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The horses in the background of the Adoration of the Magi are justified by an 
iconographic tradition that was also firmly rooted in fifteenth-century Florence, 
where Leonardo received his training. In the frescos of the chapel of the Palazzo 
Medici in Florence, for example, Benozzo Gozzoli transformed the retinue 
of the Magi into a spectacular horseback procession with dozens of figures. 
The number of horses and the variety of their poses in the work of Leonardo, 
however, demonstrate a particular interest that stayed with him for much of 
his career. Evidence of this is his careful study of equine anatomy, documented 
in many drawings; his attention to the proportions and characteristics of 
different breeds; his project for monumental stables at the Castello Sforzesco at 
Vigevano; his thorough plans for equestrian monuments to Francesco Sforza, 
Ludovico il Moro and Gian Giacomo Trivulzio (which were never carried out), 
and, finally, the tangle of horsemen and foot soldiers in The Battle of Anghiari, 
which was meant to decorate the great hall of the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence.

Adoration of the Magi (cat. 10)
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According to a firmly entrenched tradition well known to Leonardo, 
the noble ermine would rather be captured by hunters or even die than allow 
its brilliant white coat to get dirty. Much has been written about the appearance 
of the animal in the Kraków painting, its size, tameness and snout being more 
suggestive of a ferret. However, it is unquestionably an ermine, if only for the 
reference to the family name of Ludovico il Moro’s beautiful young mistress 
Cecilia Gallerani – the Greek word for ermine is γαλή ( galé ). Leonardo gives the 
animal’s eyes a lively, vibrant expression, and the gentle torsion of the body and 
paws creates a spiral movement that blends into the pose of the young woman.

Lady with an Ermine (cat. 16)
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Among the works of Leonardo’s first Florentine period, the Madonna of 
the Carnation met with particular favour from the Medici family. It is mentioned 
as being in the personal collection of the Medici pope Clement VII. The work 
falls within the period of greatest contact between the Tuscan and Flemish 
schools of painting. Leonardo does not suffer in comparison, as can be observed 
in the rich drapery of the Virgin’s clothing, the vase of flowers at the left and 
the gleaming brooch mounted with a large topaz that stands out on the Virgin’s 
breast. But the master’s attention to reality in painting emerges above all in the 
way he painted the Child reaching for the carnation. This is indeed the gesture 
of little baby who cannot yet focus his eyes or coordinate his movements. The 
fingers of the Madonna sink slightly into the Infant’s fleshy side.

Madonna of the Carnation (cat. 7)
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The first version of the Virgin of the Rocks, the sacred work with which 
Leonardo initiated his Milanese production, is a painting of explosive, even 
disconcerting, novelty. Beyond the unprecedented imaginary setting of a cave 
in the wilderness, one of the most innovative aspects is the vibrant and subtly 
ambiguous emotional atmosphere. In the first version of the work, today in 
the Louvre and entirely by Leonardo’s hand, the artist did not indicate clearly 
which of the two children is Jesus and which is John the Baptist. The altar 
painting was meant for a chapel in the Milanese church of San Francesco 
Grande, no longer standing. After prolonged controversy, Leonardo kept the 
painting for himself. He had students paint a second version, today in the 
National Gallery, London, in which he added a slender reed cross beside the 
baby on the left with joined hands, thus identifying him as the Baptist.

Virgin of the Rocks (cat. 12)
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The small elongated poplar panel of the Annunciation was originally part of 
the predella of an altarpiece commissioned from Verrocchio for the cathedral of 
Pistoia, where it is still to be found. Verrocchio entrusted the execution of the 
work to his collaborators. The main painting is one of Lorenzo di Credi’s best 
works; many scholars consider the Louvre’s Annunciation to be the contribution 
of Leonardo, because of its obvious affinity with the larger painting of the same 
subject now at the Uffizi. The natural setting imparts an extraordinary delicacy 
to the scene. The garden seems to blossom luxuriantly around the figure of 
the Archangel Gabriel. The Feast of the Annunciation is 25 March and thus 
coincides with the beginning of spring.

The Annunciation (cat. 8)
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In the youthful portrait of the Florentine lady Ginevra de’ Benci, 
Leonardo gives early evidence of his keen observation of nature and his taste 
for wordplay. A thorny bush rises behind the woman, creating an effective 
contrast with the light sky and alluding to the woman’s name ( ginepro is Italian 
for ‘juniper’). The landscape is also haunting for the contrast between the 
light background and the dark juniper bush that serves as a screen behind 
Ginevra’s shoulders. In subsequent portraits painted for the Sforza court in 
Milan, Leonardo adopted a neutral background. He was not to set another 
female portrait in a landscape for more than thirty years, again in Florence, 
with the Mona Lisa.

Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci (cat. 6)
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This is one of the first portraits in Florentine art to use the three-quarter 
view. In the workshop of Andrea del Verrocchio, Leonardo had certainly 
observed the effectiveness of lifelike marble portrait busts in comparison with 
the rigidity of the traditional profile pose found in painted portraits. The arrival 
in Florence of portraits executed in Flanders (such as Memling’s portraits of the 
banker Tommaso Portinari and his wife, Maria Baroncelli) gave an additional 
push to making the interaction between sitter and viewer stronger and more 
direct. Engulfed in a natural setting, Ginevra de’ Benci achieves all the volumetric 
presence of a sculpture but is further enhanced by the effect of colour. The 
sitter’s large, deep, dark eyes under partly lowered eyelids stand out against her 
pallid, almost alabaster face, while the blond reflections of her hair capture the 
light of the sun.

Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci (cat. 6)
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This is the only panel painting by Leonardo that remained in Milan. 
Unlike the landscape setting in the Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci, it has a neutral 
background and direct side lighting, which imparts a strong chiaroscuro effect. 
Portrait studies are a fundamental feature of Leonardo’s art, the field in which 
he conducted his most persistent investigation of the ‘movements of the soul’ 
– the inner impulses conveyed by pose, facial expression and bodily stance. 
The intelligent, inspired face of this musician stands out strongly from the dark 
background. The blond curls are painted with the care of a miniaturist. The 
more hastily brushed red cap and clothing are the work of pupils.

Portrait of a Musician (cat. 14)
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Leonardo returned to Florence in August 1550 at the age of almost fifty. He 
showed up in his native town with a masterpiece: the preparatory cartoon for a 
painting of the Virgin with St Anne and the Christ Child. A rare and invaluable 
document on Leonardo’s work method, the cartoon represents the last stage of 
drawing before executing the painting in oil. In this case, however, between the 
working out of the preparatory drawing and the subsequent transposition into 
paint, Leonardo radically altered the arrangement of the group. He spent more 
than ten years in research and making changes and retouches to the depiction 
of St Anne with the Madonna on her lap and the Infant Jesus. With no direct 
relation to the painting that is today in the Louvre, the cartoon is considered 
to be a pivotal stage in Leonardo’s art, an important junction between the 
end of the first Milanese period and his important stay in Florence. Midway 
between drawing and painting (the chiaroscuro is actually in tempera over a 
charcoal base), the cartoon offers radical innovations that met with enthusiastic 
admiration from artists and the public. The figures form a single block while 
maintaining an extraordinary individual psychological intensity, almost an 
echo of the Apostles in The Last Supper in Milan. The graphic style heightens the 
vibrations of the hazy atmospheric sfumato and the gradual transitions between 
shadow and light, yet without enclosing the figures within strict contour lines.

Virgin and Child with St Anne and St John the Baptist (The ‘Burlington House Cartoon’) (cat. 20)
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In the history of the critical literature on Leonardo, the Benois Madonna 
has had detractors who have criticized, among other things, the young woman’s 
excessively rounded forehead. However, it was fashionable in fifteenth-century 
Florence for young women to shave their foreheads to make them look broader. 
Far more numerous are the commentators who have admired the absorbing 
spontaneity of the young Mary, who smiles as she plays with the Infant Jesus. 
As in the contemporary Madonna of the Carnation in Munich, Leonardo depicts a 
complicated hairdo with braided tresses gathered at the nape of the neck, which 
contrasts with the woman’s fresh and natural ‘soap and water’ expression.

Madonna with a Flower or the Benois Madonna (cat. 9)
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Can Cecilia Gallerani’s facial expression really be called a smile? Or 
should we distinguish the crease of the straight, narrow lips from the inner light 
emitted by the eyes, from the expressive movement of the whole person, who 
seems to be turned inward upon herself? At the time of this portrait, Cecilia was 
the young lover of Ludovico il Moro. Leonardo has portrayed her as having 
considerable maturity for her age, reflected in a full sense of emotional and 
intellectual awareness. As in the other portraits he painted at the Sforza court, 
Leonardo made use of a dark, neutral background, intensifying the role of the 
light and shadow – a formula that was immediately taken up by painters active 
in Milan and that would continue to exert a strong fascination throughout the 
sixteenth century, even becoming a reference for Caravaggio’s training.

Lady with an Ermine (cat. 16)


