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Filippo Baldinucci's The Life of Bernini eulogizes Gian Lorenzo Bernini to the extent that readers no longer confront a mere artistic genius, but instead are presented with the biography of a divinely-sent prodigy, as virtuous and exceptional in every aspect of his life as in his art. At the same time, the author seeks to discredit claims that Bernini made errors in the execution of some of his projects. Through exaggerated prose and unrelenting lionization, Baldinucci crafts an image of Bernini that transcends the ordinary man, so that he becomes associated with nobility and piety in the readers mind, and is rendered as almost infallible. Specifically, Baldinucci is seeking to exonerate Bernini from accusations that he caused the foundational cracks in St. Peter’s basilica. 
Following the artist’s family life and personal interactions from birth to death, Baldinucci provides anecdotal stories, primary source documents and analyses of the artist’s work to persuade the reader that Bernini’s creations were the result of a prophetic fate, and that he truly was a god-like genius, immune to failure. Punctuating this literary veneration is the tale of the St. Peter's Dome and claims that mistakes made by Bernini caused its foundational cracks. Juxtaposed with lofty praise and astute rationalization by Baldinucci, this alleged blunder is systematically debunked and blamed on gossip by ignorant lowlifes or other artists envious of Bernini’s genius. This text, therefore, is not just a scholarly appraisal of Bernini’s life and accomplishments, but a cunning and premeditated tactic to clear Bernini's name of accusations and innuendo, and promote him as the century's artistic prophet-- greater even than those who preceded him. The structure of the text assists in this effort. The author first uses gripping literary description to establish Bernini’s angelic appeal, while hinting at the dark forces that oppose the artist. He then uses documentation – worshipful letters to or about Bernini from the high and mighty of Europe – to bolster his assertion of the artist’s greatness. Only once he has established Bernini’s virtue in the reader’s heart and mind does he devote attention to Bernini’s art and architecture, and the disputed flaws in St. Peter’s. 
The first section of Baldinucci's work sets a worshipful tone by describing Bernini in almost religious terms. It seems to the author that Bernini’s accomplishments were written in the stars, "destined and selected by nature" (6). We learn that the artist was "born by divine plan" (8) and is spoken of far and wide as "an incredible marvel" (9). The very introduction to this essay makes a case that Bernini transcends the natural world and has justifiably gained a type of fame that can only be compared to that of religious martyrs or ethereal figures. Such claims lay the foundation for the relentless appraisal that comprises the rest of the document, and justifies the author’s lofty perception of this artist. The author reinforces the idea that Bernini's gifts are God given by emphasizing his bloodline; His father is described in flattering terms and said to have given Bernini  "wise and prudent guidance" (10). Bernini's son is gifted with an "affable nature and great talent" (29) and his brother Luigi, referred to by the author explicitly as his "blood brother," an "excellent mathematician" (86). 
	The author describes Bernini's childhood as the foundation for his unyielding artistic growth, virtuous character and ability to enamor all with whom he comes in contact. At the same time, Baldinucci extends the notion of Bernini as a prophet. In Rome as a young boy, the site of the miraculous renaissance, Bernini was exposed to "objects of the greatest rarity" and was able to absorb their greatness through the practice of emulation – a talent that he would later use to craft his own artistic genre (9). Baldanucci paints Bernini as a wunderkind perfectionist, a disciplined worker and an innocent boy in search of approval and love. By the end of Bernini’s childhood the reader’s sympathy is with the artist as the author clearly exaggerates and emphasizes (almost to a fault) the artist’s good qualities. According to the author, Bernini was quickly adored not only by ordinary Romans, but by Cardinals, Popes and the monarchs of Europe.  Pope Urban, Baldinucci writes, felt that it was the Pontiff's honor to meet Bernini, not the other way around (15). Baldinucci writes of Urban's "marked love" for Bernini and his habit of allowing him access to his private quarters without an appointment after being enchanted by the artist’s ability. Describing the copious hours he spent working in the Vatican, devoting himself to artistic ideals, forgoing teenage rebelliousness and romantic entanglements, Baldanucci puts forth the premise that Bernini led an atypical life that was comprised solely of a drive to obtain artistic perfection. While such an evaluation benefits the author’s intent of the document, it is not a realistic appraisal of any person. Baldanucci’s verbose passages detract from the reader’s ability to relate to Bernini. 
 In this telling, even as a teenager, the artist had no human flaws. To please his patrons, the conscientious Bernini went beyond the usual requirements to secure his reputation. The author offers anecdotes that epitomize this virtue, as when Bernini re-did the bust of Cardinal Scipione Borghese in just "fifteen nights" after a cracked appeared in the marble. Bernini was not content with anything less than perfection. Baldanucci focuses on Bernini’s childhood in the beginning of his text not only for the sake of chronological order, it seems, but also to solidify his main point that Bernini was a born perfectionist whose very character made him diligent, modest and eager to please his patrons. Readers are then more likely to agree with Baldanucci's argument, later in the text, that Bernini was not the perpetrator who caused the cracks in St. Peter's basilica.
	At the same time, Baldanucci subtly persuades the reader that Bernini’s accomplishments were not just the outcome of hard work and diligence but also influenced by the higher power of God’s will. Almost immediately Bernini gained the recognition of the most prominent artistic patrons -- popes and political leaders. The first section of the essay describes the prophetic nature of the artist’s fame, as if it were disseminated from God through the leaders of the church. Pope Paul V  "said prophetically 'we hope that this youth will become the Michelangelo of this century"(10)… " In another anecdote the Pope tells Bernini (almost prophetically), that he was made for Rome and Rome was made for him" (26). Through association with the opinion of religious figures in this text, Bernini is transformed from a talented mortal into a legitimized and anointed legend. This assists the author’s main goal of elevating Bernini above the level of an artistic mastermind of his time period to that of a timeless spiritual being, associated with the most virtuous and noble of men. Bernini's aura of divinity is suggested when the author recounts another apparent prophecy: Annibale Carracci foretells that a genius will create two great monuments in the basilica of Saint Peter's, referring to structures later built by the artist.
	Bernini is not merely technically expert, but also "superior to art itself" (13). His Daphne is "a miracle of art" that all of Rome rushed to see, as if making a religious pilgrimage (13). The author describes both the works of Bernini and the man himself in terms usually used to document supernatural events. Pope Urban VIII is characterized as having almost deified the artist when he urged him to marry and have children; The Pope, write's Baldinucci, wants to make Bernini "so to speak, immortal" by persuading him to continue his exceptional blood line. Notably, Bernini at first resists marriage, according to the author, who gives his wife (not his blood relative) very short shrift, as if anything so commonplace as marriage is almost distasteful to contemplate in the case of the semi-divine Bernini. The author simply reports that Bernini was married for 33 years and had many children (20).  Bernini, he notes, once said his statues were his children, and late in the text he vaguely hints that the Bernini's marriage was chaste, except for the sake of conception. These effusive (almost bizarre) suggestions make Bernini seem less and less human and instead more equivalent to a saint or martyr. By drawing these comparisons, Baldanucci effectively dehumanizes Bernini – almost to the extent that makes him seem immune to natural impulses. Such wording, however, is a manipulation of the reader. There is no primary source documentation provided to confirm this relationship between him and his wife. 
	The first mention of the author’s target, "those who wished Bernini ill," comes after Baldanucci's analysis of the artist’s early years. The writer carefully structured this text so that readers already have an excellent impression of Bernini before being introduced to the concept that the artist is human and capable of error – or at least that he is susceptible to the accusation of being fallible. Ordered by Urban VIII to construct bell towers on both sides of the facade of St. Peter's Basilica, Bernini came up with a plan, which he executed. During his work, however, cracks appeared under the vault and in the central facade. Many blamed an improper positioning and weight of a segment that Bernini constructed. Instead of acknowledging the plausibility of this argument, Baldanucci claims that the dismantling of the bell towers that ensued was due to the manipulation of Paul V by others who, for whatever reason, were against Bernini or the Pope. In this short section about St. Peters, Baldanucci victimizes Bernini and justifies the mishap as being apart of the divine plan that ultimately led to his creation of other more important works. Through Careful wording -- Bernini was "subjected" to this, such an ordeal was "necessary" -- Baldanucci is able to convince the reader that, despite some evidence to the contrary, Bernini was actually divinely immune to error; incapable of mistake or inaccuracy (35). The following tidbit about rumors surrounding the cracks in St. Peters is an early precursor in the text to a section toward the that is entirely devoted to the controversy: "Among the rabble they continue until Bernini's death, and even yet they now and then speak of it. It is our task today to destroy this deception. This I will do further along in the narration" (35). Buried under tales of Bernini’s great accomplishments and legacy, this rather colossal architectural problem is diminished in the readers mind -- a very carefully executed literary tactic by Baldanucci. 
	While focusing on the artist's popularity and stellar reputation, the author tells us in one passage that it would be almost a waste of effort to devote much ink to describing Bernini's art and architecture - Bernini's greatness is already comprehensively documented by many other writers, he notes, and at any rate his structures and paintings are simply too sublime to convey in words and must be seen in person (16). Only late in his text does he delve deeply into Bernini's contributions to art history, after devoting only scant space to the artist's death (almost as if he does not want to remind the reader that Bernini was a moral who died like everyone else). In discussing Bernini’s famous works -- the fountain in the Piazza Navona, the equestrian statue of Constantine and the cathedra of St. Peters – the author distracts from the controversy over the cracks and consistently mentions that written description cannot do justice to the magnificent works themselves.  Baldanucci focuses on the nature of the parts as they relate to the whole structure, noting specifically the grandness of size and the complexity of the structural engineering, making a vivid visualization of the subjects almost impossible. He notes that such descriptions "rather than being a help may be an impediment," as words cannot compare to direction observation. This underscores the notion that Bernini’s genius is incomprehensible to normal people. In a later section, the author expands on Bernini's legacy to the art world as a unique theology of art, nature and beauty.
	Through primary source letters and anecdotal tales, Baldanucci crafts an image of an artist who is held in high regard amongst his patrons, friends and family. By using actual textual evidence, Baldanucci lends historical legitimacy to his viewpoint and bolsters his text's effectiveness in exonerating Bernini of guilt. In particular, he uses the endorsement of prestigious correspondents; Louis XIV wrote to Bernini: "I have such a special esteem for your merit that I have a great desire to see and to know more closely a personage so illustrious…" (46). Sent from the Pope to the King is a letter stating: "…we should grant the presence in your kingdom of our dear son Cavalier Bernini for three months" (50). These statements show that Bernini was not merely revered by respectable company and artists, but was also viewed as a national treasure, a commodity sought after by governments (50).
	The description of Bernini's death reflects his unrelenting drive to create art -- he literally worked himself to exhaustion in trying to fix the cracks in St. Peter's basilica (which, the reader is now convinced, were not his fault to begin with). Baldanucci’s description is swift so as not to focus on the fact that Bernini was plagued by the same human afflictions as the common man. His death is written as a sad but poetic finale to a life of great meaning, and notes specifically the gestural language created between him and Father Marchesi as a way to communicate despite his inability to speak. Baldanucci says "It would take too long to tell of the sorrow that such a loss brought to all Rome.” With Bernini's death “the world has lost the one who had played a unique role in making our century so great" (71). Baldanucci wants the reader to feel that Bernini’s demise was really the end of an era in which a divine man left a timeless stamp. For this reason, Baldanucci emphasizes the artist’s legacy.  Following the short synopsis of his death we learn that Bernini was dark in complexion and "inclined to anger" – really the only mildly negative character trait we learn of in the entire text (72). Baldanucci keeps the description brief so as not to emphasize Bernini’s humanity, but instead focus on the legend.
	According to Baldanucci, Bernini was revolutionary in that he viewed painting, sculpture and architecture as a "beautiful whole," (74) did not "bind himself to the rules" of composition  (74) and broke with convention by painting his subjects in motion, capturing the humanity of the subjects (77). In architecture, Bernini uniquely made use of defects, turning impediments to assets (80). He was talented enough to transcend formality and create a new perspective that challenged previous contentions that "Michelangelo and the accent masters of Greece and Rome had added a certain grace to their work which is not found in the natural world" (77). Bernini's rebuttal, with which Baldanucci of course agrees (reinforcing yet again that Bernini was infallible), was that "nature knows how to give to every part its commensurate beauty" (77).  In other words, each component of nature beholds equivalent beauty to that of the whole, making the relation between each part to its entirety the point of interest in art. The author uses this ideal of beauty as a guideline for evaluating Bernini’s work. Each object that he crafted, along with architectural structures, were successful due the harmony of their components.
	Toward the end of his text, after discussing some of Bernini's influences and providing context for his art and architecture, the author devotes thousands of words to a forensic dismantling of the false rumors about Bernini. He provides charts, measurements and expert opinion so that the text becomes almost a legal defense document. Some readers without architectural training would find this dense passage difficult to follow and, frankly, tedious. Finally, the author declares "how vain and ridiculous it is, without the testimony of a knowledgeable eye, to give judgment on rumormongerings, running after idle reports” (108).  In disputing the claims against the artist, the author offers long, dense passages of figures and specialized architectural detail that might cause an amateur reader to become befuddled. This was a way for Baldanucci to convince his readers to agree with his contentions without necessarily understanding why. Here is an example of such complex and muddled argumentation: “Therefore, it can be affirmed as fact that neither the portals nor the niches beneath wherein we see the incisions in the piers could have ever themselves caused any movement of the dome, weakening the areas above the four pendentives which form enclosures and abutments between the one and the other of the arches” (94). This description, along with myriad others, are impossible for a lay reader to understand. By adding sketches (next to an unnecessary and random portrait of Bernini), Baldanucci just wants to appear confident and mathematically supported to his readers. Without clear explanations of the dioramas, however, his actual attempt to exculpate Bernini from blame is weak. Baldinucci asserts that with his detailed analysis, illustrations and figures he has put to rest any claims about Bernini’s culpability. In reality, however, more effective is the positive image of Bernini that the readers have obtained through other segments of this essay.
	Though he uses indirect and elaborate language to do it, Baldanucci does eventually state the ultimate purpose of his document. Not until the end of his 100-plus-page text does the author, Baldinucci, make clear that his intention in writing about Bernini is to highlight the artist's greatness. He will follow his "compulsion to bring to light that which is most beautiful" about the artist's life and work, and leave it to other authors to cast any doubt on Bernini's artistic and personal virtue. He hints that, even as he writes, other authors might be seeking to taint the artist's reputation. In his author's statement Baldanucci uses metaphors to show his intention to focus on Bernini’s positive attributes, while slanderous falsehoods about Bernini are being disseminated by other authors: "… I made a pact with my pen that it must, as if it were an amorous bee, follow the trail of the mellifluous parts of the flowers, leaving the opposite course to some poisonous spider…" (110). It is clear that this document is not intended to be a well-rounded art- historical analysis of Bernini and his career, but a one sided biographical perspective focusing on Bernini's positive contributions, leaving negative assessments to the "spider" like maligners.
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