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Entry

The Clowes painting is widely, but not unanimously, considered to be a copy made in the early seventeenth century after the original by Michelangelo

Merisi da Caravaggio, known simply as Caravaggio (1571–1610).  The original has been in the Medici collections since 1667, and still today belongs today to the

U�zi Galleries in Florence (fig. 1).

The subject of this painting is Cupid (or Eros)—the smallest and youngest of all the Olympian deities—fast asleep, with his quiver tucked under his head

as a pillow and his bow beneath his wing. When awake and armed with his arrows, the erotic desire that Cupid controls is a powerful force in both human

relationships as well as divine ones. Yet that power has its limits: erotic love’s forces can inexplicably tire and dwindle. Figuring as the embodiment of those

forces, this Cupid is overcome by fatigue, indicating the tempering of the libido, possibly as the e�ect of self-discipline, mental disposition, old age, or sickness.

As long as he sleeps, he is innocuous.

This theme of the sleeping Cupid can be traced back to both the art and the poetry of ancient Rome. As a subject for ancient sculpture, it had marked the

graves of small children, alluding to death through the visually similar concept of sleep.  The Statuette of a Sleeping Cupid, 50–100 CE, in the collection of the

Getty Museum is one such example (fig. 2). As a subject for ancient literature, it is found in humorous reflections on human love, as in the epigram “On Love

Asleep” attributed to Statyllius Flaccus (lived in first century BCE):
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Figure 1: Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (Italian, 1571–1610), Sleeping Cupid

(Amorino dormiente), 1608, oil on canvas, 29-17/32 × 41-11/32 in. Palazzo Pitti, Galleria

Palatina, Florence, Italy, K106613. Photo credit: Scala / Art Resource, NY.
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“You sleep, you who bring sleepless nights to mortals; you sleep, child of the ruinous foam-born goddess, neither armed with your fiery torch nor launching

the inescapable darts of your bending, twanging bow. Let others work up their courage, but I fear you, proud child, that even in your sleep, you may dream

something unpleasant for me."

During the Renaissance revival of Classical Antiquity, just as modern poets were translating and popularizing the Greek epigrams about Cupid’s antics,

Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564) carved a recumbent, sleeping Cupid in marble in 1496, probably using as his model an antique sleeping Cupid brought

from Naples to the Medici sculpture garden by Giuliano da Sangallo in 1488, a present from Ferdinand I to Lorenzo de' Medici “the Magnificent."  The resulting

sculpture, now lost, fooled many experts of his era into thinking it was an antique, so strong was its resemblance to ancient prototypes such as the one now in

the U�zi (fig. 3), perhaps the very sculpture once in the Medici sculpture garden.  Cesare Borgia, Guidobaldo da Montefeltre, and Isabella d’Este (1474–1539)

were among those deceived by Michelangelo’s imitation. Through the latter’s purchase, Michelangelo’s sculpture was brought from Urbino to Matua in 1502,

where it remained at least until 1627, whence it was purchased for the collections of King Charles I of England.

Figure 2: Unknown artist, Statuette of a Sleeping Cupid, 50–100 CE, marble, 5-5/16 ×

16-1/2 × 10-1/4 in. J. Paul Getty Museum, Getty Villa, Los Angeles, 73.AA.95.
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Figure 3: Unknown artist, Sleeping Eros (after a mid-Hellenistic model), 100-200 CE,

marble, 27-11/64 in. Galleria degli U�zi, Florence, Italy, Inv. 1914 n. 392. Photo credit:

Scala / Art Resource, NY.



Just over a hundred years after Michelangelo’s sculpture was made, Caravaggio became the first modern painter to take up the theme of the sleeping

Cupid, first in 1603 in Rome (a work which is now lost) and again in 1608 in Malta.  He had already won fame for his stunningly realistic image of a sassy,

frolicking cupid known as Amor Vincit Omnia Omnia (or Cupid as Victor) (fig. 4), painted in 1602 and now in Berlin’s Gemäldegalerie.

Born in Milan and trained by the Venetian-trained painter Simone Peterzano (about 1535–about 1599), Caravaggio transferred to Rome in 1592. After a few

years of working as a still-life specialist in the papal capital, he began developing a radically new style of highly illusionistic figure painting notable for its

unidealized naturalism, its directional light in dark settings, and its elaboration through direct painting on the canvas rather than preparatory drawings.

Caravaggio’s artistic success in Rome was undermined by his own irascible nature. In 1606, after the painter killed Ranuccio Tomassoni (about 1580–1606), a

well-connected Roman citizen, he fled to Naples, where he found protection under Costanza Colonna, the widow of Francesco Sforza. He then made his way in

1607 to the island of Malta, where Costanza’s son Fabrizio was a naval general in the religious Order of the Knights Hospitallers of St. John of Jerusalem, better

known as the Knights of Malta. Aiming to obtain knighthood himself, the artist saw this elevation of his status as a possible pathway to obtaining a papal

pardon for the murder of Tomassoni.

Among the works Caravaggio painted in Malta is the above-mentioned Sleeping Cupid now in Florence, of which the Clowes work is a nearly exact

replica.  Caravaggio’s patron for this work was Francesco dell’Antella (1567-1624), a Knight of Malta who hailed from Florence, where he had been a gentleman

member of Florence’s Accademia del Disegno and a friend of the Buonarroti family, and where he would eventually carry out the prestigious role of

maggiordomo maggiore at the court of Grand Duke Cosimo II de' Medici.  Shortly after the painting was completed in 1608, the patron sent it to his brother in

Florence. It had certainly left the island by 20 July 1609, the date that Fra Francesco Buonarroti (1574–1632), a Knight of Malta since 1599 as well as the nephew

of the famous sculptor, wrote from Malta to his brother in Florence, Michelangelo Buonarroti the Younger, saying that “a painting by the hand of Michelangelo

da Caravaggio, representing a sleeping Cupid” had been sent to the dell’Antella home in the Tuscan capital and that Francesco dell’Antella wanted very much

for him [Francesco Buonarroti] to see it. Francesco dell’Antella further incited Francesco Buonarroti’s curiosity by showing him sonnets about the painting that

had been written by those who already had seen it in Malta.  By 24 July 1609, Michelangelo Buonarroti the Younger had sent to Francesco dell’Antella his own

adulatory reaction to Caravaggio’s painting after seeing it installed in Palazzo dell’Antella in Florence.

With regard to dell’Antella’s motivations for commissioning this unusual subject, two intriguing hypotheses have been proposed—neither of which excludes

the other. One theory is that the subject of a dormant Eros served as a witty reference to the patron’s suppression of his libidinous urges, since dell’Antella, as a

Knight of Malta, would have taken a vow of celibacy.  Notably, that autobiographical interpretation extended to the artist himself, since Caravaggio had

recently taken his own vow of celibacy on the pathway to being received into the Order of Malta on 14 July 1608. (He was expelled from the Order shortly

thereafter, on 1 December 1608).
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Figure 4: Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (Italian, 1573–1610), Cupid as Victor, 1602,

oil on canvas, 61-27/64 × 44-31/64 in. Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen, Berlin,

Germany, Inv. 369. Photo: bpk Bildagentur / Gemäldegalerie / Staatliche Museen /

Jörg P. Anders / Art Resource, NY.
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A second hypothesis regarding the choice of the subject of sleeping Cupid posits that Francesco dell’Antella, aware that Michelangelo Buonarroti had

once sculpted a Cupid, asked the similarly named Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio to repeat the subject in order to facilitate dell’Antella’s promotion of him

as a “modern Michelangelo."  This theory is corroborated by dell’Antella’s well-documented e�orts to encourage the sculptor’s kinsmen, namely the above-

mentioned brothers, Fra Francesco Buonarroti and Michelangelo Buonarroti the Younger, to view his painting. Of additional relevance to this theory is the fact

that the Florentine Sleeping Cupid once bore references to Michelangelo’s sleeping figure of Night in the Medici Chapel of San Lorenzo in Florence. As shown

by x-ray photography, at an early stage of that painting, the composition included the additional attributes of a poppy in Cupid’s right hand and an owl

behind his stomach.  Both of these attributes appear prominently in Michelangelo’s Night.

The sculpture of Night was universally appreciated by Michelangelo’s contemporaries, however some of their writings indicate that in addition to being an

aesthetic achievement, the sculpture was also a touchstone for political dissent. One of the political enemies of the Medici, Carlo Strozzi (1587–1671), had written

a short poem in praise of Night in which he provoked the reader to wake the figure, with the suggestion that her awakening would renew the fight for

Florentine liberty. To this provocation, Michelangelo responded with a more pessimistic poem about the sleeping statue of Night, in which the statue’s sleep is

presented as necessary protection from the shame and sorrow of the state of political a�airs.  In light of the tentative links between Michelangelo’s Night and

Caravaggio’s painting Sleeping Cupid in its early phase with the owl and poppies still visible, we might wonder if the sleeping child by the “modern

Michelangelo” was perhaps intended by dell’Antella to allude to a dormant but ever-ready spirit of Florentine republicanism, ready to use its weapons upon

waking. It may indeed be the case that Francesco dell’Antella used the painting to signal his anti-Medici sentiment, given that some historians have seen a

Florentine patrician’s entrance into the Order of Malta as an act of resistance to the Medici regime.

When Caravaggio’s Sleeping Cupid arrived in Florence, its value as a rare and prized cultural commodity indubitably raised the stature of the dell’Antella

family, particularly since, in all of Tuscany, only the Medici Grand Dukes could also claim to own works by Caravaggio at this time. The Medici had received

both of their Caravaggios through their agent in Rome, Cardinal Francesco Maria del Monte: the Bacchus of 1597–1598 and the Head of Medusa of about

1597, which had been painted on a wooden shield. The subject of the dell’Antella family’s Sleeping Cupid complemented both of those two mythological

themes in the Medici collections, since the aphrodisiac power of Bacchus’s wine could be compared to the power of Cupid’s darts, while the shield with

Medusa’s head could perhaps o�er protection from those same darts. These thematic connections may have incited the Medici family’s avidity for the painting.

That avidity would have been reignited each time they passed by Palazzo dell’Antella in Piazza Santa Croce, since Niccolò dell’Antella had commissioned the

painter Giovanni da San Giovanni (1592–1636) to paint a prominent copy of Caravaggio’s work in fresco on the building’s façade around 1619–1620, advertising

to the world the treasure that lay within (figs. 5, 6).  The Medici finally had the opportunity to purchase the Sleeping Cupid in 1667 upon the death of the

childless Donato di Niccolò dell’Antella, whose entire estate was bequeathed as a testamentary gift to the Church of the Santissima Annunziata.

The Clowes painting, which, by all accounts, dates from the early seventeenth century, is very similar to the Florentine original and shares almost the exact

same dimensions.  (The Sleeping Cupid in the U�zi measures 72 × 105 cm, while the Clowes painting is only slightly smaller in its vertical dimension: 65.8 ×

104.8 cm.) In cases where a copy and the original share such similarity in size, this can indicate that the copy was intended to fill the vacancy left when the

owner of the more valuable original was reluctantly obliged to gift or sell his original. We can exclude that scenario in the case of the Clowes painting, since

the dell’Antella never parted with their painting so long as their family line was in existence. The making of a copy was therefore undertaken to satisfy the

desire of someone who admired the original and who was on good enough standing with the dell’Antella to obtain their permission to have a copy made, a
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Figure 5: Façade of the Palazzo dell’Antella, 1619–1620, Florence, Tuscany, Italy. Photo

© Kim Young Tae. All rights reserved 2022 / Bridgeman Images, YOU4419805.

Figure 6: Giovanni da San Giovanni (Giovanni Mannozzi) (Italian, 1592–1636), Amorino

dormiente, fresco, detail of the façade of the Palazzo dell’Antella, 1619–1620, Florence,

Tuscany, Italy.
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situation that necessarily required the dell’Antella to allow the artist who had been commissioned with the copy to have direct access to the original for an

extended time.

Until further archival research can be carried out, it remains a matter of pure speculation as to which friend the dell’Antella favored with a copy, but of

course they were always dependent upon the Medici, and correspondence demonstrates that they were close to the Buonarroti. It is only slightly less hazardous

to attempt to identify the hand behind the masterful copy, but the distinctiveness of the hand is borne out by subtle changes between the copy and the

original. In the Clowes painting, we can see that the Cupid’s body is chubbier and plumper; we detect more finely nuanced planar changes that give the child

a younger appearance as well as an air of greater innocence and less debauchery; we recognize that the child’s lower body problematically rests upon a

board that is no longer visible underneath the upper body, and which does not seem to be present in the original work at all; and we can clearly note a

compositional change to remove the feathers that obscure part of the lower hand in Caravaggio’s original. The Clowes painting also lacks gold ornamentation

on the bow, however this detail could have been lost in an early cleaning.

Two theories about the identity of the copyist have been put forward. In 1970, Evelyn Borea proposed the Clowes painting was painted by Orazio

Gentileschi (1563–1639), Caravaggio’s companion in Rome, but it is now clear that this artist would never have seen Caravaggio’s painting during its trajectory

from Malta to Florence; six years later, Alfred Moir proposed that Angelo Caroselli (1585–1652) painted the copy.  The name of Orazio Fidani (1610–after 1656)

can be eliminated from the possible candidates, because his copy (76.8 × 102.2 cm), which is not only signed but also dated “1632,” bears none of the

individuating traits noted in the paragraph above.

One name which has not yet been proposed, but which is perhaps worth consideration, is Artemisia Gentileschi (1593–1654?), the daughter of Orazio

Gentileschi. Unlike her father, her presence in Florence after the arrival there of the painting from Malta is securely documented: she arrived in the Tuscan

capital in early 1613 and left in the first half of 1620. During her Florentine years, she worked for both the Buonarroti family and the Medici grand duke.

Moreover, she enjoyed fame in Florence for her ability to imitate Caravaggio’s style, as we know from a biography written during her stay in the city that

elaborates on her early debut as a highly paid and much-admired copyist of Caravaggio.  A few years later and in any case before 1627, Artemisia is known to

have made an original painting of the subject, known as the Amoretto (Sleeping Cupid). Her rendition was seen and celebrated in Venice, triggering a

laudatory anonymous poem now associated with the Venetian literary academician Gianfrancesco Loredan (1607–1661).

For the rest of the seventeenth century, Italian artists produced copies of Caravaggio’s Sleeping Cupid, as well as originals inspired by it, at a steady rate.

The popularity of the subject in the seventeenth century reflects both a fascination with the role of passion in human lives and enthusiasm for a new painting

style capable of bringing ancient myths and their ancient sculpted counterparts to life.
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