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Experience before authority: Leonardo's notebooks show a mind that repeatedly returned to observation, experiment and comparison
rather than accepting inherited answers.

Who was Leonardo?

Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) trained in Andrea del Verrocchio's Florentine workshop and became a
painter, draftsman, designer, engineer and investigator of anatomy, water, optics, machinery and flight. His
surviving notebooks are not orderly textbooks; they are working pages filled with sketches, calculations,
reminders and questions.

Why he matters

Leonardo's importance lies not in the myth that he invented the modern world in advance, but in the way he
looked. He treated drawing as a tool for thinking, connected art with mechanics and anatomy, and
repeatedly tested authority against direct experience. His unfinished work also raises a useful question
about the difference between discovery, perfectionism and completion.

Questions from the Hall

* What did Leonardo learn in Verrocchio's workshop that encouraged him to ignore boundaries between art
and engineering?

* Why did he fill thousands of notebook pages yet publish no systematic scientific treatise?

* What can his studies of water, anatomy and flight tell us about his method of observation?

* How should we judge machines that could not have worked as drawn but still asked important questions?
* Why were so many commissions left unfinished?

* Does understanding a problem count as completion if the object itself is never finished?

* How much of the popular Leonardo quotation industry survives contact with his actual writings?



A SHORT ROUTE THROUGH THE STORY

Date Event

1452 Born near Vinci in Tuscany.

1460s Enters Andrea del Verrocchio's workshop in Florence.

1482 Moves to Milan and enters the service of Ludovico Sforza.

1480s-90s Studies engineering, anatomy, optics, water, mechanics and flight while producing major artistic work.
1495-98 Paints The Last Supper in Milan.

1499 Leaves Milan after the fall of Ludovico Sforza.

1503 onward Works on the Mona Lisa over an extended period.

1500s Continues anatomical investigations, hydraulic studies and large artistic commissions; several remain
incomplete.

1513-16 Works in Rome before moving to France.

1516 Enters the service of Francis | and lives near Amboise at Clos Luce.

1519 Dies in France, leaving notebooks, drawings, paintings and many unresolved projects.

Evidence to test

* Flight: Leonardo's drawings were investigations and thought experiments, not completed modern aircraft.
Many could not have flown as drawn.

* Unfinished work: politics, failed techniques, changing patrons, travel and perfectionism all mattered. The
surviving record does not support one simple explanation.

* Mirror writing: much of Leonardo's writing runs right to left. His left-handedness offers a practical
explanation; secrecy is not required to explain every page.

* Famous quotations: “Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication” and “Art is never finished, only abandoned”
cannot be securely traced to Leonardo's surviving writings.

Principal research anchors

* Leonardo's surviving notebooks and drawings - the primary record of his observations, diagrams, lists and
changing ideas.

* The Windsor anatomical drawings and other major manuscript collections preserving his studies of the
human body and movement.

* Research on Verrocchio's workshop, Leonardo's Milanese service, the Sforza monument, The Last Supper,
Mona Lisa and the Battle of Anghiari.

* Modern scholarship comparing popular quotations and invention claims with the surviving documentary
record.

How to use this guide

Use the timeline for quick revision, the Hall questions for discussion or essay planning, and the evidence
notes to distinguish Leonardo's surviving work from later myth. Useful search terms include Leonardo da
Vinci, Verrocchio, Renaissance Florence, Milan, Mona Lisa, notebooks, anatomy, flight studies, hydraulics,
unfinished commissions, mirror writing, experience and authority.

Vicarii Productions approach: We do not put historical figures on trial. We bring surviving evidence back into the room, distinguish
documented fact from later legend where possible, and ask the questions fame has pushed aside.



