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A rare U.S. Caravaggio
masterpiece shows how a
murderer painted death

God granted a saint’s wish: to die as
a martyr. A Killer painted the moment

By Sebastian Smee & N
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There’s a lot to be mesmerized by in this almost eight-foot-high
depiction of the crucifixion of Saint Andrew — one of the Cleveland
Museum of Art’s most prized works and the only altarpiece by
Caravaggio in the United States.

Not surprisingly (given its creator), it's intensely dramatic. The space is
at once crowded and turbulent, the figures agitated but pressed
intimately together. Our vantage onto the scene is also unusual. We are
below the figures on the cross, but above the old woman looking on at
bottom left.




So the whole picture is involving. But what I am repeatedly drawn to is not the
baroque space or Caravaggio’s tenebrism (his brilliant manipulation of pockets
of lights within enveloping darkness). It’s not the operatic drama of the two
elevated bodies, one curving slackly to the right, the other listing leftward, like
heavy, three-day-old tulips in a vase.

It’s the visual rhyme connecting the curving striations of Saint Andrew’s
exposed rib cage and the wrinkles in the old woman’s cheek. One area of skin
streaked by greasy, pallid light, the other similarly striped, but on a smaller,
tighter scale that’s almost lost in reproduction. The two passages of paint
somehow reinforce each other, both emphasizing what mattered deeply to
Caravaggio: the brute, mortal reality of human bodies.

Finished in Naples in 1607, and commissioned by the Conde de Benavente, the
Spanish viceroy in Naples, Caravaggio’s altarpiece was taken by the viceroy to
Spain in 1610. There it had an outsize influence on Spanish painting, where a
taste for austere, shadowy realism quickly took hold.

Who was Saint Andrew? One of Jesus’ twelve apostles, he was, according to the
Golden Legend — a medieval compilation of hagiographies (or saints’
biographies) — an “old man full of gentleness and piety,” who died in Patras,
Greece. The Roman proconsul Aegeus had him crucified for Christian
evangelizing.

Aegeus was sadistic. To prolong Andrew’s agony, he ordered that he be tied to
the cross instead of nailed. Over three days, in the broiling sun (notice his
sunburned neck), Andrew continued preaching to a crowd that grew to 20,000.

In Caravaggio’s distilled rendition, the old woman, her throat swollen by a
goiter (an enlarged thyroid gland), stands in for the crowd — and for us, too:
We immediately identify with her rapt stare and wet, pitying eyes.

The man in black armor is Aegeus. And the man on the ladder, his back to us,
is trying to untie Andrew on Aegeus’s orders. The crowd had been threatening
to kill Aegeus if he didn’t put an end to the gentle old man’s suffering.

But martyrdom was precisely what Andrew wanted. To die like Christ. So he

prayed to God to let him die. And so when they tried to untie him, the soldiers
found “they could not touch him, for instantly their arms fell back powerless.”
At the same time — and this exact moment is what Caravaggio shows us — “a



dazzling light came down from Heaven and enveloped him ... and when the
light vanished, [Andrew| breathed forth his soul.”

His wish is granted. His eyes roll up in their sockets. His body slumps. The
muscular soldier arches back in surprise.

The contrast of slackness and tautness, life and death, all contained in this one
pregnant moment, is reiterated by the degrees of dark and light undulating in
Andrew’s ribs and the old woman’s wrinkles.

Caravaggio, a murderer himself, was showing us, perhaps, that death is not as

singular and foreign as we think. It is really just another undulation — a wave
slightly higher than the others, but not otherwise different. A lean to the left, a
bend to the right. A flickering in and out.
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Caravaggio is special, unique. Light and darkness. Light-life from within figures.
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Herman Charles Bosman (1905 - October 14, 1951) was a South African writer and journalist who
became famous for capturing the rhythms of backveld Afrikaans speech even though he wrote in
English. He is widely regarded as the greatest short story writer to come out of South Africa. Many
of his stories have a sting in the tail.

He was born at Kuilsrivier, near Cape Town. While still young, his family moved to Johannesburg
where he went to school at Jeppe Boys High School in Kensington. He was a contributor to the
school magazine. When he was 16, he started writing amusing short stories for the national Sunday

newspaper (the Sunday Times). He attended the University of the Witwatersrand submitting various
Want to read ~ pieces to student’s literary competitions.

C Buy on Amazon v) Upon graduating, he accepted a teaching position in the Groot Marico district. The area and the
people inspired him and provided the background for his best stories; the ones about Oom Schalk

Lourens and the Voorkamer sketches. (In Afrikaans, Oom is Uncle and a Voorkamer is literally the
* * * Sﬁ( i% Front Room).
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During the school holidays in 1926, he returned to visit his family in Johannesburg. During an
argument, he fired a rifle at his stepbrother and killed him.

He was sentenced to death and moved to Death row at the Pretoria Central Prison. He was
reprieved and sentenced to ten years with hard labour. In 1930, he was released on parole after
serving half his sentence. His experiences formed the basis for one of his best known books, Cold
Stone Jug.

It is always noted that C was a murderer, as was a beloved South African writer, H.C.
Bosman. Son of Afrikaner parents, but educated in English, his Groot Marico
characters are an absolute delight, like Stephen Leacock’s “Mariposa” cast. I'm not
sure Leacock’s (summer) neighbors in Orillia thought him so funny, but I believe even
Afrikaners enjoy Bosman’s gentle comic treatment of their rural forebearers. TUB
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