. At that time, it was a must for the artists to work in the Eternal
City which was crossed by great building and urban redevelopment. Ancient Basilicas were undergoing
major reconstructions and Saint Peter’s Basilica was being completed. Caravaggio however, preferred to
frequent taverns and slums. Cardinal Francesco del Monte noticed him while he was painting “flowers
and fruits” in Cavalier d’Arpino’s workshop. Later, he would become his protector and would introduce
him to the collectors.

The naturalism depicted in The Fortune Teller (1593-94) and in Young with a Basket of Fruit (1593-95) shows that Cara-
vaggio’s way of painting is empirically based, accentuated by the use of the mirror as a “dark room.” Cardinal del Monte
encouraged him and hosted him at Palazzo Madama. In 1600 he was commissioned his first important work, the decora-
tion of cardinal Contarelli’s chapel in the church of Saint Louis of The French. Caravaggio painted the two side paintings
of the chapel: The Martyrdom (1599-1600) and The Vocation of Saint Matthew (1599-1600) as well as the altarpiece, Saint
Matthew and the Angel (1602). The scenes become alive in front of the spectator, real characters, bordering on prosaic,
so much to arouse scandal. But the theatrical, dramatic and symbolic light is the real revolution. A successful period

began. Monsignor Cerasi commissioned two paintings for his family chapel in the church of Santa Maria del Popolo:
The Crucifixion of Saint Peter (1600-1601) and The Conversion of Saint Paul (1600-1601). To this period belong the famous
paintings for the Matteis: Saint John the Baptist (1602-03), now at the Pinacoteca Capitolina, and The Supper at Enmaus
(1601), now at the National Gallery in London. For the church of Sant'Agostino he painted The Virgin of the Pilgrims,
destined to cause scandal because of those dirty feet in the foreground. Fame and success grew as well as problems
with justice. In 1606 Caravaggio was involved in a duel and killed his rival. Forced to run away, he was tried in absentia
and sentenced to death. He wandered along the Mediterranean coasts for four years, leaving traces of his passage: The
seven works of mercy (1606-07) in Naples, The Beheading of Saint John the Baptist (1608), the only signed painting, in
Malta, The Resurrection of Lazarus (1608-09), in Messina. He died alone in 1610, a step away from grace, struck by a fever,
on the beach of Porto Ercole.
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