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 Leonardo Da Vinci in Florence and Milan 
 
Leonardo was now a master painter and he could 
expect to make money as an artist if people 
ordered a painting from him and gave him a 
commission. The people of Florence loved art, 
and a good painter was certain to get 
commissions in Florence. Because Leonardo was 
such a good painter he was sought after, but 
soon people stopped going to him for pictures, 
because he would say ‘yes’ to a commission and 
then get interested in something else and not 
finish the picture he’d been commissioned to do.  
 
The people of Florence loved Leonardo; he was 
very charismatic. It is said he was very good-
looking, and excellent company, telling funny 
stories for hours on end. He was excitable and 

fun-loving, and he amused his friends with his great physical strength. He would take a 
horseshoe in his hands and bend it apart until it was a straight length of iron. He would tell 
his friends to drive a riderless horse (with no rider) through the streets and then Leonardo 
would step out in front of the horse and stop it with one tug on the reins. He played a dozen 
musical instruments to perfection and even invented instruments himself. One was a 
wooden box with strings drawn across it – the wooden box shaped like a horse’s head.    

 
The people of Florence were proud to have such a gifted man in their city, but they did not 
give him any work because he never finished it! Why didn’t he finish his work? Well, it was 
not because he was lazy, in fact, quite the opposite. He worked long hours, and could be 
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seen up, late at night. There were no lights as we know them today. If you stayed up past 
dark, you could only use candles to light a room. The candle would often flicker, giving an 
interrupted light. To prevent this flickering, Leonardo put a candle in a glass cylinder and the 
glass cylinder in a bowl of water. The cylinder kept the flame steady and the water bowl 
magnified the flame, so the light was about twelve times brighter than a candle flame on its 
own. Leonardo often worked well into the night with this invention lighting his house. 
  
This passion for inventing often meant that Leonardo lost interest in his painting. Although 
he could paint better than anyone else, he was at heart a scientist, and inventor rather than 
a painter.  
 
When he was a young boy, Leonardo would go climbing the hills around Vinci. He had 
noticed seashells embedded in the rocks. As a boy he wondered how the seashells had 
come to be in a place hundreds of kilometres from the sea. As a grown man he pondered 
this further and came to the conclusion that there must have once been an ocean in this 
hilly region. It was another three hundred years until modern scientists came to the answer 
that Leonardo had come to by himself. 

 
Leonardo became very interested in the anatomy of 
the human body. He would get hold of hanged 
criminals or get grave robbers to give him bodies so 
he could study them. Later the director of the 
hospital gave him cadavers to study. In those days 
there were no fridges, so it would have been smelly 
work, but Leonardo spent hours studying these 
corpses. He would cut them and draw what he saw 
– bones, muscles, hearts, blood vessels. His 
drawings were so exact and accurate they can still 
be used by a medical student today. Leonardo 
knew more about the human body than the doctors 
of this time. Leonardo was also interested in map 
making. He was perhaps the first person to make a 
contour map – a map which is raised to show the 
heights of land. He also enjoyed filling his notebook 
with drawings of plants. He had an amazing interest 
of the world and observed it keenly.  
 

So, you can see it was not that Leonardo was lazy. He was always busy, just not with his 
painting. That is why no one in Florence would give him a commission. This left Leonardo 
poor and in debt. He owed money to people and could not pay it back. But luckily another 
Italian city invited him.  
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Duke Ludovico Sforza of 
Milan asked Leonardo to 
come, not as a painter but 
as a music master, and to 
make decorations for his 
festivals and performances 
on a stage. Leonardo did 
this work very well, even 
inventing all kinds of 
machinery that had the 
actors seemingly fly over 
the stage.  
 
This Duke of Milan, Sforza, 
was so pleased with 

Leonardo that he gave him an important task – to make an enormous bronze statue of a 
rider on a prancing horse, as it was assumed that a painter could also sculpt. This was to be 
in honour of Sforza’s father.  
 
Leonardo threw himself into this work. He first made countless drawings of horses, and then 
a clay model of these drawings. It was going to be the largest bronze statue in the world. 
Once the clay model was done, the prancing horse was seven metres high. The whole 
population of Milan came to admire it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sforza castle in Milan 
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To make the whole 
thing from bronze 
would take 70 tons, or 
63,500 kgs, of bronze. 
Even for a very 
wealthy ruler, this was 
a lot and Sforza was 
shaken by the cost. 
But in the end, he 
agreed, and the 
foundries began to 
melt the required tin 
and copper to make 
the bronze for 
Leonardo’s gigantic 
statue.  
 
Just then, the French invaded Italy so the bronze was 
used for cannons. The French armies won, entering 
Milan. Sforza, Leonardo’s friend and patron, had to flee. 
When the French bowmen saw the great clay model 
Leonardo had made, they used it for target practise and 
in a short time the statue crumbled into dust. So, this was 
another great work that Leonard never finished.  
 
Part of the reason why Leonardo finished so little is to do 
with his high expectations. Do you know anyone who is 
easily satisfied with their work because they are perhaps 
happy with putting in little effort? And do you know 
others who find it difficult to get started on something for 
fear of putting a step wrong and making a mistake? 
Perhaps these people would like a particular result which 
is quite demanding to achieve. (You might even have 
experienced feeling both ways, depending on the task at 
hand!)  
 
Well, Leonardo was like the second type of person and he despised people who were easily 
pleased. He looked on such people with contempt. In all he did, he set himself a high 
standard. He would give endless time to a task so that it was done well, and he would do it 
with unceasing effort.  
 
Sometimes people who did not have such high standards could not understand this 
approach of Leonardo’s. They could not understand why he was not easily satisfied and that 
only the very highest achievement was ever good enough for him, as can be seen in the 
story of the famous painting, the Last Supper. We will hear about this tomorrow.  

Replica of Leonardo’s clay horse 

Molten bronze, made of tin and 
copper, being poured into a mould 


