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Inventor, artist, scientist . . . Leonardo da Vinci’s wide-ranging 
inquisitiveness was the source of his greatest accomplishments 
and his lifelong financial difficulties—he would get bored quickly 
and rarely finish his projects. As an artist, only seventeen of his 
finished works survive, and yet they include two of the most  
famous paintings in the world: The Last Supper and Mona Lisa. His 
scientific studies of human anatomy were centuries ahead of their 
time. And his designs for inventions, such as mechanical flight, 
foresaw technologies that would not be developed for hundreds of 
years. Leonardo’s achievements make him more than just an 
important historical figure: He is the ultimate Renaissance man 
who continues to inspire both artists and scientists more than  
500 years after his death.
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The Catholic monks in Milan were beside themselves. Leonardo da Vinci 
had come highly recommended. He was known as one of the most 
gifted, inventive artists of the day. He had seemed the perfect choice for 
painting a piece for San Francesco Grande’s chapel of the Immaculate 
Conception. And Leonardo had readily agreed to the contract offered by 
the monks. The contract called for the painting, intended to be the cha-
pel’s altarpiece, to be delivered in eight months. But the deadline had 
passed and Leonardo had yet to finish the painting he named The Virgin 
of the Rocks. The monks waited patiently, but as month after month 
passed, they grew increasingly frustrated. Finally, at wit’s end, they 
resorted to drastic measures and sued Leonardo for not fulfilling the 
terms of his contract. 

When the monks had approached Leonardo about the commission in 
1483, it was a great coup for the artist. The Virgin of the Rocks (also known 
as The Madonna of the Rocks) was one of his first commissions in Milan. 
Having it prominently displayed in a major church would no doubt bring 
more commissions and further Leonardo’s reputation and status. The 
contract for the painting was very specific. The Virgin of the Rocks was to 
signify the Immaculate Conception, a Catholic dogma that says Mary 
conceived Jesus without original sin. The Virgin Mary was to be the focus 
of the painting. Da Vinci was to portray her in a pure, holy manner, and 
she should have angels surrounding her. The monks even detailed what 
colors the characters’ clothes should be, and that the background be a 

Legal Woes

Chapter 1
one
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CHAPTER 1

combination of mountains and rocks. It all sounded simple enough; it 
turned out to be anything but. 

Leonardo asked his assistant, Ambrogio de Predis, to work on the 
painting with him. Initially, everything seemed to be proceeding smoothly. 
The painting was due before the annual Feast of the Immaculate Concep-
tion, celebrated on December 8. Even under perfect conditions, Leonardo 
was not the most punctual of artists. While he would become known as 
one of the greatest Renaissance artists, he was also one of the least pro-
lific. Perhaps because he was so inquisitive about everything around him, 
he suffered from a habitually short attention span and found it difficult to 
finish an art project before turning his attention elsewhere. His unfinished 
works greatly outnumber his finished canvases. 

In addition to Leonardo’s chronic tardiness, a financial dispute arose 
over The Virgin of the Rocks. Although Leonardo had been paid in full by 
the monks when he signed the contract, he and Ambrogio asked for an 
additional payment to cover their out-of-pocket expenses—the gold-leaf 
frame Leonardo chose, plus the cost of having it carved, used a big chunk 
of his commission. 

The monks rejected Leonardo’s first version of the Virgin and sued. 
Leonardo retained ownership of the painting and eventually gave it to 
French King Louis XII. The legal dispute remained deadlocked in the 
courts for years. Finally, in 1506, aided by the intervention of Louis XII, the 
lawsuit was resolved. Afterward the monks commissioned Leonardo for a 
second Virgin. This time, the contract gave him and Ambrogio two years 
to complete the work. They were paid just half of what they earned for 
the first painting. 

By this time, some Milan officials were fed up with Leonardo’s now 
infamous procrastination. One wrote that Leonardo “has not borne him-
self as he ought to have done towards this republic, in that he has received 
a good sum of money and has made little beginning of a great work which 
he is under obligation to execute, and has already comported himself as a 
laggard . . .”1 However, Leonardo managed to meet the deadline, and the 
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LEGAL WOES

second Virgin of the Rocks was finally hung in the chapel on August 18, 
1508—twenty-five years late. 

It is believed that Leonardo was the sole artist on the first Virgin of 
the Rocks, because the painting shows his unique workmanship; specifi-
cally his use of chiaroscuro, which is the use of light and dark to create an 
illusion of depth. The changes in tone are very subtle, an example of sfu-
mato, a painting technique in which the artist uses translucent layers of 
color to create perceptions of depth and to blend colors so that there is 
no perceptible transition from one color to the next. Leonardo also added 
a personal touch by turning one of the designated angels into St. John. 

It is also believed that Ambrogio painted the angels that appear on 
panels on either side of the painting. According to author Kenneth Clark, 
“One of these survives and is in the National Gallery [of London] beside 
the second version of the Virgin of the Rocks. . . . The other was evidently 
moved when the first version of Leonardo’s picture was taken to France, 
and a substitute by one of Leonardo’s pupils put in its place. This angel is 
lost and the substitute now hangs in the National Gallery, where it long 
passed as the work of Predis, although technically it has nothing in com-
mon with the Predis angel opposite to it.”2

The second version of the painting uses brighter colors and more 
blue tones. St. John is now holding a cross and Leonardo added haloes 
over the Virgin Mary, St. John, and Jesus. Many experts believe that Leon-
ardo probably only supervised the second version and left the actual 
painting to other artists in his studio. The second Virgin remained in the 
chapel until 1781. For many years the painting passed through the hands of 
private collectors until it eventually found a permanent home in London’s 
National Gallery.

Ambrogio de Predis, who had previously established himself as an 
illuminator, continued working as a portrait painter, frequently working 
with royalty, such as Ludovico Sforza, the Duke of Milan. In 1493 he went 
to Innsbruck and stayed with the new wife of Emperor Maximilian I, who 
was Sforza’s daughter. He supplemented his art earnings by designing 
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stage sets, coins, and tapestries. The highlight of his career would be 
working with Leonardo on Virgin of the Rocks, and only two known Pre-
dis portraits survive. 

The prolonged legal wrangling had no effect on Leonardo’s reputa-
tion—or his propensity for tardiness. In 1495, while he was still in 
Milan—with the Virgin of the Rocks litigation still ongoing—Leonardo was 
commissioned to paint a fresco of a Passover dinner in the dining hall at 
Santa Maria della Grazie. A fresco is a technique used on walls and ceil-
ings where the artist applies a layer of plaster, then paints on it using 
watercolors. The drawbacks are that the artist must finish before the plas-
ter dries, and because of this time factor, the color range for the paints is 
limited. Not surprisingly, Leonardo was unable to work fast enough when 
using plaster, so he developed his own method of applying plaster that 
would give him the ability to change the fresco at a later date.

Leonardo’s work habits drove the Santa Maria monks crazy. He would 
work one day for eighteen hours, then disappear for the rest of the week. 
He might sit and study the work-in-progress for hours, then, after adding 
one or two minor brushstrokes, leave and be gone for days again. Weeks 
turned into months, which turned into years. When the head of the mon-
astery, the prior, complained, Leonardo shrugged it off. Three years later, 
in 1498, the fresco was finally complete. 

In the painting, which depicts Jesus and his final meal with his disci-
ples, Leonardo used the same type of table linens and place settings that 
the monks used, which gave the impression that Jesus and the Apostles 
were dining alongside the monks. Unfortunately, though, the experimen-
tal method Leonardo used to prepare the wall was flawed, and within just 
a few years, flakes of pigment had begun to peel. Even damaged, The Last 
Supper would become one of Leonardo’s most famous works. It would 
also be the source of a controversy—and a mystery—that would rage 
well into the twenty-first century.

da Vince book.indd   10 10/13/08   10:56:17 AM



da Vince book.indd   11 10/13/08   10:56:25 AM

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You’ve Just Finished your Free Sample 
 

Enjoyed the preview? 
 

Buy:  http://www.ebooks2go.com

https://www.ebooks2go.com/mitchell-lane-leonardo-da-vinci



