A “Virgin and Child’ attributed to Andrea Sansovino

by ANDREW BUTTERFIELD

A NMEWLY iMscovVERED sculpture of the Virgin and Child is here
attributed to Andrea Sansovino (Figs.19, 20 and 2g). Although
undocumented, it can be dated stylistically to the mid- or late
14908, during the artist’s period of employment at the court of
the kings of Portugal.! Nearly all Sansovino’s works made in that
time have been lost, most, presumably, in the earthquake and fire
that devastated Lisbon in 1754, Indeed, the present sculpture is
possibly the only work by Sansovine to survive from his years on
the Iberian peninsula.

Made from polychromed and glded wood, the sculpture
shows the Virgin, seated on a low pedestal-like throne, with the
Chnist Child standing on her right knee. His nght hand is raised,
a5 if in a gesture of acknowledgement, and in his left hand, which
is supported by the Virgin, he holds a gilded orb. The sculpture
is carved fully in the round, yet its design has a strong lateral
orientation, so that the front face of the wooden block presents
a three-quarter view of the Virgin and Child, who are turned
slightly towards the viewer's left. The work is naturalistically
painted, and the polychromy is substantially onginal, despite
some arcas of loss, especially at the back. The skin tones are
warm, with roseate highlights, and the Virgin's cloak, decorated
with a gilded floral pattern, is a pale blondish white, rather than
the more traditional blue.

Celebrated for his sculpture in marble, Andrea Sansovine
5 also known to have carved sculptures in wood, although
hitherto almost no works in this material have been attributed
to the artist.* Every element of the Vingin and Child finds close
comrespondences with features of documented and securely
attributed works by the artist. The similarities are especially
strong with his works of the early 14908 and the early 1500s,
that is to say, the years immediately before and after his tnp o
Portugal. For example, the Chnst Chald in the present work s
comparable to the marble figure of the Christ Child (Fig.21) atop
the Corbinelli Altar in 5. Spinto, Florence, which Sansovino
completed just before his departure for Portugal at the end of
1492.' The body type and proportions are similar in both works;
this is especially clear in the formation of the muscles of the arms
and chest. The hands of the rwo statues are alike in shape and
treatment, and the feet are almost exactly the same in form.

The poses of the two figures are also comparable. In the pres-
ent work the Child stands with his weight on his left leg and wiath
his right leg advanced and bent shghtly at the knee; in the Child
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on the Corbinelli Altar, the stance is nearly a mirror image of
this, with the right leg beaning the weight, and the lefi leg for-
ward and bent at the knee. The position of the arms is also very
similar, the right arm of the Child in the present work and the
left arm of the Corbinelli Christ being placed at nearly the same
angle and distance from the body and they are bent in the same
way. The heads of the two figures are ako similar: in both, the
proportions of the cheeks in relation to the rest of the head are
the same; and in both, the hair above the forehead is swept back.

The teatment of the drapery in the present work i ako
charactenstic of Sansovino. For instance, a large fold of fabnic
runs across the lap of the Virgin, curves out slightly beyond her
left thigh and loops over her raised left arm. Variations of this
motif can be seen in many of his works, two key examples
being the terracotta statuette of a Virgin and Child in the Museo
Mazionale del Bargello, Florence (Fig.25), and the marble relief
of fustice (Fig.23) from the Baptismal Font in Volterra, designed
by Sansovino in 1 502, which repeats this pattern almost exactly.*
The billowing drapery of Christ and the Virgin in the Coronation
of the Virgin relief in the Corbinelli Altar is also closely related.
Likewise, the way in which a large fold of drapery crosses the
waist and loops over the arm of Sansovino's Virgin and Child
in Genoa Cathedral from 1503 is comparable (Fig.26). In all
these works Sansovino treats the folds of the sleeve of the arm
over which the drapery s looped in the same manner. In the
Bargello, Genoa and Volterra figures, the sleeve has a large, deep
fold just above the elbow, and in the Genoa and Bargello sculp-
tures the fabnic on the upper arm divides into a serics of broad
planes. The drapery of the sleeve of the left arm of the present
Virgan shares all these charactenistics.

Orher features of the drapery also find parallels in Sansovinoe's
documented sculpture. For instance, on the back of the sculp-
ture the Virgin's mante falls along the top of her throne in a
senes of interlocking folds that are both soft and angular. This is
characteristic of Sansovino and can be found in many works,
such as the folds just above the waist of the wnics of St Matthaw
(Fig.24) and St James in the Corbinelli Altar, the folds above the
waist in the dress of the Virgan in the Bargello Virgin and Child,
and the folds of the drapery across the lower abdomen of Justice
in the tomb of Cardinal Sforza, in 5. Mana del Popolo, Rome
(Fig.27).% It is also telling to compare the Vingin and Child with
the seated hgure of Judas at the centre of the relief of the Lar
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Supper in the Corbinelli Alaar (Fig.28). In both works the left
comner of the seat juts out in a tnangular point between soft folds
of drapery that dip down to either side. In this detail, the rwo
sculptures are nearly identical in design and the treatment of the
folds 15 almost exactly the same,

In the work under discussion the arust ook great care o
indicate the form of the Madonna's legs beneath the heavy
drapery of her mantle. The fabric is caught up beneath her left
knee and thigh; folds fall over her thigh and loosely follow the
contour of her left calf, and her cloak spills over the side of the
throne in a concatenation of mangular folds. A similar treatment
of drapery appears in one of Sansovino’s most famous works, the
signed marble group of the Virgin and Child uith St Anne in the
church of 5. Agostino, Rome, which was completed in 1512
(Fig.22).” Specifically, one should compare the nght side of that
sculpture where the fall of the drapery is structured in a similar
manner to that in the present work. Also similar is the treatment
of the cloak at the back of the left side of St Anne. Seen in
profile, the cloak of the present sculpture falls in a group of three
long folds that encompass the entire figure from the shoulders o
the top of the throne; St Anne’s mantle is draped in almost
exactly the same way.

The architectural design of the throne in the present sculpture
would also suggest that Sansovino s its author, The mouldings
at its top and bottom edges are found in several places in the
Corbinelli Altar, including in the bases of the pilasters on the
front of the altar and in the Virgin's lectern in the relief of the
Annunaation. Furthermore, the prophets in Sansovino’s drawing
of an altar (Staatliche Graphische Sammlung, Munich; inv.
no. 18670) are seated on thrones of similar design.*

Several factors suggest that Sansovino made this sculprure
sometime between 1492 and 1502, during the period he was
working in the Ibenan penminsula. First, as already noted, the
comrespondences between the present sculpture and his known
awvre are especially strong with works he made immediately
before and after his mip to Pormugal. Second, untl recendy
the sculprure was in 2 Spanish collection, and the artst s
documented as working in Spain as well as at the Portuguese
court. The pose of the Child standing on the Virgin's lap is
found in a number of works dating from the 14908, including
Andrea della Robbia's Viggin and Child in S. Mana d'Antico,
Maiolo,” Benedetto da Maiano's Virgin and Child, formerly in
the Bigallo, Florence,'” and Perugino's Gonfalome di Giustizia in
the Gallenia Nazionale dell'Umbria, Perugia. '

Knowledge of Sansovino's work on the Iberian peninsula is
incomplete and uncertain, as there are no universally accepted
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Etﬂpturﬁ and few relevant documents from this penod. A doc-
ument signed in Florence on gth December 1492 by the artis
and agents of King Jodo II of Portugal records Sansovino's
agreement to enter the service of the monarch. According to
Vasan, the artist worked in Portugal for nine years, a statement
that appears to be substantially true as he 15 not recorded with
certainty in laly between December 1492 and Apnl 1502. It
has been suggested that he was ininally hired to make the tomb
of the King's son and heir, Dom Alfonso, who died suddenly
on 13th July 1491." It s certain that Sansovino later designed
the tomb of King Joio Il himself; a (now lost) drawing for
this project was in the collecnon of Sebastiano Resta in the
late seventeenth century.* Vasan, who had studied two note-
books of designs drawn by the artist while in Portugal, says that
Sansovino abko made many works of sculpture and architecture
there, including ‘un bellissime palazzo con guattro tor’, 3 carved
wooden altar with prophets, a terracotta model representing a
battle of the King against the Moors, and a marble sculpture of
5t Mark."* None of these works is known to survive and, given
the absence of documentation, it is even uncertain which, if any,
were actually made.

Durning his years in Porugal, Sansovino, as mentioned above,
appears also to have worked in Spain, since a document of 1 5th
July 1500 in the archives of Toledo Cathedral records a payment
to ‘maestro Andres Florenting' for a sculpture of St Martin for the
Cathedral's retable.'® That this document refers to Sansovino has
been generally accepted, in part because the payment includes
expenses for the artist to retumn to Benavente, a village in the
heart of the Portuguese royal hunting preserve near the Tagus
River; as Moreira suggests, the King of Portugal may have grant-
ed Sansovino a house and studio there.”” Given that Sansovino
worked in both countries duning this period, it is impossible to
say with cerainty whether the present sculpture was made m
Portugal or Spain.

This statue is important not only because it 15 2 new work by
a major ltalian artist, but also an early example of the new High
Renaissance style of sculpture that Sansovino helped to create
Unmustakably, the design of the figure and drapery are rooted
in the style of Florentine masters of the late fifteenth century,
especially Andrea del Verrocchio, Antonio del Pollauolo and
Benedetto da Maiano. Yet here there is greater amplitude in
the drapery and a greater clarity of the anatomical structure of
the body beneath the drapery. Particularly impressive is the con-
summate skill with which the artist has combined complexity
and gracefulness, foreshadowing stylistic developments in six-
teenth-century sculpture.
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