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Dissatisfied with conventional explanations of art? Puzzled by artõs meaning? 

You are not alone.  Ralph Waldo Emerson, the American poet, was so 

mystified by what he  had seen in the Louvre that he  wrote home:  

 

òLeonardo da Vinci has more pictures here than in any other 

gallery & I like them well despite the identity of the features 

which peep out of men & women. I have seen the same face in 

his pictures I think six or seven times.ó1  

 

Yet n o-one seems to have  not ed the most striking example  of what Emerson  

probably saw that day . The head s of St. John the Baptist and  St. Anne , in  

separate  painting s, are identical.  2 When one is inverted and rotated, the 

similarity becomes obvious  (figs.  1-2). Why did Leonardo paint the same 

face? And why on bodies of opposing  gender?  And why do art scholars not 

note  the exact similarities , whatever their explanation ? 
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1.  Leonardo, St. Anne from Virgin and Child with St. Anne          2.   Leonardo, St. John from St. John the Baptist   

 

 



        ©Simon Abrahams 2008 All rights reserved          4 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Thirteen years ago a computer scientist named Lillian Schwartz made a 

somewhat similar observation : that the facial proportions of the Mona Lisa  

were the same as Leonardoõs  (figs. 3 -4).3 Demonstrating that the distance 

between the various parts of the face  are all identical when measured by 

computer, she made no claim about Leonardoõs meaning. Her art icle , though,  

was greeted with derision  by experts  and prompted headlines about Leonardo 

being a transvestite. One eminent scholar  announced : òArt history will 

survive this crap.ó 4  
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3.  Leonardo, Mona Lisa  (detail)                4. Leonardo, Self-portrait  (detail)   
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  5.  Van Eyck, Man in a Red Turban  (presumed self -portrait)               6.  Van Eyck, Margaret Van Eyck  (detail)  

 

 


