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WHO WAS LEONARDO DA VINCI:
THE RENAISSANCE MASTER WHO
REDEFINED ART AND SCIENCE

When we ask,  "Who was Leonardo Da
Vinci?"  we  are  not  merely  inquiring
about a historical figure; we are stepping
into the world of a man whose genius
continues  to  captivate  the  modern
imagination. Leonardo da Vinci was far
more  than  a  pa inter .  He  was  an
architect, an anatomist, an engineer, a

mathematician,  and  a  visionary  whose
insatiable  curiosity  shaped  the  very
fabric of the Renaissance. Born in 1452
in the small Tuscan town of Vinci, Italy,
he  rose  from  humble  beginnings  to
become  one  of  the  most  celebrated
polymaths  in  human  history.  To
understand  Leonardo  is  to  understand
the  birth  of  interdisciplinary  thinking,
where art and science were not separate
disciplines  but  two  sides  of  the  same
brilliant coin.
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The Early Life
and
Apprenticeship

of Leonardo
Leonardo was born out of wedlock to a
notary named Ser Piero and a peasant
woman  named  Caterina.  This  status,
while  limiting  in  some  respects,  also
freed him from the rigid expectations of
noble  lineage.  He  was  raised  in  his
father's household and showed an early
aptitude  for  drawing  and  observation.
Recognizing  his  talent,  Ser  Piero
arranged  for  Leonardo  to  apprentice

under Andrea del Verrocchio, a leading
Florentine artist of the time.
In  Verrocchio's  bustling  workshop,
Leonardo  learned  the  mechanics  of
painting, sculpting, and metalworking. It
was  here  that  he  developed  h is
foundational  skills  in perspective,  light,
and  shadow.  The  famous  anecdote  of
Leonardo  pa in t ing  an  ange l  i n
Verrocchio's  "The  Baptism  of  Christ"
illustrates  his  early  mastery.  It  is  said
that Verrocchio was so humbled by the
beauty of Leonardo's angel that he never
picked up a brush again.  Whether the
story is entirely factual or not, it speaks
to  the  awe  that  Leonardo's  talent
inspired  from  the  very  beginning.
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The Mind of a
True Polymath
To fully answer the question, "Who was
Leonardo  Da  Vinci?"  we  must  move
beyond  his  paintings  and  into  the
labyrinth of his notebooks. Leonardo left
behind  thousands  of  pages  filled  with
sketches,  scientific  diagrams,  and
observations  written  in  his  distinctive
mirror script. These notebooks reveal a
m a n  w h o  w a s  o b s e s s e d  w i t h
understanding the world around him. He
d i s sec ted  human  cadave r s  t o
understand the mechanics of the body,
studied  the  flight  of  birds  to  dream  of
human  flight,  and  charted  the  flow  of
water  to  improve  engineering  projects.

His approach to knowledge was holistic.
He  believed  that  the  eyes  were  the
windows  to  the  soul  and  that  direct
observation was the only reliable path to
truth.  This  philosophy  made  him  a
pioneer  in  fields  that  did  not  yet  have
formal  names.  He  studied  geology  to
understand the age of the earth, botany
to capture the accuracy of plants in his
paintings, and optics to perfect his use
of chiaroscuro, the dramatic contrast of
light and dark.

The
Masterpieces
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That Defined an
Era
While Leonardo's scientific pursuits were
vast, it is his art that remains his most
accessible legacy. His paintings are not
just  images;  they  are  psychological
studies frozen in time. Let us examine
the  three  most  iconic  works  that
inevitably  arise  when  discussing  who
Leonardo Da Vinci was.

THE MONA LISA: A STUDY IN
MYSTERY

Perhaps the most famous painting in the
world, the Mona Lisa, or La Gioconda, is
a portrait of Lisa Gherardini, the wife of a

Florentine  merchant.  What  makes  this
painting  revolutionary  is  not  just  the
technical  mastery  of  sfumato—a
technique  of  blending  tones  to  create
soft, smoky transitions—but the subject's
expression.  Her  enigmatic  smile  has
sparked  centuries  of  debate.  Is  she
happy?  Sad?  Sly?  The  ambiguity  is
intentional. Leonardo captured a fleeting
moment  of  human  emotion  that  defies
singular  interpretation.  The  landscape
behind her, with its winding roads and
distant mountains, adds to the sense of
depth and mystery, making the viewer
feel  as  though  they  are  looking  into
another world.

THE LAST SUPPER: EMOTION IN
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COMPOSITION

Painted  on  the  refectory  wall  of  the
Convent of Santa Maria delle Grazie in
Milan, The Last Supper is a masterclass
in narrative and composition. Leonardo
chose to depict the exact moment when
Christ  announces  that  one  of  his
disciples  will  betray  him.  Rather  than
painting  the  figures  in  static,  traditional
poses,  Leonardo  captured  a  wave  of
human  emotion.  Each  apostle  reacts
differently—shock,  anger,  denial,
fear—creating  a  dynamic  and  deeply
human  scene.  The  use  of  l inear
perspective  draws  the  viewer's  eye
direct ly  to  Chr ist  at  the  center,
emphasizing  his  calmness  amidst  the
chaos.  This  painting is  a  testament  to
Leonardo's ability to marry mathematical

precision  with  profound  emotional
storytelling.

THE VIRGIN OF THE ROCKS:
NATURE AND DIVINITY

This  painting,  created in  two versions,
showcases  Leonardo's  fascination  with
geology and botany. Set in a mysterious,
cavernous  landscape,  the  Virgin  Mary,
the  infant  Jesus,  the  infant  John  the
Baptist, and an angel are arranged in a
delicate  grouping.  The  figures  are
bathed in a soft, atmospheric light that
seems to emanate from within the cave
itself.  The  plants  at  their  feet  are
botanically accurate, and the rocks have
a  layered,  geological  texture  that
reflects  Leonardo's  careful  study  of  the
natural world. In this painting, the sacred
and  the  natural  are  intertwined,



6

6 Who Was Leonardo Da Vinci 2022-09-17

suggesting that divinity is present in the
very structure of the earth.

The Inventor:
Dreaming of the
Future
When we explore who Leonardo Da Vinci
was, we must also look at his legacy as
an inventor. He was a man living in the
15th  and  16th  centuries,  yet  his
notebooks contain designs for machines
that would not be built for centuries. He
sketched  plans  for  flying  machines,
including  an  ornithopter  with  wings
inspired by bats and birds. He designed
a rudimentary  helicopter,  a  parachute,

and  even  a  sort  of  early  tank  with  a
conical top and rows of cannons.
His engineering contributions were just
as  remarkable.  He  designed  hydraulic
pumps, canals, and systems for diverting
rivers. He studied the physics of water,
creating  detailed  drawings  of  vortices
and currents. He also turned his hand to
mil i tary  engineering,  designing
catapults,  crossbows,  and  armored
vehicles for Ludovico Sforza, the Duke of
Milan.  While  many of  these inventions
were  never  built  in  his  lifetime,  they
demonstrate  a  mind  that  was  not
content with the present but was always
reaching for what could be.
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The Anatomy of
Genius:
Dissecting the

Human Body
One of the most remarkable aspects of
Leonardo's  work  is  his  anatomical
s tud ies .  At  a  t ime  when  human
dissection  was  deeply  restricted,
Leonardo managed to  obtain  cadavers
and  perform  detailed  dissections.  His
drawings  of  the  human  skeleton,
musc les ,  hea r t ,  and  b ra in  a re
extraordinarily accurate. He was the first
to correctly describe the aortic valve and

the manner in which the heart  pumps
blood,  and  he  drew  the  fetus  in  the
womb with stunning precision.
These studies were not purely scientific;
they  directly  informed  his  art.  By
understanding  how  muscles  work
beneath the skin, Leonardo could paint
the  human  form  with  a  sense  of
movement and tension that had never
been seen before. His Vitruvian Man, a
drawing of a male figure inscribed within
a  circle  and  a  square,  is  the  perfect
symbol  of  this  integration  of  art  and
science.  I t  represents  the  ideal
proportions  of  the  human  body  and
remains an enduring icon of Renaissance
humanism.
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The Later Years
and the Move to

France
In his later years, Leonardo's reputation
as a master had spread across Europe.
He spent time in Rome, working for the
powerful Medici family and briefly for the
Pope, but he increasingly found that his
scientific  and  artistic  pursuits  were  not
fully  appreciated.  In  1516,  at  the
invitation  of  King  Francis  I,  Leonardo
moved to France. He was given the title
of  "Premier  Painter,  Engineer,  and
Architect of the King" and was granted
the Château du Clos Lucé near the royal
residence in Amboise.

In  France,  Leonardo  was  free  to  think
and  create  without  the  pressures  of
court  politics.  He  spent  his  final  years
sketching,  studying,  and  preparing  his
manuscripts.  He  suffered  a  stroke  that
paralyzed  his  r ight  hand,  but  he
continued to work with his left hand. He
died on May 2, 1519, at the age of 67.
According to legend, King Francis I was
at his bedside, holding his head as he
passed. Whether this anecdote is true or
symbolic,  it  reflects  the  deep  respect
and  admi ra t ion  tha t  Leonardo
commanded.

The Legacy: Why
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We Still Ask Who
Leonardo Was
Centuries after his death, the question
"Who  was  Leonardo  Da  Vinci?"  still
resonates  because  his  legacy  is  not
static. He represents the ideal of human
potential.  In  an  age  of  increasing
specialization, Leonardo reminds us that
knowledge is interconnected. He teaches
us to look at the world with curiosity, to
observe  carefully,  and  to  never  stop
learning.
His  influence  can  be  seen  everywhere.
Artists  stil l  study  his  techniques.
Scientists  admire  his  methodology.
Inventors  look  to  his  sketches  for
inspiration. The word "Renaissance man"

is often used to describe someone with
diverse  talents,  and  Leonardo  is  the
original example of that archetype. He
was a man who saw no barriers between
the beauty of a painting and the logic of
a  machine,  between the mystery  of  a
smile and the mechanics of a heart.

Conclusion: The
Eternal Student
of Nature
In trying to answer the question, "Who
was Leonardo Da Vinci?" we find that he
cannot be reduced to a single label. He
was a painter who changed the course of
art history, a scientist who recorded the
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secrets  of  the  human  body,  and  an
inventor who imagined the tools of the
future. More than anything else, he was
a student of nature. He believed that the
world was a book waiting to be read, and
he devoted his entire life to reading it
with his eyes, his hands, and his mind.
Leonardo da Vinci was not just a man of
the Renaissance; he was a man for all
time. His life invites us to cultivate our

own  curiosity,  to  connect  the  dots
between  different  fields,  and  to
recognize  that  the  most  profound
discoveries often come when we allow
art and science to speak to one another.
In that sense, Leonardo never really left
us. He lives on in every question asked,
every sketch drawn, and every dream of
flight.  He  remains,  as  he  always  was,  a
guiding  light  for  those  who  dare  to
wonder.


