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The visual arts are constantly changing and have been throughout time.  One of the most well known eras of change was the transition from Renaissance Art to Baroque Art.  Forms, technique, composition and human representation all changed dramatically.  Michelangelo Merisi (known as Caravaggio), from Caravaggio, Italy, and Rembrandt van Rijn from Lieden, Netherlands, are two famous artists who painted during this essential transition period.  Both painters had an incredible amount of talent, yet were considerably outgoing in their technique, genre, and scene portrayal for their contemporaries.  In a sense, they helped intensify the naturalistic movement of art because they preferred to represent their subjects as real human beings – they often downright rejected the ideal human forms as previously represented by great masters.  Since Caravaggio preceded Rembrandt, he certainly influenced Rembrandt’s technique, but ultimately they had distinct stylistic personalities which came down to their difference in portraying “natural” scenes.  They both accomplished a realistic setting by using the lighting technique of sharp contrast between light and dark, known as chiaroscuro.  However, while Caravaggio set a standard for stark climactic action in his history scenes, Rembrandt painted scenes that expose more than a moment in time—they include a larger emotional and personal contextual meaning that pulls the viewer into the scene.

Caravaggio was an artistic rebel.  In some sense, he was one of the first bohemian artists famous for his unconventional work.  The characters of his dramatic religious scenes are people that he encountered in his everyday life.  His models were real people living life, and he painted them as prominent figures in his religious historical scenes.  Furthermore, his paintings are vivacious and realistic, the colors are rich and shimmering, and his spectacular use of lighting gives a dramatic impact to the scene.  The compositions are daring, with figures filling the entire huge canvas.  This odd combination of real people in dramatic religious history scenes is prototypical of Caravaggio.  For example, the dramatic and shocking Death of the Virgin is just over 12x8 feet in size, with melancholic figures spanning horizontally across the vertical canvas, and the dead Virgin Mary lies on a bench diagonally among the figures.  A yellowish light falls on Mary’s pale, swollen corpse while the grieving saints mourn underneath a crimson drapery overhang.  Much of the scene is in shadow, and the darkness contrasts with the stark lightness of the dead woman believed to be modeled after a courtesan that Caravaggio knew.  This came as a shock to many who recognized the woman, but Caravaggio felt that his representation was real, and therefore legitimate.

“The principle of ‘fidelity to the real’ that Caravaggio pursued was such that everyone could recognize in some of the figures represented in his paintings characters with whom he spent certain periods of his life, used as models …for religious representations.” (Rizzoli, 32-33)
Caravaggio’s real representation of the scene puts the death of the Virgin in a stark reality and takes it away from a biblically historical context.  By using models that he encountered on the street, he gave his paintings a broader perspective through which to be seen and analyzed.  He also presented the painting to be viewed by a larger audience.  The representation of a real-life woman as the Virgin Mary strips away the religious context and places the painting in a stricter setting that relates intrinsically to death and grief.  The men crowding around the woman are grief-stricken and mourning.  It’s not a complex scene full of allegories and religious references. Caravaggio preferred the simplicity of nature, even during such a dramatic moment.  According to Pamela Askew, 

“In The Death of the Virgin, Caravaggio has stripped both theme and image to essentials so that a symbiosis of reality and symbol is free to operate in an open field and to direct its impact toward the spectator… [which] demands an adjustment on the part of the spectator.” (18)

Caravaggio wanted his viewers to see this scene and connect it to the reality of daily life.  The frankness of the scene does not presuppose a lack of the Virgin’s ascension but rather disinclines to represent allegorical connections to ascension whatsoever (21).  Caravaggio simply painted the scene using real people and refused to embellish or idealize it in any way.  He just put it on the canvas for people to see and interpret however they desire.  

Natural scenes were important to Rembrandt as well, however his ultimate reasons and techniques for doing so were a bit different.  Rembrandt wanted to draw in the viewer and make them feel a like a part of the scene.  He painted with context and drama like Caravaggio, but also tried to pull the viewer in using emotion and personality to show the naturalism.  According to Michael Kitson,

“[A main] characteristic of Rembrandt’s portraiture [is] the intensity of the relationship between the sitter and the observer.  Although in one sense Rembrandt’ sitters are remote from us, in another sense they are vividly real.  They are vulnerable to scrutiny and, wearing no social mask, they draw us into their world.” (Kiston, 23)
 In this way, Rembrandt renders a natural world by pulling the viewer into the painting, mostly through the gaze of the characters.  Even in his history paintings the field is often “dominated by faces” which keeps the context and emotion of the experience in constant communication (Kitson, 7).  One example of this technique can be seen in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Tulp (1632).  Rembrandt uses lighting as indicator of importance within his paintings, as does Caravaggio, but he also uses it to construct a narrative. The lightest areas act as a guide for the viewer to understand the importance of the subject of object illuminated, while also contrasting those areas with a subtle relief of darkness.  In his effort to pull the viewer into the emotional as well as the historical context of the painting, the faces of the characters are dramatically and efficiently illuminated.  

“Their watchful eyes are indistinct and often in shadow except for a line of light along the lids.  His faces are always expressive and an urge to communicate though feeling and experience is imprinted on them.” (Kitson, 7)
The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Tulp, is a fairly large horizontal composition (5.5x7ft), in which the center figure, a body being examined by the doctor, is the largest lit area, while the background is surprisingly dim.  Surrounding the body are eight young men with their faces particularly illuminated by an unseen light source.  Although the body which they are examining is centered and diagonal within the frame (an effect that usually draws attention) the most intriguing focal points are the expressions of the men.  Rembrandt draws the viewer to their faces by using chiaroscuro to exaggerate their facial features and highlight their luring eyes.  It is especially notable that none of the men are looking directly at the body which they are examining.  This effect keeps the viewers eyes moving from face to face, and pulls them into the scene in order to discern the narrative which is taking place.  

Caravaggio’s use of chiaroscuro was often much more pronounced and dramatic than Rembrandt’s.  This technique helped emphasize dimensionality of his paintings as well as spatiality.  Furthermore, he used lighting in a variety of other ways – in order to dramatize certain characters or objects, to create more space, provide spatial harmonization and even to represent God and spirituality.  

“Caravaggio was skilful in his location of scatterings of light to sign-post individual indicators of dramatic response and shape the overall pattern of the action.  Indeed, he used light as much to convey human alarm at the workings of providence as the nature of the Godhead itself.” (Turner, 710)
The representation of God in a beam of light can be seen artistically in The Calling of Saint Matthew (1599-1600).  The diagonal line of light streaming over Jesus’ head, perpendicular to his hand, shines on Matthew’s incredulous expression, and represents Jesus’ call to bring Matthew into the light of God.  The direct line of the light floods towards Matthew’s gaze, and follows Jesus’ hand, which is remarkably illuminated considering it is technically outside the stream of light.  This diagonal representation of God’s light pulls the viewer’s gaze across the painting and emphasizes the dramatic moment of Matthew’s calling.  This “cellar lighting,” as it came to be known, helps dramatize the scene and provide a contextual purpose within the action of the scene (Turner, 708).  His fantastic use of light also helps to strengthen the dark areas as well, and emphasize the shadowy characteristics of the painting. A second source of light within the scene is the over-head lighting that falls on the subject’s heads.  This light also serves to add dimensionality. The crisp chiaroscuro and emotive lighting is effectively used to create a realistic and visually compelling naturalistic scene that provides a dramatic religious context.


While Caravaggio developed his chiaroscuro as a consistent personal technique to bring dramatic references to his paintings, Rembrandt felt that the emotional and contextual histories were the most important aspects of the scene, and used the light to draw the observer into the scene so that he or she can experience the realism for themselves.  Caravaggio used the chiaroscuro it create a scene as well, but Rembrandt brought human personality into the scene to make it more humanistic, in a sense.  Kitson states that Rembrandt “laid particular stress on the imitation of nature, even going so far as to state that the artist should be guided by nature and by no other rules,” (11-12). The natural state of painting, according to Rembrandt, includes the most personable expressions that allow the viewer to experience the personality of the characters.  By using chiaroscuro to pull viewers to the faces of the characters, Rembrandt does more than set up a context.  He sets up an emotional state, and brings physical feeling to the characters.  

One of the most expressive and dramatic painting of Rembrandt’s is his Suicide of Lucretia, (1666).   In a startling resemblance to Caravaggio’s David with the Head of Goliath (1605-06) Rembrandt has set up the composition with the focus on Lucretia’s intimate visage laden with despair.  Historically, Lucretia was a noblewoman who was raped by the last prince of Rome.  After she reveals the truth to her husband, she takes her own life in shame and despair.  In the 1666 version, Rembrandt depicts Lucretia immediately after the act of stabbing herself through her fine clothing.  He gives this bit of context by putting the knife in her hand and revealing the blood that seeps through her dress.  The more important aspect of this painting, however, is the infinitely depressed expression on Lucretia’s face.  Her eyes and lips are highlighted by dark shadows, and a slight crease between her eyes gives her expression a stressful and troublesome look.  A further stylistic technique Rembrandt utilizes here is differing paint textures.  The entire canvas is painted very richly, with deep color tones and thick paint.  The brush strokes are fairly wide, giving a deeper spatiality to the scene.  Lucretia is immediately at the forefront of the scene, but she is remarkably distant as well, due to the composition of the painting and the fact that her eyes seem to be hollowly staring into space.  The viewer feels drawn to her, but also quite distant.  Rembrandt uses these techniques to pull in the viewer so that he or she can experience the distress, remorse, pain and solitude of Lucretia as vividly as possible. 

Caravaggio and Rembrandt were both rebels of their time.  Their artist techniques were similar, but their overall purpose of painting was ultimately different.  Caravaggio painted primarily religious historic scenes in a dramatic yet stark natural setting.  Rembrandt focused his paintings on the naturalistic features and emotions of humans within a historical context of some kind.  Both painters influenced lighting techniques of other artists for decades, and set a new standard for naturalistic representations of historical scenes infused with context.  Though their definitions of the word “natural” may have been different, it is clear that their definitions of “art” got them far enough in life to leave a great number of works for people to enjoy and interpret for generations to come.
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