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PAINTING IS FEMININE, or at least it is in the case of Leonardo da Vinci. From his early Madonnas (Plates 1 and 2) to the late Virgin and Child with Saint Anne (Plate 23), from the first portrait he painted, Ginevra de’ Benci (Plate 9), to the Mona Lisa (Plate 28), the main figures in Leonardo’s paintings are women. Only two men are featured as protagonists in the surviving panel paintings that are definitely by Leonardo. One is Saint Jerome (Plate 14), the unfinished picture of an old man praying in the desert as he struggles to renounce worldly temptations. The other is the John the Baptist (Plate 29), which Leonardo painted at the end of his life, where the youthful subject is both self-assured and sensual. We would have to include all the disciples in the fresco of the Last Supper (Plate 19) and all the figures of the baby Jesus in the images of the Madonna in order to reach anywhere near a balance between the sexes. Even Joseph did not manage to appear in Leonardo’s paintings of the Holy Family; instead, the artist usually assigns his place to Saint Anne, the mother of Mary (Plates 22 and 23). Painted portraits of kings, popes, or princes are lacking altogether, as far as we know; he left us only a sketch for one portrait of a ruler, which also shows a woman: Isabella d’Este, the marchioness of Mantua (Plate 20).


Leonardo da Vinci did more for the visibility of women than any other painter. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries he has been perceived in a different way, however, as a technical pioneer who anticipated the inventions of the modern era with his drawings of flying machines, weapons systems, and lifting devices. Yet this is too one-sided. Leonardo enjoyed designing all kinds of machines on paper, but they were hardly ever built. If these feats of engineering had been the most important thing in his life, he would have been a failure.


Leonardo’s machines make up only a small part of his vast body of drawings. He worked extensively on human anatomy, geological history, and the growth of plants, and constantly returned to his great passion, the movement of winds and water. He drew in order to understand the world, and he sought to understand the world in order to paint it. For him, painting was the greatest of all the sciences and the defining medium of his age. At the easel, man becomes a creator and can feel his kinship with Mother Nature, the great creator. If Leonardo sometimes struggled in the studio, adding brushstrokes very slowly one by one, it was because he was thinking so deeply about what he wanted to paint and how to depict it. He was a philosophical painter, as his amazed contemporaries remarked, a man who worked because he was interested in understanding things and because he had something he wanted to tell people.1


The knowledge at the center of Leonardo’s painting is the knowledge of women. Even in antiquity the painting of a beautiful woman was evidence of a painter’s skill. Her power to seduce was also his. Leonardo once gleefully recounted how viewers rapturously kissed the women in his paintings.2 Up until his time, young ladies in Italian portraits were depicted only in chaste profile. Leonardo was the first to turn his female figures to face the viewer, allowing an intimate dialogue between them. Leonardo’s women have a soul and a strong will; they move in space and time; they are beings in their own right in an age when women had no rights. Leonardo’s belle donne have what the poet Petrarch once found lacking in portraits of women: “voce ed intellecto,” voice and intellect.3 Together with his female models, the artist revealed the independent, self-assured woman, and in his works she became man’s equal.


Leonardo da Vinci was not a feminist; this concept simply did not exist around 1500. He did not fight for equal legal and social rights for women, because there were no such struggles in Renaissance times. However, there was a lively debate about whether women thought in the same way as men, and whether or not they could love. As can be understood from Baldassare Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier, this was the subject of discussion between the enemies and supporters of women.4 Some men with a humanist education despised women and thought of them as objects, while others respected and admired them. In his writings, drawings, and paintings, Leonardo da Vinci positioned himself on the side of women, so his art developed a feminist power centuries before the emancipation of women. For him, women’s ability to feel, think, and make decisions was beyond question. He therefore warned men that they should not be inconsiderate in their attitude toward sex, because women must be able to feel desire during the sexual act so that the child they deliver will be understanding, intelligent, lively, and lovable.5 For Leonardo, women’s ability to give birth was an act of creation. They were creators, and in his opinion, painters are also creators, because they produce something new in their art. That is also why he felt so close to women.


By allying himself with women, Leonardo also emancipated art. It was no longer a wish machine for clients but had an intangible life of its own. His Mary is at peace with herself, not subject to an annunciatory angel, and his paintings were not subject to the wishes of his patrons. Leonardo kept the paintings that really meant something to him in his home until the end of his life. These included the Mona Lisa and the Virgin and Child with Saint Anne. Both works combine the feminine with the history of nature and the earth, which the artist displayed in background landscapes. In Leonardo’s opinion, an individual woman can stand for the whole of nature, because she shares with nature the gift of giving life. This ability to keep making a fresh start enables the human race constantly to redesign its existence. The bird lover, hill walker, and vegetarian treats uncontrollable nature, with its seas and cliffs, its animals and plants, with deep respect, and Leonardo demanded the same from the viewers of his art.


So the idea that Leonardo’s drawings of armored vehicles and plans for diverting rivers mean that he wanted to subjugate the world is erroneous. Yes, he went to war and accompanied the butcher Cesare Borgia on a campaign of conquest. However, he quite openly condemned what he saw. He referred to war as pazzia bestialissima, a most bestial madness, and used it in his cartoon for a painting of the Battle of Anghiari, which concerned the hopelessness of violent conflicts.6


The distorted image of Leonardo as a “techie” and the ideal model of a virile man goes back to a Leonardo exhibition in Milan, in 1939, at the start of World War II. The Italian dictator Benito Mussolini, who declared himself to be the “greatest living Italian,” wanted this exhibition to celebrate the “greatest Italian of the past.”7 Models of Leonardo’s machines that were never built in his lifetime were exhibited for the first time, and his deeply humanistic nude drawing of the Vitruvian Man (Ill. 21) in a circle and a square was now said to represent the technophile man of the future, who has almost become a machine himself.


The image of Leonardo as the unrelenting rationalist continued to have an effect after the end of the fascist period. In the late twentieth century it was still influencing the pioneers of the computer industry, who discovered Leonardo’s designs when they were on the lookout for a forebear, and subsequently claimed him as their own, although no longer the warrior but Leonardo the engineer and technical visionary (this was probably the reason why, in 1994, Bill Gates bought Leonardo’s scientific manuscript, the Codex Leicester).8 A gap still remained. Leonardo’s women, for whose presence on the stage of art and natural history the artist had done so much, were ignored and overlooked. And one more thing has fallen by the wayside: the realization that, in his old age, Leonardo reinvented the male image, creating figures that were just as sensual, self-willed, and close to nature as his women.


The year 2019 marked the five hundredth anniversary of Leonardo da Vinci’s death. It is time to look back without prejudice, examine his paintings and drawings, read his texts, and listen to him and the contemporary witnesses who knew him personally.


This biography of the artist does that through detailed study of the sources. As well as Leonardo’s artistic works, there are analyses of his writings on art and nature, unpublished in his lifetime, and his diary-like notes on everyday life. There are also letters and statements from contemporaries, legal documents, tax and court records, and other papers. This wide range of evidence enables us to make a critical examination of later judgments, such as those of the art writer Giorgio Vasari. (Information on the sources, with the original Italian and Latin quotations, as well as references to the status of art history and historical research, can be found in the notes at the end of the book.) In addition to Leonardo’s life and works and the art of his time, the book deals with the sociohistorical and political circumstances during the period when this exceptional artist was active. For instance, the first chapter is about Leonardo’s early Madonnas and also the role of mothers and their infants in the Renaissance, while the fourth chapter shows, on the one hand, how love was celebrated in Florence in richly symbolic spectacles and, on the other hand, how men who loved men were persecuted.


Leonardo da Vinci was the illegitimate son of a notary and a simple peasant woman. In consequence, he was denied a higher education. As a young man he was once accused of sodomy—homosexual activities. His origins and his desires made him an outsider in society. However, this appears to have proven fortunate. Instead of living in a patriarchal family structure, he lived with his pupils and lovers in a home and work community. He put orthodox opinions to the test. He went his own way, took nothing for granted, drew and painted, researched and wrote whatever came into his head. As a result, he was able to empathize with his figures, both female and male, and also to follow the birth and death of nature. This is not a story of a virile male genius and female victims; it is about a vibrant, creative collaboration. The artist’s enormous inner freedom, his boundless imagination, and his ability to project himself into the minds of others constitute the universality of Leonardo’s creative work.
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HE IS THRIVING. He is well fed, alert, and loved. The surprisingly large infant is sitting naked on a comfortable velvet cushion. His mother has such a firm, secure grasp on his back that her fingertips leave an impression in his baby fat (Plate 1).1 No harm can come to him—or so it seems. His left leg is kicking out, as if he wanted to try his strength against an imaginary opponent. But there is nobody there, just the two of them in their dark, almost cave-like, palazzo with round-arched windows that reveal the view of a shimmering blue mountain landscape. Warm light falls on the plump body of the infant, emphasizing his muscular torso and almost hairless head, but more particularly it sculpts the bright face of the young mother and the low neckline of her dress. She is beautiful, with reserved, still-girlish features, a small mouth, and lowered eyelids under high, fair brows. And she has made herself look beautiful. It must have taken hours to braid her hair like this with not a single strand falling over her forehead and carefully controlled blond ringlets tumbling out on either side of her cheeks from under a narrow veil, framing her angelic face. Her deep blue robe is fastened with a transparent, shimmering rock crystal, and below its trimming of gold-embroidered braid, it gathers in wrinkles over her small breasts, which the infant is presumably still suckling.


However, unlike the child, the mother is fully clothed. Under her mantle she wears a high-fastening red gown with gathered sleeves, and she has a patterned silk shawl draped around her shoulders and back and hanging down to her lap. The many lengths of fabric seem slightly antiquated, as if the late fifteenth-century wearer were longing to be back in the ancient world. However, this is of no interest to the little boy. She is his mother and she is there for him. He is happy to join in the game she is proposing. She has the stem of a carnation in her left hand, holding it where he can see it. He stretches out both hands, concentrating and trying to grasp the red flower, without touching it immediately. It seems as if he knows what he is doing; as if he is determined to look at the carnation—his destiny—and take possession of it. He is much too serious for his age. How could it be otherwise? His name is Jesus Christ, and he will not outlive his mother but will die for humankind in less than thirty-three years, before the eyes of the people, crucified with nails that are almost as large and long as the stalk of this carnation. The blood-red flower tells of the love of God, his father, which will eventually lead to the Passion of the son, who is Mary’s only child. Yet, despite everything, the young mother in the painting shows no fear. She is enjoying her intimacy with the vigorous boy, her own beauty, and the peace of the palace. This moment belongs to her and her baby.


But not entirely. However much Leonardo da Vinci imagined himself in the position of his protagonists when painting this little work from Florence, he was also thinking of the people who would look at this painting, both in his own day and at any time in the future. One of the first was Giuliano de’ Medici, the younger, somewhat impetuous brother of Lorenzo de’ Medici, the ruler of Florence. Their family emblem was five red balls and one blue ball on a shield; the inconspicuous glass balls dangling from the boy’s cushion may be a reminder of these. Also, the modern window arches in the painting are similar to those of Giuliano’s Palazzo Medici. In the bottom right of the painting is a delicate vase of flowers—a symbol of Mary’s purity—that particularly appealed to Leonardo’s biographer, the sixteenth-century Renaissance painter and writer Giorgio Vasari. He reported that the painting had come into the possession of Pope Clement VII, an illegitimate son of Giuliano de’ Medici, who had probably ordered it directly from the artist. A commission from the Medici might explain Leonardo’s extravagance: the gold, the fine layers of paint, and the care he took.2


This image of the Madonna is one of the first paintings known to be from Leonardo da Vinci’s own hand. At the time of its creation around 1475, the artist was a young man in his early twenties with long, curly hair and was already a full member of the Florentine painters’ guild. He was still living and working at his master’s studio, either out of loyalty or because he was not receiving enough commissions on his own account in a city teeming with art and artists.


Leonardo’s master, Andrea del Verrocchio, ran a flourishing workshop in the Via Ghibellina, just a short walk away from the city hall, the Palazzo Vecchio. The district was bustling with craftsmen and traders offering their services in the narrow streets. Artists usually worked in a large windowless room on the street; the door would stand open, inviting passersby to look in. For cooking and sleeping, the artists’ families and apprentices would withdraw to the back rooms or the upper floor.


Andrea came from a family of brickmakers, and for him art meant a rise in social status. Before devoting himself first to sculpture and then to painting, he trained as a goldsmith. He was so grateful to an elderly master of this craft that he adopted his surname of Verrocchio. By the time Leonardo arrived, the rich and powerful were regular visitors to Verrocchio’s workshop. Andrea, Leonardo, and the other assistants could turn their hand to anything. They carved in wood and stone, cast bronzes, made armor, painted, and supplied decorations for banquets, theater scenery, and complete interior furnishings for noble palaces. For important commissions Andrea collaborated with masters who joined with him, including the young Sandro Botticelli, who would soon become famous.


The Medici and other noble lords were regular customers of the workshop. In the Via Ghibellina, a bagful of gold could buy you everything you might need for a stylish life and death, from traditional birth plates to marriage chests and gravestones. The only art Verrocchio would not touch was fresco painting, the specialty of Andrea’s rivals, the Pollaiuolo brothers, who were smarter than the sculptor in this area.


Images of the Madonna on poplar wood were part of Andrea del Verrocchio’s standard repertoire, but none of those emanating from his workshop was as refined as the young Leonardo’s Madonna of the Carnation. His model was probably the same girl who sat for Verrocchio, or at least he adopted the latter’s ideal of beauty of a feminine young woman seen face-on, with her hair artistically braided. Like all Andrea’s pupils, Leonardo had spent years copying his master’s drawings of female heads in pencil and ink on paper or with metal styli on cheap wood (see also Ill. 35).3


Yet despite all the elegantly proportioned girlishness, despite all the desire for harmony, Leonardo’s Madonna is different. Her emotions are restrained; she is strikingly pensive, yet she knows precisely what she wants when she gives the boy the carnation. The painting is not a mere snapshot; it illustrates a whole story, an interaction between two beings who are intimately connected yet have independent feelings.


In parts of the painting the artist experimented with oil paints, which dry very slowly, unlike classic tempera pigments bound with egg yolk. This makes it possible to apply a further layer of color on the wet paint, so that the shades merge into one another. This small painting was highly experimental as, although the Florentines already knew about oil paints and occasionally used them, the technique there was nowhere near as well developed as in Flanders.


Leonardo was delighted with the natural effect of paints bound with oil. In this painting of the Madonna, one of the techniques he developed was the art of gentle transitions between light and dark. However, he was not yet certain how much oil he needed to use when mixing the paints. His master, Verrocchio, could not tell him, as he had only just begun painting himself and preferred to keep to the long-established Florentine technique of tempera painting. As a result, Leonardo chose the wrong mixture, and the Madonna soon developed deep furrows that still make the surface of the painting look rough today.4


Leonardo used this soft shadow play to place mother and son in the here and now of the palazzo, freeing them from the sense of remoteness that often envelops older images of the Madonna. They are enclosed in a dark, protective space, yet it is not in any way a prison, as it reveals a view of the distant brightness of God-given mountain peaks, of a kind rarely found in Tuscany, but probably plentiful in the artist’s imagination. Distance and nearness are interdependent, in the same way as light and shade, life and death, nature and art. Leonardo was a young man, not yet worldly wise, but with a conception of the world as a whole that is reflected in the ordinary individual.


Leonardo later wrote, “A good painter is to paint two main things, namely, man and the intention of man’s soul.”5 However, “man” in this context is definitely not always male as far as Leonardo is concerned. Quite the opposite. In the 1470s and 1480s it was mothers on whom he first tested out his fundamental conviction that the emotions of the soul and the spirit are expressed in the movements of the body.


With a few strokes of the pen, the artist committed to paper a youthful mother walking along with her braided hair fluttering as she goes. She has to use her upper body to counterbalance the weight of the sturdy infant in her arms. The child has spotted something on the road in front of them and is looking and pointing down at it. The mother does not want to dampen the child’s curiosity, but she has her own purpose in mind and counteracts gravity as kindly as she can.6 A child wants to move and must do so; it may be small, but it has a mind of its own (Ill. 1).
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Illustration 1. Leonardo da Vinci, Study of a Young Woman with a Child, British Museum, London
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Illustration 2. Leonardo da Vinci, Study for the Virgin and Child with a Cat, British Museum, London








In the Renaissance period and for a long time after that, babies were bound so tightly in swaddling bands that they could no longer move their arms and legs. That was evidently not to Leonardo’s taste. He advised painters to take an affectionate look at the clumsiness of small children: They should paint “[l]ittle children, with lively and contorted movements when sitting, and, when standing still, in shy and timid attitudes.”7 He was fascinated by unbound boys discovering the world from the safety of their mothers’ arms.


In another drawing, the world is a domestic cat, not dangerous, but not easy to control (Ill. 2).8 A boy is trying to hold on to it, but the cat has no intention of being a plaything and has half escaped from his unwelcome curiosity. His smiling mother holds both of them on her lap, which is shaded by strong hatching. She does not intervene; the child must experience things for himself and discover that the world does not always do what one wants. From his mild gaze, it seems that the boy has now realized that he must be as patient with the self-willed cat as his mother is with him.


Only those who experience love can love others. This was not considered a matter of course in Renaissance times. Lively debates about whether women were capable of loving at all were still raging in the sixteenth century. The tendency was to say that they were not. They could only coolly refuse or humbly accept; the full range of emotions was reserved for men. However, as well as the few eloquent female writers who raised their voices later in the High Renaissance, there were always male humanists who contradicted the prevalent view and considered that women were capable of loving.9


In painting there was at least one feminine feeling that could not be questioned: motherly love, which was extolled in an image of the Madonna on the wall of almost every home. Besides its religious meaning, this most beloved of all subjects also had an educational purpose. Boys should model themselves on the boy Jesus and the young John the Baptist, take pleasure in them and emulate them. Girls should learn from Mary’s chastity and bear in mind her future role as a mother, which was a woman’s true purpose in the world of Renaissance thought. Brides were given Jesus dolls at their wedding, in order to practice motherhood.10


In many paintings (and not only in Leonardo’s milieu) the baby Jesus is suckling at his mother’s breast.11 Both priests and humanists avowed that breastfeeding established the bond between mother and child. It was said that the father left his mark on the body and mind of his offspring through his seed, whereas the mother’s contribution was to nourish the child, first in her womb and then, after giving birth, with her milk. According to the beliefs of the time, this was produced from the menstrual blood that had collected in her body during pregnancy; even Leonardo continued to accept this medieval misinformation for a time.


However, the joint responsibility of parents for the child remained largely theoretical. In practice, the role of the mother counted for very little, whereas the father’s contribution was everything in a society where male succession was absolute and women had no rights over their children. The fine words about the “tender emotions” of the Mother of God while breastfeeding and her “delight” at feeding her son (according to a thirteenth-century preacher) went unheeded.12


The majority of prosperous Florentine women did not breastfeed at all. Instead, their husbands made agreements with the spouses of the wet nurses who took over this task. Fathers were concerned that their wives’ milk might be polluted by having sex and, above all, by a new pregnancy. They wished however to become fathers again soon, as having several children increased their chances of having future heirs. It was important for men’s social status to have many legitimate offspring, whereas an intimate mother–child relationship in early years seemed to many of them to be of secondary importance. The rich fathers expected the parents of poorer families to abstain from sexual intercourse and inform them immediately if the wet nurse got pregnant again, which would result in the termination of the agreement.13


In the fifteenth century the custom of handing babies over to a wet nurse soon after they were born, contrary to all good advice, was followed not only by the very rich but also, according to their account books, by lawyers, artists, merchants, and doctors. The only question was what kind of wet nurse they could afford—whether she would live in the family home, as was usual in rich families, or elsewhere, and whether she had just recently given birth (which was considered an advantage) or whether it was a long time previously. The economic pressure on the families of the wet nurses was so great that many of them entrusted their own newborns to an even poorer wet nurse or gave them away to the Foundling Hospital in Florence that was opened in 1445. A merchant’s wife from Prato who arranged wet nurses for the newborns of wealthy families cruelly boasted that she had forced a woman to promise to become wet nurse to a strange child on the very night that her own baby had died.14


Many children died in the care of these substitute mothers. In order to prevent this, the biological parents provided them with lucky charms in the form of crosses, holy medals, or wolf’s teeth set in silver. However, especially when the wet nurse lived some distance away, the father and mother were soon out of contact and no longer had any control. It was easier for the nobility, who had their children nursed at home. Many of them could afford to buy female slaves as domestic servants. These were Tartar, Bulgarian, Russian, Mongolian, or Greek women who were kidnapped and sold in seafaring cities. Many of the men of the house subjected these women to brutal sexual exploitation, sent the children they had together to the orphanage, and then demanded that the slaves should breastfeed the legitimate offspring in the home. In the end, the scholarly idea that a woman’s milk determined the character of a child counted for almost nothing. In practice, the wet nurses did not have to be free women or of Christian upbringing; it was enough if they were fair-skinned, like the slaves from the east.15


The idea that it could be otherwise, that breastfeeding was close to a mother’s heart and important for the child’s development, was professed by Renaissance philosophers such as Leon Battista Alberti, and later Erasmus of Rotterdam and Michel de Montaigne, who were looking back to Plutarch and other writers from classical antiquity. However, it was mainly artists who made the Florentines aware of how intimate mother love could be through their images of the Madonna. Their beautiful paintings portrayed not the reality but the Florentines’ unacknowledged longing for maternal care in addition to paternal power. In the guise of religion they brought long-suppressed knowledge into the home and explained the emotional value of social bonds, which could not be measured in terms of money.


Soon it was the artists themselves who spread the gospel of mother’s milk. In the sixteenth century, when Giorgio Vasari described the lives of the great Renaissance artists, he also looked for explanations for their talent in their early childhood. In Vasari’s opinion, Raphael’s father was a painter “of no great excellence.” What had been good for the young man’s character was not his father’s ability but the special parental care he received. Raphael’s father had wisely decided that the boy should be suckled by his mother, so that “in his tender years he should have his character formed in the house of his parents, rather than learn less gentle or even boorish ways and habits in the houses of peasants or common people.”16 According to this principle, a baby sucks in nobleness of heart with its mother’s milk.


Michelangelo Buonarroti, who was suckled by a wet nurse, also glorified breastfeeding. The sculptor had a love–hate relationship with his biological father, who attempted to beat his desired profession out of him during his boyhood. Michelangelo traced the fact that he nevertheless became an artist back to the good influence of his wet nurse, who was married to a country stonemason. He owed his talent in dealing with marble to the parents with whom he was put out to nurse, wrote Vasari, quoting Michelangelo: “I also sucked in with my nurse’s milk the chisels and hammer with which I make my figures.”17


What about Leonardo da Vinci? He was fascinated by early childhood development. Especially as a young man, but also later, he worked intensively on painting and drawing Madonnas (Plate 2).18 The harmonious bond between mother and child is evident, and so is the way in which the actions of Leonardo’s baby Jesus show that he nevertheless has a mind of his own. He is not a tool of a higher power; he is a small human being, and she is a larger one. Leonardo was also preoccupied with his own childhood. All his life he remembered details: the hilly landscape, a particular bird, the women’s clothing. It sometimes seems as though he were taking a nostalgic look back at his own past in his painting, as if the subject of the Madonna and Child awakened memories of a lost paradise of early childhood.


When Leonardo was born late in the evening of April 15, 1452, in the small Tuscan town of Vinci, home to a mere 400 people, it was a day of great joy for his family, but also of great shame, as his parents were not married. His mother, Caterina, was an orphan from Vinci who had been left to fend for herself with a very small brother and with no dowry to enable her to marry like other teenage girls. She came from a line of small-scale farmers, and her family owned a minor landholding that, after their parents’ death, had been inherited by her two-year-old brother and was very rundown. Apart from a distant cousin and his wife, Caterina had no other living relatives when, at the age of fifteen, she became involved with Leonardo’s father, Piero da Vinci.19 He was in his mid-twenties, the eldest son of a respected family of notaries whose heraldic animal was a winged lion. In Vinci, the place from which they had taken their name, the family belonged to the wealthy top 4 percent who owned relatively large estates. Piero was already working as a notary in Florence, which earned him the honorary title of Ser Piero. The family was held together by Leonardo’s grandfather Antonio, a prosperous country gentleman who enjoyed the rural peace and quiet in Vinci and liked to spend his leisure hours playing board games.


As the patriarch, Antonio made the important decisions, and it was he who arranged for his newborn grandson to be baptized in Vinci on the day after he was born. Ten respected ladies and gentlemen from the town were asked to be god-parents. The firstborn of his son Piero was not to be abandoned to his fate with his single, penniless mother or grow up in the orphanage. Antonio and his wife, Lucia, took care of him personally, so the boy would not upset the plans of his father, Piero, who was due to marry Albiera, the sixteen-year-old daughter of a notary, in the same year. Caterina was also cared for. Evidently, Antonio provided her with a dowry and arranged a marriage with a young lime-burner, whose family owned some land in Campo Zeppi, a hamlet near Vinci. The two families remained in occasional contact for decades. Leonardo’s stepfather, the lime-burner, later made himself available to Ser Piero to witness the signing of his contracts, and in return the notary arranged the marriage contract for one of the couple’s daughters.


Maybe this arrangement spared Leonardo the customary separation from the mother immediately after birth. Maybe Caterina suckled the boy herself, as mother and wet nurse at the same time. Piero had no reason to relieve the girl of the strain of breastfeeding, as he would have done in the case of a wife befitting his own rank. It is possible that Leonardo was allowed to remain with Caterina at least until her marriage the following year; Caterina could have been a regular visitor at his grandfather’s house or even taken the baby home with her from time to time. It was not until two years after Leonardo’s birth that she got pregnant again and gave birth to a daughter.


At any rate, as a five-year-old, the boy was living in the well-furnished home of his paternal grandparents. This can be seen from their tax declaration. Meanwhile Caterina’s husband’s tax documents say that, although the couple were producing some wheat and wine, they were generally living in modest circumstances, with what were soon to be five legitimate children.


Leonardo had certainly not lost sight of his mother in the little town of Vinci, but their contact did not remain as close as it had probably been at the start. The boy grew up without his biological mother.20


Much later, when Leonardo was already over forty and running his own workshop, he suddenly recorded in his documents the arrival of a Caterina in his household. His mother had just been widowed at that time. Two years later Leonardo soberly noted the costs of this Caterina’s modest funeral: He bought three pounds of candle wax, as well as a bier with a canopy and a bell; a cross had to be erected, and gravediggers, priests, and choirboys paid. As so often in his notes, Leonardo avoids personal comments here, so there is no proof of what was very likely the case, that it was his mother, Caterina, who spent her last years in the house of her firstborn.21


Maybe the painter acted out of sympathy and family feeling, but perhaps he also wanted to make up for what he had once lost: an everyday mother–son relationship.


An illegitimate birth was a stigma in Renaissance Italy.22 Families were the smallest and most important units of society; they—and, within them, the fathers—made the decisions about education and the choice of career and partner. Anyone who was born illegitimate never really belonged. Anything that such a child received was a favor. There were fathers who treated their illegitimate children as servants, especially when the mothers were slaves or maidservants. Others, like Ser Piero, took care of their natural sons (though not usually daughters), because they saw them as a reserve, in case they had no surviving legitimate sons. This “insurance” was worth the cost of an education, though as a rule it was less than for legitimate sons.


When the natural children reached adulthood, they had no claim on their families. While it was not easy for a father to disinherit his legitimate descendants, illegitimate offspring had to be explicitly included in his will, and even then it was likely that legal arguments with other relatives would arise after his death. That is what happened in the da Vinci family. In his third and fourth marriages the father sired another fifteen children, by which time Leonardo had long since reached adulthood. Ser Piero had nine sons who were legitimate heirs, so his firstborn came away empty-handed—and despite the fact that his favorite uncle, Francesco, who had died childless, had bequeathed all his possessions to his oldest nephew, Leonardo spent many years in legal battles with his half brothers over this inheritance.23


Anyone who was born illegitimate in and around Florence had to make his own way in life and work hard to acquire the social recognition that might make people forget his low status. However, this fate was not unusual. In Florence it was customary for the daughters of middle-class and noble families to marry young, whereas men did not marry until ten or twenty years later. That gave them a long time in which to sire many illegitimate children with lower-class women.


Leonardo was relatively fortunate; besides his grandparents, he was also aided by his first stepmother, Albiera.24 At first, when he was his father’s only descendant, he grew up in the shelter of the family’s large country house with its vegetable garden and view of the castle of Vinci. His father, Ser Piero, spent much of his time in Florence; his business flourished, and he moved into city apartments in increasingly prestigious locations and began wearing reddish-violet cloaks like a nobleman. He probably saw his son quite rarely. However, Ser Piero’s brother Francesco, who was only fifteen years older than Leonardo, lived in the neighboring house to Leonardo’s grandfather and enjoyed spending time with the boy.


Whether it was because he lived in the country or because he was not a legitimate, overprotected child, Leonardo enjoyed considerable freedom in Vinci. He drew a great deal, especially with his left hand. He was also able to wander freely through the countryside and romp about with dogs and cats, and he probably learned to ride. He had all the time in the world to contemplate clouds, hunt birds, and catch lizards and other creatures. He was interested in everything. Gazing in wonder, he absorbed country life, examined an oil mill, studied the flow of water, and watched the women weaving willow baskets—the occupation that gave the place its name, as Vinci comes not from vincere, the Latin verb meaning to conquer, but from the Old Italian word vinco, meaning willow.


Being an only child, Leonardo probably did many things on his own initiative. He later wrote that one must be open to nothing but nature in order to understand it properly. For him it was a matter of understanding why things are as they are. As an adult he would always carry a notebook with him in order to record his everyday observations. He would muse over the flight of birds and whether machines were capable of replacing muscle power. He devoted himself to the question of why dogs sniff each other’s backsides (Leonardo thought it was because that was where they could smell how well fed the other animal was).25 He tried to read clouds and understand the laws of water. He liked to say that nature was his teacher, and, using his extraordinary gift for observation, he filled his imagination with as much as others learned from long years of study.


What else was left for him to do? As a boy, he went to school, wrote, did sums, and read a few modern texts. However, he did not learn classical Latin, because after the secondary school where pupils were prepared for commercial professions, his father took him out of education. Evidently, it seemed to him that the higher-level classical education, which was a requirement for study and a legal career, was too much of a good thing, especially as it was a prerequisite for legitimate offspring in order for them to become notaries.26 His son was to take up a skilled trade and quickly make his own way in the world. Ser Piero turned to the versatile workshop manager Andrea del Verrocchio, who was a good customer of his. Verrocchio thought that the fourteen-year-old had talent and took him on. Thus, in around 1466, Leonardo began his working life in the best studio in the city.27


Although this was evidently also Leonardo’s own choice, as he drew a great deal and enjoyed doing so, the lack of academic education gnawed away at him for many years. Much later he taught himself Latin and assembled and read a considerable library, but he still had a feeling of being flawed, the second-class son of a notary.


Years later, when he had long since achieved some success in life, he suspected that “arrogant” men who had studied at university despised him, because he had learned no ancient languages at school. So he went on the offensive. He wrote that he was proud of being an “inventor,” a man who believed only what he had seen with his own eyes, the “straightforward experience” of the “true teacher.” By contrast, well-read people seemed to him to be “puffed-up and pompous”; “they begrudge me my own work.” They “should be criticized because they invent nothing themselves but glorify and repeat the works of others.” Equally contemptible were “people who crave only material wealth and pleasures and know nothing of the desire for knowledge, the food and the true riches of the soul.” His secret was to behave like a poor man who is the last to go to the market and takes what others have left—namely, what can be seen and grasped in the hands.28


Stubborn and certain of victory, sometimes downright arrogant, Leonardo trod his own unique path. Had he been a legitimate firstborn son, this would not have been possible for him. Without the “shame” of origins unbefitting his station in life, Leonardo would probably not have devoted his life to his studies of nature, his inventions, and his art, or struggled to make a reputation for himself from them, but would have striven only to uphold the reputation of his family. His unconventional individualism may have been a compromise solution, but it was a solution all the same. Yet Leonardo’s particular path also brought with it a certain isolation. As a young man, he learned the rules of conversation. He appeared adaptable in company, likeable, amusing, and courteous when necessary, but he did not reveal what was in his heart. His surviving notebooks amount to 5,300 pages, but if he expressed his feelings and his private thoughts, they were encoded in general words of wisdom. These sometimes sound sad. “Experience has shown that those who trust nobody are never betrayed.” And “The passion of the mind drives away lust.” Or: “As soon as you are alone, you are your own man, and when you have a companion, half of you belongs to yourself, and even less in proportion to the tactlessness of his behavior.”29


As a writer, Leonardo da Vinci remains cool and impersonal, hard on himself and on others. As a person, he placed his trust in only a few people, mostly pupils he was close to. However, as a draftsman and painter he was full of empathy, an artist who pursued the spiritual in its finest ramifications. His understanding was centered on two things: nature and women. From today’s perspective, this bond may not necessarily appear any more apparent than that of human beings and nature in general, but, in Leonardo’s eyes, nature was a female force and women had a wondrous power that interested him throughout his life: the gift of giving life.
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BOYHOOD IN THE COUNTRY
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FLORENCE DURING THE Renaissance was not green and airy; it was crowded and noisy. Oxcarts, mules, and passersby pushed their way through narrow, foul-smelling streets, which were as dark as tunnels, because many of the householders had added oriel windows to the upper floors. Buildings were going up everywhere. Workmen pulled down old, cramped dwellings and carted in building materials for palaces until these became a scarce commodity. Many of these new houses were as big as castles. One could lose one’s way for hours in their suites of brightly painted rooms. During the fifteenth century rich Florentines grew even richer, while the poor became even poorer.1 Wealthy families also cut themselves off from the city. Where their palazzi would once have opened on to the city with a loggia, they now looked inward over magnificent interior courtyards where social events took place.


Although only around 2,000 of a population of some 50,000 were wealthy, and few were extremely rich, they vied with one another in displays of magnificence. Their clothes were as elegant and colorful as their freshly decorated family chapels. Their estates were filled with portraits, statues, gold and silver jewelry, wall hangings, fine furniture, precious books, and manuscripts. There was plenty of money about, and in contrast to the preceding centuries, it was no longer considered shameful to spend it in a way that all could see, instead of practicing pious modesty.


The city’s currency, the florin, was linked to the value of gold and worth a fixed amount throughout Italy. The city was home to dozens of banks whose influence affected the European financial system. They enabled people to cash checks, obtain loans, and exchange currencies. Tuscan investors put their money into ships’ cargoes or bought shares in companies trading all over Europe. Money no longer had to be made from agriculture or production; now it could also be increased through speculation. Given the right conditions, citizens with a decent inheritance or noblemen could amass the kind of wealth that had previously been possible only for sovereigns and high dignitaries of the Church.


Florence was a center not only for finance but also for textiles. Fabric production flourished on the banks of the Arno. There were more than eighty Florentine workshops making silks and brocades and hundreds of businesses close to the river, all working at full speed. Dyers, tanners, wool-carders, weavers, sewers, and furriers supplied goods for export. Royal courts in Italy, the Low Countries, and England ordered cloth and furs from the city, and in the great markets in the center of the city locals and travelers could buy anything from kid gloves to silk scarves from Baghdad.2


The artists in Florence had their hands full. They had long since stopped working only to order and were also producing for the open market. Gone were the days when painters and sculptors were undervalued artisans, whose names nobody noticed. The price of a painting was determined by size, subject, and material, and now also by the fame of the master and whether it was painted by his own hand or left to his assistants to complete. Successful painters’ workshops comprised large teams. Nowhere else was the six-year apprenticeship as comprehensive as in Florence, but nowhere else was it as hard to make a breakthrough as a trained artist, as there were some forty artists’ and fifty sculptors’ workshops all competing with one another.


Apprentices began with unskilled tasks that taught them the basics of painting. They would spend all day grinding pigments on polished stones, mixing binders, and stirring up the pale priming mixture of size and plaster or lime. They also continually copied drawings from their teachers’ sketchbooks before they were allowed to pick up a brush themselves and lay paint on plaster or wooden panels, following the preliminary sketches of their masters.


The young Leonardo also practiced painting watercolor drapery studies from clay figures he had made himself and wrapped in cloths soaked in plaster. He probably also learned bronze casting and carving, and he drew as much as he could. He was enthralled by the work and wanted to learn, understand, and try everything.


His father, Ser Piero, was pleased that the boy was getting on so well in Verrocchio’s workshop and liked to make use of his newly acquired skills. Leonardo’s biographer Giorgio Vasari said he had been told that one of the peasants from Vinci asked Piero for a favor. He had carved a shield from an old fig tree, and it now needed to be painted. The notary, who was always pleased to receive gifts of fish and birds caught by the peasant, took the crudely carved piece of wood to Florence and gave it to Leonardo, without mentioning the peasant, and asked the budding artist whether he could come up with an idea as a favor to his family.3


The son was always pleased to be of service to his father. He would have done anything in order to be recognized. He made a special effort with the shield, smoothing it with the help of a turner friend of his, then painting it carefully with a layer of plaster. Next, he pondered on what would be the highest expression of art and what would amaze Ser Piero. He could have painted something beautiful and pleasant, a harmonious subject. However, his relationship with his constantly absent father was evidently too tense, and he preferred to make a lasting impression on him by giving him a real fright.


According to Vasari, Leonardo collected monstrosities or things whose value he appreciated, whatever others might have thought of them. He kept two species of lizard locked in a room, as well as crickets, snakes, butterflies and moths, grasshoppers, and bats. He killed the creatures, cut them up and reassembled them, which seems not to have been something he would normally have done. The result was a hideous monster, apparently a beast spitting poison and breathing smoke, which he then painted on the shield. Shields decorated with the severed head of the mythical Medusa, whose gaze was said to have the power to turn her enemies to stone, were popular at the time. They conveyed a message about the power of images, and that was also the point Vasari was making.


However, Ser Piero did not contact his son again about the shield; evidently it was not that important to him. Leonardo grew impatient and asked his father to come and fetch it. Eventually, the notary knocked on the door of the workshop. Leonardo asked him to wait for a moment, darkened a small room, and placed the shield in the single ray of light. His father came in and was horrified. For a moment he really believed he was facing a monster. That was precisely the effect that artists had been boasting about ever since ancient times, claiming that the public believed in the art they produced and confused it with reality, so the work must be as real as the reality. Still according to Vasari, the son dutifully told his father that he had only shocked him in order to show him the quality of the work, saying, “This work serves the end for which it was made; take it, then, and carry it away, since this is the effect that it meant to produce.”4


Then Leonardo’s father was proud of him and praised him. He took the embellished shield away and sold it secretly for a hundred ducats to a Florentine merchant, who allegedly sold it shortly afterward to the ruler of Milan for three times that amount. Ser Piero gave the peasant a new shield painted with a simple, pierced heart, a cheap, commonplace piece from the market.


This story is so similar to other well-known anecdotes about artists that it is quite possible, even probable, that Vasari simply made it up.5 What is more, Leonardo had been dead for decades by the time he published the first edition of the artist’s vita, in 1550. Nevertheless, as in fairytales, two motifs of Leonardo’s life are compressed in this episode. One is disappointed love for his father, who gave him little in the way of money or affection and thought only of his own interests. This is coupled with a youthful mixture of curiosity, imagination, and energy that recognized no taboos. Leonardo wanted to employ all his powers to create something new.


Fortunately, Andrea del Verrocchio took more interest in Leonardo than Ser Piero did. The unmarried master was so inspired by the keen youngster that he probably asked him to pose for him. Shortly after Leonardo’s arrival in Florence, Verrocchio created a statue of David, the figure with which Florence, as a medium-sized power, most liked to identify (Plate 3). The people of the city wanted to be like the youth in the Bible who triumphed over the giant Goliath—not paralyzed with fear but ambitious, curious, energetic, and innocent. In fourteenth-century Florence, David had ceased to be depicted as a bearded king and become the youthful challenger of Goliath. Verrocchio created his sculpture for the powerful Medici family, who sold the work a few years later to the city government of Florence to adorn the city hall, the Palazzo Vecchio. Verrocchio’s gleaming bronze David, with its thin face framed in curls, has very individual features. It is easy to imagine that Leonardo, who was around fourteen years old in the mid-1460s, was that kind of promising, self-assured youth. Enter a slender, somewhat conceited lad in a close-fitting doublet, with his hand resting proudly on his hip, gazing mischievously out far above the wrinkled face of the severed head of his old enemy. His sword is held loosely in his right hand. Goliath’s maltreated head at David’s feet has no supporting function for the bronze and is merely a casually discarded trophy.6


Apart from bronze, Verrocchio mainly worked in silver, gold, marble, terra-cotta, and wood, all with great success. Shortly before Leonardo joined him, he had also begun to paint. He found it less inspiring than sculpture, but the market for paintings was growing, and this gave Leonardo the opportunity to become such a skilled assistant that it was not long before his master would entrust whole sections of paintings to him. When Leonardo was in his early twenties, Andrea assigned him the figure of the kneeling angel in a Baptism of Christ (Plate 5).7 It was probably also during Leonardo’s apprenticeship that Verrocchio once competed with his rivals, the Pollaiuolo brothers. They had painted the young Tobias who, in an incident in the Book of Tobit, is sent to collect a debt for his blind father and is accompanied on his journey by the Archangel Raphael. He advises Tobias to treat his father’s eyes with the insides of a fish. Verrocchio also painted this story, and he showed what a trained sculptor could do as a painter. His two figures are more dynamic and three-dimensional than those of the Pollaiuolo brothers; Tobias and Raphael appear to be talking animatedly as they walk (Plate 4), though the landscape appears much more schematic than that of his competitors. Verrocchio was not a painter of nature.


It’s possible that Verrocchio lost interest when the small painting was almost finished, or maybe he wanted to offer his favorite pupil a real challenge. Either way, it looks very much as if he eventually allowed Leonardo to paint Tobias’s fish and his little dog,8 as these two creatures have nothing in common with other animals painted at that time. The highly gifted painter knew exactly what an injured fish looks like; his work was obviously based not on examples of other paintings but on what he had observed at the fish market. There is blood flowing from under the bright, shiny scales, its mouth is open as if gasping for air, and its eyes glisten in desperation. It is only a fish, just a food animal in contemporary eyes, but the artist shows sympathy with the dying creature.


In contrast to the suffering fish, the little terrier is enjoying itself. It is trotting briskly along beside the angel with its velvety ears flapping in the breeze, and the silky curls of its white coat look freshly washed. The dog seems almost transparent, yet it catches the eye in the otherwise serious painting.


This is the work of a youthful animal lover who, as a child, wandered through the open countryside around Vinci with his eyes open. To Leonardo, the city must have seemed like a cage by comparison. He sometimes visited a market in Florence and was so enchanted by the birds that were on sale that he bought some and released them. That story comes from Vasari, but it is true that Leonardo sympathized with birds.9 He studied their flight and dreamed of developing his engineering skills so far that people would also be able to fly. And once, decades later—though this was probably no more than a figment of his adult imagination—he said that his earliest childhood memory was of an encounter with a red kite that opened his mouth in the cradle with its tail feathers.10 Birds were more than mere animals for Leonardo; they were his alter ego.


At some point Leonardo decided to stop eating meat. His vegetarianism appeared rather odd in the eyes of his contemporaries, but it fits well with the view of the world and self-image of an artist who probably had a closer bond with nature than any other in the Renaissance. Leonardo’s entire understanding of art is based on his deep respect for divine natura. Nature is the yardstick and model for his painting, yet in each of his works he seeks to outdo her once more. He later wrote, “The painter strives and competes with nature,” and warns that “If you condemn painting, which is the only imitator of all visible works of nature, you will certainly despise a subtle invention which brings philosophy and subtle speculation to the consideration of the nature of all forms—seas and plains, trees, animals, plants and flowers—which are surrounded by shade and light.” Painting, at least successful painting, is “born of nature—or, to speak more correctly, we will say it is the grandchild of nature; for all visible things are produced by nature, and these her children have given birth to painting. Hence we may justly call it the grandchild of nature and related to God.”11


Leonardo leaves us in no doubt about whom he feels indebted to: nature considered as female power, and God in person. In his view, only women come as close to creation as painters because, just as artists give life onto panel and canvas, women can do so through pregnancy and childbirth. Leonardo’s affinity with the feminine may be highly emotional and have its roots in his childhood, but it also has a theoretical basis.12 He is on the side of the women in his paintings, because in his eyes he and they are both closely related to God and have similar gifts and opportunities.


Nature and women came together at an early stage in Leonardo’s painting. Shortly after he was accepted into the Florentine painters’ guild in 1472, he painted a picture of a woman in the setting of a beautiful garden (Plate 6).13 In the background of the painting is a shimmering mountain landscape, so pale that the mountaintops are almost indistinguishable from the sky. It is as if Leonardo wanted to prove to himself and everyone else that it is possible to paint air and light. The artist’s brush enables the viewer to experience the supernatural. The woman is receiving a visit from an angel, a boyish figure with feathered wings like those of a real bird, whose hair curls as vigorously as the wind and waves in Leonardo’s later drawings (Ill. 3).14
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Illustration 3. Leonardo da Vinci, Study of the Flood, Royal Library, Windsor








The archangel tells Mary that she will conceive the son of God. Gabriel approaches to a respectful distance and kneels down on the flower-strewn grass, which seems to bend in the breeze created by his flight. Then he extends a hand in greeting. In his left hand, he holds a lily, the symbol of maidenly purity and incidentally also a symbol of the city of Florence.


Mary is a delicate young woman with smooth skin, yet she reacts like an experienced lady. Her right hand keeps her place in the book she has been reading. Her little finger is crooked, as is often the case in paintings from Verrocchio’s workshop. Her body, swathed in long robes, is turned away, but her brightly lit face is turned to look directly at the angel. She calmly raises her left hand in a gesture that might mean: Just a moment, let me think about what you are saying. However, she could also be returning the angel’s greeting and signaling her calm consent to the event. Precisely because of this ambiguity, Mary’s pose appears both spontaneous and commanding. This Mother of God is the mistress of the situation.


Not everything about the figure is correct in terms of perspective and anatomy. One of her arms seems too long, and we do not know from what viewpoint we should be looking at her lectern. The proportions of the dark trees behind the garden wall are also not quite right. Maybe the original intention was that the picture should be viewed from the bottom right, which would make it appear more coherent. However, such beginner’s problems do not stand in the way of Leonardo’s concept. Mary and the landscape are lit by divine light, which replaces the dove of the Holy Spirit or the clumsily written text on older pictures of the Annunciation. Nature speaks for itself, and this Mary is clever enough to know what she is doing. She is no passive tool of an abstract plan of salvation; she is well read and supports God’s purpose on her own initiative. Her ability to conceive is inseparably bound up with the Word becoming flesh and thus with the human capacity to understand and act.
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Illustration 4. Simone Martini and Lippo Memmi, Annunciation, Uffizi, Florence








Leonardo took women seriously, especially at a point when they were making a vital decision. In his unusual view of Mary, the young painter broke with convention. In theory, images of the Annunciation follow a specific course. According to theologians, Mary goes through five stages in the encounter with the angel. First she is shocked, then she deliberates, before she asks whether she needs to get involved with a man in order to conceive. Eventually, when it is explained to her that she will remain a virgin, she humbly agrees and finally appears in a happy, blessed state.15 Many artists depict an uncertain woman in the first phase, conturbatio; others prefer humiliatio, consent, and paint Mary with her head bowed. Only Leonardo allowed his protagonist to improvise. There is no doubting her evident will and her power to decide. The humbly approaching angel is the supplicant, not Mary.


In this painting, Leonardo clearly took a different view from colleagues, whose angels issue commands and intimidate Mary. These stern images of the Annunciation played an important part in disciplining the female population. For instance, in the fifteenth century, the Tuscan preacher San Bernardino praised the Annunciation scene painted by Simone Martini and Lippo Memmi in 1333, which was then in the Cathedral of Siena (Ill. 4).16 In his opinion, this Mary was so modest, as she listened humbly, almost fearfully, to the angel, that she dared not look directly at the bearer of the divine message, even though he was not a man but merely an angel—and his advice was “Take this as your model, young ladies!”17


Leonardo did not agree with San Bernardino. In his writings the artist once mocked traditional depictions of the Angel Gabriel as a domineering figure: “I saw some days ago a picture of an angel making the Annunciation, who seemed to be chasing Our Lady out of the room, with movements which displayed the kind of offensiveness one might show to a hated enemy, and Our Lady seemed as if she was going to throw herself in despair out of the window.” This criticism is followed by a warning to painters not to fall into similar errors.18


Leonardo himself did not drive women to despair, and he was not interested in their subjugation. He needed Mary and other women, and they needed him, because he offered them role models they could never have imagined.


Leonardo’s Annunciation (Plate 6) was probably painted before the Madonna in Munich’s Alte Pinakothek (Plate 1). The two works are linked by having a particularly calm Virgin Mary seated in front of an imaginary mountain landscape, shimmering in a heavenly glow. The whole world is displayed on the horizon even in Leonardo’s early paintings, enfolding the women, who, according to the conventions of the age, were supposed to stay indoors, preferably with the windows closed. The archbishop of Florence Antonino Pierozzi later canonized as a saint, once warned women in a book of etiquette that “It displeases me when you stand at the window to see who is passing by.”19 A wife should not stand around in the square whispering in doorways; she was only allowed to leave her home in order to go to church, and then only when accompanied. Even the humanist, author, and architect Leon Battista Alberti warned men not to allow their wives to go outside; outdoor spaces were the sole preserve of men. In fact, this often led to accidents, when bored women attempting to catch a glimpse of what was going on in the street fell out of windows. This can be seen from tax declarations at that time, in which the male heads of families listed all the members of the household and had to declare the reason why people who had appeared on the list in previous years were no longer shown.20


In defiance of such restrictions, Leonardo threw the windows and doors wide open to his Madonnas, giving them and viewers access to new horizons. Similarly, there is an opening in the terrace wall in the early picture of the Annunciation. The mother-to-be could walk out into the world and explore the park, the harbor, and the mountains. Mary and other women are related to God, but above all they are the accomplices of an artist who shows how well the small human being and the vast cosmos fit together.


Later in his life, Leonardo rather immodestly put into words the reason why he invited the wide world into his paintings. In writings that were unpublished in his lifetime, he wrote: “The divinity which is the science of painting transmutes the painter’s mind into a resemblance of the divine mind.” He continued: “With free power it reasons concerning the generation of the… various animals, plants, fruits, landscapes, fields, landslides in the mountains, places fearful and frightful, which bring terror to those who view them; and also pleasant places, soft and delightful with flowery meadows in various colors swaying in the gentle breeze.”21 An artist must see everything, paint everything, work creatively—and celebrate natura.


The young Leonardo was in his element when drawing and painting and equally pleased to be working with Andrea del Verrocchio, but evidently there were still days when he was discontented with city life. His thoughts often returned to Vinci, to the wide hills, the forest and the rivers, the sky, and the solitude. Later, in a fable, he warned against leaving “a life of solitary contemplation […] to live in cities among people full of infinite evil.”22 He believed that seclusion was essential in order to understand anything, to find peace, to observe, and to think. He despised painters who did not involve themselves with nature, and he went home to the countryside at every suitable opportunity.


It is not certain whether the twenty-one-year-old Leonardo really wandered through snow in the area around Vinci on the Marian feast day of August 5, 1473. In any event, he claims to have done so in the inscription on a drawing that, like much of the young master’s early work, is somewhat unusual (Plate 7).23 It shows an open landscape, of a kind that not even the Pollaiuolo brothers, who were famous for the panoramic views in the background of their pictures, had hitherto successfully depicted. With deft strokes of his pen, Leonardo sketched a view of a valley bathed in sunlight. On the left in the background is a small castle on a hill, though it is inconspicuous compared with the grandeur of the mountains. The whole picture is filled with growth and change. Bushes roll over the hillside, a waterfall plunges down from above, treetops thrust upward into the bright sky. Everything is in motion. Close and distant views alternate in a way that in reality would scarcely be possible from a single standpoint.


There is no vantage point near Vinci from which this landscape can be seen in this way, though details of the picture can actually still be found there. For instance, from a few hills it is possible to see Monsummano, a strangely isolated, cone-shaped mountain, as it appears in the background of the landscape sketch, and also below the angel’s wing in the landscape of the Annunciation (Plate 6). This mountain is only a few hours’ walk from Vinci, and if, as a young man, Leonardo sometimes walked from the home of his father’s family to that of his mother Caterina, who lived in nearby Campo Zeppi, he would have been able to make out Monsummano in the distance from his path.


Leonardo possibly put his perfect landscape together in the workshop in August 1473, working from memories, drawings, and various observations. At that point, he could not have known that with this sketch he was preparing the way for the new genre of the autonomous landscape, as in his time the landscape element in art was always the means to an end. It was there to show the story in the foreground to advantage, not for its own sake, and Leonardo did not question this concept at all in his paintings. However, he differed from his contemporaries in not reducing nature to its utility value or using it purely decoratively. He believed that landscape has a life of its own that is ungovernable by man and it should be gazed at in admiration and explored with respect.


In his treatise on painting, Leonardo wrote that depictions of landscape should awaken memories of real places where people had once found pleasure. Looking at such a picture could trigger a great many emotions. The viewer would suddenly find himself back in a flowering meadow or see himself strolling with his beloved in the shade of a tree—assuming, of course, that he had often escaped from his cramped city dwelling and regularly gone walking through mountains and valleys in order to enjoy “the natural beauty of the world.”24


Leonardo strongly recommended this to people living in cities. It almost seems as if he felt a little sorry for the busy, pale Florentines in their dark, stinking streets, like the songbirds in the market that he released from their cages. It was his task to teach them to fly.
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