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INTRODUCTION: THE MOST
VALUABLE BOOK ON EARTH

In the pantheon of human genius, few
names shine as brightly as Leonardo da
Vinci. While the Mona Lisa and The Last
Supper are globally recognized
masterpieces, many of Leonardo’s most
profound insights remain locked within
his private notebooks. Among these, one
stands apart not only for its intellectual
depth but also for its astonishing

monetary value: the Leonardo Da Vinci
Codex Leicester. Purchased by
Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates in 1994
for $30.8 million, it is the most
expensive book ever sold. Yet its true
worth lies not in its price tag but in the
revolutionary ideas it contains. This
article explores the history, contents,
and enduring legacy of the Codex
Leicester, a 500-year-old manuscript
that reads like a dialogue between a
visionary and the universe itself.

WHAT IS THE CODEX LEICESTER?



https://app.ardentx.com/

The Codex Leicester is a 72-page
collection of Leonardo da Vinci's
scientific ~ writings and  drawings,
compiled between 1506 and 1510. It is
named after the Earl of Leicester, who
acquired it in 1719. Unlike many of
Leonardo’s notebooks, which are
fragmentary and scattered, the Codex
Leicester is a relatively cohesive
document focused primarily on
hydrology, astronomy, geology, and the
properties of water and light. Written in
Leonardo’s characteristic mirror script
(backwards from right to left), it is a
testament to his relentless curiosity and
his method of observing nature with the
precision of a scientist and the
imagination of an artist.

The manuscript is not a polished treatise
but a working notebook - filled with

sketches, diagrams, and annotations
that reveal a mind in constant motion.
Every page demonstrates Leonardo’s
belief that understanding nature requires
both measurement and metaphor.

HISTORICAL JOURNEY: FROM
LEONARDO TO BILL GATES

Creation and
Early Ownership

Leonardo began writing the notebook
around 1506, while living in Florence. He
carried it with him during his later years
in Milan and Rome. After his death in
1519, the manuscript passed to his
student and heir, Francesco Melzi. It
then vanished from public view for
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nearly two centuries, resurfacing in the
hands of the sculptor and collector
Guglielmo della Porta.

The Earl of
Leicester

In 1717, the manuscript was purchased
by Thomas Coke, later Earl of Leicester,
during his Grand Tour of Italy. The Earl
brought it to England, where it became
part of the Holkham Hall library. It
remained there for over 250 years,
studied by scholars but largely unknown
to the general public. The name “Codex
Leicester” honors this long association.

Modern
Acquisitions and
the Gates Sale

In 1980, the manuscript was sold by the
Leicester family to American art collector
Armand Hammer for about $5 million,
who renamed it the Codex Hammer.
After Hammer's death, it was offered at
auction in 1994. Bill Gates outbid several
competitors, paying a record-breaking
$30.8 million. Gates restored the original
name, the Codex Leicester, and has
since digitized it, making high-resolution
scans available to museums and the
public. The manuscript is occasionally
loaned for exhibitions, but its primary



home is Gates’ private vault.

THE SCIENTIFIC CONTENT: A
GLIMPSE INTO LEONARDO’S
MIND

The Codex Leicester is not a random
collection of thoughts; it is organized
around specific inquiries. Leonardo was
obsessed with understanding the natural
world through direct observation and
logical deduction. The notebook covers
four major themes:

1. Water and
Hydrology

Approximately half of the Codex is
devoted to water. Leonardo studied the

flow of rivers, the formation of waves,
and the dynamics of currents. He
designed dams, canals, and locks -
many of which anticipated modern
hydraulic engineering. His drawings of
turbulent water are so precise that they
resemble fluid dynamics simulations
from a computer. He even speculated on
the water cycle, describing how water
evaporates from the sea, forms clouds,
and falls as rain - a concept that would
later become central to meteorology.

One famous passage discusses the
erosion of mountains and the transport
of sediment, demonstrating Leonardo’s
understanding of geological time - a
radical idea in an era when the Earth
was believed to be only a few thousand
years old.
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2. Geology and
Fossils

Leonardo was one of the first thinkers to
correctly interpret fossils as the remains
of ancient organisms. In the Codex
Leicester, he argues that marine fossils
found on mountaintops could not be the
result of the Biblical Flood, as was
commonly believed. Instead, he
proposed that the mountains were once
seabeds that had been uplifted over vast
periods. This was a direct challenge to
the religious dogma of his day and a
precursor to modern geology.

3. Astronomy
and the Moon

Nearly as revolutionary are Leonardo’s
observations of the Moon. He correctly
theorized that the Moon reflects sunlight
and that its surface is not perfectly
smooth but covered in “seas” and
“lands” - a view that contradicted the
prevailing Aristotelian notion that
celestial bodies were perfect and
immutable. He even pondered why the
Moon’s brightness is not uniform,
attributing it to varying surface
reflectivity. His sketches of the lunar
surface are remarkably accurate.



4. Optics and
Light

Leonardo was fascinated by how light
interacts with the human eye. The Codex
includes observations on shadows,
reflections, and the nature of color. He
studied the way light passes through
water and the atmosphere, laying
groundwork for later discoveries in
atmospheric optics.

INTELLECTUAL METHOD: HOW
LEONARDO WORKED

The Codex Leicester reveals Leonardo’s
unigue methodology. He never
separated art from science. Every
observation is accompanied by

meticulous drawings, often combining
multiple viewpoints on a single page. He
used his left hand to write backwards -
not to be cryptic, but because it was
more natural for a left-handed person
using a quill, and it prevented smudging.

He asked questions relentlessly: “What
is the cause of the ebb and flow of the
tides?” “Why do rivers meander?” “How
does the heat of the Sun affect the
movement of water?” He then tested
these questions through thought
experiments and analogies with
everyday phenomena. For instance, he
compared the friction of water against
riverbanks to the friction of a knife
against a stone. This analogical
reasoning was far ahead of its time.
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SO VALUABLE

Monetary Value

The $30.8 million price tag in 1994
remains the highest ever paid for a
manuscript. Adjusted for inflation, it
would be over $65 million today. Its
rarity - it is one of only about 30
surviving notebooks by Leonardo - and
its pristine condition contribute to its
astronomical value.

Intellectual and

rECltaravalue

Beyond money, the Codex Leicester is a
direct window into the mind of a genius.
Unlike finished paintings, where the
artist’s struggles are hidden, notebooks
show Leonardo’s raw thinking, his
mistakes, and his leaps of intuition. It is
studied by historians, scientists, and
artists alike.

Digital
Accessibility

Bill Gates has taken the unusual step of
digitizing the entire manuscript and
allowing it to be displayed online and in
museums worldwide. For example, it was



exhibited at the Uffizi Gallery in Florence
and the American Museum of Natural
History in New York. This ensures that
the Codex Leicester remains a living
document, not a buried treasure.

changed the name to Codex Hammer in
an attempt at self-aggrandizement.
Gates’s decision to restore the
“Leicester” name is generally seen as a
respectful gesture toward history.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTROVERSIES

Some scholars have criticized the private
ownership of such a culturally significant
artifact. They argue that a manuscript of
this importance belongs in a public
institution. Gates has responded by
making digital copies freely available
and by loaning the original to
exhibitions. Still, the debate over
whether billionaire collectors should hold
national treasures continues.

Another minor controversy is the
renaming. Armand Hammer had

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE

The ideas in the Codex Leicester did not
directly influence the Scientific
Revolution - they were not published
until the 20th century. However, they
represent a parallel path to modern
science. Leonardo’s way of thinking -
basing conclusions on observation,
questioning accepted truths, and
integrating multiple disciplines - is
exactly the approach that later scientists
like Galileo and Newton would adopt.

Today, the Codex Leicester inspires
artists, engineers, and educators.

8 Leonardo Da Vinci Codex Leicester

2023-08-18



Leonardo Da Vinci Codex Leicester 9

Exhibitions built around it often combine
facsimile pages with interactive
simulations to help the public appreciate
Leonardo’s insights. It also serves as a
powerful reminder that creativity and
science are not separate realms.

CONCLUSION: A BOOK THAT
CONTINUES TO TEACH

The Leonardo Da Vinci Codex
Leicester is far more than a collector’s
prize. It is a testament to the power of
human curiosity. Within its 72 pages,
Leonardo da Vinci anticipated ideas that
would not be formally developed for

centuries - from the water cycle to the
geology of fossils, from the physics of
light to the nature of the Moon. Held in
private hands but shared with the world
through digital media, it continues to
inspire new generations of thinkers. As
we grapple with global challenges like
water management and climate change,
Leonardo’s observations feel startlingly
relevant. In a world that often separates
the arts and sciences, the Codex
Leicester stands as a timeless lesson:
that the deepest understanding comes
when we observe nature with the eyes of
both an artist and a scientist.



