
The Mysterious Smile


When the topic of historic art is brought up, many of you would picture the painting of the Mona Lisa. The Mona Lisa is the most famous painting in history. Who actually painted to Mona Lisa? It isn’t signed, it’s not dated. How  do we know who painted it? We have to go off of the diary of Antonio de’ Beatis, who wrote about visiting the 65 year old Leonardo on the 10th of October, 1517. Antonio wrote about 3 paintings Leonardo showed him. The one of Madonna and child in the lap of St. Anne, one of a young st. John the baptist, and a third of a florentine lady. This documentation makes it universally accepted as an art piece done by Leonardo Da’ Vinci. 


Historians agree that Leonardo started painting the Mona Lisa in 1503. He worked on it for about four years, and kept it to himself for some years after that. It was said the reason he kept it to himself was that he hated being apart from it. However, it could have been that the Mona Lisa was unfinished. Whatever the reason, he eventually sold it to the King of France for four thousand gold crowns and the world has been talking about it ever since. The painting was moved to the Louvre after the Revolution in France, then moved back when Napoleon wanted to use the picture to decorate his bedroom. When Napoleon was banished from France, the Mona LIsa went back to the Louvre. 


Who is the misterious lady we’ve all come to know? Researchers don’t all agree on who this lady is. Some researchers claim she is Isabella of Aragon, the widowed Duches of Milan. Their reasoning is the ‘widows veil’ on her head. Some say she was the mistress of Giuliano de’ Medici, and the veil on her head is a symbol of chastity which is commonly shown in portraits at this time. The most common conclusion is that she is most likely Mona Lisa Gheradini, the third wife of a silk merchant Di Bartolommeo Di Zanobi del Gioconda. Mona Lisa was 24, (although the painting suggests that she was older) and was not considered particularly beautiful for the standards of that time. Although there are a lot of characteristics that represent what women of that period of time would do, like shave their eyebrows, there is also the speculation the Mona Lisa is actually Leonardo Da’ Vinci in disguise. 


One part of this piece of art that is scrutinized is her smile. The emotion she is portraying can be taken in many different ways just because of the smile. It is basic, and yet has hidden features. It slightly curves up on one side, which is one of Leonardo’s hallmarks in a lot of the paintings he mastered prior to the Mona Lisa. If this was a common part of Leonardo’s art, it begs the question of if this was incerted by Leonardo, or if he was painting what was in front of him. A lot of women suffered from bruxism- an unconscious habit of grinding the teeth during sleep or great stress. To have a painting done of yourself took months. Months holding still for a portrait could make anyone’s stress levels sky rocket. Leonardo did attempt to keep his subjects relaxed and entertained using music, poetry, musicians playing, and a musical water fountain he invented himself. He would also have a white persian cat and a bitch greyhound there for playing with. The expressive parts of the Mona Lisa’s face seem to be the outer points of her lips and eyes. It is suggested that Leonardo left these areas in a shadow to create an effect of emotion. People can and have read different emotions on her face because of this tactic. 


So many people are intrigued by the history and hidden mystery the painting gives to the viewer.  The Mona Lisa is now over 500 years old, and historians are still studying the masterful work of art.  It is one of the most talked about paintings in all of history which makes it the most famous painting in the world.   
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