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		Who Was
Leonardo da Vinci?

		Some people are enormously talented … and then there is Leonardo da Vinci. He lived at a time when there were many extremely talented people all around him. Even so, he stood out.
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		He could draw and paint better than anyone. One of his paintings, the Mona Lisa, is the most famous painting in the world. He was a scientist hoping to unlock the secrets of the natural world. He was an engineer and inventor. He designed a bicycle that would have worked—three hundred years before the first bike was actually built.
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		He was an excellent athlete. A fine musician. And he was handsome. (Although there are no known paintings of him, whenever people of the day described him, they always mentioned his good looks.)
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		“I want to work miracles,” he stated. Yet he often met with failure. And while he could be charming, he mistrusted almost everyone. He was a loner. He had no family of his own. For sixteen years, he didn’t even have a home of his own.

		By his own standards, Leonardo was a disappointment. He never reached the goals he set for himself. His greatest works were left unfinished. Nevertheless, what he did achieve in sixty-seven years still sets the standard for human excellence. It is hard to imagine someone doing better.

	
		Chapter 1
An Unwanted Boy
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		On April 15, 1452, in a tiny hill town in Italy, a baby boy was born. His father was a well-to-do businessman, Ser Piero. His mother, Caterina, was a poor young peasant girl. We don’t even know her last name. Their baby was named Leonardo. Because the town he came from was called Vinci, he was known as Leonardo da Vinci. That means Leonardo from Vinci.
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		Leonardo’s parents weren’t married. His father was ashamed of the baby and left him with his mother. Ser Piero married another woman, someone more respectable, and started a new family. He moved nearby to the busy city of Florence. Caterina did not want to keep her baby, either. She cared for him for only a year or two. Then she, too, married someone else and began a new family.

		So what was to become of little Leonardo?

		Ser Piero’s answer was to leave the baby with his parents. But Leonardo’s grandparents were old—his grandfather was eighty-five at the time. At their age, what did they want with a toddler? Still, they took him in. They fed him, clothed him, and gave him a home. But little else. No one loved the little boy. The only person who showed interest in him was an uncle named Francesco.
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		Francesco was a farmer and he loved the beautiful countryside around Vinci. He would take long walks in the hills, which were covered with olive trees.
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		Leonardo would go with him. It was there on these walks that Leonardo grew to love the natural world. The rolling shapes of the hills. The silvery leaves of the olive trees. The flight of birds. And the soft misty sunlight.

		Everywhere he went, Leonardo took a little notebook with him. He made drawings of anything that interested him. A plant. Ducks in a stream. Flowers. An insect. Some cows. Paper was very valuable, but Leonardo was lucky. Because of his father’s business, there was always a supply. It was one of the most important things Ser Piero ever gave his son.
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			PARCHMENT AND PAPER

			PARCHMENT IS MADE FROM THE SKINS OF ANIMALS SUCH AS SHEEP, CALVES, OR GOATS. THE SKIN IS DRIED AND TREATED UNTIL IT BECOMES FLAT AND PAPERLIKE.
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			PARCHMENT IS MUCH STRONGER THAN PAPER. IT IS MORE EXPENSIVE, TOO. THE BEAUTIFUL PRAYER BOOKS AND BIBLES COPIED BY HAND IN THE MIDDLE AGES WERE ON PARCHMENT. PARCHMENT IS RARELY USED TODAY.
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			PAPER WAS FIRST MADE IN CHINA ALMOST TWO THOUSAND YEARS AGO BY USING BARK FROM THE MULBERRY TREE. (TODAY, THE FINEST PAPER IS MADE FROM CLOTH RAGS.) PAPER WAS MADE BY WETTING AND POUNDING THE MATERIAL UNTIL IT SEPARATED INTO FIBERS OR STRANDS. THESE WERE THEN BROKEN DOWN INTO A LIQUIDLIKE SUBSTANCE THAT WAS POURED ONTO A MESH MOLD. AFTER THE SUBSTANCE DRAINED ON THE MOLD, IT COULD BE LIFTED OFF AS A SHEET OF PAPER. IN EUROPE, PAPER WAS INTRODUCED BY THE MOORS OF NORTHERN AFRICA. THE FIRST PAPERMAKING MILL WAS BUILT IN SPAIN AROUND 1150.
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		Even when he was a young boy, Leonardo had an amazing talent for drawing. Drawings seemed to flow out of his fingers onto the paper. His rabbits and birds didn’t look like drawings. They looked alive.

		He understood the beauty of nature. He also knew its dangers. When he was only four years old, a terrible hurricane struck the countryside. Farms were destroyed, and many people were killed. Then when he was ten, the Arno River flooded Florence. Leonardo watched the storm and saw the flood; he never forgot either. All his life, he drew pictures of moving water.
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		Water was a source of life for animals and plants. It was also a source of destruction. Leonardo wanted to understand both sides of this force and to control its power.

		His father must have been aware of his son’s gift for drawing. All it would have taken was one look at one sketch. Ser Piero was a practical man. He knew Leonardo’s choices in life were limited. Because Ser Piero never married Caterina, Leonardo could not attend a university. He could not be a lawyer and businessman like his father. He could not become a doctor. But he could work in one of the art studios in Florence. Being an artist was a respectable trade. Ser Piero decided to take Leonardo to the city. There, he arranged for him to live and work with a famous artist. His name was Andrea del Verrocchio. This was certainly the best thing Ser Piero ever did for his son. It changed Leonardo’s life forever.
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		Chapter 2
The Art Studio
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		During the 1400s, Florence was the most important, most exciting city in all the world. It was one of five city-states in what is now Italy. Being a city-state meant Florence had its own government. It was called the Signoria. But for many years the city was really ruled by one very rich, very powerful family called the Medici.
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		The Medici men were art lovers. They built beautiful homes and churches and libraries in Florence. They wanted works of art to go inside all those buildings. Andrea del Verrocchio was one of the most famous artists working in Florence at the time. He had plenty of jobs. Leonardo was very lucky to study under such a master.

		Leonardo was an apprentice. He was twelve at the time he went to Verrocchio’s studio. All apprentices were boys. No girls were allowed. The apprentices were not paid. But they were given free room and food and a little money. At the studio they learned to become artists. For the first year, they had classes in drawing. After about seven or eight years they knew how to paint pictures, create frescoes (paintings done directly onto walls), make statues out of marble or bronze, design pottery, silverware, objects of gold, and even design buildings.
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		Apprentices started at the bottom and worked their way up. They swept the studio, ran errands for the older artists, and cleaned up at the end of the day. There were no art supplies stores. So Leonardo and the other apprentices learned to make paintbrushes and paints. For the brushes, hairs from different animals were stuck into wooden handles. Hog bristles, for instance, made good, hard brushes. Squirrel fur was used for softer brushes. The artists painted with a kind of paint called tempera. Its base was egg, not oil. (Painting with oil paints first started in the Netherlands; in Italy, artists did not start using oil paint until the 1470s.) Leonardo was taught to make colors. Blue came from grinding a stone called lapis lazuli into dust. Red came from crushing tiny beetles. Yellow came from the juice of one kind of berry.
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		At that time, canvas was not used for paintings. An artist painted on a flat panel of wood instead. But the wood had to be prepared first. Boiling kept it from splitting or cracking later on. Then glue was brushed on. After that, a coat of fine plaster called gesso was put on. This gave the panel a nice, smooth surface for painting. All these steps were jobs for the apprentices.
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		Verrocchio’s studio was always busy.

		
			RISING UP THE LADDER

			VERROCCHIO’S STUDIO WAS TYPICAL OF ITS DAY. APPRENTICES WERE AT THE VERY BOTTOM OF THE LADDER. ABOVE THEM WERE WORKERS CALLED JOURNEYMEN. THEY HAD MANY YEARS’ EXPERIENCE AND HELPED TEACH THE APPRENTICES. THEY WERE ABLE WORKERS BUT WERE NOT GOOD ENOUGH YET TO JOIN THE GUILD OF PAINTERS. LIKE A UNION, THE GUILD WAS A GROUP THAT PROTECTED THE INTERESTS OF ITS MEMBERS. THERE WERE GUILDS FOR MANY DIFFERENT PROFESSIONS SUCH AS LEATHER WORKERS, DRUGGISTS, AND WEAVERS. VERROCCHIO’S BEST ASSISTANTS WERE ALREADY MEMBERS OF THE ARTISTS’ GUILD AND THUS WERE KNOWN AS MASTERS. AT THE VERY TOP OF THE STUDIO WAS VERROCCHIO HIMSELF: THE MASTER OF MASTERS.
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			SUBJECTS OF PAINTINGS

			IN LEONARDO’S TIME, PATRONS ORDERED TWO KINDS OF PAINTINGS. THEY EITHER WANTED PORTRAITS, WHICH WERE PICTURES OF THEMSELVES OR FAMILY MEMBERS, OR THEY WANTED RELIGIOUS PAINTINGS, WHICH SHOWED MOMENTS FROM THE LIFE OF JESUS AND THE SAINTS. THERE WERE NO LANDSCAPE PAINTINGS WHERE NATURAL SCENERY—A MOUNTAIN RANGE OR A VIEW OF A LAKE—WAS THE SUBJECT. NOR WERE THERE STILL-LIFE PICTURES, WHICH ARE PAINTINGS OF OBJECTS LIKE A BOWL OF FRUIT, A BUNCH OF FLOWERS IN A VASE, OR A TABLE SET FOR DINNER. OFTEN THESE SORTS OF THINGS WOULD APPEAR IN RELIGIOUS PAINTINGS, BUT THEY WEREN’T THE MAIN FOCUS. IN THE 1520S A GERMAN ARTIST NAMED ALBRECHT ALTDORFER WAS THE FIRST TO DO LANDSCAPE PAINTINGS. STILL-LIFE PAINTINGS WERE FIRST CREATED IN THE NETHERLANDS IN THE 1650S.
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		At any one time the master and his assistants would be working on many different projects. Whatever Verrocchio’s customers ordered, they’d make. As head of the studio, Verrocchio ran the business and drew up the contracts. The contract said exactly what the job was to be (for example, a statue of a soldier on horseback), how long it would take to finish it, how much it would cost, and what
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