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Preface and Acknowledgements

This book is the fruit of an enthusiastic and harmonious collaboration to 
which the three authors have each contributed their own particular sets 

of knowledge and skills. Robert Simon was one of the two discoverers of the 
painting and has brought his high scholarly standards and personal experience 
to bear upon its startling emergence as a Leonardo. Martin Kemp has drawn 
upon his knowledge of the primary sources for Leonardo’s art and science to 
characterize the painting’s role in the master’s career. Margaret Dalivalle has 
intensively researched its provenance, documenting the presence of a Salvator 
Mundi in British collections, above all those of Charles I and II, and providing 
new insights into Leonardo’s fortuna in seventeenth-century Britain. The 
prime authorship of each of the parts of the book is indicated, but the authors 
take shared responsibility for the book as a whole and have contributed in vari-
ous ways to the whole text.

For Robert Simon, there are too many people to acknowledge by name, since 
the saga of the painting involved the participation of many individuals in varying 
capacities, over several years. Among institutions the National Gallery, the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Conservation Center of the Institute of 
Fine Arts were crucial participants; and the curators, conservators, administra-
tors, trustees, and staff of all provided significant assistance to the author and 
care to the painting. Many others were involved in the more practical concerns 
involving the painting: legal and financial matters, its protection and storage, 
handling and presentation, transportation, insurance, framing, and photog-
raphy, commercial and press issues. To them are due thanks, as they are to the 
staffs of the libraries and institutions that have assisted in research matters, cur-
ators who made works of art and research materials available for study, scholars 
who responded to inquiries, and of course those mentioned in the text that fol-
lows. As has often been said in like situations, “You know who you are.” However, 
a few people merit special gratitude and acknowledgment here. This adventure 
began with the collaboration of Alexander Parish and continued over the years 
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with his support, trust, counsel, and deep friendship. Dianne Modestini was not 
only the brilliant conservator that she is, but the introspective voice of the paint-
ing as it emerged from oblivion; her connection with the Salvator Mundi was at 
once both objective and intimate. Warren Adelson was a great supporter and 
consummate professional in all dealings—as were his family, associates, and staff. 
Sir Nicholas Penny crucially and bravely brought the painting to the attention 
of Leonardo scholars and then the public. Art historians who were especially 
generous in studying the painting and sharing their deep knowledge of the art-
ist were David Alan Brown, David Ekserdjian, Mina Gregori, Keith Christiansen, 
Pietro Marani, and Luke Syson, as was John Somerville, for all matters Cook. Of 
the departed the author salutes Everett Fahy, Carlo Mastino, Mario Modestini, 
and David Rosand. Among conservators special thanks are due to Monica 
Griesbach, Shan Kuang, Nica Gutmann Rieppi, Charlotte Hale, Larry Keith, 
Beth Price, and Ken Sunderland. The practical management of the author was 
accomplished by Lucretia Baskin, Erin Marcell, Rachel Ropeik, and especially, 
Lydia Melamed Johnson. The help and support of close friends was vital: 
R. J. Berman, Claudia Einecke, Edward Leiter, and Patrick O’Reilly.

Martin Kemp, as always, owes an inestimable debt to his PA, Judd Flogdell, 
for stoic support in all aspects of his work and more specifically for her help 
with the preparation of the text. He has benefitted from the help and wisdom of 
many people who have played diverse roles, including Tetiana Bersheda, Lucy 
Blaxand, Micahel Brennan, Kathy Brewis, Victoria Brown, Sergey Chernitsyn, 
Martin Clayton, François de Poortere, Larry Keith, Domenico Laurenza, 
Arthur MacGregor, Nick Penny, Monica Price, Luke Syson, Ashok Roy, Dmitri 
Rybolovlev, Peter Silverman, Pilar Rosales Vázquez, and Frank Zöllner.

Margaret Dalivalle is indebted to the many curators who provided access to 
their archives and to the scholars and specialists who generously gave their 
time to consider and discuss the key historical problems. Of these, Martin 
Clayton, Lucy Whitaker, and Desmond Shawe-Taylor of the Royal Collection 
deserve special mention and thanks. Jonathan Franklin, Librarian of the 
National Gallery, provided access to the transcript of the inventory of Charles II 
and helped discover the author of its internal annotations. She is grateful to 
Colin Harris, superintendent of special collections at the Bodleian Library, for 
his help and expertise about numerous early seventeenth-century manuscripts 
and printed sources she has consulted over the many years of research. Hugo 
Chapman and Antony Griffiths of the British Museum, and the Wenceslaus 
Hollar experts Nick Stogdon and Simon Turner, prompted fresh thoughts on 
the artist’s practice and interactions with collectors in the 1650s. Prof. Paul 
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Monod of the Centre for Medieval and Renaissance Studies at Oxford, and 
Dr Robert Beddard, her former supervisor at Oriel College, acted as the 
ultimate sounding boards for the finer points of Stuart history. The expertise 
of Jeremy Wood and Rosalind Marshall was critical to her understanding of the 
Hamilton collection and its inventories. She is hugely indebted to those owners 
who extended access to their paintings, and associated documentation and 
data, in particular Lady Proby of Elton Hall, and the private owner of the 
Ganay Salvator Mundi. A number of scholars helped shape her thinking. She is 
grateful to Olschki Editore for their kind permission to include material first 
published in her essay ‘The Critical Fortuna of Leonardo in Seventeenth-
Century England’, in Leonardo in Britain: Collections and Historical Reception 
(Florence, 2019), edited by Dr Susanna Avery-Quash of the National Gallery, 
London, and Dr Juliana Barone, who were instrumental in a ‘light-bulb’ moment, 
when she first understood the significance of the fortuna of Leonardo for the 
early modern intellectual climate of Britain. This led to the discovery of incon-
trovertible evidence of the Windsor Volume in the collection of Charles II, 
which, she suspects will be a rich seam of her future research interests. The 
anonymous reader of the manuscript in draft raised several queries that 
prompted significant and profitable rethinks; for these, she was greatly helped 
by the patience and expertise of the architectural historian Dr Gordon Higgott, 
who read an early draft of part of Chapter 10 and urged her to redouble her 
efforts, interrogating the documentary sources with the focus of a forensic 
scientist. Dr Simon Thurley generously shared his research into the floorplan 
of the destroyed Greenwich Palace. She is extremely grateful to Prof. Jane 
Stevenson, University of Aberdeen for bringing Charlotte Patin’s ‘Leonardo’ 
to her attention and for sharing her research, and to Thereza Wells for helping 
to identify it as the painting in the Courtauld Institute.

Most of all she wishes to thank her co-authors, Robert Simon and Martin 
Kemp, for providing the spectacular opportunity to research the painting’s 
history, for taking a chance on a lowly graduate student, for their critical and 
insightful engagement with the research problems, and for their endless patience 
and kindnesses during the long drafting and re-drafting of this volume.

All three authors wish to thank Sandra Assersohn for her highly effective 
management of the picture research, and the editors and staff at OUP, in par-
ticular Cathryn Steele and Stephanie Ireland, as well as Priyanka Swansi, and 
Marionne Cronin.

Judd Flogdell, in collaboration with the authors, worked with great com-
mitment to complete the index.
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Plate 1  Salvator Mundi, cleaned state.
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Plate 2  Auction House website illustration of the Salvator Mundi.
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Plate 3  Salvator Mundi, as acquired, pre-treatment.
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Plate 4  Salvator Mundi, detail of the blessing hand, mid treatment (December 2007).
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Plate 5  Salvator Mundi, ultraviolet fluorescence photograph, after treatment (Photo: 
Shan Kuang ).
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Plate 10  Follower of Leonardo, The Young Christ as Salvator Mundi, Pushkin State 
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Plate 11  Salvator Mundi, detail of Christ’s right hand.
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Plate 12  Salvator Mundi, detail of Christ’s left hand and the sphere.
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Plate 13  Salvator Mundi, detail of Christ’s hair.
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Plate 14  Salvator Mundi, detail of Christ’s eyes and nose.
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Plate 15  Giovanni Antonio Boltraffio, Portrait of a Young Man (?Girolamo Casio), 
c. 1500, recto, oil on panel, Devonshire Collection, Chatsworth.
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Leonardo’s Salvator Mundi: The Collecting of Leonardo in the Stuart Courts. Margaret Dalivalle, 
Martin Kemp, and Robert B. Simon, Oxford University Press (2019). © Margaret Dalivalle, 
Martin Kemp, and Robert B. Simon. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780198813835.001.0001 

‘Finding a real Leonardo in a private American Collection is like finding a 
new planet.’

—Louis S. Levy, Counsel for Sir Joseph Duveen, in his  
opening argument at the trial of Hahn v. Duveen, 19291

This brash statement offered at the celebrated court case involving a 
putative painting by Leonardo remains remarkably apposite today. 

Paintings by the master are as significant culturally as the planets are celestially, 
and of an almost equivalent rarity. And as recent astronomical discourses have 
shown, the definition of a planet, like that of the attribution of so significant a 
painting, is never absolutely resolved.

The limited number of paintings generally acknowledged to be by Leonardo 
can be contrasted with the plethora of those produced by his students, follow-
ers, and imitators. This disparity has engendered regular attempts at promot-
ing one or another painting as a lost work by the artist, but despite these many 
efforts, no painting has been widely accepted as autograph since the Benois 
Madonna (St. Petersburg, Hermitage) appeared over a century ago.2

In 2011 the National Gallery in London organized the extraordinary 
exhibition Leonardo da Vinci; Painter at the Court of Milan. Included there was 
a painting shown publicly for the first time as a work by Leonardo without 
qualification—an intense, spiritually evocative bust-length depiction of an 
almost-beardless Christ, with his right arm raised in benediction and his left 
holding a crystal orb. The subject, Christ as the Saviour of the World (or Salvator 
Mundi), had previously been explored by many artists. But, as with every 

Introduction
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project—artistic or otherwise—undertaken by Leonardo, he transformed it 
into  something astonishing that had only a tenuous connection with its 
historical antecedents.

While the painting has been discussed—in the catalogue for the exhibition, 
reviews of it, and subsequent articles—the present volume is the first complete 
analysis of this essential addition to Leonardo’s oeuvre.3 As such it will serve 
both as an introduction to the study of the painting and a reference for the 
future explorations that it will surely provoke. However, it is not intended to 
be an exhaustive treatment of the subject. As with an opera having a grand and 
intricate plot, this book will consider three facets of the story, each in depth, 
while necessarily bypassing many ancillary issues.

The first ‘act’ of the book relates the painting’s journey from anonymity in 
America, with no provenance and in severely compromised condition, to its 
public revelation as a work by Leonardo at the exhibition in London. The six-
year process of research and conservation, and the introduction to scholars of 
this unexpected addition to Leonardo’s oeuvre, is related by Robert Simon, 
who shepherded the Salvator Mundi on this remarkable journey.

In the central section Martin Kemp focuses on the painting itself—its genesis, 
iconography, unique visual characteristics, and its dating—as well as the process 
of the picture’s creation, revealed through preparatory drawings, contemporary 
and later copies, and technical evidence. The integral correlation of Leonardo’s 
scientific, intellectual, and artistic pursuits as evidenced in the Salvator Mundi is 
examined, as is Leonardo’s special ways of evoking a spiritual presence that lay 
beyond the sensory world that he scrutinized with such intensity.

In the third ‘act’ Margaret Dalivalle takes us to England, where 370 years ago 
two Salvators credited to Leonardo bore mute witness to some of the most 
tumultuous events of British history. They were prized possessions of King 
Charles I and Queen Henrietta Maria, and their entry into this greatest of all 
private art collections, the saga following the king’s execution, and their later 
peregrinations are revealed through a spirited and scrupulous examination of 
archival material. We believe that the pictures in the royal collections can be 
identified as the present painting and as an attractive picture of Jesus as a young 
Salvator, in the Pushkin Museum in Moscow, which is now seen as being by a 
follower. The taste for Leonardo’s works at the Caroline court—involving both 
autograph and questionable paintings, drawings, and manuscripts—provides 
the context for this important chapter in the painting’s history.

In an epilogue Martin Kemp brings the reader up to date, treating the critical 
reception of the painting following its exhibition, its acquisition by successive 
owners, and recent scholarly discussions.
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Leonardo’s Salvator Mundi: The Collecting of Leonardo in the Stuart Courts. Margaret Dalivalle, 
Martin Kemp, and Robert B. Simon, Oxford University Press (2019). © Margaret Dalivalle, 
Martin Kemp, and Robert B. Simon. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780198813835.001.0001 

First Sighting

In early 2005 an intriguing painting depicting Christ emerged from the estate 
of an American businessman. It did not come from an historic house, neither 

was it found in a culturally celebrated region of the country, nor was it a part 
of an illustrious collection. In fact, it appears to have been the only painting of 
significance owned by its recently deceased owner—a work obtained through 
inheritance and evidently retained more for its devotional qualities than for 
its  artistic merit. The progression of this painting from anonymity to its 
recognition and acceptance as a lost painting by Leonardo da Vinci is here 
related in narrative form.

My first sighting of the Salvator Mundi came in the form of a small black-
and-white illustration in the catalogue of a minor regional American auction 
house (Fig. 1.1). The St. Charles Gallery was the subsidiary venue of the New 
Orleans Auction Gallery, one of a few auction houses active in the lively 
antique trade of the Louisiana city. Important works of art, furniture, and 
objects would pass under the hammer at their principal location on Magazine 
Street. Lesser material was relegated to the St. Charles Avenue location.1 Their 
sale of 9 and 10 April 2005 promised 1,196 lots of furniture, decorative objects, 
antiques, paintings, and works of art drawn from several estates. Lot 664 was 
designated as ‘After Leonardo da Vinci,’ an auction-house descriptor signifying 
a copy painted at a considerably later date than its known source, and titled 
‘Christ Salvador Mundi [sic].’ The only further description noted that the 
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Fig. 1.1  St. Charles Gallery catalogue of April 9–10, 2005, p. 110 including the Salvator 
Mundi.
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picture was ‘presented in a fine antique gilt and gesso exhibition frame.’ Indeed, 
the catalogue illustration of the painting unusually included its frame, perhaps 
to enhance its somewhat dubious decorative value.

Considering the limited research resources available to the auction house, as 
well as the garbled title of the painting, one must assume that the association 
with Leonardo and the subject of the Salvator Mundi did not arise from any 
extensive investigation by the St. Charles Gallery, but was transcribed either 
from a label, later lost, or from an old inventory or appraisal of the former 
owner’s property. In any case, I immediately recognized the composition of 
the painting from my own previous studies of Leonardo’s life and works. The 
Christ as Salvator Mundi was one of three lost paintings by Leonardo known 
from copies—the others being Leda and the Swan, believed to have been in the 
French royal collections until the end of the eighteenth century, and the Battle 
of Anghiari, the grand mural painted in Florence’s Palazzo Vecchio, covered 
and likely destroyed in the later sixteenth century.

The painting and the problem it presented were immediately intriguing. 
Copies of works by the great masters are legion and Leonardo’s works were no 
exception. Hundreds of Mona Lisas populate living rooms, antique shops, and 
museum storerooms worldwide—most of which were made by dedicated 
copyists working from the original in the Louvre or from other copies. These, 
predominantly from the nineteenth or twentieth centuries, are painted on 
canvas and are often proudly signed by the copyist on the reverse. Earlier cop-
ies, some painted during or shortly after Leonardo’s lifetime, are known as well 
and are the frequent object of speculative theories seeking a second ‘original.’ 
However, none has found acceptance except from its promoter.

But this image of Christ was more of a curiosity, since relatively few versions 
of the Salvator Mundi composition were known and, unlike copies of the 
Mona Lisa, there was little consistency in the details among them; each seemed 
almost an interpretation of the subject rather than a faithful reproduction of a 
common original. However, what further set this image apart from a Mona 
Lisa copy was that the original painting on which it was based was lost.

Strangely, my response to coming across a version of a lost painting by 
Leonardo did not include speculation that it might be the missing original. 
Rather it was almost antiquarian in nature. What, if anything, might this 
painting tell us about Leonardo’s original? And, if one could determine that it 
was ‘period’—that is, of Leonardo’s time or soon afterward—whether it might 
have been painted by one of Leonardo’s able pupils or followers—artists 


