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  Women of the Renaissance and Leonardo Da Vinci’s Early Years 
 
The Renaissance came about due to the knowledge brought by the people of 
Constantinople, who fled to Europe to escape the attacks of Mehmed II and the Ottomon 
Empire. But this rebirth also came about because in this new age, people’s minds were 
eager and curious, and this new knowledge that came from Constantinople inspired the 
Italians.  

 
This all took place when men 
and women had different roles 
in life, and there were also 
those people of lower standing 
and lesser wealth in society, like 
peasants, through to those who 
had more power and wealth, 
such as noblemen and dukes.  
 
A woman of the Renaissance 
was controlled by her parents 

throughout her childhood and was then handed directly into the hands of her husband, 
once she married. It was unlikely that she had chosen her husband herself, and she was 
encouraged to have a lot of children. 
 
Peasant women worked alongside 
their husbands in the field and ran the 
household. For those women of 
middle class (the wives of shop 
owners and merchants), they often 
helped run the family business. And 
women of the highest classes were 
also engaged with tasks of the 
household, even though they were 
helped by servants. These upper class 
women involved themselves in such 
tasks as sewing, cooking, and 
entertaining. If, for some reason, a 
woman did not marry, she was placed 
with a male relative or became a nun 
in a convent – she was not permitted 
to live alone.  
 
Given these restrictions, you might be 
surprised to hear that Renaissance 
women had a chance to do anything 
besides fulfill their duties as wives and 
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mothers. Wealthy women had more opportunities 
than the poor, but one place where they could hold an 
occupation outside of the home, was in a convent. 
Convents could be a liberating alternative to marriage, 
as places where women could learn how to read and 
paint, and where they could participate in activities 
that might otherwise have been out of reach. 
 
One of the earliest-known female artists of the 
Renaissance was a nun who is remembered as Saint 
Catherine of Bologna, or Caterina de’ Vigri (left).  
 
She was the member of an aristocratic family and the 
daughter of a diplomat to the Marquis of Ferrara. 
Catherine received a wonderful education in reading, 
writing, singing and drawing while being raised at the 
court of the Duke of Ferrara. Catherine excelled in 

painting, Latin and the viola. As a young girl, Catherine was a lady in waiting, and once the 
woman she attended to moved away to marry, Catherine decided she would enter the 
convent. She was only thirteen years old.  
 
Catherine was determined to live a life of perfection and was admired by her companions 
for her holiness. She was openly willing to serve the more humble roles in the convent. 
Catherine was a laundress, a baker and a caretaker for the animals. In time she was made 
responsible for providing pastoral care and spiritual oversight to all of the sisters. She 
founded a second monastery before falling ill and dying.  
  
She was buried without a coffin and her 
body was exhumed eighteen days later 
because of many cures attributed to her 
at her graveside and the sweet scent 
coming from her grave. Her body was 
discovered incorrupt and remains so 
today. That means it has not decayed. 
Catherine is dressed in her religious habit 
and sits on a golden throne behind glass 
in the chapel of the Poor Clare’s in 
Bologna. 
 
Perhaps one of the most fascinating 
female painters of that time period 
was Sofonisba Anguissola (right). Often 
female artists were daughters of artists, 
but this was not the case for Sofonisba.  

http://www.artnet.com/artists/sofonisba-anguissola/past-auction-results
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Instead, her father encouraged her, and the rest of 
his children, to develop their talents in the arts. 
Several of her sisters also became 
painters. Sofanisba was the eldest of seven 
children, six of which were girls. Like most girls 
who received an education, Sofanisba’s education 
was designed to help her be a better wife, 
companion and mother, whereas a man’s 
education was aimed at helping him enter a 
profession. So Sofanisba was not allowed to take 
anatomy classes, or life drawing classes and this 
meant that she could not take on large-scale 
compositions like historical or religious paintings. 
Instead, she set about experimenting with new 
styles, setting her subjects more informally. This 
painting is of her mother.  
 

In time, Sofanisba went to Milan where she painted the duke of Alba, and he recommend 
her to the Spanish king, Philip II. At about twenty-six years of age, Sofanisba left for Spain, 
where she painted many official portraits of the royal family. She also guided some of the 
royal family in developing their own artistic skills.  
 
While the sixteenth century brought forth a blossoming of great men of genius, and it was 
more difficult for women to pursue a life in science, arts, maths and history, some women 
had opportunities to make great contributions as well.  
 
The Renaissance was a time when art of all kinds was rediscovered from the ancient Greek 
and Roman times and was regarded with a new appreciation. It was the Italian artists who 
were perhaps the greatest artists of the Renaissance. They could not only paint, but could 
also make marble and bronze statues, they were architects who could design churches and 
palaces, they could compose music, and they had a thorough knowledge of geometry and 
maths. They even made new discoveries in art, such as something called ‘perspective’.   
 
In earlier times the background behind the figures of a painting was often gold. Before the 
Renaissance, a painting of Mary and the Jesus child had no landscape or houses or any kind 
of background. These earlier painters used gold behind these figures to show that Mary and 
the Child are something holy – belonging to the world of spirit.  
 
These early paintings were without perspective. But in the Renaissance these figures were 
painted as if in our world – the one we see with our own eyes, and in perspective. They 
discovered that for us, our eyes see parallel lines that come together in the distance in a 
vanishing point. The rules of perspective were only discovered during the Renaissance, five 
hundred years ago.  
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At the turn of the century, from the fifteenth to sixteenth, a very talented artist was 
enjoying a lot of interest in his work. His name was Leonardo da Vinci and he was a talented 
Italian artist. He was born in a little village, near Florence, called Vinci. This is how Leonardo 
came to be called Leonardo da Vinci. Leonardo’s father, Piero da Vinci, was a rich lawyer, 
and he wanted his son to become a lawyer too. But Leonardo did not care to learn Latin, 
which was necessary for a lawyer. He preferred to spend time in the nearby hills with a book 
and a pencil – he loved to draw. And he drew everything he saw: waves and whirls of a 
brook, fish darting in the water, frogs in the reeds, lizards sunning themselves on stone. It 
was during these youthful days when Leonardo trained his eye to observe more accurately 
and he trained his hand to draw what he saw. His father was not pleased to see his boy 
drawing all the time and ignoring his Latin lessons! 
 
One day, a man came to Piero and said, “Sir, I know you often go to Florence, where there 
are some very good painters. I wondered if you would take with you this special piece of 
round timber on which I am going to have painted a sort of family shield to place at my front 
door. Would you be so kind as to take it with you next time you go to Florence?” 
Piero was happy to help and took the wood from the man, and left it in a corner of the 
house, so he would remember to take it next time he went to Florence.  
 
Young Leonardo spied the piece of wood and thought, “This I could paint on.” He took it up 
to his room and spent hours painting a marvellous creature inspired by all his drawings of 
lizards, frogs and snakes. It was like a dragon with frightful glaring eyes.  
 
Leonardo thought of a way to surprise his father with his creation. He drew the curtains, 
leaving just a sliver of light coming through, and set the painting in position, so that when he 
called his father up to his room, the eyes of the dragon stared at Piero.  
 
For a moment, Piero gasped but then heard Leonardo chuckling in the dark room. Next 
Piero said, “This will cost me money, for now I have to replace the wood you have wasted.” 
 
Then he said, “Well, if you aren’t going to be a lawyer, perhaps you should be a painter.” 
 
Piero took the dragon painting to a famous painter called Andrea del Verrocchio, who said 
immediately, “If your boy could do such a painting, he is indeed a natural painter and I 
would be glad to have him as my pupil.” 
 
So, at about fourteen years of age, Leonardo went to start his lessons with Verrocchio. 
There was much to learn. In those days you could not buy paint at the shops – you had to 
make it yourself. This was the task of the apprentice, and this is what Leonardo now was. He 
also learned to make charcoal, how to prepare canvasses for oil paintings. Leonardo also 
had to take lessons in geometry and perspective. It was not until he had learned these 
things that he was allowed to do his own paintings. He was allowed to paint some of his 
master’s paintings like the grass, sky or clouds. It was a long time of study, and being a 
helper to master and artist, Verrocchio. After many years as an apprentice painter, and 
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painting unimportant parts of his master’s paintings, Verrocchio said to him, “I have finished 
this painting of angels and saints except for one angel, which you will paint, Leonardo.” 

 
For several days Leonardo worked 
on that one angel in the picture. 
When he had finished it, 
Verrocchio came to inspect his 
work. He turned to Leonardo and 
said, “Your angel is better than 
mine, Leonardo. There is nothing 
else I can teach you. Now you are 
a master.” 
And so at about the age of twenty, 
Leonardo’s apprenticeship came 
to an end and he was ready to 
make a living from his painting.  
 
    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Here is an enlargement of the 
angels. Leonardo painted the one 
on the left.  
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Leonardo painted this when he was about 21 years old.  


