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UNLOCKING THE
GENIUS: WHY
EVERY STUDENT
NEEDS A
LEONARDO DA
VINCI PRIMARY
SOURCE

Few  names  in  history
evoke the same sense
of  boundless  curiosity
and  innovat ion  as
Leonardo  Da  Vinci.
Pa inter ,  sculptor ,
architect,  engineer,
anatomist—his  legacy
spans  a  breathtaking
array of disciplines. But
h o w  d o  w e  t r u l y
understand the mind of
this Renaissance giant?

The answer lies not in
biographies or modern
documentaries,  but  in
t h e  d o c u m e n t s
t h e m s e l v e s :  t h e
Leonardo  Da  Vinci
pr imary  source .
T h e s e  o r i g i n a l
m a t e r i a l s — h i s
notebooks,  sketches,
l e t t e r s ,  a n d
codices—offer  a  direct,
unfiltered  window  into
his thoughts, methods,
and  wor ld .  In  th i s
article, we will explore
what  constitutes  a
primary source for  Da
Vinci,  where  to  find
them, why they matter,
and  how  to  interpret
t h e s e  p r e c i o u s
artifacts.
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WHAT EXACTLY IS
A LEONARDO DA
VINCI PRIMARY

SOURCE?

A primary source is any
original  document  or
physical  object  that
was created during the
time under  study.  For
Leonardo,  primary
sources  include  his
own  hand-wr i t ten
pages,  his  detailed
anatomical  drawings,
architectural plans, and
even the paintings he
completed.  These  are
not  someone  else’s
interpretation  of  his
work;  they  are  the
work  i tse l f .  In  the
context  of  historical
research,  a  Leonardo
Da  Vinci  primary
source  p r o v i d e s
firsthand  evidence  of
his  ideas,  techniques,
and daily life.
Common  examples
include:

Notebooks and
Codices: The
thousands of
pages filled with
mirror writing,
sketches, and
scientific
observations.
Original
Paintings: The
Mona Lisa, The
Last Supper, and
Virgin of the
Rocks are
primary sources
for art historians.
Letters:
Correspondence
with patrons,
such as the
famous letter to
Ludovico Sforza.
Legal Records:
Documents
related to his
commissions,
property, and
family.

D i s t i n g u i s h i n g  a
primary source from a
seconda ry  one  i s
crucial. A biography of
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Leonardo  written  in
2024 is secondary. The
Codex  Leicester—a
notebook  Leonardo
filled  between  1506
and 1510—is a primary
source.  Engaging  with
the latter allows you to
f o r m  y o u r  o w n
conclusions  based  on
direct evidence.

THE MAJOR
CODICES:
LEONARDO’S
INTELLECTUAL
LEGACY

When researchers talk
about a Leonardo Da
V i n c i  p r i m a r y
source ,  they  most
o f ten  re fer  to  the
surviving  codices.
T h e s e  b o u n d
collections  of  loose
sheets  conta in  an
astonishing  range  of
content: from plans for
flying  machines  to
detailed  studies  of
human  musculature,
f rom  hydrological

o b s e r v a t i o n s  t o
whimsical  fables.

Codex
Leicester
(Codex
Hammer)
Perhaps  the  most
famous single  primary
source,  the  Codex
Leicester is a 72-page
n o t e b o o k  t h a t
Leonardo  compiled
while  living  in  Milan
and  Florence.  I t  is
largely devoted to the
m o v e m e n t  o f
water—rivers,  tides,
erosion,  and  water
management.  But  it
a l so  i n c l udes  h i s
t h o u g h t s  o n  t h e
moon’s  light,  fossil
formation, and celestial
mechanics.  Purchased
by  Bill  Gates  in  1994
for  $30.8 million,  it  is
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periodically  displayed
in  museums.  Because
i t  i s  w r i t t e n  i n
L e o n a r d o ’ s
characteristic  mirror
sc r ip t ,  read ing  i t
requires  practice,  but
i t s  c o n t e n t  i s  a
treasure  trove  for
historians of science.

Codex
Atlanticus
H o u s e d  i n  t h e
Biblioteca  Ambrosiana
in  Milan,  the  Codex
Atlanticus is the largest
single  collection  of
Leonardo’s  sheets,
containing  over  1,200
pages. It  spans nearly
his entire career—from
the  1470s  to  1519.
Here  you  will  find
drawings  of  catapults,
b r i dges ,  mus i ca l
instruments,  and even
d e s i g n s  f o r  a
parachute.  The  Codex
Atlanticus is a primary

source  of  unparalleled
breadth,  showing  the
full  spectrum  of  his
mechanical and artistic
genius.

Codex
Arundel
Now  in  the  Br i t i sh
Library,  London,  the
Codex  Arundel  is  a
manuscr ipt  of  283
shee t s .  I t  cove r s
geometry,  mechanics,
weights,  flight,  and
architecture.  Like  the
other  codices,  it  is
written  in  his  unique
left-handed,  backward
script.  The codex also
conta ins  notes  on
painting and sculpture,
offering  insight  into
how Leonardo’s artistic
and  scientific  minds
operated  in  tandem.
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Codex
Trivulzian

us
Named after its former
owner, Prince Trivulzio,
this manuscript is held
i n  t h e  B i b l i o t e c a
Trivulziana in Milan.  It
i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y
interest ing  for  i ts
l e x i c a l
s t u d i e s — L e o n a r d o
compiled lists  of  Latin
words,  attempting  to
expand his vocabulary.
I t  a l s o  c o n t a i n s
arch i tectura l  and
military designs. It is a
more personal primary
source,  revealing  his
self-education  in  the
humanities  and  his
efforts  as  an
autodidact.
O t h e r  i m p o r t a n t
codices  include  the
Codex Madrid  I  and II

(discovered  in  the
1960s  in  the  Spanish
National  Library)  and
the Codex Forster (held
at  the  Victoria  and
Albert  Museum).  Each
offers  a  unique
perspective  on  the
man  and  his  times.

WHY PRIMARY
SOURCES MATTER
FOR
UNDERSTANDING
LEONARDO

Studying  a  Leonardo
Da  Vinci  primary
source  has  distinct
a d v a n t a g e s  o v e r
reading  secondary
interpretations.  First,
you  encounter  h is
actual thought process,
c o m p l e t e  w i t h
c o r r e c t i o n s ,
d i g res s i ons ,  and
sudden  inspirations.
His notebooks are not
polished treatises; they
a r e  w o r k i n g
documents.  You  see
him  reasoning  out  a
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problem,  crossing  out
l ines ,  add ing  new
sketches  in  margins.
This  raw,  unprocessed
quality  is  what  makes
them so valuable.
S e c o n d ,  p r i m a r y
sources  allow  you  to
assess the full scope of
his  genius  without
m o d e r n  b i a s .
Secondary  sources
often focus on his  art
because  that  is  what
sells  books.  But  his
notebooks  show  that
his  engineering  and
scientific investigations
were  equally  rigorous
a n d  o b s e s s i v e l y
detailed.  By  studying
t h e  o r i g i n a l
documents,  you  can
weigh his contributions
to anatomy against his
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o
hydraulics.
Third,  primary sources
help correct myths. For
example, many people
be l ieve  Leonardo
designed machines far

ahead of his time, but
examining  original
drawings shows that he
was  often  working
w i t h i n  e x i s t i n g
M e d i e v a l  a n d
R e n a i s s a n c e
engineering  traditions.
H i s  d e s i g n s  f o r  a
helicopter-like  device
w e r e  b a s e d  o n
observations of nature
and  earlier  concepts.
The  primary  source
evidence  grounds  him
in his own era, making
his achievements even
more remarkable.

HOW TO ACCESS
LEONARDO DA
VINCI PRIMARY
SOURCES TODAY

Fortunately, you do not
need to travel to Milan
or  London  to  consult
these  documents.
Digital  technology  has
made  many  primary
sources  accessible
online.  Institutions
around the world have
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undertaken  massive
digitization  projects.

British Library:
The Codex
Arundel is fully
digitized and
available for free
on the British
Library’s website.
Biblioteca
Ambrosiana:
The Codex
Atlanticus has
been digitally
published online,
with high-
resolution scans
and some
transcription.
Vatican
Library: The
Codex Urbinas
Latinus (a
compiled treatise
on painting) is
available.
The Museum of
Science and
Technology,
Milan: Holds
original models
and some

notebooks.
Leonardo3
Museum:
Creates
interactive digital
reconstructions
based on primary
sources.

Fo r  s tuden t s  and
researchers,  these
dig i ta l  cop ies  are
invaluable.  They  allow
s i d e - b y - s i d e
comparison of different
pages  and  offer  zoom
capabilities far beyond
what  a  physical  folio
can  provide.  When
looking for a Leonardo
Da  Vinci  primary
source for a paper or
project,  start  with
these  authoritative
online  collections.

CHALLENGES IN
INTERPRETING
LEONARDO’S
PRIMARY SOURCES

Working  directly  with
original materials is not
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without difficulties. The
most obvious barrier is
his  mirror  writing—he
wrote from right to left,
with  letters  reversed.
This  was  likely  not  a
secre t  code  but  a
natural  result  of  his
left-handedness  and
the  practical  need  to
avoid  smearing  ink.
However, it does make
reading  slow.  Many
digital  editions include
transcriptions.
Another  challenge  is
the fragmentary nature
o f  t h e  s o u r c e s .
L e o n a r d o  w a s
constitutionally  unable
to finish many projects.
His  notebooks  often
break  off  mid-
sentence.  He  reused
pages,  writing  over
earlier  notes.  Some
pages  were  torn  out,
lost ,  or  d ispersed
across  collections.
Therefore,  no  single
primary source gives a
complete  picture—you

must synthesize across
multiple codices.
Authenticity  is  also  a
concern.  Over  the
centuries,  forgeries
and  misattributions
have  crept  into  some
c o l l e c t i o n s .
Fortunately,  modern
techniques  such  as
radiocarbon dating, ink
analysis,  and  paper
watermark studies can
verify  authenticity.
Reputable  institutions
w i l l  p r o v i d e
p r o v e n a n c e
information.
Finally, language poses
a  challenge.  Leonardo
wrote  in  a  Tuscan
dialect  of  Italian  from
the late 15th century,
sprinkled with scientific
terminology.  He  used
abbreviat ions  and
s y m b o l s .  F o r
researchers  without
philological  training,
t r a n s l a t i o n s  a n d
a n n o t a t e d
transcr ipt ions  are
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available; but these are
not  primary  sources.
They  are  secondary
t o o l s  t o  h e l p  y o u
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
original.

USING PRIMARY
SOURCES IN
RESEARCH AND
EDUCATION

Whether you are a high
school  student  writing
a report or a graduate
student  working  on  a
thesis,  integrating  a
Leonardo  Da  Vinci
p r imary  source
elevates  your  work
immensely.  Instead  of
quoting a textbook that
says  “Leonardo  was
curious  about  human
anatomy,”  you  can
quote  his  own  words
from  the  Anatomical
Manuscript  A:  “The
heart  is  a  muscle  of
great  power,  and  its
substance is  so dense
that  i t  y ie lds  wi th
difficulty  to  the  action

of  the  knife.”  That
direct  quote  carries
a u t h o r i t y  a n d
immediacy.
Teachers  can  use
primary  sources  to
create  inquiry-based
lessons.  Show a  page
f r o m  t h e  C o d e x
Le icester  and  ask
students: “What do you
o b s e r v e ?  W h a t
questions  does  this
raise  about  water,
m o t i o n ,  o r
perspective?”  This
approach  develops
critical  thinking  and
historical  empathy.
Art  h istor ians  use
primary  sources  to
authenticate  paintings
b y  c o m p a r i n g
brushstrokes  with  the
techniques  described
in  the  notebooks .
Engineers  can  study
his  designs for  a self-
supporting  bridge  and
attempt  to  bui ld  a
model.  Scientists  can
e x a m i n e  h i s
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descriptions  of  tides
and  compare  them
w i t h  m o d e r n
k n o w l e d g e .  T h e
possibilities  are nearly
endless.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING POWER
OF THE ORIGINAL

In  an  age  of  endless
i n f o r m a t i o n ,  t h e
Leonardo  Da  Vinci
p r imary  source
stands as a testament
to  the  power  of  the
original.  It  reminds us
that  history  is  not  a
fixed  narrative,  but  a
conversation  with  the
p a s t .  B y  r e a d i n g

Leonardo’s own words,
tracing his  improbable
sketches, and decoding
his backward script, we
s t e p  i n t o  h i s
workshop—a  place
where art, science, and
imagination  coexist.
Whether  you  are  a
scholar  or  a  curious
enthusiast, seeking out
these  primary  sources
will  transform  your
understanding  of  one
of humanity’s greatest
minds.  The  next  time
you  encounter  a  fact
about  Da  Vinci,  ask
yourself: what does the
primary  source  say?
The  answer  will  lead
you closer to the truth.


