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Leonardo da Vinci, who died 500 years ago yesterday, lives in
the collective memory as an enigmatic genius who embodied
the Italian Renaissance. Here are some anecdotes about his ex-

traordinary life and work.

‘Fake news’: Leonardo died in the arms of King Francis I
An 1818 painting by French artist Jean-Auguste Dominique Ingres

shows Leonardo da Vinci breathing his last with his patron, France’s
King Francis I, at his bedside. The scene was inspired by an account
in “Lives of the Artists” by Giorgio Vasari, first published in 1550.
Vasari, seen as the father of art history, wrote that Leonardo “died in
the arms of the monarch”. The problem is that it could not be true.
According to historical records, the king was a two-day ride away in
Saint-Germain-en-Laye, near Paris, for the baptism of his second son
on May 3, the day after the Renaissance master died.

While the Ingres painting, which hangs in the Petit Palais in Paris,
is the best-known depiction of the sentimental fiction, it was itself in-
spired by a 1781 painting by Francois-Guillaume Menageot, which is
on display at the royal chateau of Amboise after meticulous restora-
tion work for the quincentenary.

Lover of birds, and flight
A story about Leonardo speaks to both his love of nature and fas-

cination with flight. He would often pity cooped up birds on sale in
markets, plunk down the asking price for them and then release them
into the air. Leonardo had a legendary obsession with the flight of
birds and how understanding the mechanism could lead to the cre-
ation of a human flying machine.

The face of a traitor
Leonardo was in the habit of roaming the streets of Milan in

search of beautiful or unusual faces, according to Giorgio Vasari, the
16th-century father of art history. “He would follow any such...
through the whole day, until the figure of the person would become
so well impressed on his mind that, having returned home, he would
draw him as readily as though he stood before him,” Vasari wrote.

But when it came to the face of Judas for The Last Supper,
Leonardo was at a loss as to how to portray a man who “possessed
a heart so depraved as to be capable of betraying his Lord”. Work
on the famous mural at the Santa Maria delle Grazie monastery
dragged on, and its prior grew so impatient that he complained to
the Duke of Milan. He fumed that Leonardo would “sometimes remain
half a day... absorbed in thought before his work, without making any
progress that he could see,” Vasari related. “This seemed to him such
a strange waste of time.”

Summoned by the Duke, Leonardo explained that “men of genius

are sometimes producing the most when they seem to be laboring
the least” and revealed his difficulty finding a face for Judas, as well
as that of Jesus, which he feared that “he could not hope to find on
earth.” At least for Judas, Leonardo had a fallback plan. He told the
Duke he could always use the prior’s face. Henceforth, “the poor prior,
utterly confounded... left Leonardo in peace,” Vasari wrote.  

Oh, that smile!
One of the many artistic conventions that Leonardo da Vinci up-

ended was the portrayal of people smiling, with no smile more famous
than that of his Mona Lisa. Facial expressions were a source of deep
fascination for Leonardo, who conducted meticulous anatomical stud-
ies to determine the nerves that trigger them. Biographer Walter Isaac-
son writes that while by day Leonardo was painting Mona Lisa, by
night he “was in the depths of the morgue... peeling the flesh off ca-
davers and exposing the muscles and nerves underneath.” And how
did he get the young wife of a Florentine silk merchant to smile through
hour upon hour of sittings? Contemporary biographer Giorgio Vasari
wrote in the 1550 work “Lives of the Artists” that Leonardo saw the
need to keep the lady entertained, and hired musicians and jesters for
the purpose. An 1863 painting by Cesare Maccari shows such a studio
scene, with Leonardo’s subject flanked by musicians. The work is
housed at the Museo Cassioli Pittura in Siena, Italy. — AFP

Tales of Leonardo, enigmatic genius

Daniela Molinari dreamed of offering a drink to the famous
Mona Lisa and asking her all about the great Leonardo Da
Vinci. On Tuesday night she enjoyed a very special night at

the museum, at the famous Louvre in Paris. The Italian-Canadian
art conservation student was chosen from over 180,000 entrants
in a competition, launched by the Louvre in Paris and the home-
sharing platform Airbnb, to mark 30 years since architect I.M Pei’s
glass pyramid was erected in the art museum’s courtyard. It is the
first time that any member of the public has been allowed to sleep
in the famous museum overnight.

The experience also included a special guided tour by an art
historian, like those previously offered only to the likes of Barack
Obama, Beyonce and Jay-Z. All the contestants had to do was an-
swer the question: “Why would you be the Mona Lisa’s perfect
guest?” “I wrote about offering a drink to Mona Lisa, to ask her
about Leonardo... we would share a spritz, because she never had
a chance to taste one,” the 26-year-old Molinari wrote. “I didn’t
take it seriously, I didn’t think it would work,” she added.

Dinner with Venus de Milo 
The night was spent sleeping beneath the iconic Pyramid in

the heart of the City of Lights. But before that there was indeed
time for a Renaissance-inspired aperitif with Mona Lisa, and Moli-
nari’s guest for the special night Adam Watson, 29.  Dinner along-
side the Venus de Milo followed-though it wasn’t clear how the

armless ancient Greek statue managed the cutlery-and an intimate
music concert in Napoleon III’s opulent apartments in the former
royal palace. A guided tour of the otherwise deserted museum was
another highlight.

The tour took in highlights of the 37 kilometers (23 miles) of
galleries, with the Louvre’s director of protocol Sabine de La
Rochefoucauld, as their guide. These included Italian renaissance
masterpieces, the old palace stables and, in between works by
Leonardo and Delacroix, the vivid colors of the 16th century Pieta
by Rosso Fiorentino, a piece de La Rochefoucauld had already
shown to singer Beyonce, who filmed an elaborately choreo-
graphed video inside the Louvre. Unlike in the “Night at the Mu-
seum” movies, none of Leonardo’s or Raphael’s subjects sprang to
life in front of the nocturnal visitors.

The magic for the two lucky guests was in being able to hear
their own footsteps in the galleries and look the Mona Lisa right
in the eye without being shoved sideways by people taking selfies
on their cell phones. Instead they could admire her from two arm-
chairs and a coffee table on which stood a bowl of cherries and
the aperitifs. “The last time I came to visit her I was small and it
was such a crowd of people,” Molinari recalled. “I couldn’t even
look at her.... And I didn’t appreciate her as I do now, because I
have been studying art.”

10 million visitors last year 
“You see posters, you see pictures, but this is completely dif-

ferent to see her for good,” said consort Watson For the competi-
tion organizers it was also a successful event in which 182,000
people took part, a quarter of them French, another quarter North
Americans and the rest from all over the world, said Emmanuel
Marill, the head of Airbnb in France. Paris is the top destination for
the home-sharing site, he said. But the idea of finding a bed inside
the Louvre “is what dreams are made of”.

Last year the Louvre welcomed more than 10 million visitors

for the first time, making it the most visited museum in the world.
The couple’s special night was aimed at conveying “a message of
hospitality, to show that we are able to welcome everyone in the
best possible way, even people who are not really used to visiting”
museums, explained Anne-Laure Beatrix, deputy managing direc-
tor of the Musee du Louvre. — AFP

Drinks with Mona
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