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Acclaim for Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa qualifies as a good place to start in discussing

why faces matter in art. That’s true not only because of da Vinci’s celebrated genius, but

also because anyone who considers the portrait to be magical mostly because of Mona

Lisa’s faint “smile” is missing the point. There are several different emotions evident on

Mona Lisa’s face – with happiness being merely one of them.



Look closely and in viewing the painting you’ll see a smirk at play on the right side of

the woman’s face. Why might Mona Lisa be showing a sign of contempt? Could it be that

as the wife of a successful Florentine merchant, she’s betraying her sense of herself as

superior to da Vinci (a painter of illegitimate birth)? Or in turn, what about the woman’s

taut left, lower eyebrow – a sure sign of anger. Where does that feeling come from? And

the same question pertains to the raised chin that signals a mixture of anger, disgust and

sadness. What’s the possible story behind those emotions?

Could it be that Mona Lisa simply felt this way often, characteristically, and da Vinci picked

up on that tendency? Or is it possible that Mona Lisa had grown weary (sadness) and

annoyed (angry) and finally even put off (disgust) by da Vinci’s perfectionism? After all,

even before the painter carried the painting on the back of a mule to Paris, where he kept

refining it until his death, da Vinci had already put in four years of work on this portrait –

as long as Michelangelo took to paint the entire ceiling that crowns the Sistine Chapel.

Surely, part of the popularity and downright fascination we have with Mona Lisa is the

portrait’s emotional richness. To describe Mona Lisa as having a world-weary smile is

merely an appetizer in what’s actually a five-course meal.

How did da Vinci achieve this feat? It wasn’t by chance. Like his fellow artist and near-

contemporary, Michelangelo, da Vinci took advantage of dissection to learn how human

anatomy works. While in Michelangelo’s case, his focus was more on the body and

contributed to works like David, in da Vinci’s case his interest had as much to do with the

face.

Look at da Vinci’s famous notebooks for confirmation. The guy was the world’s first facial

coder – the first person (and artist) to study closely how the face’s muscles move and the

emotions those movements convey. Not for another 200 years would anybody rival da

Vinci’s ability to discern the signals the face reveals.

Faces will never go away in art for the simple, basic reason that emotions will never go

away, either. It’s been said that there are only two currencies in life – dollars and emotions

– and portraiture retains its central place because we want to know how people look, and

how they feel. Case in point: let’s return to Michelangelo, namely, these eye-tracking

results for The Birth of Adam. Why, not even naked skin carries the day here in terms of

seizing the bulk of the visual attention. Instead, it’s God’s face that commands more

attention.

From my studies I’ve discovered that 70% of the visual attention and 70% of people’s

emotional interest or engagement will involve people looking at the face or faces in a



painting or photograph when people are present. So it’s a matter of the face, the face, the

face. But this is not an ordinary person’s face here. This is God’s face, and as best I know

daring to show God’s face is another sign of Michelangelo’s daring talent. Showing the

Virgin Mary or Jesus is fairly common in art, after all. As to daring to depict God’s face,

however: I can’t think of a single other instance of an artist ever having done so across the

history of art!
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