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France, Italy mark
500th anniversary of
Leonardo’s death

French President Emmanuel Macron and Italian counterpart Ser-
gio Mattarella yesterday kicked off commemorations to mark
500 years since Leonardo da Vinci died in France, paying their

respects to the Renaissance genius in a show of unity after months of
diplomatic tensions. “The bond between our countries and our citizens
is indestructible,” Macron said after the two men lunched at the Clos
Luce, the sumptuous manor house where Leonardo spent the last three
years of his life. The two heads of state began their visit at the  royal
chateau in Amboise, where they laid wreaths at Leonardo’s grave.

The joint celebrations come after months of mounting diplomatic
tensions between Paris and Rome over the hardline policies of Italy’s
populist government and its support for France’s anti-government
“yellow vest” protesters.  In the worst diplomatic crisis between the
two countries since World War II, Paris briefly recalled its ambassa-
dor from Rome.

Amboise, a sleepy town on the Loire River where Leonardo died
in 1519, was in virtual lockdown because of fears of protests by
France’s grassroots “yellow vest” movement. Traffic in the town of
just 13,000 was banned within a five-kilometer (three-mile) radius
and the usually teeming restaurants and shops shuttered. On
Wednesday, dozens of cars were towed away, with some foreign
owners apparently unaware of the draconian security measures.

The presidential helicopter arrived on a river island in the heart
of the town, touching down on a pad usually used to launch hot-air
balloons over the chateau-studded valley. Yesterday, the two presi-
dents headed to the sprawling chateau of Chambord-whose central
double-helix staircase is attributed to Leonardo though the first stone
was not laid until four months after his death.

Among glitterati attending the events were Italian star architect
Renzo Piano, French astronaut Thomas Pesquet and historian
Stephane Bern, a prominent French television personality. But a new
scandal hung over the event after a French arts magazine revealed
Tuesday that an investigation had been opened into the alleged de-

struction of listed property during extensive renovation work at the
Clos Luce in 2017. The online La Tribune de l’Art said workers re-
moved 18th-century woodwork and a fireplace and made major al-
terations to floors and ceilings in the privately owned mansion.

‘Architect of the king’ 
Francis I, known as the “Sun King of the 16th century”, is widely

credited with bringing the Renaissance to France, even if his predeces-
sor Louis XII had begun the process by bringing in architects and ar-
tisans from Florence, Milan and Rome. Leonardo was 64 when he
accepted the young Francis I’s invitation to Amboise, at a time when ri-
vals Michelangelo and Raphael were rising stars. With Leonardo’s com-
missions drying up, it came as a great relief and no small vindication for
the Tuscan artist, who received a handsome stipend as the “first painter,
engineer and architect of the king”. At the time, Francis I was barely 23,
and his ambitious mother Louise of Savoy “knew that Leonardo would
be the man who would allow her son to flourish”, Catherine Simon Mar-
ion, managing director of the Clos Luce, told AFP.  — AFP

Experts comb through DNA
from possible Da Vinci hair

Alock of what some historians think is
Leonardo da Vinci’s hair went on display
yesterday at a museum in his Tuscan birth-

place as they seek to prove it contains his DNA
500 years after the genius died. Presenting what
he called a “relic” at the Leonardo library in Vinci
devoted to the painter and Renaissance giant, art
historian Alessandro Vezzosi told AFP how the
whitish-blond hairs emerged from the shadows.
“This lock remained secret for a long time before
we discovered it three years ago in the United
States,” he said. 

“It will allow us to do DNA research on
Leonardo,” Vezzosi added. “After studying Da
Vinci’s genaeology for 40 years, in 2016 we pre-
sented 35 living descendants of the master, and a
short time later I was contacted by the collector
who owns it and who agreed to show it.”
Leonardo da Vinci was born April 15, 1452, in
Vinci, northwest of Florence, the illegitimate son
of a wealthy landowner and a teenaged peasant.
He died May 2, 1519, in Amboise, central France,
where he had lived as the guest of King Francis I.
Leonardo had no children but he had a dozen
half-siblings on his father’s side and several more
on his mother’s side.

Less than a decade later, Leonardo’s patron
left the Loire Valley for Paris and Fontainebleau.
Although the chateau would again become a royal
seat, it gradually fell into decline. Vezzosi chose

the symbolic 500th anniversary of his death to
present the lock of hair as part of the “Leonardo
Lives” exhibition curated with Agnese Sabato.
The lock is accompanied by a notice reading “The
hair of Leonardo da Vinci” in French, along with
a bronze ring that documents describe as having

been worn by the Florentine genius.

Living descendants 
“We are not 100 percent sure it is his hair, we

are saying it is possible through genaeological re-
search to compare the genetic material’s DNA
with that of Leonardo’s living descendants who
have been found in Tuscany,” Vezzosi said.  Other

comparisons are to be made with material recov-
ered from tombs in France and Spain, the Renais-
sance specialist added. Eike Schmidt of the Uffizi
Gallery in Florence doubts the hair is authentic,
however. “No specialist thinks so, and it is ex-
tremely unlikely that a lock of Leonardo’s hair
could wind up in an American collection,” he told
Italian media yesterday.  — AFP

A lock of what Italian experts believe is
Leonardo’ da Vinci’s hair are being displayed
at the “Leonardo Lives” exhibition marking
the 500th anniversary of the death of Renais-
sance artist Leonardo Da Vinci, yesterday in
Vinci, Tuscany. — AFP photos

Italian President Sergio Mattarella (left) and French President
Emmanuel Macron hold busts of Italian renaissance painter
and scientist Leonardo da Vinci during a visit at the Chateau
du Clos Luce, as part of a commemoration of the 500th anniver-
sary of his death, in Amboise, central France. —AFP photos

A lock of what Italian experts believe is Leonardo’ da Vinci’s hair (Top right) are being dis-
played at the “Leonardo Lives” exhibition.

The Chapel of Saint-Hubert, where the tomb of Italian renais-
sance painter and scientist Leonardo da Vinci is located.

Italian President Sergio Mattarella (left) and French President
Emmanuel Macron lay flowers on the tomb of Italian renais-
sance painter and scientist Leonardo da Vinci to commemorate
the 500th anniversary of his death.


