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THE TESSIN LECTURE/IN THE BREACH OF DECORUM: PAINTING BETWEEN ALTAR AND G ALLERY

The following entry is recorded among 
the obituaries of 1640 for the San Prospero 
parish in Reggio: 

A panel, depicting the birth of Jesus 
Christ – the work of the most renowned 
painter Antonio da Correggio – was carried 
off by night. This sacrilege perpetuated by 
order of our Duke Francisco brought very 
deep sadness to all citizens. This panel is 
held among the most valuable art-objects 
of the same Duke in the city of Modena.1 

This bitterly ironic obituary was a 
response to the seizure, under the cover 
of night, of Correggio’s famous Notte altar-
piece (Fig. 1) from its chapel in Reggio, 
as ordered by the Duke of Mantua, who 
wanted the masterpiece for display in his 
own gallery. We will return to this episode. 
          Beginning late in the sixteenth 
century in Italy, a significant number of 
paintings that had been commissioned 
for church settings were acquired by 
collectors for display in their private 
palaces. In almost every instance, the 
transfer created some kind of disturbance, 
resistance, discomfort, or even scandal – 
evidence that this was a disruptive pheno-
menon. Displacements of altarpieces fre-
quently entailed negotiations and accom-
modations that were far from straight-
forward. Motives of buyers, sellers, and 
middlemen were hidden or dissembled; 
people acted in secret, or under coercion, 
or illicitly. The phenomenon of taking 
private possession of sacred paintings, 

In the Breach of Decorum: Painting between Altar and Gallery

Gail Feigenbaum
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Fig. 1 Antonio da Correggio (1489–1534), Notte – The Holy Night. Oil on poplar wood, 
256.5 x 188 cm. Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister. Dresden, Gal. Nr. 152.
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collectors to survive in their sacred 
setting and that their desire was a force 
cloaked in rejection. 
          The spate of purportedly “rejected” 
paintings from churches around 1600 
coincides with the moment when the 
phenomenon of collections of paintings 
became highly prominent all over Italy 
and markedly in Rome. Such collecting 
for private display introduced a new 
instability and a new set of values into a 
centuries-old system of patronage. In this 
destabilization can be seen the tradition of 
the commission per se colliding head-on 
with the nascent art market. A working 
out of principles can be traced for what 
is proper or unacceptable for display in 
an ecclesiastical setting and, concomi-
tantly, what can be permitted for display 
in a private palace gallery. In a tug of 
war over sacred possessions, values of 

THE TESSIN LECTURE/IN THE BREACH OF DECORUM: PAINTING BETWEEN ALTAR AND G ALLERY

and discomfort of this passage. If it may 
first seem like the question is one of altar-
piece or masterpiece, the answer may be, 
in the end, altarpiece and masterpiece. 
          The context – in fact, the crucial 
impetus – of this transfer from sacred to 
secular setting was collecting, especially 
a mentality of collecting that prized the 
aesthetic and authorial aspects of pain-
ting. This essay argues that it is necessary 
to recognize the agency of collecting, as 
exemplified by the most dramatic and 
notorious transfers of paintings from 
church to gallery: the several works by 
Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio 
traditionally regarded in the literature as 
having been rejected for their intended 
chapel. A critical reading of the historical 
record inverts this view, suggesting 
instead that Caravaggio’s innovative 
paintings were too avidly desired by 

most strikingly altarpieces, exposes a 
moment of disequilibrium in the function 
and value of painting. You may be struck, 
as I was, by the words introducing this 
essay, by the repeated prefix dis– disequi-
librium, disturbance, disruption, displa-
cement, discomfort, dissembled – a prefix 
that thematizes a reversing, sundering 
force at work. A critical examination of 
some of these transactions revises our 
interpretation of some famous episodes 
of art history. This essay considers, on 
the one hand, how such transfers created 
a new problem of how to deal with the 
absence left behind in a chapel when an 
altarpiece departs and, on the other hand, 
how to accommodate a painting designed 
for public devotion in the secular setting of 
a private palace. Notable are some strange 
and improvised responses to the situation 
that were symptomatic of the confusion 

Fig 2 Andrea Del Sarto (1486–1530), Annunciation. Oil on panel, 96 x 189 cm. Palazzo Pitti, Florence, Palatina, n. 163 (1912). 
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of a connoisseurial conversation. Or, more 
precisely, the sacred content may recede 
but it does not quite disappear, as we will 
see. The disequilibrium boils up and sim-
mers only briefly. Already by the middle 
of the seventeenth century, it had become 
commonplace for religious paintings made 

moral instruction were pitted against 
aesthetic values. Issues of interpretive 
nonconformism that would be salient and 
problematic in an ecclesiastical setting 
recede as a painting shifts into an arena 
of display where it will be judged by very 
different criteria and become the subject 

for consecrated locations to be part of 
the stock-in-trade of the second-hand art 
market and for altarpieces to be removed 
from churches at the behest of collectors 
and senza il minimo scrupolo.2 
          Rome is a special arena, but this story 
unfolds across all Italy and over the Alps. 

Fig. 3 Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528), Feast of the Rose Garlands, 1506. Oil on wood, 162 x 192 cm. National Gallery in Prague, Prague, O 1552.
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pieces that had been in their chapels for 
many decades – paintings by prominent 
artists of an earlier generation, such as 
Coreggio, Dosso Dossi, and Francesco 
Francia.4 The very notion that altarpieces 
could be collected in this way was new, 
powerful, and spreading fast.
          In that same year, 1584, Emperor 
Rudolf II fixated on Albrecht Dürer’s 
altarpiece, The Adoration of the Holy 
Trinity, in a church in Nuremberg. He 
wanted to display it in his castle in Prague. 
Nuremberg resisted Rudolf’s efforts to 
remove the altarpiece, which complicated 
the negotiations, but opposition was futile 
in the face of the emperor’s power play in 
his own territory. Emboldened by success, 
Emperor Rudolf later turned his sights on 
another Dürer, this time the celebrated 
Feast of the Rose Garlands altarpiece in 
Venice (Fig. 3). In 1606, Dürer’s altarpiece 
was very much in situ in the chapel of the 
Fondaco dei Tedeschi in the church of San 
Bartolomeo. The Feast of the Rose Garlands 
was a decidedly site-specific work of art 
that included recognizable portraits of 
the brotherhood of German merchants in 
Venice who had commissioned it a century 
before. 
          Newly found correspondence reveals 
how the priests of San Bartolomeo resisted 
a first attempt by Rudolf to buy the altar-
piece.5 In the end, however, the priests 
settled for two hundred florins in “acknow-
ledgment” of their claim. Paying off the 
priests would become a preferred tactic 
in the private acquisition of pictures out 
of churches. In this case, seven hundred 
florins bought the Dürer from the brother-
hood, making the extraordinary total 
price of nine hundred florins for Rudolf 
to extract the altarpiece from its chapel. 
Dürer’s altarpiece was in fragile and 
deteriorated condition, and the emperor 
himself stipulated the transport condi-
tions. Swaddled in carpets and waxed 
cloth, his trophy would be carried on poles 
on the shoulders of strong Venetian por-
ters all the way to the imperial residence 
in Prague. Rudolf’s terms also provided for 

into a rectangle, thereby regularizing it 
or normalizing it into what the Romans 
would have called a quadro – their term 
for pretty much anything in a frame – so it 
would fit better in a gallery setting. The Del 
Sarto was an early instance of collecting 
out of a church and also an early example 
of how a painting might need some adjust-
ment in its transfer from sacred to secular 
space. 
          Collecting was in the air during these 
years, and in 1584 Duke Alfonso II d’Este 
had his agent compile a list of paintings 
in the environs of Ferrara, targeting them 
for acquisition. On his list were altar-
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In the church of Santissima Annunziata 
in Florence, Andrea del Sarto’s beautiful 
lunette of the Annunciation – not an 
altarpiece itself but rather crowning an 
altarpiece by another artist – worked its 
magic on Cardinal Ferdinando de’ Medici.3  

When he managed to get hold of del Sarto’s 
lunette in 1580 (Fig. 2), he brought it to 
Rome to the Villa Medici. He ordered a 
copy by Alessandro Allori installed in its 
place in Santissima Annunziata. For dis-
play in the Villa Medici, the lunette shape 
of the original was perhaps too redolent 
of the church setting. Corners depicting 
curtains were added to make the lunette 

Fig. 4 Raphael (1483–1520), The Deposition, 1507. Oil on panel, 184 x 176 cm. Galleria Borghese, Rome, 369.
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left in Perugia. In exchange for Raphael’s 
original, the Borghese sent two copies 
of the altarpiece to Perugia, one by 
Lanfranco and another by the Cavaliere 
d’Arpino (Giuseppe Cesari ) as well as 
some silver lamps.8 We do not seem to 
have evidence that Scipione installed the 
Raphael in his private chapel. More likely, 
he hung the altarpiece in his rooms of 
pictures, where it appears in later inven-
tories. It is possible that Scipione incorpo-
rated it into some kind of an iconographic 
ensemble, as he did with another altar-
piece discussed in these pages. 
          Skipping forward a few decades after 
Emperor Rudolf’s and Scipione Borghese’s 
strong-armed displays of collecting power, 

too was motivated by his own devotion, 
which would be aided by having the 
Raphael altarpiece in his own private 
chapel. Scipione slyly pointed out that the 
order had already removed the Raphael 
from its sacred function above the altar, 
having placed it in the sacristy – where 
they no doubt had locked up the painting 
to try to protect it from the cardinal’s men 
coming to take it into possession. Finally, 
Scipione turned to his uncle, Pope Paul V, 
who coerced the donation from the vicar 
general of the order that held the church, 
and then the pope gave the picture to 
Scipione. In the end, the picture had to 
be removed from Perugia in secret, under 
cover of darkness. Hard feelings were 

a fresh, bright new copy to replace Dürer’s 
damaged original in San Bartolomeo.6  
Providing a copy to replace an altarpiece 
that had been removed for the purpose 
of collecting became standard practice, 
as will be seen, and it raises a panoply of 
questions regarding the aesthetic and fun-
ctional values of the altarpiece. After all, if 
a replica of the original preserved 
the iconography intact, why should it be 
of less service in the purely devotional 
or liturgical context of the chapel? Such 
reasoning – at times quite disingenu-
ous – crops up on multiple occasions in 
negotiations for the acquisition of art out 
of churches.
          Emperor Rudolf II was a determined 
collector, but he was more than matched 
by Scipione Borghese, the cardinal nephew 
of Pope Paul V. Looking at Scipione’s 
known exploits in this arena, such as the 
lengths to which he was willing to go to 
procure Raphael’s Deposition (Fig. 4), it 
becomes easier to detect his machinations 
in the shadows of other episodes of aggres-
sive collecting. The well-known Raphael 
affair need not be recounted fully here. 
Suffice it to say that Scipione, who fully 
enjoyed his position of cardinal nephew – 
the closest and most powerful advisor to 
the pope – was a passionate connoisseur 
and a ruthless collector. A famous and 
rather droll letter of the time describes 
Scipione as “having gotten in the mood 
for beautiful pictures.”7 In 1608, he had 
“gotten in the mood” for Raphael’s 
Deposition over the altar of the Baglioni 
family chapel in the church of San 
Francesco al Prato in Perugia. The 
citizens of Perugia, the clergy of the 
church, and the heirs of the Baglioni 
family had enjoyed Raphael’s Deposition 
for over a century and made their sense 
of ownership of the altarpiece, and their 
opposition to its removal, clear. Every 
diplomatic feint Scipione could think of 
was met with stubborn opposition. The 
Franciscans defended their Raphael as a 
beloved object of devotion of the commu-
nity. Scipione counter-claimed that he 
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Fig. 5 Pietro Perugino (c. 1448–1523), Pietà – Piety with St. John the Evangelist, Joseph of Arimathea and 
St. Mary Magdalene. Oil on panel, 168 x 176 cm. Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence, 8365/1890.



160Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum Volumes 24 –25, 2017 – 2018

one finds that the phenomenon of acqui-
ring paintings out of churches had become 
common, if not entirely frictionless. Maria 
Maddalena d’Austria, Medici granduchess 
of Tuscany, obtained Perugino’s altarpiece 
of the Deposition (Fig. 5) from the church 
of San Giovanni della Calza in Florence 
and installed it, along with other “beau-
tiful old works,” in her Villa del Poggio 
Imperiale. She had a copy made by Ottavio 
Vannini to replace the original in the 
church.9 Her transaction seems to have 
been rather friendly compared to the 
high profile, aggressive collecting practices 
of Francesco I d’Este, Duke of Modena, 
who was determined to rebuild the famous 
collections of the Estense Duchy, which 
had been dispersed in the wake of 
Ferrara’s annexation by the papal states. 
Francesco bought actively from private 
collections, but he lusted after major altar-
pieces by the great masters of the region. 
Correggio was the prize he coveted. In 
1638, Francesco sent his men to the church 
of San Francesco, in the town of Correggio, 
where, “under cover of night,” they remo-
ved Correggio’s altarpiece The Rest on the 
Flight into Egypt, the poignant nocturne 
referred to as Il Riposo (Fig. 6), and 
replaced it with a copy by Jean Boulanger, 
an artist from the court.10 It was reported 
that inhabitants of Correggio harassed 
and chased the priest who let this happen, 
but the deed was done.11 Two years later, 
Francesco surreptitiously nabbed 
Correggio’s Adoration of the Shepherds, 
the celebrated La Notte, from the altar 
of the Pratoneri family chapel in San 
Prospero, in Reggio Emilia, and substitu-
ted a copy. The obituary at the beginning 
of this essay was written on this occasion. 
Duke Francesco thought better of employ-
ing such a risky tactic in his own backyard 
when he determined to get Correggio’s 
Madonna and Child with Saint George 
altarpiece, which was closely guarded 
by the lay confraternity of Saint Peter 
Martyr in Modena. This time, he offered 
to purchase the altarpiece or replace it 
with a painting or copy by the artist of 
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Fig. 6 Antonio da Correggio (1489–1534), The Rest on the flight into Egypt with Saint Francis, c. 1520. Oil on 
canvas, 120 x 105 cm. Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence, 1455/1890.
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the confraternity’s choice. They opted for 
a new altarpiece by Guercino, the most 
celebrated living artist in the region. After 
years of delay and persistent reminders 
by the confraternity, Francesco eventually 
supplied it.12 Francesco also got hold of 
Correggio’s Madonna and Child with Saint 
Sebastian, and in 1641 he decided to swap 
Correggio’s Il Riposo for Andrea del Sarto’s 
Sacrifice of Isaac, owned by Ferdinando 
de’ Medici. The Duke of Modena could 
still display a uniquely impressive array 
of three major Correggio altarpieces in 
his gallery in the new Palazzo Ducale, 
where they were described by Francesco 
Scannelli as the most notable works in the 
collection.13 The Correggios had made the 
transition from their altars, where they 
served devoted congregations as well as a 
community of art lovers, to trophies in the 
art gallery of a nobleman. This survey 
concludes in the 1660s further south, 
where in another wave of assertive 
collecting, Pedro Antonio de Aragón, 
viceroy of Naples, bought Raphael and 
Titian altarpieces out of churches to send 
to Spain.14 Pictures commissioned for 
churches do not seem to have been traded 
much on the newly emerging art market 
in the sixteenth century, but by the mid-
seventeenth century, such paintings were 
circulating in the second-hand trade and 
were visible enough to become conten-
tious.15 The writer, painter, and art dealer 
Marco Boschini registers the ambivalence 
of this moment in his La carta del navègar 
pitoresco (1660), lamenting the removal of 
altarpieces from Venetian churches even 
as he himself facilitated their removal to 
enter the collection of Cardinal Leopoldo 
de Medici.16  

          In these transfers, the copy often 
served as a hinge. What might seem like a 
simple solution of substituting a copy for 
the original altarpiece was fraught with 
anxiety. The altarpiece was attractive to 
a collector because it has an excessive 
aesthetic charge: its appeal as a work of art 
overwhelms its liturgical function. A copy, 
which carries and conveys the identical 
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Fig. 7 Girolamo Muziano (1532–1592), Assumption of the Virgin. Oil on canvas, 154 x 108 cm. Private 
collection. Smaller copy of lost altarpiece from San Luigi dei Francesi, Rome.
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iconographic content, should function 
liturgically without loss. But often the 
performative aspect of the painting – the 
artistic identity and quality – was under-
stood to contribute to its power to instruct, 
delight, and move the worshipper, and it 
was valued by the religious community as 
well. In this capacity, a copy did not suffice. 
Yet there were other cases – for example, 
the Dürer altarpiece in Venice – when a 
fresh, bright copy might be more desirable 
to the church than the worn and battered 
original that seemed a ruined relic of a 
venerable artist. 
          Making copies of altarpieces in this 
time period was a common practice. It 
is often explained that artists learned 
by copying the important works of 
illustrious masters; in this discourse, 
the church figures as a kind of school for 
artists and the place for public display 
of an august art historical tradition. The 
case of copying that breaks the surface 
most sensationally is that of Federico 
Barocci. His much-admired altarpieces 
were in danger of being destroyed by eager 
copyists who employed tracing techniques 
that damaged the originals, and eventually 
access to copyists in the chapels had to be 
forbidden to save them. But mechanically 
tracing a very large altarpiece to make a 
full-size copy is hardly a viable learning 
method for artists. Replicas turned out by 
Barocci’s own studio attest to demand, and 
copying was surely motivated by a market 
for full-size replicas of altarpieces for 
collectors, some probably for private 
chapels but also for display in galleries. 
Copies were by no means rare in galleries. 
Even the most prominent of collectors, 
such as the Giustiniani family, displayed 
them and commissioned copies of works 
they admired that were owned by others, 
a mentality behind the flood of copies 
of genre paintings by Caravaggio, for 
example. Copies were reversible in the 
seicento, functioning as satisfactory sub-
stitutes for originals both in the domestic 
collection and in sacred spaces. The copy 
behaves almost like an icon, reflecting and 
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Fig. 8 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571–1610), The Death of the Virgin, 1601–1605/6. Oil on canvas, 
369 x 245 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris, inv. 54.
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chained to its original. Yet the aesthetic 
dimension, the work as a performance by a 
desired artist, was not the same. Cardinal 
Scipione Borghese argued that he needed 
Raphael’s Deposition to aid his devotions. 
If he thought a copy would suffice for the 
religious community of Perugia, why was 
it inadequate for him? What the cardinal 
wanted for his purposes, and what the 
Perugia congregation wanted for theirs, 
was Raphael’s original. 
          To connect some well-known and 
some lesser-known episodes of this nature 
over the arc of several decades helps to 
recognize, in retrospect, the contours of 
the phenomenon that emerged just around 
1600, and how collecting of paintings out 
of churches came to factor into dealings 
with living artists – complicating and 
destabilizing transactions that might 
otherwise have had a quite different out-
come. The membrane between sacred and 
private display became permeable. This is 
famously the case for certain Caravaggio 
paintings long regarded as having been 
rejected outright and subsequently bought 
by collectors. We can now understand 
these paintings to have had a knottier 
itinerary. Caravaggio’s case is the most 
salient, but rejection and collection were 
similarly entwined in altarpieces by 
Lodovico Carracci, Cecco del Caravaggio, 
Guido Reni, and Peter Paul Rubens.
          Altarpieces that were rejected just be-
fore 1600 offer some insight into a change 
of attitude. Girolamo Muziano’s Assump-
tion of the Virgin (Fig. 7) was placed over 
the high altar of San Luigi dei Francesi in 
Rome in 1574. Eleven years later, it was 
removed and substituted by an altarpiece 
by Jacopo Bassano of the same subject. 
We do not know why. When Muziano died 
in 1592, he still had the large rejected 
altarpiece from San Luigi unsold in his 
possession.17 We can surmise that at this 
moment in history, when the earliest of 
our examples are just beginning to appear, 
there was still no place for an altarpiece 
of the Assumption except over an altar 
dedicated to the Assumption; an altarpiece 
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Fig. 9 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571–1610), Madonna dei Palafrenieri. Oil on canvas, 292 x 211 cm. 
Galleria Borghese, Rome, 110.
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was not quite yet an object for collection 
and display in the secular space of a private 
palace. There had been signs portending 
the future, however. As early as the 1520s, 
Duke Alfonso II d’Este’s agent tried 
unsuccessfully to get from Titian the 
Saint Sebastian, part of a polyptych he was 
working on for the papal legate Altobello 
Averoldi. Alfonso’s agent told Titian that 
he would be “throwing the picture away 
to give it to a priest.”18 Secular aesthetic 
interests were already exerting pressure 
on the sacred. 
          Scipione Pulzone’s Pala degli Angeli 
for the Cappella degli Angeli in Chiesa del 
Gesù was rejected at around the same time 
as the Muziano. According to the later 
account by Pulzone’s biographer Giovanni 
Baglione, his angels were portraits – they 
were described as beautiful, and painted 
from nature and representing people 
known to all. It has been speculated that 
the rejection was a result of sparingly 
clothed angels and the hotly debated 
theological arguments about angels in 
those years; in the end, the pope him-
self censured it, and the altarpiece was 
taken down. It seems not to have been 
an emergency, as Pulzone’s indecorous 
pala d’altare remained in place for at least 
three years before a new altarpiece was 
installed. Baglione, whose accounts are 
centrally implicated in the narratives of 
Caravaggio’s purportedly rejected pain-
tings, pointedly filters Pulzone’s too-
naturalistic angels retroactively through 
a critical rhetoric of scandal strikingly 
similar to what he had created for 
Caravaggio.
           It is in Caravaggio rifiuto, or rejected, 
that we can recognize the moment of 
maximum disequilibrium between sacred 
and secular possession. For centuries, and 
to the present day, it has been a fixture 
of the art historical literature that five of 
Caravaggio’s commissions for churches 
had been rejected. That is a lot of rejection. 
A few decades ago, the great Caravaggio 
scholar Luigi Spezzaferro began to under-
mine these long-held assumptions when 
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Fig. 10 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571–1610), Saint Matthew and the Angel, 1602. Oil on canvas, 
295 cm x 195 cm. Gemäldegalerie des Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum, formerly in Berlin, destroyed in 1945. 
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he argued that of these only The Death 
of the Virgin (Fig. 8) was in fact rejected, 
and possibly the Pala dei Palafrenieri (Fig. 
9).  Not every scholar is convinced, but 
this line of research has pushed out of the 
shadows and into the light the powerful 
agency of the collector and the force of 
collecting. Evidence continues to emerge 
to advance this thesis even further. Of 
Caravaggio’s five paintings traditionally 
designated as having been rejected – 
The Death of the Virgin, the Pala dei 
Palafrenieri, the first version of the 
Inspiration of Saint Matthew (Fig. 10) 
for the Contarelli Chapel, and the lateral 
panels of the martyrdom of Saints Peter 
and Paul for the Cerasi Chapel – the sole 
documented bona fide rejection, in this 
writer’s opinion, seems to be The Death 
of the Virgin. And it is important to call 
attention to the fact that at the very 
moment this altarpiece was rejected it 
was simultaneously also a highly desired 
object of collection. The altarpiece had 
been commissioned by the papal lawyer 
Cherubino Laerzi for his family chapel 
in Santa Maria della Scala in Trastevere, 
Rome. If the Discalced Carmelites, 
whose church this was, had – for what-
ever reasons (and these were surely 
complicated and continue to be debated) 
– found the picture unacceptable for 
their church, then potential buyers fiercely 
competed for it. Giulio Mancini, papal 
physician and influential art connoisseur, 
remarked that Caravaggio based the Virgin 
on a prostitute, a breach of decorum 
compounded by the story that this was a 
prostitute whose drowned swollen corpse 
had been pulled out of the Tiber. 
If this created a problem for display in 
the church, Mancini saw no obstacle to its 
display in a private setting, and he tried 
to buy the altarpiece.20 Mancini was soon 
out of his depth when Peter Paul Rubens 
declared it Caravaggio’s finest work and 
urged the Duke of Mantua, Vincenzo 
Gonzaga, to buy it. The purchase was 
agreed to with no loss of money to the 
commissioner or to Caravaggio, and the 
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Fig. 11 Cecco del Caravaggio (c. 1588–1620), The Resurrection, 1620. Oil on canvas, 339.1 x 199.5 cm. 
Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, 1934.390.
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collector’s trophy was immediately put 
on public display for a week in Rome 
by popular demand. Whatever made it 
objectionable to the church – whether the 
swollen body of the Virgin (a symptom of 
corruption) or the absence of any sign of 
her ascension, body or soul, into heaven 
– such problems were no impediment to 
would-be collectors.21 For them, the fame 
and innovative style of Caravaggio were 
prime requisites, and for a large altarpiece 
to take pride of place in a paintings gallery 
was acceptable. For progressive collectors, 
in fact, Caravaggio’s unorthodox, noncon-
formist, even transgressive interpretations 
had their own appeal, which could be 
tested and debated in the safer, intimate 
context of display in one’s own palace. 
The very qualities that made a Caravaggio 
difficult or impossible to function as an 
altarpiece in a church were the same 
ones that made it irresistibly attractive to 
connoisseurs who would approach it from 
their own critical perspective in a private 
setting. 
          Evidence of rejection of Caravaggio’s 
other commissions for churches is 
complicated and equivocal. But that the 
paintings came to be regarded as rejec-
ted has much to do with the powerfully 
influential later accounts by Giovanni 
Baglione and Giovanni Pietro Bellori, 
both of whose writings were colored 
by strong personal or theoretical antago-
nism toward Caravaggio. Shadows cast by 
these seicento accounts made it harder 
to discern what only now can be seen 
as opportunistic transactions of eager col-
lectors who wanted Caravaggio’s paintings 
to display in their own palaces and who 
intervened with plentiful scudi at the 
ready – often backed up by political clout 
– at the slightest hint of hesitation at any 
point in the commission process. While 
the evidence and literature are dense, the 
next pages suggest how these famous cases 
of functional transition can be regarded 
differently in the light of such collecting 
and point out the relevance to four other 
Caravaggios with murky histories. 
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Fig. 12 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571–1610), Conversion of St. Paul. Oil on cypress wood, 237 cm x 
189 cm. Odescalchi Balbi Collection, Rome.
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and they were eager to make their claim 
visible. They first planned to reuse their 
altarpiece of Saint Anne, by Leonardo da 
Pistoia and Jacopino del Conte, from the 
old basilica of Saint Peter’s, but when it 
did not fit into the tabernacle of their new 
altar, they lost no time in commissioning 
an altarpiece from Caravaggio a month 
later, on 1 December 1605. Four months 
later, the altarpiece was ready and seems 
to have been installed on 14 April. Just at 
this time, the confraternity’s rights to the 
altar were rescinded, and Caravaggio’s 
painting was removed two days later. The 
confraternity petitioned anew for an altar 
and were promptly denied. Without their 

case, but not for the reasons usually 
offered. Louise Rice’s reading of the 
documents in her book about the altars 
and altarpieces of new Saint Peter’s 
provides a more persuasive interpretation 
of events.22 The confraternity of the 
Palafrenieri was granted an altar in new 
Saint Peter’s on 31 October 1605. The 
Palafrenieri were the grooms of the 
Vatican, and their patron was Saint Anne, 
who accompanies the Virgin and young 
Christ as they trample the servant of 
heresy, an iconography linked to the con-
troversial doctrine of the Immaculate 
Conception. From the outset, the confra-
ternity’s rights to the altar were contested, 

Until recently, Caravaggio’s altarpiece of 
the Madonna and Child with Saint Anne 
(Madonna dei Palafrenieri) had seemed 
to present a similar case to The Death of 
the Virgin. The painting lasted only a few 
days on its intended altar in the new Saint 
Peter’s Basilica before it was removed. 
The absence, or at least ambiguity, of 
evidence as to why it was taken down has 
not prevented scholars from concluding, 
variously, that it was ordered removed 
by Pope Paul V himself, or else that it was 
removed on the orders of the Fabric of 
Saint Peter’s, or else that it was removed 
by the confraternity of the Sant’Anna de’ 
Palafrenieri. The latter seems to be the 
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Fig. 13 View of the Cerasi Chapel in Santa Maria del Popolo with paintings by Annibale Caracci (front and ceiling) and by Caravaggio (both sides).
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altar in new Saint Peter’s, the confraternity 
had no need for Caravaggio’s altarpiece of 
the Madonna de Palafrenieri. All this was 
settled when exactly two months later, on 
16 June, they sold Caravaggio’s altarpiece 
to Cardinal Scipione Borghese. Scipione 
paid one hundred scudi, so the confrater-
nity even turned a profit of twenty-five 
scudi. The confraternity’s loss of the altar 
and an opportunistic collector ready and 
eager to make good on their investment 
seem to have determined the fate of the 
Pala dei Palafrenieri. The early literature 
spun a different tale, but it seems not to 
have been the case, as Bellori intimated, 
that Caravaggio’s altarpiece was rejected 
for its ignoble portrayal of the young 
Jesus or for heretical iconography – 
claims that have been repeated to the 
present. Nor was it rejected, as Maurizio 
Calvesi more recently argued, because 
of Pope Paul V’s opposition to having a 
painting by a murderer in Saint Peter’s, 
never mind that Caravaggio committed 
the homicide on 29 May, six weeks after 
the confraternity had lost their altar and 
had to remove the altarpiece.23 Certainly 
the Cardinal Scipione Borghese, the pope’s 
own nephew, had no misgivings about 
acquiring a painting by Caravaggio two 
weeks after the artist had killed a man. 
Scipione Borghese the same collector 
who had gotten in the mood for Raphael’s 
Deposition in Perugia was also in the mood 
for Caravaggio.
          The transition of this altarpiece into 
the private domain can now be followed, 
thanks to new research by Stefano 
Pierguidi.24 Scipione Borghese, the pala 
d’altare’s new owner, was developing his 
villa and gardens at the edge of the city 
as a place to display his fast-growing 
collection. Scipione did not simply treat 
his new Caravaggio altarpiece – which was 
well over three meters high and almost two 
meters wide – like another gallery picture. 
For the villa’s entrance hall, Scipione 
created an ensemble of religious paintings 
iconographically connected to the theme 
of the Immaculate Conception, a dogma 
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Fig. 14 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571–1610), Saint John the Baptist in the Wilderness, 1604. 
Oil on canvas, 173 x 132 cm. Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, 52-25.
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Borghese’s villa suggests that there could 
well have been a distinctive treatment 
of the Cecco. On the other hand, a taste 
for large gallery pictures, which becomes 
more apparent in later decades, seems to 
have been emerging already in the teens, 
as in Borghese’s Diana and Her Nymphs, 
by Domenichino, which is three and a half 
yards wide – the same as the Cecco altar-
piece is high.
          Returning to the list of Caravaggio’s 
rejections, there appears the spectacular 
if unresolved first version of the Conver-

buy the rejected altarpiece straight-away, 
for a small discount of forty scudi. Michael 
Fried remarks that, for Scipione, the Cecco 
“functioned in effect as a large gallery pic-
ture.”25 It cannot be certain whether that 
was the case because there is no evidence 
for how it was displayed. It is, however, 
exceptionally large – a tall and very narrow 
painting whose altarpiece format is diffi-
cult to deny or disregard. On the one hand, 
the new evidence of the religion-themed 
ensemble incorporating Caravaggio’s Pala 
dei Palafrenieri in the entrance hall of 

with which the cardinal was strongly 
linked. He got hold of six paintings from 
the catafalque of a recently deceased mem-
ber of the Borghese family and arranged 
them in pairs. Caravaggio’s painting, with 
its powerful statement of the Immaculata 
theme, took pride of place in the center of 
the ensemble. A number of modern writers 
have remarked that paintings transferred 
from sacred to secular settings simply 
became just another picture in the col-
lection. Perhaps, but it can be argued that 
this view misses the friction that attended 
the assimilation. The domestication of a 
sacred painting was a process. It did not, 
or at least it did not always, lose its special 
status upon transfer, but its specialness 
was acknowledged and accommodated in 
different and complicated ways. 
          Alas it is not known how Cardinal 
Scipione Borghese accommodated in his 
collection another altarpiece he acquired, 
this time by Cecco del Caravaggio. This one 
was over 3.5 meters high, so significantly 
larger than even Caravaggio’s Pala dei 
Palafrenieri. Cecco’s Resurrection (Fig. 11), 
now in the Art Institute of Chicago, was 
an unequivocal rejection. The young 
Cecco had been a close associate of 
Caravaggio, and he became one of the most 
original and brilliant of the Caravaggisti. 
In 1619, he was commissioned by Piero 
Guiccardini, the Tuscan ambassador in 
Rome, to paint the altarpiece for his family 
chapel in Santa Felicita in Florence, the 
church just opposite the Ponte Vecchio, 
where Pontormo’s remarkable Deposition 
can still be seen. Cecco’s huge painting ne-
ver got to Florence. When it was finished 
in 1620, Piero Guicciardini rejected it; his 
reasons were not recorded. Cecco’s altar-
piece is spectacular, one of the greatest 
works inspired by Caravaggio, but per-
haps Guicciardini was concerned that its 
striking realism and eccentric, enigmatic 
iconography would not be the best fit 
for the Florentine church. Guicciardini 
had paid Cecco his full two hundred 
scudi for the commission, and lucky for 
Guicciardini, Scipione Borghese offered to 
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Fig. 15 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571-1610), Calling of St. Matthew, 1599–1600. Oil on canvas, 
322 cm x 340 cm. San Luigi dei Francesi, Rome.
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panels very early in the timeframe of the 
commission, before the remodeling of the 
chapel was complete.26 After the panels 
were finished, the artist was prompted 
to rethink his compositions so that they 
would align better with the more confined 
sightlines of the chapel’s new design. If 
Cerasi was unhappy with Caravaggio’s first 
pair of laterals, as Baglioni claims, surely 
the artist could have reworked his com-
positions. Revision would have been the 
time-honored response to such a situation. 
Instead, Caravaggio started fresh. Recent 

appeared but shared the same early 
history. According to Giovanni Baglioni’s 
biography of Caravaggio, the chapel’s 
patron, Tiberio Cerasi, who died unexpec-
tedly in May 1601, rejected Caravaggio’s 
two panels. Baglioni’s report of Cerasi’s 
rejection is not corroborated by other 
evidence and should be suspect in light of 
his animus against the artist, especially 
given that other claims Baglioni made in a 
similar vein have proven to be false. Luigi 
Spezzaferro suggests that Caravaggio 
painted the Conversion and Crucifixion 

sion of Saint Paul (Fig. 12) for the Cerasi 
Chapel (Fig. 13) in Santa Maria del Popolo 
in Rome, which was probably executed 
shortly after the commission in September 
1600. Caravaggio’s famous laterals of the 
Conversion of Saint Paul and Crucifixion of 
Saint Peter, which are in situ today, were 
not installed until some four years later. 
The first version of the Conversion of 
Saint Paul, now in the Balbi Odescalchi 
collection in Rome, is painted on a cypress 
panel. It originally had a pendant of the 
Crucifixion of Saint Peter, which has dis-
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Fig. 16 Ludovico Carracci (1555–1619), St. Sebastian Thrown into the Cloaca Maxima, 1612. Oil on canvas, 163.5 x 232.4 cm. J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 
72.PA.14.
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scholarship suggests that he had to do 
this because Cardinal Giacomo Sannesio 
already had acquired the two panels for 
his private collection, perhaps even seized 
them after Cerasi’s death.27 Commissioned 
pictures deemed unsuitable for their 
original purpose in the church – whether 
by the patron or the artist – were scooped 
up by a collector behind the scenes. No 
harm, no foul. 
          Still in the eventful moment of 
Caravaggio circa 1600 in Rome, there 
comes the first version of the Inspiration 
of Saint Matthew for the Contarelli Chapel 
altar, which was destroyed in Berlin during 
the Second World War. It long figured in 
the literature as having been rejected by 
the patrons of the chapel. The reasons 
offered to support the alleged rejection 
have fueled copious scholarly debate, 
the details of which are unnecessary to 
rehearse here, as the Contarelli Chapel 
commission is notoriously complicated, 
thickly, and confusingly documented. 
Suffice it to say that the rejection was 
purported to have been motivated by the 
indecorous treatment of the subject: Saint 
Matthew cast as a rude peasant with dirty 
feet, rather too physically entangled with 
an angel who grasps his hand to guide the 
pen. In more recent times, Spezzaferro 
and other scholars began to question 
whether the lost Berlin picture ever had 
been intended as the altarpiece, whether 
it matched the iconography stipulated 
by the commission or the proportions 
and dimensions of the altar.28 The matter 
remains murky. But if the first altarpiece’s 
purported offenses of iconography and 
decorum had pained the commissioners, 
could the artist not have repainted and/or 
enlarged the composition? That he did not 
do so, that he started anew and did not feel 
compelled to salvage his earlier composi-
tion, may have been because Vincenzo 
Giustiniani had already acquired the 
altarpiece to put on display in his “stanza 
dei quadri antichi, sala elitaria dove pochi 
quadri di artisti viventi erano ammessi al 
confronto con opera del Cinquecento.”29 
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Fig. 17 Paul Rubens (1577–1640), The Ecstasy of St. Gregory the Great, 1606–07. Oil on canvas, 477 x 288 cm. 
Musée de Grenoble, Grenoble, MG 97.
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that the archconfraternity in Rome liked 
Caravaggio’s Trinity so well that they 
decided to keep it for themselves. They 
ordered a new Trinity from Cavaliere 
d’Arpino to send to Mexico, where it 
remains to this day. But unlucky for them, 
Caravaggio’s Trinity caught the eye of 
Cardinal Scipione Borghese, who had an 
involvement in the confraternity. The 
unprincipled force of Scipione’s desire 
proved irresistible; the confraternity 

demonstrate. An excess of desire to own 
a picture does not make as dramatic a 
story as the rejection of a maverick 
painter, but it could make for a fraught 
ethical situation. This was the case when 
the archconfraternity of Santa Trinità dei 
Pellegrini commissioned from Caravaggio 
in June of 1602 a Santa Trinità “con 
qualche bel capriccio” to send as a gift to 
their brethren in Mexico.30 Caravaggio 
painted the Trinity, now lost. And it seems 

Caravaggio’s altarpiece radically changed 
its context, becoming a gallery picture 
par excellence, even an exemplum that 
Giustininiani entered into an art historical 
aesthetic competition with the greatest of 
Italy’s old masters. 
          Collecting “old masters” out of chur-
ches can now be seen as interfering with 
commissions in progress by living artists, 
as the eager acquisitions of Caravaggios 
by Borghese, Sannesio, and Giustiniani 
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Fig. 18 View of Santa Maria Assunta di Carignano in Genoa. 
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was compelled to cede to his wishes. 
Caravaggio’s Trinity was conscripted for 
display in the Villa Borghese. Once again, 
Cardinal Scipione Borghese appears with 
his hungry and discerning eye, a lot of 
money, and no scruples about profiting 
from his powerful political position. 
          Also deflected from its church 
destination by an excess of desire was 
Caravaggio’s Saint John the Baptist in the 
Wilderness (Fig. 14), today in the Nelson-
Atkins Museum of Art in Kansas. It was 
commissioned by the banker Ottavio 
Costa, almost certainly with the intention 
of adorning the altar of the Oratorio di 
San Giovanni Battista di Conscente.31 
But Costa liked Caravaggio’s picture too 
much. He had a copy made to satisfy his 
obligation to the provincial oratory and 
installed the real Caravaggio in his palace 
in Rome. The Costa family knew that the 
original hung in their palace and intended 
to deceive when they described the copy 
displayed in the oratory as by Caravag-
gio. It is fair to argue that that Caravaggio 
super-charges Saint John with a sensual 
physical tangibility that can never have 
been entirely appropriate for an altar. The 
painting is stripped down iconographically, 
almost without attributes. John is not the 
ascetic in the wilderness from the Gospels, 
but rather he is a markedly handsome 
young man in a complex psychological 
rendering with barely sublimated erotic 
undertones. Caravaggio’s Saint John would 
have made an uneasy backdrop for a Mass. 
It seems that Caravaggio was testing how 
far a painter could go with instantiating an 
episode of religious history in the guise of 
modern life and how much explicit icono-
graphic information could be stripped out 
of a painting to the point where identi-
fication of the subject would become a 
matter of speculation. This was the kind of 
provocative question that could be debated 
by the intendenti in a gallery. The gallery 
was a safe zone to display and discuss 
controversial ideas and values in painting, 
a place to accommodate a painting that 
pushed the boundaries. A church was a dif-
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Fig. 19 Domenico Fiasella (1589–1669), Christ Raising the Son of the Widow of Nain, c. 1615. Oil on canvas, 
269.2 x 175.3 cm. Ringling Museum, Sarasota, SN112. Bequest of John Ringling, 1936.
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because the body being cast into the 
sewer was an image of force rather than 
devotion. Here is an instance in which the 
commissioner himself turned collector. 
An altarpiece by a leading contemporary 
artist entered the ever-growing Barberini 
collection of paintings, but its assimilation 
was not without some friction. After the 
picture entered the collection, the grisly 
disposal of the saint’s martyred body must 
have been considered disturbing. The 
solution we see documented in the seven-
teenth-century Barberini inventories was 
to secularize it, to change the subject from 
Christian to pagan. Sebastian became 
Palinurus, the helmsman of Aeneas who 
fell overboard – the gods’ sacrifice of one 
man to save many. So the altarpiece acqui-
red a marginally more uplifting Virgilian 
story, but one that might give rise to a very 
interesting philosophical conversation 
among connoisseurs.33 
          Peter Paul Rubens was exquisitely 
sensitive to the subtleties of relocating 
altarpieces. You will recall how he 
brokered the sale of Caravaggio’s rejected 
Death of the Virgin to the Duke of Man-
tua, and later he was part of a syndicate of 
Flemish painters who bought and brought 
to Antwerp Caravaggio’s Madonna of the 
Rosary, an unmoored altarpiece that seems 
to have been an aborted Roman commis-
sion.34 Rubens’s own experience included 
the rejection, in these same years, of his 
painting for the high altarpiece of Santa 
Maria in Vallicella, also called the Chiesa 
Nuova, because of a bad glare. He replaced 
it with a new altarpiece on slate that 
worked beautifully in the apse. But 
Rubens was left with a large altarpiece on 
his hands that was uncompromisingly 
liturgical and a poor fit in a domestic 
setting (Fig. 17). His solution was to try 
to transform it into a gallery picture, 
trimming the top and transforming the 
subject into a more appealing allegory 
of religion. He made the female saints 
prettier, all in the hope of finding a private 
buyer.35 

a conversation comparing their merits and 
qualities among the aristocratic owner of 
the palace and his educated, knowledgea-
ble guests. In an altarpiece, aesthetic pro-
perties were supposed to be in service of 
liturgical function and not, salient as they 
might be, in a painting enjoyed in a private 
secular setting. Installed in a chapel, an 
altarpiece was normally larger than a gal-
lery picture, and its formal qualities were 
calibrated to make a collective address to 
the congregation who viewed it at a distan-
ce. Gallery pictures were viewed up close. 
They competed with other independent 
framed pictures to attract the onlooker’s 
eye in a densely installed ensemble. 
Galleries – an innovation and an exciting 
new fashion – constituted a particular 
environment in which knowledgeable 
viewers (connoisseurs) from the nobility 
and high-ranking clergy were prompted to 
converse about issues proper to art. 
          In this moment of disequilibrium, an 
altarpiece could be an uncomfortable fit 
both in its intended setting in a chapel 
and in a private gallery. This was the case 
with an altarpiece commissioned from 
Lodovico Carracci by Maffeo Barberini 
when he was papal legate to Bologna. 
The altarpiece was intended for a small 
subterranean chapel under construction 
in Sant’Andrea della Valle in Rome, which 
marked the spot where Sebastian’s body 
was recovered after being thrown into 
the Cloaca Maxima by Roman soldiers, 
furnishing the subject of Carracci’s altar-
piece (Fig. 16).32 When construction of the 
chapel proved unfeasible, the obligation to 
Saint Sebastian was instead fulfilled by a 
niche in the grand Barberini family chapel 
in the nave of the church. Maffeo, proba-
bly responding to his brother’s hesitation 
about Carracci’s painting, informs him 
that he has decided to keep the altarpiece 
for his palace. He mentions the lighting 
as a concern and that he is ordering a 
new picture from Passignano (Domenico 
Cresti) for the niche in the family chapel. 
The subject would be changed to 
Sebastian being taken out of the sewer 

ferent kind of space. It is as if Caravaggio 
was challenging his patron, deliberately 
operating in breach of decorum, making a 
gallery picture when asked for an altar-
piece – something Costa understood when 
he brought the painting home. Here was an 
altarpiece that was a better fit in a private 
gallery than in a church. 
          Caravaggio’s Saint John prompts us 
to think about different dimensions of the 
transition from church to gallery, raising 
the issue of qualities proper to gallery 
pictures migrating in the other direction, 
from the private sphere into the church. In 
the Calling of Saint Matthew (Fig. 15), for 
example, Caravaggio had brought a genre 
painting into the Contarelli Chapel as a 
monumental lateral mural. Decorum was 
growing more complicated. The traditio-
nal nature and primary purpose of art in a 
chapel was to serve as a backdrop for the 
Mass, as opposed to the independent easel 
painting destined for a private gallery. For 
an altarpiece, iconographic content was 
essentially dogmatic in intent and should 
convey a message calculated to preach to 
and move the worshippers. It should be 
understood by a broad range of people, 
including those who are not highly edu-
cated. The church, in this period following 
the Counter-Reformation, enlisted the 
altarpiece as part of a propaganda initi-
ative to illustrate a doctrine and stir the 
devotion of the viewer. The subject should 
be intelligible and controlled and sanctio-
ned by the church; it should not introduce 
a way of depicting a subject that would 
not be readily recognized, nor should it 
confuse people – or worse, be unorthodox. 
Convention, tradition, and explicit, fully 
narrated themes are proper to altarpieces. 
In a gallery, by contrast, complicated or 
obscure iconography was welcome because 
it encouraged conversation and the display 
of wit and learning among its knowledgea-
ble visitors. A gallery hanging brought each 
painting into a new relation with its neigh-
bors. A painting of the penitent Magdalen 
and a painting of Venus could hang side by 
side, and their juxtaposition might prompt 
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precisely in the breach of decorum, staking 
a new position on the function of pain-
ting between sacred and secular, between 
aesthetic and religious values, and between 
commission and collection. 
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