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Robert Wallace
The World of Leonardo (1452-1519)

New York: Time Life Books, 1966, 10th Reprint, 1981

- The enigma of Leonardo begins with his birth. He was the illegitimate

child of a woman about whom almost nothing is known - neither her sur-

name nor her age, appearance, intelligence or education. As a rule biogra-

phers call her a peasant girl and let it go at that; in Vinci the tradition is that

she was a barmaid. 9

- In the more than 7000 pages of Leonardo's notes and drawings that

survive there are no personal comments about his youth, and exceedingly

few personal comments on any subject whatever. Once, in a theoretical

passage on the formation of rivers, he set down the name of his childhood

home, Anchiano - and then struck it out. 10

- Whatever their relationship, Ser Piero recognized his son's talent, and

when the boy was about 15 took him to Florence and allowed him to be-

come apprenticed in an artist's studio. 11

- ‘Men saw this [the gift of God] in Leonardo da Vinci’, Vasari wrote,

‘whose personal beauty could not be exaggerated, whose every move-

ment was grace itself and whose abilities were so extraordinary that he

could readily solve every difficulty.’ His strength was such, Vasari added, that

‘with his right hand he could bend the clapper of a knocker or horse-shoe
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as if they had been of lead’; as for temperament, the biographer ascribed to

Leonardo ‘a spirit and courage invariably royal and magnanimous.’

Although no portrait of him as a young man is known to exist, he is

described as being, like many Tuscans, tall, of fair complexion, with auburn

hair.’ 12

- ‘[T]his is an occupation known as painting, which calls for imagina-

tion, and skill of hand, in order to discover things not seen, hiding them-

selves under the shadow of natural objects, and to fix them with the hand,

presenting to plain sight what does not actually exist. 14 (From Leonardo's

Notebooks)

- The Medici were patrons of art, but not of the individual artist

Leonardo. 16

- In 1481, when Leonardo was 29, there took place an event that must

have galled if not humiliated him. Pope Sixtus IV, no doubt after consulta-

tion with the Medici, summoned the 'best' Tuscan artists to work in the

Vatican. Botticelli was called, as were Ghirlandaio, Signorelli, Perugino,

Pintoricchio and Cosimo Rosselli - but not Leonardo. He cannot have es-

caped the feeling that Florence under the Medici held little future for him.

He turned his eyes toward northern Italy, seeking the patronage of the pow-

erful Lodovico Sforza, in whose court there was a more dynamic and less

preciously intellectual atmosphere. In 1482 he went to Milan, beginning a

separation from Tuscany that was to last almost 20 years, during which he

would find the recognition he had not obtained at home. 17


