calling of saint matthew ap art
history

calling of saint matthew ap art history is a significant topic within the
study of Baroque art and Christian iconography, particularly in the context
of the Counter-Reformation. This masterpiece, painted by Caravaggio in the
early 17th century, captures a dramatic biblical moment with striking realism
and innovative use of light and shadow. It holds a crucial place in AP Art
History curricula as an exemplary work that demonstrates the Baroque style’s
emotional intensity and Caravaggio’s groundbreaking techniques. This article
delves into the historical background, artistic elements, and iconographic
significance of the Calling of Saint Matthew, providing a comprehensive
understanding suitable for students and enthusiasts alike. Through detailed
analysis of its composition, symbolism, and impact on religious art, readers
will gain insight into why this painting remains a pivotal study in art
history education. The following sections outline the key aspects of the
artwork for a structured exploration.

e Historical Context and Artist Background

e Visual Analysis and Composition

e Tconography and Symbolism

e Artistic Techniques and Baroque Characteristics

e Significance in AP Art History and Legacy

Historical Context and Artist Background

The Calling of Saint Matthew was created by Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio
around 1599-1600, during the height of the Baroque period in Rome. This era
was marked by the Catholic Church’s response to the Protestant Reformation,
known as the Counter-Reformation, which sought to reaffirm Catholic doctrine
through compelling religious imagery. Caravaggio emerged as a revolutionary
artist whose dramatic realism and emotional intensity aligned perfectly with
the Church’s aims to inspire faith among the masses.

Caravaggio’s background was tumultuous; he was known for his rebellious
nature and troubled life, which contrasted with his profound artistic talent.
His ability to depict sacred subjects with raw human emotion and naturalistic
detail made his works highly influential. The commission for the Calling of
Saint Matthew was part of a series for the Contarelli Chapel in the church of
San Luigi dei Francesi in Rome, intended to honor the apostle Matthew.



The Baroque Period

The Baroque period, spanning from the late 16th century to the early 18th
century, emphasized movement, contrast, and emotional depth in art. It broke
away from the idealized forms of the Renaissance, focusing instead on realism
and dramatic storytelling. The Catholic Church used Baroque art as a tool for
spiritual engagement, making works like the Calling of Saint Matthew central
to religious spaces.

Caravaggio’s Influence

Caravaggio’s work influenced countless artists with his pioneering use of
chiaroscuro—strong contrasts between light and dark—and his commitment to
depicting biblical figures as ordinary people. His style ushered in a new era
of naturalism and psychological complexity in religious painting.

Visual Analysis and Composition

The Calling of Saint Matthew is renowned for its powerful composition and use
of light to direct the viewer’s attention. The painting depicts the moment
Jesus Christ calls Matthew, a tax collector, to follow him and become an
apostle. The scene is set in a dimly lit, ordinary interior, emphasizing the
earthly setting of this spiritual event.

Arrangement of Figures

The composition centers on two groups of figures. On the right, Jesus and
Saint Peter enter, with Jesus pointing towards Matthew, who is seated among a
group of men counting money. The men’s surprised and confused reactions
create a narrative tension, highlighting the transformative nature of
Christ’s call.

Use of Light and Shadow

Caravaggio employs chiaroscuro masterfully, with a beam of light illuminating
Matthew and the pointing hand of Jesus. This dramatic lighting not only
focuses attention but symbolizes divine intervention and enlightenment.
Shadows envelop the surrounding figures, enhancing the contrast between
spiritual awakening and worldly distraction.

Perspective and Space

The spatial arrangement is carefully constructed to draw the eye along the
diagonal line created by Jesus’s outstretched arm. The realistic depiction of



the interior, including details like the table and coins, grounds the
miraculous event in a relatable, everyday setting.

Iconography and Symbolism

The Calling of Saint Matthew is rich in symbolic elements that communicate
theological themes and the story’s deeper meanings. Understanding these
symbols is essential for interpreting the painting’s religious message.

The Gesture of Christ

Jesus’'s hand gesture echoes that of Adam in Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam
on the Sistine Chapel ceiling, symbolizing the imparting of new spiritual
life. This connection elevates the moment of calling to one of divine
creation and transformation.

Matthew’'s Identity

Matthew is identified by the surprised expression on his face and his gesture
pointing to himself, as if questioning, “Me?” This human reaction makes the
divine call relatable and emphasizes the theme of grace reaching the sinner.

Symbolism in Light

The beam of light is a metaphor for divine grace penetrating the darkness of
sin and ignorance. It connects Christ and Matthew, visually representing the
moment of spiritual awakening and conversion.

Elements Highlighted in the Scene

e Coins and counting tools symbolize Matthew’s former life as a tax
collector.

e The dark, plain room suggests the mundane world awaiting transformation.

e The contrast between the light on Christ and the shadowy figures
emphasizes spiritual enlightenment versus worldly preoccupation.



Artistic Techniques and Baroque Characteristics

Caravaggio’s Calling of Saint Matthew exemplifies key Baroque artistic
techniques that contribute to its emotional power and realism.

Chiaroscuro

Chiaroscuro is the use of strong contrasts between light and dark to model
three-dimensional forms and create a dramatic effect. In this painting, it
heightens the narrative by spotlighting the moment of divine calling amidst a
dark setting.

Naturalism and Realism

Breaking from idealized Renaissance figures, Caravaggio depicted his subjects
with naturalistic detail, including dirt under fingernails and worn clothing.
This approach made religious scenes more accessible and compelling to
viewers.

Emotional Engagement

The realistic expressions and gestures invite viewers to empathize with the
characters, particularly Matthew’'s astonishment and hesitation, which
reflects the human experience of spiritual calling.

Dynamic Composition

The diagonal line of Christ’s arm and the grouping of figures create a sense
of movement and immediacy, typical of Baroque art’s goal to engage the viewer
actively.

Significance in AP Art History and Legacy

The Calling of Saint Matthew holds significant educational value within the
AP Art History curriculum as a quintessential example of Baroque religious
art. Its study allows students to explore themes of religious reform,
artistic innovation, and iconographic complexity.

Educational Importance

In AP Art History, this painting is used to illustrate the characteristics of
Baroque art, such as dramatic lighting, emotional intensity, and the
integration of art and religious purpose during the Counter-Reformation. It



also demonstrates how artists like Caravaggio revolutionized visual
storytelling.

Legacy and Influence

Caravaggio’s work influenced generations of artists across Europe, inspiring
the tenebrism technique and a focus on realism in religious and secular
subjects. The Calling of Saint Matthew remains a benchmark for studying the
intersection of art, faith, and cultural change.

Key Points for AP Art History Students

Understand the historical context of the Counter-Reformation and Baroque
art.

Analyze the use of chiaroscuro and its symbolic meanings.

Identify the figures and their gestures within the narrative.

Recognize the painting’s role in conveying religious messages through
naturalism.

e Appreciate Caravaggio’s influence on later art movements.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who painted 'The Calling of Saint Matthew' and when
was it created?

'The Calling of Saint Matthew' was painted by Caravaggio around 1599-1600.

What artistic style is 'The Calling of Saint
Matthew' associated with?

'The Calling of Saint Matthew' is associated with the Baroque style,
characterized by dramatic use of light and shadow and emotional intensity.

Where 1is 'The Calling of Saint Matthew' located?

The painting is located in the Contarelli Chapel of the Church of San Luigi
dei Francesi in Rome.



What biblical event does 'The Calling of Saint
Matthew' depict?

It depicts the moment when Jesus Christ calls Matthew, a tax collector, to
follow him and become one of his disciples.

How does Caravaggio use light in 'The Calling of
Saint Matthew'?

Caravaggio uses chiaroscuro, a strong contrast between light and dark, to
highlight the figures and focus attention on the moment of calling, with a
beam of light symbolizing divine intervention.

What is significant about the figures' gestures in
'The Calling of Saint Matthew'?

The gestures, especially Jesus pointing towards Matthew and Matthew pointing
at himself, create a dynamic interaction emphasizing recognition and
invitation.

How does 'The Calling of Saint Matthew' reflect
Counter-Reformation ideals?

The painting emphasizes personal conversion and the accessibility of faith,
aligning with Counter-Reformation goals to inspire devotion through
relatable, dramatic religious imagery.

What role does realism play in 'The Calling of Saint
Matthew'?

Caravaggio's use of realistic, contemporary figures and settings makes the
biblical scene relatable and immediate to viewers, breaking from idealized
Renaissance traditions.

Why is 'The Calling of Saint Matthew' important in
AP Art History studies?

It exemplifies Baroque art's dramatic use of light and narrative,
demonstrates the influence of religious and cultural contexts on art, and is
a key work by Caravaggio, a pivotal figure in art history.

Additional Resources

1. The Calling of Saint Matthew by Caravaggio: Art and Context
This book delves into Caravaggio’s masterpiece, exploring its historical and
religious significance. It provides an in-depth analysis of the painting’s



composition, use of light, and dramatic effect. Readers gain insight into the
Counter-Reformation era and how this work reflects the period’s spiritual
themes.

2. Baroque Art and the Catholic Reformation

Focusing on the Baroque period, this text examines the role of art in the
Catholic Reformation, with a special emphasis on Caravaggio’s works including
The Calling of Saint Matthew. It discusses how artists conveyed religious
messages through innovative techniques and emotional intensity. The book also
covers the broader impact of Baroque art on European culture.

3. Caravaggio and His Followers: The Evolution of Baroque Painting

This comprehensive study traces Caravaggio’s influence on later artists and
the development of Baroque painting. It highlights The Calling of Saint
Matthew as a pivotal work that set new standards for realism and dramatic
lighting. The book includes comparative analyses with works by Caravaggio’s
followers.

4. The Lives of the Artists: Caravaggio and the Making of The Calling of
Saint Matthew

Offering a biographical perspective, this book explores Caravaggio'’s
tumultuous life and how it shaped his artistic output. It provides context
for the creation of The Calling of Saint Matthew, emphasizing the personal
and societal factors that influenced the painting’s themes and style. Rich
with historical anecdotes, it brings the artist’s world to life.

5. Light and Shadow: Techniques in Caravaggio’s The Calling of Saint Matthew
Dedicated to the technical aspects of Caravaggio’s work, this book analyzes
his pioneering use of chiaroscuro. It explains how light and shadow guide the
viewer’s eye and enhance the narrative in The Calling of Saint Matthew. The
text is supplemented with detailed visual studies and diagrams.

6. Religious Narratives in Baroque Art: The Calling of Saint Matthew and
Beyond

This volume explores the storytelling techniques used in Baroque religious
paintings, with The Calling of Saint Matthew as a central example. It
discusses symbolism, gesture, and composition in conveying spiritual
messages. The book also compares Caravaggio’s methods with those of his
contemporaries.

7. The Art of Conversion: Depicting Saint Matthew’s Calling in Renaissance
and Baroque Art

This book examines various artistic interpretations of Saint Matthew'’s
calling, contrasting Renaissance and Baroque approaches. It highlights
Caravaggio’s unique contribution to this theme and how his depiction reflects
theological ideas about conversion and grace. The narrative connects art
history with religious studies.

8. Masterpieces of the Contarelli Chapel: Caravaggio’s The Calling of Saint
Matthew
Focusing on the Contarelli Chapel in Rome, this book provides detailed



insight into the three Caravaggio paintings commissioned for the space. It
discusses the artistic and religious significance of The Calling of Saint
Matthew within the chapel’s context. The book also covers patronage and the
chapel’s impact on visitors.

9. Visual Storytelling in Christian Art: From Iconography to Caravaggio

This text explores the evolution of visual storytelling in Christian art,
culminating in Caravaggio’s dramatic realism. It places The Calling of Saint
Matthew within a broader tradition of religious iconography and narrative
art. Readers learn how artists communicate complex theological ideas through
imagery and composition.
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