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Foreword

In the following pages I have tried to present Bernini’s sculpture in an organic, which is to say chronological, order. This method has drawbacks with so fertile an artist and to avoid them as much as possible I have omitted doubtful, minor, or otherwise secondary works. Even so, the flood became unmanageable and I have therefore grouped similar pieces done in the same span of years and referred back to sculptures of the same genre done earlier. My hope was to give some idea of the growth and development of Bernini’s artistic vision. In order to do this it was impossible to confine the text to a discussion of sculpture alone, although I was asked to write specifically about that aspect of Bernini’s work. There is a vital connexion between Bernini’s sculpture and his architecture. I have not approached the buildings as an architectural historian, but rather tried to show how Bernini’s architecture arises out of his novel approach to artistic problems. His other activities – painting, decorative works in perishable materials, theatrical career and plays – are mentioned only in passing. They are of great interest but they are not the main stream.

My primary aim has been to diffuse known information rather than to break new ground, and like every writer on Bernini I owe a major debt of gratitude to Rudolf Wittkower, whose publications, listed in the bibliography and notes, are especially recommended. I am also grateful to the kind friends who tried to prune and weed my text: Ann Freeman, Irving Lavin, and in particular Milton Lewine, who left his mark on every page. Heinrich Thelen taught me much about Bernini as well as Borromini. My greatest debt is to my wife, whose enthusiasm for Bernini first stimulated my own.

HOWARD HIBBARD


Introduction

Bernini was one of those rare prodigies who continued to grow in artistic stature after he reached maturity. Like Mozart a century and a half later, he added the highest degree of intelligence and profound emotional insight to innate virtuosity. It is this seemingly easy, but inimitable, combination that set these men apart from the other artists of their times.* More than one contemporary thought Bernini was not merely the greatest artist of the century but the greatest man. Pope Alexander VII said that Bernini would have excelled in any kind of endeavour, and in fact Bernini was not only the great sculptor of the seventeenth century, but also an architect, painter, playwright, and stage designer. John Evelyn wrote in his Diary that ‘Bernini… gave a public opera wherein he painted the scenes, cut the statues, invented the engines, composed the music, writ the comedy, and built the theatre’. Bernini was the last of the dazzling universal geniuses who had made Italy the artistic and intellectual centre of Europe for more than three hundred years.

Modern histories of seventeenth-century culture do not give Bernini so outstanding a role as these statements imply. Not only is he not the protagonist, he barely gets on stage. If, as Basil Willey has asserted,* the main intellectual problem of the seventeenth century was the separation of the ‘true’ from the ‘false’, Bernini cannot be claimed to have played even a part in the intellectual history of his age. Looking back, we seek the men whose thought was important for the development of our culture – we are today largely interested in those few and sometimes obscure philosophers and scientists who prepared the way for eighteenth-century rationalism and modern science. So seventeenth-century background becomes twentieth-century foreground. This point of view is, however, utterly different from that of the seventeenth century; Bernini’s contemporaries found him outstanding because he so obviously fulfilled the creative ideals of their time. Unlike Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo, the Italian artists to whom he is most readily compared, Bernini was a completely realized person perfectly in step with his time. This clearly separates him from many other creative personalities and actually limits his appeal. Bernini’s unhesitating acceptance of the status quo is probably the most striking difference between him and his predecessors, the more obviously complex men of the Renaissance The Counter-Reformation seems to have siphoned off those doubts and speculations that had made sixteenth-century thinkers so individual. ‘Better a poor Catholic than a good heretic’ Bernini once remarked (he was referring to Borromini’s architecture) and he shared this attitude with another astoundingly successful Baroque artist, Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640), the only contemporary with whom Bernini can be compared. Both men unquestioningly accepted the current philosophies and theologies of absolute church and state; neither was a speculative thinker.

We may admit that Italian art of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is a glorious sunset – certainly it is not a dawn. And yet most of the visual art of high quality that was produced in Europe still came from the old, Renaissance-cradling Catholic countries, and chiefly from Italy. Baroque art is primarily – almost by definition – Catholic and absolutist rather than Protestant, rational, or democratic, although it has some common ground with the contemporary arts of the Protestant countries, which were and still are typically verbal rather than visual. However, after 1600 a kind of international style of painting had come into existence, a style influenced by Italy that grew strongly and independently in many places. Alongside Caravaggio, Annibale Carracci, Guido Reni, Poussin, Claude, and Pietro da Cortona in Rome must be mentioned the Flemish painters Rubens and Van Dyck, whose art was chiefly indebted to Italian inspiration. And apart from these Italianate artists, Velazquez in Spain and Rembrandt in Holland created individual styles of genius with less debt to Italy. But if painting was flowering all over Western Europe, there were no sculptors or architects comparable to Bernini and his Roman contemporaries.

Bernini was the great exponent of triumphant Catholicism in the period following the Catholic Counter-Reformation. His personal qualities made him a favourite and leader: he served eight popes, several monarchs, and uncounted cardinals and princes with almost uninterrupted success. His capacity for work matched his virtuosity; when even he could not keep up with the commissions, his executive abilities so transformed the lesser talents of his students and assistants that work from his shop often bears the unmistakable stamp of his genius.


1. The Prodigy

Gian Lorenzo Bernini was born in Naples on 7 December 1598. His father Pietro* (1562–1629) was a Florentine sculptor of some talent who, like others of his city, was attracted to the court of Naples in the last decades of the sixteenth century. In Naples he produced works that are now almost forgotten and married a local girl, Angelica Galante. So Bernini’s origins were humble, his birth inauspicious. His fortune was determined by his father’s move to Rome in 1605 or 1606. In 1605 a young and ambitious Cardinal, Camillo Borghese, assumed the papal throne as Paul V. During the sixteen years of his papacy he completed the church of St Peter’s, enlarged the papal palace on the Quirinal, and enriched Rome with churches, palaces, and fountains. His most cherished project was the erection of a magnificent funeral chapel, the Cappella Paolina, in the church of Santa Maria Maggiore. Pietro Bernini first appears on the papal payroll as a decorator in this chapel and it was probably this task that called him to Rome. Had he not produced a famous son we would hardly pay attention to Pietro Bernini’s works today; he was a typical craftsman of the period, trained in a late version of that elegant but sometimes superficial style that has come to be called Mannerist. A facile workman, his reputation was good because the competition was poor. Before going to Naples Pietro had studied in Rome; a much later source tells us that he was also a painter, and had great renown.

Pietro is interesting to us as the teacher of his son. All of our sources agree that the boy was a prodigy, perhaps one of the outstanding artistic prodigies of all time. His first biographer, the Florentine Filippo Baldinucci, speaks of a little marble head of a boy done when Bernini was eight. Baldinucci and Bernini’s son Domenico both date surviving works from his tenth year. Domenico quotes the painter Annibale Carracci, who died in 1609, as saying that Bernini had arrived in his childhood where others might glory to be in old age; this must be exaggeration, but Annibale does seem to have known the child. Bernini himself is responsible for much of what is overstated in the story; with advancing age he forgot just when some of his earlier works had been done, and so the legend of his precocity grew. The anecdotes, even when false, have a poetic truth. From the beginning Bernini showed signs of genius. ‘He had as a gift what others acquire by sweat.’ Pietro, at the beginning, was an ideal guide: the mediocre artist was an admirable father and a fine teacher. What he personally had to teach – an almost legendary facility in cutting marble without prior planning – the boy soon learned. Bernini later told the

story of a meeting between his great friend Cardinal Barberini and Pietro when Bernini was only eight. The Cardinal said, ‘Watch out, he will surpass his master’, but Pietro replied, ‘It doesn’t bother me, for as you know, in that case the loser wins’. Domenico Bernini says that the boy soon abandoned his childish pastimes and worked so long and so late that his father finally had to intervene.

For three years Bernini supposedly spent every day in the Vatican, sketching ancient marbles and modern paintings. His father constantly pricked him on to greater things, always encouraging, never satisfied. We know that Bernini’s sculptural taste was formed by the late antique works in the Vatican: the Laocoön, Apollo Belvedere, ‘Antinous’,* and the Hellenistic torsos thought to be of Hercules [23; 96]. These must have been his principal teachers; he was his father’s son, a sculptor from the start. But he also drew from the paintings of Raphael, Michelangelo, and Giulio Romano. He studied the figures with special care and ‘made so many sketches you wouldn’t believe it’ according to his son Domenico, who inherited the evidence. Bernini particularly studied the grand tradition of disegno: the delineation of noble figures in poise and equilibrium seen at its height in Raphael’s Vatican stanze [cf. 9]. These High Renaissance paintings introduced him to a developed style of harmonious grouping not found in Hellenistic sculpture. Bernini studied the expressive, powerful works of late antiquity for their own sake, but he also saw them through the eyes of Raphael and Michelangelo: unclassic antiquity and Renaissance classicism were his models.

Bernini seems to have been uniquely precocious; he may have had a commission from the papal family while still a child, since The Goat Amalthea with the Infant Jupiter and a Faun * may have been carved in 1609 [2]. Pietro’s continuous employment by the Pope and his nephew, Cardinal Scipione Borghese, explains Gian Lorenzo’s early entry into the circle of Borghese patronage. The young Bernini, like Michelangelo, established his claim to artistic importance by rivalling antiquity; the Amalthea was long mistaken for an ancient work, although we do not know whether it was carved as a deliberate forgery. Its owner, Cardinal Borghese, was the greatest collector of antiquities of his time; what may be the earliest surviving sculpture from Bernini’s hand has the realistic surface quality usually associated with Hellenistic carving. The subject, from Vergil, is thus illustrated in a manner appropriate in style and iconography – an early example of the decorum or suitability that was an important artistic goal throughout the century. The late-antique realism of this work alone would assure us that Bernini had studied Hellenistic sculpture with care. Domenico Bernini tells us that in addition to the works in the

Vatican his father went to school to Scipione’s collection: the so-called Seneca in the bath, a work of uncompromising realism; the Venus and Cupid long attributed to Praxiteles; the Warrior by Agasios of Ephesus; and the Hermaphrodite (for which Bernini carved a highly realistic marble cushion) were special objects of his study.

At about the same time – Baldinucci says he was fifteen – Bernini carved a figure of his name saint, Lawrence, martyred on the flames [3]. In style the work seems later than the Amalthea. The realistic marble flames are an early indication of Bernini’s constant attempts at enlarging the realism of his art by rivalling painting. The saint looks upward, demonstrating the triumph of believing spirit over tortured flesh. Nevertheless, Domenico tells us that Bernini put his own leg into the fire in order to observe the expression on his agonized face. Whether or not this is true, it would have been typical of the young Bernini, who practised similar stunts on other occasions for the sake of truthful expression. The highly polished surface of the St Lawrence reveals carefully observed anatomy and a pose that probably derives from statues of wounded or dying warriors of antiquity. A closely related work, a martyred St Sebastian, shows a similar but more advanced style [4]. In pose, surface, and treatment of the hair it again relates to Hellenistic models. Although vertical, the Sebastian has a similar twisted pose to the Lawrence;, almost all the changes were made in the interest of more powerful expression. The Lawrence’s head and neck look tentative and dainty by comparison. In addition to his own quick artistic growth the influence of Michelangelo seems to have worked the change. Bernini of course knew the figure of Christ in Michelangelo’s early Pietd in St Peter’s, which may have inspired both of these early martyrdoms. There are also recollections of Michelangelo’s late Pietà, now in the Cathedral of Florence but then in Rome. The increased mastery of the Sebastian demonstrates how quickly Bernini learned, how easily he could rival his exemplars. The work takes on added significance because of the patron; the Sebastian was the first commission Bernini executed for Cardinal Maffeo Barberini who, as Urban VIII (1623–44), was to become the greatest patron of sculpture in papal history.

Perhaps as early as 1610 Bernini was also making his first essays in portrait sculpture. We have seen that the head of St Lawrence may relate to studies of his own expression; an interest in lifelike realism also characterizes his earliest portrait busts. Of these, the first is the portrait of Bishop Giovanni Battista Santoni* in the church of Santa Prassede [5]. Baldinucci calls it Bernini’s first work and since it was as a portraitist that Bernini first won acclaim, we might take the Santoni’s blunt crudeness as an indication of a date even earlier than the relatively sophisticated Amalthea. Were Bernini’s name not attached to this bust it would hardly attract attention; it is the modest beginning of a series that includes some of the grandest and most potent images ever carved. The Santoni is a posthumous portrait of a bishop who had been major-domo of the energetic Sixtus V (1585–90). The merely symbolic representation of the shoulders and upper torso was traditional. Santoni’s head, jutting forward rather belligerently from its niche, recalls earlier examples; but the modelling shows Bernini’s precocious understanding of the problems of portrait sculpture. The treatment of the hair and beard may derive from Pietro’s practice. The contrast of hair and skin implies colour as well as textural differentiation; the hollowed pupils of the eyes give a more concentrated colour accent, add focus to the glance, and define a living personality that is more impressive in its elevated position than in our photograph. In cranial structure, in the depiction of skin over bones, Santoni is more naturalistic than contemporary busts [cf. 30]. (A large proportion of Roman portrait busts of this period are of much lower quality than our plate 30, with compact, schematic, symmetrical heads resting squarely on the shoulders and looking straight out or up.) Here, while still a child, Bernini concentrates on characterization and life-likeness, avoiding high finish for the sake of textural truth. Only in the pursed eyebrows with their slightly mannered curve and stylized indentations does he depart from sturdy realism.

Bernini was thought to have been almost in the personal care of the Pope from an early age, and the implications are partially justified by a small, almost jewel-like marble bust of Paul V that probably dates from 1618 [1]. As should be expected, the Pope is represented more traditionally than were less exalted personages. The uncut eyeballs have the blankness found in many antique works; the young Bernini must have felt such a treatment appropriately dignified. The reserve of the Paul V might mislead our interpretation of Bernini’s development if we did not have so

many other surviving works. The years before Bernini’s twentieth birthday are marked by rapid development in several directions. The impassiveness of the Pope derives from the greater inertia inherent in images of noble subjects. At the other extreme stand the physiognomic studies of the same years, such as the ‘Damned Soul’, which is quite clearly nothing more than the grimacing face of Bernini himself, heightened and stylized [6]. The search for truth in the instantaneous, the inquiry into man’s looks and reactions under changing circumstances and, in particular, the study of expressions of surprise, horror, and alarm, were all hallmarks of the painter Caravaggio (1571–1610) and his followers [7].* At this moment their influence in Rome was still close to its peak.

These painters enlarged the boundaries of art through their observation of the face under unusual circumstances: titles like The Cardsharps or Laughing Gypsy serve almost as well as a reproduction. Often their paintings were little more than life studies; frequently the expression has a ‘frozen’ or grimacing quality. These characteristics lurk behind the half-humorous demon known as the Anima Dannata, which may date before 1620. We should not be surprised to find Bernini experiment in this way, but the transfer of a typical subject for painting into three dimensions is new and portentous. The highly finished pendant to the Anima Dannata, the Anima Beata, is an image of a girl with eyes raised to heaven. It, too, is a lively study, but by comparison with its partner it suffers as the virtuous and noble usually do when translated into art – whether in marble or prose. It is a tribute to Bernini’s creative ingenuity that ultimately he found means to achieve excited interest in the beatific; at this stage of his career he fell back on a traditional solution.

Bernini’s first large-scale commission shows his strength as well as unexpected weaknesses [8; 10–11]. Baldinucci informs us that Bernini’s first work for Cardinal Scipione Borghese was the group of Aeneas fleeing Troy with his father Anchises and the boy Ascanius as described in the Aeneid:*

‘Quick, then, dear Father,’ I said, ‘climb onto my back, and I will Carry you on my shoulders – that’s a burden will not be burdensome. However things turn out, at least we shall share one danger, One way of safety, both of us. Let little Ascanius walk Beside me, and Creusa follow my steps at a distance.… Do you, my father, carry the sacred relics and home-gods: Sinful for me to touch them, when I have just withdrawn From battle, with blood on my hands, until in running water I am purified.’

This group, life size, was most probably commissioned in 1618 when Bernini was nineteen and completed the next year. It shows more of his father’s old-fashioned style than the works just discussed. This was recognized by the acute Baldinucci who, nevertheless, understood its importance, singling out Bernini’s progress toward the tenero e vero, which he noted especially in the head of the old man. With our knowledge of Bernini’s previous works, particularly the Sebastian, his first large group poses a problem; indeed, it was long customary to attribute the Aeneas to Pietro. Compared with the virile group painted in Raphael’s Fire in the Borgo [9], the composition is cramped and tentative. The three figures seem crowded, and the centre of gravity is distressingly high. In the grouping there is some of the spiralling instability that is typical of the style of Giovanni Bologna and his predecessors [17], and this is emphasized by the tiny humped-up base on which the towering group of father and son perches precariously. The fluctuating, multi-faceted harmony of Giovanni Bologna has been turned from a virtue to a defect by the young Bernini; he was out of sympathy with the aesthetic aims of Mannerism but was as yet unable to abandon its principles. The Aeneas itself is derived from Michelangelo’s Risen Christ in Santa Maria sopra Minerva. Although this Christ is perhaps the weakest figure Michelangelo ever produced, what positive qualities the Aeneas does have are in part

derived from that source. Muscles, sinews, and veins play realistically under the skin of Aeneas to give his body a virility lacking in the head. The sagging skin of the old man is subtly differentiated from that of the son and recalls Bernini’s study of the antique Seneca, the pudgy Ascanius, who gave Bernini another opportunity for a display of surface texture, completes Bernini’s three ages of Man [11]. The tousled, leonine hair of Aeneas again shows the young sculptor’s study of Hellenistic models – in short, as Wittkower has said, ‘we are witnessing the birth of a realistic style, ushered in by the invigorating study of classical antiquity’. The statue has a religious importance as well: the aged man carrying the family penates from the fallen city, supported by his son, illustrates piety toward God and toward parent, and offered an ancient example of the triumph of faith over adversity, a popular theme in Counter-Reformation Rome.

The Aeneas seems to have been a success among the cognoscenti. Bernini’s next commission, which must date from 1619–20, was from Alessandro Peretti, Cardinal Montalto, nephew of the great Sixtus V. Montalto owned a villa, now destroyed, near Bernini’s house on the Esquiline hill; for this retreat Bernini created a Neptune and Triton to stand over a decorative oval pond. The source of the image seems to be a passage from Ovid’s Metamorphoses that parallels the story of the flood in Genesis. Jupiter, furious after an attempt had been made on his life, determined to drown the world:

And Jove’s anger,

Unbounded by his own domain, was given Help by his dark-blue brother. Neptune called His rivers all, and told them, very briefly, To loose their violence, open their houses, Pour over embankments, let the river horses Run wild as ever they would. And they obeyed him. His trident struck the shuddering earth; it opened Way for the rush of waters.… and everything is ocean, An ocean with no shore-line.

Bernini’s group was related to the water below it in a scenographic way that cannot be understood without the help of old prints and a willing imagination [14]. The circumstances and his swiftly maturing genius produced a work far more advanced than the Aeneas and Anchises. The angry sea god strides forward, wrath-fully winnowing the air with his trident; below, Triton, sounding his conch, supports the larger figure. Vigorous and positive action of the arms, balanced by the thrust of shoulders and head, gives decisive movement wholly appropriate to the subject. The Aeneas group exhibited something akin to introspection; its dreamy mood contrasts strangely with the emergency depicted. Bernini’s Neptune responds naturally to the situation; as he rises wrathfully from the sea we seem to watch a spectacle that is just reaching its climax. One has, consequently, no urge to investigate the rear of the group, in spite of spiral movements in the design that still relate it to the work of Giovanni Bologna [cf. 17]. The outline of the composition is broken. The Neptune, in fact,

offers several views of great interest, including two expressive silhouettes. One of them has an added attraction in the trailing cloak that suddenly becomes a dolphin [15]. Whether we consider the alternate views of this figure a link with the sixteenth century or the result of its free-standing position, it must be considered a transitional work. The group’s dramatic involvement with the waters of the pond below is an innovation that brings us to the threshold of Bernini’s maturity.

Paul V died unexpectedly in January of 1621 and was succeeded by Cardinal Alessandro Ludovisi, Gregory XV. This Bolognese Pope ruled for just over two years, but the short pontificate was of importance for the history of art. A stream of artists invaded Rome from Bologna, chief among them Guercino and Domenichino; their arrival coincided with the end of Caravaggio’s influence in Rome. Bernini’s talent was given unusual recognition. The Pope was old and infirm, and Cardinal Ludovico Ludovisi, a close friend of the sculptor, was really the man in charge. Bernini produced a number of portraits of the Pope, in marble and bronze, and was already knighted for this achievement by the autumn of 1621; that same year he served as Principe of the Roman Academy of St Luke – unique tributes to his genius. He was not yet twenty-three years old.

Bernini’s early development is crowned by three great works carved for Cardinal Scipione Borghese: the Pluto and Persephone, the Apollo and Daphne, the David.* These show successive mastery and more – the brilliant series contains within it no less than an artistic revolution. These works, which all belong essentially to the brief period of the Ludovisi papacy, are a tribute to the perspicacity of the Maecenas, Scipione Borghese, whose suburban villa (the present Galleria Borghese) they still decorate. The new style begins with the Neptune and achieves its first unequivocal impact with the Pluto (1621–2), which stuns us from the outset by its amazing virtuosity [16], In this and succeeding works Bernini seems bent on pushing the resources of marble sculpture to their extremity. Bernini’s stupendous technique as a marble cutter seemingly allowed him to model the obdurate material as if it were dough and achieve the effects of bronze, which is cast from clay or wax models. (He has been chastised for just this achievement by artistic moralists whose criteria are based on abstract conceptions such as ‘truth to materials’.) The texture of the skin, the flying ropes of hair, the tears of Persephone, and above all the yielding flesh of the girl in the clutch of her divine rapist [18-19] initiate a new phase of sculptural history. Renaissance writers, basing their theory on antiquity, had contrasted the process of chipping away from a block with that of building up and modelling out of plastic material: subtraction v. addition. Michelangelo’s disdain for the latter process is well known. Bernini here achieves the pictorial effects of clay modelling through the traditional methods of carving; and his startlingly realistic technique is at the service of a momentary vision. The action is depicted at a climactic moment: Pluto seems to have just snatched the voluptuous maiden, who twists, struggles, and cries aloud in vain as the triumphant god steps past the border of Hades, symbolized by the frightening form of Cerberus that also serves as a necessary support for the group. We can follow
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