
World History One Document Activity 

Leonardo da Vinci – What did it take to be a true Renaissance Man? 

 

The Following task is based on the accompanying documents 1-5. Some documents 

have been edited for this exercise.  The task is designed to test your ability to work 

with historical documents.  Take into account both the sources of the documents 

and the purpose of the document and the author’s point of view. 

 

Directions: 

1. Complete a “close reading” of the following documents using highlights, 

underlining and note taking. 

2. Summarize what you learned about what the characteristics one had to have to 

be considered a “Renaissance Man”/ “Universal Man”. 

3. Summarize what you learned about the skills Leonardo da Vinci possessed. 

4. Create a “tombstone” for Leonardo da Vinci that pays respect to the skills, and 

achievements he possessed that made him a “Renaissance Man”.  Consider how 

you could shape the tombstone, and reference specific documents in your work.  



Document #1 The Rise of Modernity 

 
     Individualism was a hallmark of the Renaissance.  The urban elite 

sought to demonstrate their unique talents, to assert their own 

individuality, and to gain recognition for their accomplishments.  The 

most admired person during the Renaissance was the multi-talented 

individual, the “universal man,” who distinguished himself as a writer, 

artist, linguist, athlete.  Renaissance individuals took preide in their 

talents and worldy accomplishments- “I can work miracles,” said the great 

Leonardo da Vinci. 

 
 Perry, Peden and Von Laue. Sources of the Western Tradition. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1999 

 

Document #2 Leonardo da Vinci sketch of a flying machine 

 
 

 

 

 



Document #3 Giorgio Vasari: Life of Leonardo da Vinci 1550 

 
    The greatest gifts are often seen, in the course of nature, rained by 

celestial influences on human creatures; and sometimes, in supernatural 

fashion, beauty, grace, and talent are united beyond measure in one 

single person. His every action is so divine, that, surpassing all other men, 

it makes itself clearly known as a thing bestowed by God (as it is), and not 

acquired by human art.  

    This was seen by all mankind in Leonardo da Vinci, in whom, there was 

an infinite grace in all his actions; and so great was his genius, and such its 

growth, that to whatever difficulties he turned his mind, he solved them 

with ease. In him was great bodily strength, joined to dexterity, with a 

spirit and courage ever royal and magnanimous; and the fame of his 

name so increased, that not only in his lifetime was he held in esteem, 

but his reputation became even greater after his death.  

     Truly marvellous and celestial was Leonardo, in learning letters, in 

arithmetic and music. He occupied himself with such a variety of things. 

People were astonished to see the extraordinary beginnings of Leonardo.  

Having an intellect so divine and marvellous that he was also an excellent 

geometrician. He worked in sculpture, in architecture, and although 

young, he was the first, who suggested the plan of reducing the river Arno 

to a navigable canal. He made designs of flour-mills, fullingmills, and 

engines, which might be driven by the force of water. He studied much in 

drawing nature.  He drew on paper so well, that there is no one who has 

ever equaled him in perfection of finish.  



 

    There was infused in that brain grace from God. He was continually 

making models and designs to show men how to remove mountains with 

ease, and how to bore them in order to pass from one level to another; 

and by means of levers, windlasses, and screws, he showed the way to 

raise and great weights, emptying harbors, and pumps for removing 

water from low places, his brain never ceased from devising.  

     It is clear that Leonardo, through his comprehension of art, began 

many things and never finished one of them. It seemed to him that the 

hand was not able to attain to the perfection of art in carrying out the 

things which he imagined. He conceived ideas so difficult, so subtle and so 

marvelous, that they could never be expressed by the hands.  So many 

were his ideas and philosophies of natural things. He observed the 

motions of the heavens, the moon, and the courses of the sun.  

     He painted in Milan, a Last Supper, a most beautiful and marvellous 

thing. To the heads of the Apostles he gave such majesty and beauty. He 

left the head of Christ unfinished, not believing that he was able to give it 

that divine air which is essential to the image of Christ.  

     Leonardo made a portrait of Mona Lisa, Francesco del Giocondo’s wife. 

In this head, how closely art could imitate nature. it was painted in such a 

manner as to make every valiant craftsman, be he who he may, tremble 

and lose heart. And in this work of Leonardo's there was a smile so 

pleasing, that it was a thing more divine than human to behold; and it was 

held to be something marvelous, since the reality was not more alive . 

Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, translated by Gaston DeC. De Vere, (London: 

Philip Lee Warner, 1912-1914), pp. 89-92, 95-101, 104-105 



Document #4 Leonardo da Vinci The Last Supper 1495-1498 

 
 

 

 

Document #5 The Mona Lisa Leonardo da Vinci 1503–1519 

 
 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ec/Mona_Lisa,_by_Leonardo_da_Vinci,_from_C2RMF_retouched.jpg


 


