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Press Release 

 

Musée du Louvre Loans Saint John the Baptist by Leonardo da 

Vinci, Celebrating Five Years of Louvre Abu Dhabi  

 

Abu Dhabi, UAE, 18 October 2022: To mark Louvre Abu Dhabi’s fifth anniversary, Musée du Louvre 
has announced the exceptional loan of Saint John the Baptist by Leonardo da Vinci, a renowned 
masterpiece by the Renaissance icon. The painting will be presented in the permanent galleries of the 
UAE museum from November 15, 2022, for a period of two years. 
 
One of the most famous paintings in the Louvre, Saint John the Baptist by Leonardo da Vinci represents 
the utmost peak of the Tuscan master’s genius, along with the entire Renaissance movement. The 
mystery and grace emanating from the figure of Saint John, as well as the skillful chiaroscuro painting 
technique, never stopped fascinating millions of annual visitors within the world’s most-visited 
museum. 
 
Left unfinished at the death of the artist, Saint John the Baptist once belonged to very prestigious 
owners, including King Charles I of England, followed by France’s King Louis XIV, before joining the 
Musée du Louvre, after its opening in 1793. 
 

 
Leonardo da Vinci, Saint John the Baptist. Around 1508-1519. 

Oil on wood (walnut). 73 x 56.5cm. 
Paris, Musée du Louvre, INV. 775 

© 2017 Louvre RMN-GP / Tony Le Querrec 

 
Leonardo da Vinci’s genius and an experimental work 

Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), one of the world’s most famous artists, whose very name is associated 
with artistic genius, actually painted very little. After La Belle Ferronnière, loaned by the Louvre in 
2017, the presence of a second da Vinci at Louvre Abu Dhabi is an incredibly significant occurrence. 



Public 
 
 

 

Public 

Presented in wing 3 at Louvre Abu Dhabi devoted to modern times (15th - 18th centuries), the oil-on-
wood painting embodies the great genius of the Renaissance. 

In the early part of the 16th century in Florence, Italy, Leonardo da Vinci began to paint this image of 
John the Baptist, the patron saint of the city. It is not known whether the work was commissioned or 
whether the artist himself chose this subject. For more than 10 years, the master never ceased to 
perfect the smallest details of the composition, featuring symbolic and experimental elements, as well 
as virtuoso technique, which made the painting a true artistic experience. 
 
Saint John the Baptist was kept in possession of da Vinci, who brought it with him when settling in 
France in 1516 at the invitation of King Francis I (1494 – 1547). When Leonardo da Vinci died in 1519, 
the painting was still partly unfinished – including the right arm and the fur covering the body. 
Acquired by the French sovereign, the painting passed into the collection of King Charles I of England 
(1600 – 1649) in approximately 1630 before entering the collection of Louis XIV in 1662. The work 
then remained in the French royal collection until it entered the Louvre during the French Revolution. 
 
Saint John the Baptist was restored in 2016 by the Louvre Paintings Department. The detailed process 
made it possible to thin the thickened layers of yellowed and oxidised varnish that were applied after 
the artist’s death, which were detrimental to the colour palette and concealed the form of Saint John. 
The figure of the saint would then regain a structural relief, highlighting the sinuous, twisting 
movement and a more subtle facial expression. 
 
 
Masterful use of shadow and light 

The spiritual intensity of the painting lies in the masterful interplay of chiaroscuro technique and in 
the softness of the modelling. This was done by superimposing very thin layers of glaze, made up of 
oil barely charged with pigments. This effect, in which Leonardo da Vinci excelled, is called sfumato. It 
makes contours appear vaporous and animates the figure. The painter used few colours – an almost 
abstract black background and warm brown tones – a frugal approach that magnifies the radiant 
expression of the face, where the smile of the preacher triumphs.  
 
Representing an ideal type of beauty, featuring a subtle smile, Saint John the Baptist is reminiscent of 
other works by the master, such as Saint Anne or The Mona Lisa (Musée du Louvre). The twist of the 
body, which emerges from the darkness, as if captured in the moment, evokes the delicate flame of a 
candle in the night. 
 
John was a contemporary of Jesus of Nazareth and lived a humble life in the desert. He became the 
preacher who announced the coming of the Messiah. He practiced baptism in the waters of the Jordan 
River, hence his nickname John the Baptist. The preacher is a major figure in Christianity but also one 
of the prophets of Islam. Subsequently, Saint John the Baptist became the patron saint of the city of 
Florence in Italy and was a subject often depicted during the Renaissance, an era renowned for its 
brilliant artistic creations. 
 
Leonardo da Vinci chose to represent John as a young man, wearing abundant, curly hair, dressed in 
a simple animal skin, holding a stick representing a cross. The saint emerges from the darkness, with 
his face lit up to reveal a soft and reassuring smile. He points upwards to the sky with his index finger, 
inviting the viewer to turn to God, while the confident smile gives assurance of the soul’s salvation. 
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Quotes 

For Laurence des Cars, President and Director of Musée du Louvre, “Louvre Abu Dhabi is a unique 
achievement and a tremendous success in the museum world. This museum, the result of an 
unprecedented collaboration between the United Arab Emirates and France, has won the hearts and 
minds of an ever-growing public for five years. The celebration of this anniversary is a great opportunity 
for the Louvre to reiterate its pride in working alongside our partners and thus projecting ourselves 
into the next decade. I am delighted to see the arrival at Louvre Abu Dhabi of Saint John the Baptist, a 
marvellous masterpiece by Leonardo da Vinci, which fascinates museum visitors with its intensity and 
soothing beauty. We could not imagine a finer ambassador of our values.” 
 
H.E. Mohamed Khalifa Al Mubarak, Chairman of Louvre Abu Dhabi said: “The arrival of this renowned 
masterpiece from Musée du Louvre demonstrates the unique and profound nature of our long-term 
collaboration. Visitors to Louvre Abu Dhabi have an unmissable opportunity to engage with a 
magnificent artwork that captures an extraordinary moment in history and now represents a 
monumental chapter in our own grand story. As we celebrate Louvre Abu Dhabi’s five-year anniversary 
next month, we must also reflect on how this iconic museum is at the forefront of an unfolding vision 
for Saadiyat Cultural District – promoting worldwide connections through the universal language of 
history, culture and the arts.” 
 
The presentation of Saint John the Baptist at Louvre Abu Dhabi is part of a series of four major loans 
made by the Musée du Louvre, following the intergovernmental agreement extension, signed on 
December 3, 2021, between Roselyne Bachelot-Narquin, then French Minister of Culture, and H.E. 
Mohamed Khalifa Al Mubarak, Chairman of Louvre Abu Dhabi. 
 

-ENDS- 

Notes to editors 

Louvre Abu Dhabi is open Tuesday – Sunday from 10 am – 6:30 pm; closed on Mondays. Pre-purchased 

tickets are required to visit the museum. E-tickets can be reserved via the museum’s website. 

Follow Louvre Abu Dhabi on social media: Facebook (Louvre Abu Dhabi), Twitter (@LouvreAbuDhabi) 

and Instagram (@LouvreAbuDhabi) #LouvreAbuDhabi. 

 

ABOUT LOUVRE ABU DHABI 

Created by an exceptional agreement between the governments of Abu Dhabi and France, Louvre Abu 
Dhabi was designed by Jean Nouvel and opened on Saadiyat Island in November 2017. The museum 
is inspired by traditional Islamic architecture and its monumental dome creates a rain of light effect 
and a unique social space that brings people together. 
 
Louvre Abu Dhabi celebrates the universal creativity of mankind and invites audiences to see humanity 
in a new light. Through its innovative curatorial approach, the museum focuses on building 
understanding across cultures: through stories of human creativity that transcend civilisations, 
geographies and times. 
 
The museum’s growing collection is unparalleled in the region and spans thousands of years of human 
history, including prehistoric tools, artefacts, religious texts, iconic paintings and contemporary 

https://www.louvreabudhabi.ae/en/buy-ticket
https://www.facebook.com/LouvreAbuDhabi
https://twitter.com/LouvreAbuDhabi
http://instagram.com/LouvreAbuDhabi
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artworks. The permanent collection is supplemented by rotating loans from 13 French partner 
institutions, regional and international museums. 
 
Louvre Abu Dhabi is a testing ground for new ideas in a globalised world and champions new 
generations of cultural leaders. Its international exhibitions, programming and Children’s Museum are 
inclusive platforms that connect communities and offer enjoyment for all. 
 
ABOUT MUSÉE DU LOUVRE 

The Louvre in Paris opened in 1793, during the French Revolution, and from the very beginning was 
intended to provide inspiration for contemporary art. Courbet, Picasso, Dalí and so many others came 
to its hallowed halls to admire the old masters, copy them, immerse themselves in masterpieces and 
improve and fuel their own art. As an ancient royal residence, the Louvre is inextricably linked to eight 
centuries of French history. As a universal museum, its collections, among the best in the world, span 
many millennia and miles, from the Americas to Asia. Over 38,000 artworks are grouped into eight 
curatorial departments, including universally admired works such as the Mona Lisa, the Winged 
Victory of Samothrace and the Venus de Milo. With 9.6 million guests in 2019, the Louvre is the most 
visited museum in the world. 
 
ABOUT SAADIYAT CULTURAL DISTRICT 

Saadiyat Cultural District on Saadiyat Island, Abu Dhabi, is devoted to culture and the arts. An 
ambitious cultural undertaking for the 21st century, it will be a nucleus for global culture, attracting 
local, regional and international guests with unique exhibitions, permanent collections, productions 
and performances. Its ground-breaking buildings will form a historical statement of the finest 21st 
century architecture; Zayed National Museum, Louvre Abu Dhabi and Guggenheim Abu Dhabi. These 
museums will complement and collaborate with local and regional arts and cultural institutions 
including universities and research centres. 
 
ABOUT THE DEPARTMENT OF CULTURE AND TOURISM – ABU DHABI 

The Department of Culture and Tourism – Abu Dhabi (DCT Abu Dhabi) drives the sustainable growth 
of Abu Dhabi’s culture and tourism sectors, fuels economic progress and helps achieve Abu Dhabi’s 
wider global ambitions. By working in partnership with the organisations that define the Emirate’s 
position as a leading international destination, DCT Abu Dhabi strives to unite the ecosystem around 
a shared vision of the Emirate’s potential, coordinate effort and investment, deliver innovative 
solutions, and use the best tools, policies and systems to support the culture and tourism industries. 
 
DCT Abu Dhabi’s vision is defined by the Emirate’s people, heritage and landscape. We work to 
enhance Abu Dhabi’s status as a place of authenticity, innovation, and unparalleled experiences, 
represented by its living traditions of hospitality, pioneering initiatives and creative thought. 
 


