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THE FLORENTINE PERIOD AND FIRST MAJOR WORKS

INTRODUCTION: THE UNIVERSAL GENIUS

When we speak of the Renaissance, one name towers above all others: Leonardo da Vinci. He was
not merely a painter but a scientist, inventor, anatomist, engineer, architect, and philosopher. A
Leonardo da Vinci short biography can only scratch the surface of his boundless curiosity and
achievements. Born in 1452 in the small Tuscan town of Vinci, he became the archetype of the
“Renaissance Man” — a person whose expertise spans multiple disciplines. Even today, over five
centuries after his death, his work continues to inspire awe and wonder. This article explores the key
milestones in his life, from his humble beginnings to his enduring legacy, offering a concise yet
comprehensive overview for anyone seeking to understand the man behind the masterpieces.

EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION

Birth in Vinci

Leonardo di ser Piero da Vinci was born on April 15, 1452, in the hamlet of Anchiano near Vinci,
Republic of Florence (present-day Italy). He was the illegitimate son of Ser Piero, a Florentine notary,
and a peasant woman named Caterina. Because of his illegitimate status, he could not follow his
father into the legal profession, nor could he attend a formal university. Yet this very limitation may
have freed him to pursue his own path of discovery. Growing up in the Tuscan countryside, he
developed a deep appreciation for nature — the flow of water, the flight of birds, the growth of
plants — which would later infuse both his art and his scientific studies.

Apprenticeship with Verrocchio

At around age 14, Leonardo was sent to Florence, the epicenter of the Renaissance, to apprentice
under the renowned artist Andrea del Verrocchio. In Verrocchio’s bustling workshop, Leonardo
learned not only painting and sculpture but also mechanics, chemistry, metallurgy, and drafting.
This multidisciplinary training was the perfect foundation for his future explorations. A famous
anecdote recounts that Leonardo painted an angel in Verrocchio’s “Baptism of Christ” so beautifully
that Verrocchio supposedly never painted again, humbled by his pupil’s genius. Whether apocryphal
or not, the story underscores the extraordinary talent that quickly set Leonardo apart.

Early Commissions

In 1472, at the age of 20, Leonardo qualified as a master in the Guild of Saint Luke, the Florentine
quild of artists and doctors. However, he continued to work with Verrocchio for several more years.
His first known independent works include the “Annunciation” (c. 1472-1476) and the “Adoration of
the Magi” (1481, left unfinished). Even in these early pieces, his innovative use of perspective,
shadow, and psychological depth hinted at the revolutionary artist he would become.

Leaving Florence for Milan

Around 1482, Leonardo left Florence for the court of Ludovico Sforza, the Duke of Milan. He
presented himself not primarily as an artist but as a military engineer and inventor, demonstrating
his ability to design bridges, weapons, and fortifications. This move marked a turning point: in Milan,
he would produce his two most famous paintings and delve deeper into scientific studies.

THE MILANESE MASTERPIECES

“The Last Supper”

Between 1495 and 1498, Leonardo painted “The Last Supper” on the refectory wall of the
monastery of Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan. This mural depicts the moment Jesus announces that
one of his apostles will betray him, capturing the dramatic reactions of each disciple. Leonardo
broke with tradition by using tempera and oil on a dry plaster preparation (instead of true fresco),
which unfortunately caused the painting to begin deteriorating soon after completion. Nevertheless,
its composition — with Christ at the center, the vanishing point drawing the viewer’'s eye — remains
a masterpiece of Renaissance art and a cornerstone of any Leonardo da Vinci short biography.

“Mona Lisa”

Perhaps the most famous painting in the world, the “Mona Lisa” (La Gioconda) was begun around
1503 during Leonardo’s return to Florence and continued for several years, possibly until 1517. The
identity of the sitter is widely believed to be Lisa Gherardini, the wife of a Florentine silk merchant.
The painting is celebrated for its elusive smile, the subtle modeling of light and shadow (sfumato),
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and the atmospheric landscape behind the figure. Leonardo never formally delivered the painting to
the patron; he kept it with him until his death, indicating its personal significance. The “Mona Lisa”
has become an icon of art history and a testament to Leonardo’s mastery of human expression.

SCIENTIFIC STUDIES AND INVENTIVE MIND

Anatomy and the Human Body

One of the most remarkable aspects of Leonardo’s genius was his relentless pursuit of knowledge
through observation. He dissected dozens of human corpses in Florence, Milan, and Rome, making
detailed drawings of muscles, bones, organs, and the vascular system. His anatomical sketches —
such as the “Vitruvian Man” (c. 1490) — are not only scientifically accurate for their time but also
aesthetically sublime. He sought to understand the mechanical function of the body, laying
groundwork for modern anatomy. His notes show he was the first to correctly describe the aortic
valve and the structure of the human heart, among other discoveries.

Inventions and Engineering

Leonardo’s notebooks are filled with designs for fantastical machines that were centuries ahead of
their time. Among his concepts:

Flying machines, including designs for ornithopters (flapping-wing aircraft) and a
rudimentary helicopter.

Military inventions such as armored vehicles, giant crossbows, and a scythed chariot.
Hydraulic systems for canal building, water pumps, and diving equipment.

Robotic devices, including a mechanical knight that could move arms and jaw.

While many of these inventions were never built or proved impractical with the technology of the
time, they demonstrate a brilliantly systematic approach to problem-solving. Leonardo wrote in his
notebooks in mirror script, perhaps to protect his ideas or simply because he was left-handed, but
these thousands of pages provide an intimate window into his creative process.

LATER YEARS: TRAVEL, RIVALRIES, AND FINAL WORKS

Return to Florence and the “Battle of
Anghiari”

After the French invasion of Milan in 1499, Leonardo returned to Florence, now a celebrated artist.
He undertook several commissions, including the “Battle of Anghiari” (1503-1505), a large mural for
the Palazzo Vecchio. The work was never finished, and its central section is known only through

copies and sketches. During this period, he also studied mathematics, geometry, and geology, and
collaborated with the young Michelangelo, with whom he had a famous rivalry.

Service to Cesare Borgia and King Louis
XII

For a brief time in 1502-1503, Leonardo worked as a military architect and engineer for Cesare
Borgia, son of Pope Alexander VI, traveling through central Italy and mapping fortresses. Later, he
reentered the service of the French crown in Milan (1506-1513) under King Louis XIl, for whom he
organized pageants and designed hydraulic projects.

Final Years in France

In 1516, at the invitation of King Francis |, Leonardo moved to the Chateau du Clos Lucé in Amboise,
France. He was granted the title “Premier Painter, Engineer, and Architect of the King.” By this time,
his health was failing, and he produced fewer original works. He spent his days sketching,
conversing with the king, and organizing his notebooks. He died on May 2, 1519, at the age of 67.
Legend says Francis | held his head in his arms as he passed, though this may be a later
romanticization. Leonardo was buried in the chapel of Saint-Hubert on the castle grounds.

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE

The Icon of the Renaissance

The impact of Leonardo da Vinci on Western civilization is immeasurable. As an artist, he
transformed painting with his mastery of chiaroscuro (light and shadow), sfumato (blurring of
outlines), and psychological expression. As a scientist, he pioneered empirical observation and
interdisciplinary thinking. His notebooks — more than 7,000 surviving pages — document a mind
that refused to compartmentalize knowledge. He saw connections between art and science,
between the flight of birds and the design of machines, between the flow of water and the
circulation of blood.

Why His Biography Still Matters

A Leonardo da Vinci short biography serves not only as a historical record but also as an
inspiration. In an age of increasing specialization, Leonardo reminds us of the power of curiosity and
the value of seeing the world as an integrated whole. He was not perfect — he frequently
abandoned projects, struggled with procrastination, and left many works unfinished. Yet his
relentless questioning and his ability to observe with fresh eyes make him a timeless role model. His
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most famous drawing, the “Vitruvian Man,” has become a universal symbol of human potential and
proportion.

CONCLUSION

Leonardo da Vinci lived a life that defied easy categorization. He was a painter who would rather
design a flying machine than finish a portrait, a scientist who annotated his studies with beautiful

drawings, an inventor whose ideas would not be realized for centuries. This Leonardo da Vinci
short biography has traced his journey from a small Tuscan village to the courts of Milan and the
palace of a French king. His legacy endures not only in the Louvre’s “Mona Lisa” or the faded fresco
of “The Last Supper” but in every mind that dares to ask “why?” and “how?” Leonardo taught us
that the boundaries between art and science are artificial — and that the deepest beauty lies in
understanding the world around us.



