
GIUSEPPE VERMIGLIO
(MILAN, 1587 (?) - AFTER 1635)

David Holding Goliath’s Head
Oil on canvas, 53 3/8 x 38 in (135.5 x 96.5 cm).
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PROVENANCE



Bologna, Publio Podio collection (according to an inscription stamped on the back of the canvas, the
picture was attributed to Carlo Saraceni [Pulini, 2001]); private collection.
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Related works: 
Two other autograph versions of the composition are known:
– David and Goliath, oil on canvas, 130 x 100 cm, Milan, Koelliker collection (see Alessandro
Morandotti, op. cit. above, 2004, pp. 70-71).
– David and Goliath, oil on canvas, 140 x 107 cm, private collection (see Laura Damiani Cabrini, in
Giuseppe Vermiglio. Un pittore caravaggesco tra Roma e la Lombardia , exh. cat., Campione d’Italia,
Galleria Civica, 10 September – 3 December 2000, pp. 120-121, no. 20).

Published by Massimo Pulini in 2001, our David Holding Goliath’s Head  marks continuing progress in
the rediscovery of this Lombard artist’s oeuvre, initially brought to light by Roberto Longhi, who
identified the Doubting Thomas, signed and dated 1612, in the Roman church of San Tommaso ai

Cenci.1 Vermiglio’s body of work has grown significantly since then, and in 2000 he was the subject of
a monographic exhibition in Campione d’Italia, which assembled the research carried out during

preceding decades.2

Our composition recalls the celebrated precedent by Caravaggio (1571-1610), also a Lombard artist who
like Vermiglio came to Rome in his youth, and by whom we know two versions of the subject, one in
the Borghese Gallery, Rome, the other in the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. When Vermiglio
arrived in the Eternal City – at least by 20 February 1604, when he was residing with a mysterious
master, the Perugian painter Adriano da Monteleone – Caravaggio was already active there, and the
latter’s Borghese David and Goliath may be dated between May 1605, when his patron Scipione
Borghese arrived in Rome, and May 1606, when he had to flee the city to avoid being arrested for
murder. No doubt Vermiglio had the occasion to study these innovative works, and to reconsider and
appropriate them, thus also confirming the success of Caravaggio’s approach; the inspiration continued
after his return north, probably towards the end of 1620, since he married Violante Zerbi in Milan in

1621.3

The basic composition uses Caravaggio’s canvas in the Borghese Gallery as its starting-point: the young



Biblical hero is shown half-length, holding the enormous sword (almost a sabre) with which he had
severed the head of the giant Goliath, which he holds up in his left hand, grasping it by the hair. While
Caravaggio portrayed himself in the features of Goliath, with open eyes a realistic face, Vermiglio shows
us a giant’s head with half-closed, unseeing eyes, placed nearly at the level of David’s head so as to give
emphasis to the achievement without insisting too much on the aspect of combat. There is no victor’s
gaze over the vanquished, and the young David’s powerfullymuscled arms, needed to hold both head
and sword, contrast with his clean-shaven face, in which one can still see the contentment and
innocence of youth, in spite of his great tour de force.
Our painter has resolutely aimed for a restrained level of drama, putting the accent on decorum.
Attention is given to the descriptive details of the sling and the decorated pommel and handguard of the
sword that crosses the foreground. The background is defined by a distinct diagonal line of shadow,
revealing fidelity to the language of Caravaggio, also visible in the crimson blood-streaks that lend the
scene its naturalism. Soft lighting and bronze tonalities, modulated by lighter tawny browns, surround
the protagonists with warm colour.
We know of two other autograph versions of this composition, both dated by scholars to the period
after Vermiglio’s return to Lombardy, where he as a successful practitioner of “quadri da stanza” in the
Caravaggesque mode, painting both for religious orders and private patrons, as we may see in his three

large canvases in the Pinacoteca Ambrosiana, Milan.4

Biographical data on Vermiglio, discovered, transcribed and commented by Maria Cristina Terzaghi for
the exhibition in 2000, offer a vivid sense of an early seventeenth-century artist’s life in Rome: in 1605,
the painter was arrested for illegal possession of a weapon, in 1606 he was involved in a street brawl,
and once again in 1611 – in short, a fertile and realistic context for the pictorial revolution begun by

Caravaggio.5

Notes:
1- Roberto Longhi, “Ultimi studi su Caravaggio e la sua cerchia”, Proporzioni, I, 1943, pp. 5-63.
2- Daniele Pescarmona, ed., Giuseppe Vermiglio. Un pittore caravaggesco tra Roma e la Lombardia ,
with texts by Francesco Frangi, Alessandro Morandotti, Daniele Pescarmona and Maria Cristina
Terzaghi, exh. cat., Campione d’Italia, Galleria Civica, 10 September – 3 December 2000 (with earlier
literature).
3- Another example of the impact made by Caravaggio’s Roman paintings is the Saint John the Baptist
in the Wilderness (Rome, Borghese Gallery), a composition Vermiglio reworked on two occasions
(Milan, Istituzioni Pubbliche di Assistenza e Beneficenza and Pavia, Museo della Certosa); see Federico
Cavalieri, “Giuseppe Vermiglio e il San Giovanni Borghese di Caravaggio”, Nuovi Studi, 3, 1997, pp. 53-
57.
4- The Pinacoteca Ambrosiana also owns a reduced version of the David and Goliath (84 x 70 cm); see
Maria Cristina Terzaghi, op. cit. in Literature, above, 2006, pp. 262-264, no. 321.
5- Maria Cristina Terzaghi, “‘Io Gioseppe Vermiglio’: vita, opere e incontri attraverso i documenti”, in
Daniele Pescarmona, ed., op. cit. in note 2, 2000, pp. 17-40, 131-134.
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