EXHIBITIONS i 3
Belore the Mona lisa, there was David’s enigmatic smile

BY PHILIP KENNICOTT

.tudents of art history inevi-

‘tably study the three great

David statues of Renais-

sance Florence. Donatello’s
bronze David, the first free-stand-
ing nude male sculpture made
since antiquity, was cast around
the 1440s, depicting an androgy-
nous boy too small for the great
sword he bears. And in the early
1500s came Michelangelo’s great
marble David, an Apollonian war-
rior staring down his foe with
calm determination, a colossus of
masculine energy.

In between was Andrea del Ver-
rocchio’s “David With the Head of
Goliath,” cast in bronze around
1465. It is not nearly so grand as
Michelangelo’s nor as voluptuous
as Donatello’s, and it is the small-
est of the three. But it is a thrilling
psychological depiction, and per-
haps the only one that leaves the
distinct impression that there’s a
real person inside the beautiful
shell of a biblical hero. Verroc-
chio’s David, an aristocratic ado-
lescent with ferocious tension
running through his graceful
limbs, also has an enigmatic smile,
which seems to say to doubters
across the ages: You think I'm not
akiller?

David is one of the stars of the
National Gallery of Art’s land-
mark Verrocchio exhibition, the
first comprehensive U.S. survey
devoted to the artist. Curated by
Andrew Butterfield, “Verrocchio:
Sculptor and Painter of Renais-
sance Florence” includes some 50
works, including several of the
major masterpieces confidently
attributed to the artist (along with
David is the magnificent “Putto
With a Dolphin” and the marble
“Lady With Flowers”) and a gal-
lery full of paintings, many made
with or by Verrocchio’s principal
students, collaborators or follow-
ers.

Verrocchio was the teacher of
Leonardo da Vinci, so the exhibi-
tion is particularly welcome in
this 500th anniversary year of
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LEFT: Andrea del Verrocchio’s “David With the Head of Goliath”
(circa 1465). ABOVE: A bust of Christ by Verrocchio (circa 1470-
1483). The two pieces are part of the National Gallery of Art’s
Verrocchio exhibition, a landmark survey of the artist’s work.

Leonardo’s death in 1519. But he
also was a teacher or close associ-
ate of Domenico Ghirlandaio, Pi-
etro Perugino and Sandro Botti-
celli, and through those first two
artists, effectively the teacher of
the teachers of Michelangelo and
Raphael, respectively.

It is too easy to think of Verroc-
chio, however, as merely an influ-
ence o1, or progenitor of, greater
things to come. His workshop, a
cauldron of innovation and col-
laboration, was a. catalyst of some
of the greatest works of Renais-
sance art, and it is often difficult to
disentangle the accomplishments
of his better-known followers
from his own prolific invention
and experimentation.

The exhibition acknowledges
and explores the confusion and
complexity of defining Verroc-
chio’s canon, and that is the great

strength of a show that is small by
the usual blockbuster standards
but extraordinarily potent. Visi-
tors encounter David first, a mar-
vel of design and casting skill (Ver-
rocchio did his own casting, which
was relatively rare for Florentine
sculptors of his era). His technical
skill can be seen in the slight
fringe at the hem of the boy’s
jerkin, which is stretched taut
across his frame and held together
by small hooks on hisleft side, and
in the clarity of the characters
inscribed on the garment’s trim.
Even more engaging are the art-
ist’s narrative choices — the pa-
thos of Goliath’s head, which rests
at the boy’s feet, and the curious
expression on David’s face, which
suggests the enigma of his charac-
ter and foreshadows the man he
will become, the king who rapes
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Bathsheba and sends her husband
tohis death.

But the Davidisn’teven the best
biboze in the exhibition. Even
ate glunping is the“Putto With a

alphin?” a lighter-hearted work
#. even more impressive. The
Wi, a winged boy, twists.on one
apt, lightly touching the ground
Julle clutehing in his pudgy arms
L slick, oversize fish with a curious
anlneexpressiononitsface(itsa
t#eich to call it'a dolphin). The
miracle is in the flowing drapery
gt clings to the boy and billows
ablind him. Its surface is lightly
shmered to make it resemble
sofnething like a thin animal skin,
il its claborate folds seem al-
must to defy the possibility of its
hawlng been made from poured
wonze. And yet, with the excep-
tisu of the boy’s wings, the piece
wis apparently fashioned in a sin-
g'::;ratst

Joth the David and “Putto With
a Wolpliin” are securely attributed
toVerroechio, and both are men-
tidned in Giorgio Vasari’s “Lives of
the Artists)” a problematic but in-
digpensable source about artists
ofithis period. Vasari, slightly con-
descending in his chapter on Ver-
rotehio, tells us that the artist was
experienced as “a goldsmith, a
master of perspective, a sculptor,a
weoodcarver, a painter, and a musi-
cian” — and that he also studied
gehmetry.

*The exhibition includes fine ex-
amgpples of Verrocchio’s metalwork
(an agate vase with silver mount-
ings and a magnificent bronze
candelabrum) and a roomful of
drawings, which is an impressive
as%emhlaxge given the paucity of
hig  drawings. Among them is a
spectacular “Head of a Woman
With Braided Hair which islikely
one of the “certain heads of wom-
edf.beautiful in expression and in
the adornment of the hair, which
Leonardo da Vinci was ever imi-
tating for their beauty,” as men-
tioned by Vasari.

Itisaroom of paintings, howev-
er, that is the most absorbing
chapter of this exhibition. The Na-
tional Gallery has moved, for the
first time in about 30 years, its
prized Leonardo, the portrait of
Ginevra de’ Benci, and placed it in
a free-standing case in the middle
of the room. This emphasizes not
just Leonardo’s relation to his
teacher but also Verrocchio’s
broader role as an instigator and
geperal prod to the creative ener-
gigs of late-15th-century Florence.
Many of the works in this room

repeat a common theme — the
Madonna and Child — with some
painted, others made of plaster or
terra cotta and others painted
with or by his acolytes or admir-
ers.

The repetition of the theme
helps highlight the particular vir-
tues of Verrocchio’s unique contri-
bution, especially in a work
known as the Berlin Madonna and
Child. Here one sees the sweetness
and mystery for which Leonardo
is often granted the historical pat-
ent, and the subtle shading and
volume that makes Verrocchio’s
figures look more fully three-di-
mensional than those of other
painters of his time. And the fin-
icky pursuit of detail — the atten-
tion to such things as lace and
texture of cloth, and how light hits
gold threads woven into a piece of
fabric. It is a stunning and deeply
moving painting.

The inclusion of Leonardo’s Gi-
nevra portrait also lets visitors
trace the DNA of an idea, from
Verrocchio’s marble carving of a
“Lady With Flowers” to Leonar-
do’s painted version of what seems
to be the same woman or, at least,
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Many works in the
National Gallery’s
Verrocchio exhibition have
the Madonna and Child as
their theme, Three are, top
left, by Verrocchio (circa
(1465-1470), tempera, oil
and gold on panel; top
right, by Piermatteo
d’Amelia, perhaps in
Verrocchio’s workshop .
(circa 1475-1480), tempera
on panel, transferred to
silk and modern wood
board; and, left, by
Lorenzo di Credi (circa
14/75-1480), oil on panel.

the same general idea of a woman.
Moving back and forth between
sculptures and paintings is infi-
nitely rewarding, and one begins
to wonder how much of Verroc-
chio’s painterly innovation was’
derived notjust from studying life
itself but also from studying life
frozen in stone or metal. It’s
tempting to think that the shad-
ows under the chin, and the high-
lights on the face and neck of the
Berlin Madonna, are visual dis-

coveries made from Verrocchio’s

own three-dimensional work.

And s0, too, the famous “sfuma-
to” or haziness and shading of
forms, celebrated in Leonardo’s
painting. It’s not just in the Berlin
Madonna but also in ‘drawings
such as the “Woman With Braided
Hair” When the geometry and
surfaces of three-dimensional ob-
jects gets complicated, the mind
tends to soften and resolve forms.
We can’t see deeply into complex
surfaces, such as the billowing
folds of the Putto’s garment, so we
register them in a kind of visual
paraphrase. Perhaps Leonardo’s
signature painterly gesture also
has its origins, or was furthered
by, a response to the complexity of
Verrocchio’s sculpture and the cu-
riously opaque expressions of his
figures.

The exhibition also manages to
give us a fleeting sense of some-
thing that has been mostly absent
from Verrocchios reputation: a
sense of his personality. There
isn’t enough extant work to fully
flesh out his character beyond the
sparse details of his biography.
But in certain grotesques (draw-
ings of old men drinking and
dancing), in a powerful painting
of Saint Jerome’s face, in the Ber-
lin Madonna and in a fanciful
rendering ofaproposed tombfora
notable Venetian, we see a round-
edness and richness that hasn’t
made it into the standard art his-
torical accounts of the artist.

If Verrocchio is destined to be
remembered primarily as Leonar-
do’s teacher, we can at least see
that what passed from master to
pupil was far more than a set of
skills or techniques for rendering
facsimiles of the world. There was
a world view, as well, a restless-
ness, a surfeit of curiosity and
ambition, and perhaps even a
shared sense of philosophical levi-
ty that transcends mere humor.
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Verrocchlo: Sculptor and Palnter
of Renaissance Florence Through
Jan. 12 at the National Gallery of Art.
nga.gov.




