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INTRODUCTION:

THE MASTER OF
BAROQUE DRAMA

When you think of the
Baroque period in
Rome, one name
towers above all
others: Gian Lorenzo
Bernini. More than any
other artist of his era,
Bernini  defined the
visual language of the
Catholic

Counter-Reformation,
transforming marble
into living flesh,
drapery into billowing

wind, and religious
ecstasy into tangible
emotion. Known to
history as Bernini the
sculptor of the
Roman Baroque, he
was not merely a gifted
carver of stone—he
was a visionary who
reshaped Rome itself.
His works are scattered
across the city’s
piazzas, churches, and
galleries, each one a
testament to his
unparalleled ability to
blend sculpture,
architecture, and
theater into a single,
breathtaking

experience. This article
explores the life,


https://evoluir.abar.org.br/

techniques,

masterpieces, and
enduring legacy of the
man who gave the
Roman Baroque its
most passionate voice.

Born in Naples in 1598,
Bernini was a child
prodigy. By his early
twenties, he had
already caught the
attention of Pope Paul
V and his nephew,
Cardinal Scipione
Borghese, who became
his most important
early patron. Over the
next six decades,
Bernini would serve
eight popes, leaving an
indelible mark on the
Eternal City. His
sculptures are not
static objects; they are
frozen moments of
intense action,
capturing figures in the
midst of
transformation, flight,
or divine rapture. This
ability to seize a single,
climactic instant and

eternalize it in marble
is what makes Bernini
the sculptor of the
Roman Baroque a
title so richly deserved.

EARLY LIFE AND
ARTISTIC
FORMATION

A Prodigy
Emerges

Gian Lorenzo Bernini
was born into an
artistic family. His
father, Pietro Bernini,
was a competent
Mannerist sculptor who
recognized his son’s
extraordinary talent
early on. The family
moved to Rome when
Gian Lorenzo was a
child, and he began
assisting his father on
various commissions.
By the age of eight, he
had already carved a
small marble head—a
sign of the genius to
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come. Pietro’s
workshop provided the
technical foundation,
but it was Gian
Lorenzo'’s own
relentless observation
of nature and classical
sculpture that
propelled him beyond
his teacher.

Cardinal Scipione
Borghese, a great art
collector, was stunned
by the young Bernini’s
skills. He
commissioned a series
of works for his villa
(now the Galleria
Borghese), which
became the launching
pad for Bernini’s
meteoric career. These
early pieces, such as
The Goat Amalthea
with the Infant Jupiter
and a Faun (c. 1615),
already show a
remarkable sensitivity
to texture and
movement. Yet it was
the later Borghese
masterpieces—Aeneas,

Anchises, and Ascanius
(1618-1619), The Rape
of Proserpina
(1621-1622), David
(1623-1624), and
Apollo and Daphne
(1622-1625)—that
would secure his
reputation as the
foremost sculptor of his
age.

Influence
s and
Training

Bernini's style was
forged from multiple
sources: the naturalism
of Caravaggio, the
dynamic compositions
of Hellenistic sculpture
(especially the Laocoon

group), and the
grandeur of
Michelangelo. But

where Michelangelo’s
figures often seem
trapped in their own



heroism, Bernini’s
burst outward,
engaging the viewer in
a direct, emotional

dialogue. He studied
ancient Roman copies
of Greek works
intensively, but he did
not merely imitate
them—he sought to

surpass them by
adding a new
dimension of

psychological intensity
and physical motion.
This synthesis of
classical form with
Baroque energy is the
hallmark of Bernini
the sculptor of the
Roman Baroque.

MASTERPIECES OF
MARBLE AND
EMOTION

Apollo

and
Daphne:
The
Instant of
Transfor
mation

Perhaps no work better
illustrates Bernini’s
virtuosity than Apollo
and Daphne, housed in
the Galleria Borghese.
The myth tells of
Apollo, struck by
Cupid’s golden arrow,
pursuing the nymph
Daphne, who prays to
her father, the river
god, to save her. As
Apollo catches up,
Daphne begins to
transform into a laurel
tree. Bernini chose the
exact moment of
metamorphosis: her
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fingers sprout leaves,
her toes take root, and
her body is
half-woman, half-bark.
The marble seems to
soften into bark, hair
into leaves, and skin
into wood. The viewer
almost expects the
figure to breathe. This
masterpiece perfectly
captures the Baroque
fascination with
change, motion, and
the sublime. It also
cemented the idea of
Bernini the sculptor
of the Roman
Baroque as a poet of
metamorphosis.

The

Ecstasy
of Saint
Teresa:

Divine
Rapture
In Stone

If Apollo and Daphne
showcases Bernini's
skill with narrative, The
Ecstasy of Saint Teresa
(1647-1652) in the
Cornaro Chapel of
Santa Maria della
Vittoria demonstrates
his mastery of spiritual
experience. The
sculpture depicts the
Spanish mystic Teresa
of Avila in a state of
divine ecstasy, pierced
by the arrow of an
angel. Bernini uses all
the theatrical
resources of the
Baroque: hidden light
from a concealed
window streams down
gilded rays, while
sculpted members of
the Cornaro family
watch from side



“boxes” as if at a play.
Teresa’s body is limp,
her eyes half-closed,
her mouth slightly
open—a perfect fusion
of physical exhaustion
and spiritual
fulfillment. The drapery
seems to ripple with an
unseen wind, and the
marble clouds appear
as soft as cotton. This
work is often
considered the
epitome of Baroque
religious art, and it
solidifies the reputation
of Bernini the
sculptor of the
Roman Baroque as a
master of emotional
and spiritual intensity.

David: A
Warrior in
Motion

Bernini’s
(1623-1624)

David
broke

sharply with the calm,
contemplative Davids
of Donatello,
Verrocchio, and
Michelangelo. Instead
of standing in a heroic
pose, Bernini's David
twists his entire body,
his muscles tensed, his
brow furrowed, as he
hurls the stone at
Goliath. The figure is
caught in the middle of
the action—a decision
that makes the
sculpture interactive.
The viewer can almost
feel the tension and
anticipate the release.
This shift from static to
dynamic is a hallmark
of the Baroque, and no
one executed it better
than Bernini the
sculptor of the
Roman Baroque.

The Rape
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of

Proserpin
a: Power

and

Pathos

Another Borghese
masterpiece, The Rape
of Proserpina, shows
the moment when
Pluto, god of the
underworld, seizes the
young goddess and
carries her off to his
realm. Bernini creates
an extraordinary

contrast: Pluto’'s
powerful, muscular
hands press into

Proserpina’s soft flesh,
causing dimples that
look entirely real. The
marble of her thigh
yields to his grip—an
optical illusion that still
amazes viewers today.

Her flowing hair and
the three-headed dog
Cerberus add to the
chaos. This sculpture
demonstrates Bernini’'s
ability to convey not
just physical force but
also psychological
drama, further
establishing him as
Bernini the sculptor

of the Roman
Baroque par
excellence.

OTHER NOTABLE
WORKS

e Fontana dei
Quattro Fiumi
(Fountain of
the Four
Rivers) in Piazza
Navona
(1648-1651): A
monumental
fountain where
personifications
of the four major
rivers (Nile,
Ganges, Danube,
and Rio de la



Plata) surround
an ancient
Egyptian obelisk.
The figures twist
and gesture,
creating a sense
of global drama.
Blessed
Ludovica
Albertoni
(1671-1674): A
later work in the
church of San
Francesco a
Ripa, depicting
the blessed in a
state of mystical
ecstasy. The
treatment of
fabric and
expression
shows Bernini’s
continued
evolution toward
even greater
softness and
emotion.

The Tomb of
Pope
Alexander VIl in
St. Peter’s
Basilica

(1671-1678): A
magnificent
funerary
monument
where the pope
kneels above a
door, with
personifications
of Charity, Truth,
Prudence, and
Justice—and a
skeleton
emerging from
beneath the
marble shroud to
remind viewers
of mortality.

BERNINI’S
TECHNIQUES AND
INNOVATIONS

Working
with
Marble

Bernini was a master of
carving marble so that
it appeared to be
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something other than
stone. He used a
combination of
tools—pointed chisels,
flat chisels, rasps, and
especially the drill—to
create deep
undercutting and
delicate textures. For
instance, in Apollo and
Daphne, the leaves are
drilled to allow light to
pass through, giving
them a translucent
quality. Bernini often
left the back of his
sculptures rough,
knowing that the play
of light on the polished
front surfaces would
create the illusion of
soft skin, flowing hair,
or wet fabric. He also
employed assistants to
block out the initial

forms, but the final,
crucial carving—the
“last touch” that

brought the marble to
life—was always his
own. This hands-on
approach ensured that

every work bearing his
name contained the
unmistakable energy of
Bernini the sculptor
of the Roman
Baroque.

Theatrical
ity and
the Role
of Light

Baroque art is often
described as theatrical,
and Bernini was a
master of stagecraft. In
the Cornaro Chapel, he
designed not just the
sculpture but the entire
ensemble—the altar,
the side reliefs, the
lighting, and even the
frame for the scene. He
used hidden windows
to direct natural light
onto the key figures,
and he often gilded
surfaces to add



brilliance. This
integration of
architecture, sculpture,
and painting (a fusion
he called the “bel
composto”—beautiful
whole) was
revolutionary. Bernini
believed that art
should engage all the
senses and move the
viewer toward faith.
His work is, in a very
real sense, a
performance. That is
why the phrase
Bernini the sculptor
of the Roman
Baroque must also be
understood as “Bernini
the stage director of
the Roman Baroque.”

Portraitur
e as
Living

10

Presence

Bernini also excelled in
portrait busts. His
portrait of Cardinal
Scipione Borghese
(1632) captures the
cardinal turning his
head, his mouth
slightly open, as if he
has just spoken. The
detail of the skin, the
texture of the beard,
and the lively
expression are
astonishing. Other
notable portraits
include those of
Costanza Bonarelli (the
wife of his assistant,
with whom Bernini had
a scandalous affair),
Pope Innocent X, and
King Louis XIV. Each
bust reveals the
personality of the
sitter, not just their
physical features. This
psychological depth is
another reason why
Bernini the sculptor
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of the Roman massive bronze canopy
Baroque remains over the papal altar,

unrivalled in

portraiture.

BEYOND
SCULPTURE:
ARCHITECT AND
CITY PLANNER

St.

Peter’s
Basilica
and the
Vatican

Bernini was appointed
chief architect of St.
Peter’'s in 1629, and he
spent decades
reshaping the most
important church in
Christendom. His most
famous contribution is
the Baldacchino
(1624-1633)—a
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supported by spiral
columns that recall the
Temple of Solomon.
The dynamic lines of
the canopy echo the
curves of Baroque
sculpture, making the
altar a focal point of
the entire basilica. He
later designed the
Cathedra Petri (Chair
of St. Peter,
1657-1666) at the
apse, a glorious bronze
and stucco composition
featuring the Holy
Spirit descending in a
burst of light. The
entire space of St.
Peter’'s becomes a
stage for the drama of
the Mass, thanks to the
vision of Bernini the
sculptor of the
Roman Baroque
turned architect.
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sweeping urban
The intervention is the
elliptical colonnade

COlonn?aldlng St. Peter’s

Square (1656-1667).

e Of S The four rows of 284
Boric columns and 88

ilasters create a

Peter’§motherly embrace,”

as Bernini himself

Square descriped . .it'

welcoming pilgrims

Perhaps Bernini’'s most into the church. The
colonnade is not simply
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