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INTRODUCTION


The illegitimate son of a Florentine notary and a fifteen-year-old orphan, Leonardo was born in the small Tuscan town of Vinci in April 1452. He has risen over the years to become the most famous person in the history of world visual culture.


Brought up in his grandfather’s household in Vinci, he entered the workshop of Andrea del Verrocchio as a teenager, where he would have witnessed the making of sculpture in marble, bronze, precious metals, and terracotta. The workshop also produced paintings and designs for textiles and parade armor, and undertook at least one engineering project. The young Leonardo became deeply immersed in the Florentine tradition of the “science of art,” most notably linear perspective and anatomy.


He remained in the master’s workshop at least until he was twenty-four, and his early paintings, such as the Annunciation, can be viewed as products of “Verrocchio & Co.,” even if Leonardo was their sole author. As a rising star he was awarded commissions for two big altarpieces: a Virgin, Child, and Saints for the government palace in 1478; and an Adoration of the Magi for a Florentine monastery. There is no record of progress on the former, and the latter remained unfinished when he left Florence in 1482. This pattern of noncompletion was to become a feature of his career as a painter.


When Leonardo arrived in Milan, he wrote to Duke Ludovico Sforza (“il Moro”) advertising his services as a military and civil engineer. At the end of the letter he mentions his abilities in painting and sculpture. His first commission in 1483 was to provide painted decorations with two colleagues for a large architectural altarpiece ordered by a confraternity. Leonardo’s main contribution was the Virgin of the Rocks, which became mired in a dispute that was only resolved in 1508. His activities in Milan embraced painting, sculpture, architecture, and civil and military engineering, often as someone who generated ideas rather than as the hands-on executant. He progressively engaged with a range of sciences—anatomy, optics, dynamics, statics, geology, and mathematics.


He also served as a maestro of visual effects for major courtly celebrations, designing costumes and very expensive stage machinery. His grandest project was a massive bronze equestrian memorial to the duke’s father, Francesco Sforza, which reached the stage of a full-scale model and the making of a mold for casting, but was not realized before the fall of his patron in 1499 when the French invaded Milan.


Leonardo’s output of paintings during his period at the court is modest in quantity but high in innovatory quality. His two highly communicative portraits of the Duke’s mistresses reworked the relationship between the sitter and the viewer. The famed Last Supper raised narrative painting to new levels of formal and emotional grandeur.
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Portrait of Leonardo da Vinci by a follower, c. 1507.


After his return to Florence, Leonardo embarked on some devotional pictures, including a Virgin, Child, St. Anne, and a Lamb. He was also engaged by Cesare Borgia and the Florentine government as an engineer. Leonardo’s work on an Arno canal informed his studies of geology, and he decided that the earth had undergone vast transformations over deep periods of time. His great painting project was the Battle of Anghiari for the large new council hall, where he was joined by Michelangelo as a rival. Leonardo began to paint on the wall in an experimental technique, which caused problems, and the unfinished mural was abandoned when he was pressed to return to Milan to serve the French rulers.


During his second period in Florence, Leonardo commenced the Portrait of Lisa del Giocondo, the lost Leda and the Swan, the Salvator Mundi, and another version of St. Anne. He was also deeply engaged in geometry, optics, the science of water, and anatomy (particularly in the dissection of an old man in the winter of 1507–8).


Working for the French in Milan from 1507 onward, he resumed a range of courtly duties similar to those he performed for Ludovico Sforza. Leonardo seems to have been prized for his remarkable all-around qualities as much as for his practice as a painter. His studies of the skeleton and the muscular system around 1510 and his researches into the working of the heart are high points in the history of anatomical illustration. The records of his activities as a painter around this time are patchy, but the strange and engaging St. John the Baptist may have been begun in this period.


In 1513, he was drawn to Rome to work for Giuliano, the brother of the new Medici pope, again in an all-around capacity, working on a number of projects for his patron and continuing his own researches. His most significant impact was on Raphael, who translated Leonardo’s innovations in narrative paintings, Madonnas, and portraits in such a way that they reshaped the mainstream of painting for centuries to come.


After three years in Rome, he was invited to France to serve Francis I, who was buying into Italian Renaissance culture. He was housed grandly in the manor house of Clos Lucé and paid a substantial salary. Francis regarded Leonardo as a magus, a wise man who was an ornament of the court. The master generated plans for a large palace complex in Romorantin, which exercised a considerable influence on French chateau design.


When Leonardo died in May 1519, his large and diverse stock of manuscripts and drawings were treasured by his aristocratic pupil, Francesco Melzi, who was responsible for assembling what is now called the Trattato della pittura (Treatise on Painting), much of which was drawn from texts that have not survived. An edited version was published in 1651 and served to transmit a selection of Leonardo’s writings on art to successive generations. Melzi’s original selection began with the Paragone, the comparison of painting with sculpture, poetry, and music, in which painting emerges triumphant. Although a great proportion of Leonardo’s written and drawn legacy is now lost, what remains is one of the most remarkable testimonies to what visualization and representation can achieve.




















REASONS FOR THE CHOICES


It is a challenge to select 100 images from Leonardo da Vinci’s vast range of work. The paintings are not a problem; there are no more than 19 or 20 of them. There is also a selection of those drawings that relate most closely to the surviving and lost works of art. To represent the full range of manuscripts adequately is very much another matter; there are over 6,000 surviving pages, covering an extraordinary range of topics. In the fields of engineering and anatomy alone, 100 images would still demand strict selection.


My emphasis is upon those areas in which his achievements bear comparison with any in the history of science and technology. His anatomical studies are extraordinary for their sense of form and function. His researches into water are equally notable, particularly when he looks at the role of water in the “body of the earth,” which leads him to formulate revolutionary views about the ancient history of our planet. His architecture, engineering, and mechanical inventions are less well represented in numerical terms, but something of their range and extraordinary visual quality should be apparent. His beloved mathematics is directly represented in its pure form only three times. In the context of this book it is difficult for diagrams and numbers to compete with more pictorial images, but the presence of geometry is explicit in many of the illustrations, most conspicuously in his studies of the behavior of light.


The clustering of images of science, nature, and technology in ways that resonate with each other gives an idea of how Leonardo perceived fundamental analogies across fields of study that we now assign to separate disciplines. He saw commonality where we see diversity. The broad progress of the 100 images is chronological, disrupted to a degree by the clustering. The most conspicuous disruption is the placing of the wonderful sheets of horses and cats (62 and 63) with his other studies of motion in man and animals, rather than much later in his career. Another is the placing of the St. John the Baptist at the very end, when it may well not be his last painting; the Saint and the Deluge Drawing at 99 seem to bring Leonardo’s life to a fitting conclusion. Generally, the placing of his paintings in chronological order is problematic. The majority underwent protracted evolution over a number of years. The dates assigned to them in the captions are permissive rather than definitive.


Leonardo was much interested in fame. I think he would have been gratified by the close attention he is receiving in the year that marks the five-hundredth anniversary of his death.
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1. Baptism of Christ, Andrea del Verrocchio and Assistants



c. 1474–76, Florence, Uffizi


Andrea del Verrocchio (c. 1435–88), in whose Florentine workshop Leonardo was trained, was a major sculptor in a wide range of media. He also undertook paintings, in which studio assistants participated extensively. We know that Leonardo was still working with Verrocchio in 1476, when he was twenty-four. Early sources record that Leonardo painted an angel in Verrocchio’s Baptism (opposite), once housed in the church of San Salvi in Florence, which was largely destroyed in 1529.


The two main figures in the painting, Christ and St. John the Baptist, are constructed in Verrocchio’s muscular and sinewy manner. The angel on the far left is clearly by Leonardo. The figure’s nervous intensity, the vibrant highlights of his hair, the radiant glass beads on the upper border of his tunic, and the incisive rendering of light and shade on the angular folds of his garment are early hallmarks of Leonardo’s style. The angel’s pious companion is prettily portrayed, but in a more conventional Florentine mode.


We can go further, assisted by technical analyses, and see that Leonardo has actually intervened more widely in the picture. The painting was first undertaken in the egg-based medium of tempera, but the later interventions are in the relatively new medium of oil. The figure of Christ and perhaps the legs of St. John have been finished in oil, rendering the anatomy more subtly than the linear description of St. John’s hand and arm, which have something of the quality of unyielding sculpture. The optical potential of the new medium is also exploited in the cascading, rippling, and bubbling waters of the River Jordan, in the blurred atmosphere of the lake, and in the rocky prominences in the landscape above the angels’ heads. These also speak of Leonardo. Others aspects of the picture, such as the schematized palm tree, indicate that at least one other assistant was involved.


In his Lives of the Artists, Giorgio Vasari (1511–74) tells how Verrocchio felt humiliated by the accomplishment of his young assistant, vowing never to touch a brush again. This may just be a story, but it accurately reflects the gulf between Verrocchio and the youthful Leonardo as painters of nature.


“The figure’s nervous intensity, the vibrant highlights of his hair, radiant glass beads on the upper border of his tunic and the incisive rendering light and shade on the angular folds of his garment are early hallmarks of Leonardo’s style.”
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2. “Val d’Arno Landscape”



1473, Florence, Uffizi


Leonardo’s inscription on the top left tells us that this drawing was made on “the day of S. Maria delle Neve [Holy Mary of the Snows] on the 5 August 1473.” Leonardo was twenty-one. This is the first dated landscape drawing in the history of art. The reference is to the miraculous snowfall in fourth-century Rome that, according to legend, had outlined the ground plan of the major basilica Santa Maria Maggiore.


We are presented with the plunging panorama of a fertile plane and distant mountains, framed dramatically by precipitous hills. On the right a waterfall bursts from a high source, crashing initially onto a flat ledge. On the left a belligerent castle thrusts into space from the prow of an abrupt hill. The setting up of an extensive landscape as viewed from a lofty position was not novel in itself, but the energy of Leonardo’s topographical drama was unprecedented.


The impulsive penwork is full of febrile motion. We seem to be urgent witnesses to what the artist saw on that particular fifth of August. This is what has generally been assumed. But can we be sure that this is the case?


The construction of the landscape is full of illogicalities. What are the spatial relationships between the cliff on the right, where we are standing, and the castle on the left? Would a waterfall really emerge like that from so close to the top of a mighty hill? The foreground trees are on the same scale as those quite far away.


It may be that the landscape is a wonderful product of Leonardo’s imagination, based generically on the topography of Tuscany. We know that the Gherardini (the family of Mona Lisa) had been patrons of an oratory dedicated to Holy Mary of the Snows on a hill above Greve in Chianti. The Gherardini family also once owned a grand castle in the region (demolished when they fell foul of the Florentine government). Is this a fantasy about the history of the Gherardini?


Whether fantastical or real, Leonardo’s landscape is something new.
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