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he young woman is holding the rather bashful

toddler close to her. As if the water is either very

cold or very hot, she is washing his feet in a bowl.
It is a simple everyday little scene of a mother with her
young child that is a convincing and eloquent illustration
of tender love. It fits in well with Leonardo’s maxim that
the action and expression of a figure in a painting or
drawing must clearly and very specifically reveal the
purpose in their minds (Richter 1970, I, p. 344, § 593);
see also cat. no. 5.
Leonardo drew the initial design with very thin, barely
visible lines with black chalk. He then added the outlines
of the two figures very loosely and precisely with pen and
brown ink. The fresh contrast between the areas of paper
left white and the washes applied with the brush create
the impression of sunlight playing across the group. At the
same time he modelled the figures with them. Finally, he
added hatchings to reinforce the shaded passages a little.
With this ‘dazzling pen-and-ink-with-wash technique’ he
appears to be anticipating the virtuoso draughtsmen of
later centuries like Guercino and Tiepolo (New York 2003,
p. 302). The loosely drawn child’s buttocks in the foreground
look a little clumsy, but they are nevertheless generally
accepted as being by Leonardo as well.
It is not known whether Leonardo had a specific idea
in mind with this scene. It could have had something to
do with biblical stories, apocryphal or otherwise, about
the birth of the Virgin, of John the Baptist or of Christ.
The foreground of such scenes often shows the newborn
baby being bathed. Throughout the second half of the
1470s Leonardo made many pen and ink sketches of the
Madonna and Child and of the Child alone (Popham 1994,
nos. 9-16). Those sketches were made in connection with
one or more commissions for scenes of the Madonna
and Child, such as 7he Madonna of the Carnation (Alte
Pinakothek, Munich) and 7he Benois Madonna (Hermitage,
St Petersburg). In the same period his father, who had
married three times, had two sons: Antonio in 1476 .and
Giuliano in 1479. Leonardo almost certainly drew inspira-
tion from seeing his two half-brothers. MP
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