
What Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY THING
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Here are some clues:

I was born in 1503  
in Florence, Italy.
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My twin lives  
in Madrid, Spain.
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I owe my fame to  
the study of anatomy.
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My name implies happiness.
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I am a child of  
the Renaissance.
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My admirers sing my praises.
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In my youth, I made  
the long journey from  

Italy to France.
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I tend to pose in a  
three-quarter position.
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When I was absent, people 
became more interested in 

getting to know me.
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I once had the opportunity  
to meet Jackie Kennedy.
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People claim that  
I am priceless.
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I have resided at  
many royal palaces.
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People are often  
disappointed by my size.
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The hair around my eyes  
is blatantly absent.
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I am nervous about being  
hit with flying objects.
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During World War II,  
I was sent away  
for safekeeping.
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I am celebrated  
the world over.
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Under my public exterior  
lies secrets to my past.
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I was once abducted  
from my home.
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My fans frequently send me 
cards, letters, and emails.



page 21

Pablo Picasso was accused  
of abducting me.
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My creator was a part  
of the last supper.
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I belong to the  
French government.
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Many people have  
speculated about my smile.
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If you visit the  
Louvre Museum in Paris,  

you will see me.
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I am the most famous  
portrait in the world.
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Have you guessed what I am? 

Check out my smile.  
I am Mona Lisa.
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Introduction

The Mona Lisa is an oil painting created by 
Renaissance artist and inventor Leonardo  
da Vinci. Although native to Florence, Italy, 
the priceless masterpiece has been on display 
in the Louvre Museum in Paris, France, 
since the late 1700s. Famous for her sly 

smile, Mona Lisa is considered one of the world’s most 
important works of art and a popular tourist attraction.
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A Masterpiece

Mona Lisa is a celebrated portrait of a 
woman sitting in what appears to be a 
window overlooking a lush landscape. It 
was painted on a wood panel hundreds 
of years ago by one of the world’s 
Renaissance masters. Most visitors are 

surprised by how small the painting is; at 30 by 21 inches,  
it is about the size of a movie poster.
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Although it was painted in the early 1500s in Florence, 
Italy, Mona Lisa has resided in France throughout 
much of its history. In fact, it is owned by the French 
government and displayed publicly for all to enjoy. 
Translated, her name means “My Lady Lisa,” and she is 
adored by people the world over.
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The painting’s subject, a woman 
dressed in simple clothing typical 
of the era, is featured in a half-body 
portrait in which her upper torso, 
arms, and hands are visible. She is 
seated in what is known as a three-
quarter view, meaning that her gaze 
meets the viewer head-on while her 
body is turned slightly to one side.
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Departing from the traditional silhouette style of painting, 
Da Vinci painted her in a three-quarter position that 
would become the standard portrait pose for centuries 
to follow. Much has been said about Mona Lisa’s facial 
expression and wry smile. Was she truly happy? Did she 
carry a secret? Was she in love? While no one knows for 
sure what thoughts are on her mind, Mona Lisa’s eyes 
seem to fixate on you regardless of your vantage point.
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Leonardo da Vinci employed a 
shading technique called sfumato to 
lend realism to the delicate features 
of Mona Lisa’s face, the details of her 
clothing, and the vibrant landscape 

beyond her windowsill. While he was thought to have 
used a model when first undertaking the commission, 
Da Vinci continued to retouch the painting using both 
his memory and imagination to create an ideal portrait.
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Legend has it that Leonardo kept the painting with 
him so that he would be able to work on it when 
the inspiration hit. Many claim that he died before 
completing the portrait, so we will never know what 
his ultimate Mona Lisa would look like. Regardless, it is 
considered a masterpiece.
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Discussion Starters
• Think about some of the world’s most celebrated works of art. What 

type of art resonates most with you and why? (Possible responses 
include: Styles such as modernism, impressionism, abstract art, 
expressionism, cubism, surrealism, pop art; Masterpieces such as  
Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa and The Last Supper, Munch’s The Scream,  
Van Gogh’s Starry Night, Picasso’s Guernica, Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus, 
Rafael’s School of Athens, Michelangelo’s The Creation Of Adam)

• How do you interpret Mona Lisa’s smile? What do you speculate she 
was thinking? In your opinion, what is her secret?
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Renaissance Man

Born in 1452, Leonardo da Vinci was 
a painter, architect, and inventor who 
helped lead the Renaissance—hailed 
as the cultural, artistic, and scientific 
“rebirth” in Europe. Given his interest in 
and study of a range of disciplines from 

science and art to anatomy and aeronautics, Da Vinci 
earned the title of “Renaissance man.” 
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This is a stark contrast to his childhood, when he 
received only a basic education and demonstrated 
very little interest in learning. His father recognized 
Leonardo’s artistic talent at an early age and arranged 
for an apprenticeship with renowned Florence artist 
Andrea del Verrocchio, with whom he sharpened his 
technical skills in diverse artistic forms.
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Da Vinci was known for scribbling observations and sketches 
in notebooks as he explored the interplay between science, 
nature, and the arts. While he did not produce many works of 
art, the quality of his paintings and sculpture was exceptional. 
His most acclaimed paintings Mona Lisa and The Last Supper 
are considered masterpieces.
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Painted in the late 1490s while Da Vinci was living 
in Milan, The Last Supper was commissioned for 
the refectory of the Monastery of Santa Maria delle 
Grazie. Fascinated by anatomy, Da Vinci studied 
human cadavers to bring lifelike details to his artwork, 
including Mona Lisa, which he began painting in  
1503 upon his return to Florence.
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In 1519, Leonardo da Vinci died of an apparent stroke at the 
age of 67 years in Cloux, France. While his many notebooks 

were scattered across Europe following 
his death, they were later recovered and 
added to museum collections so that 
the whole world could appreciate the 
significant work of this Renaissance man. 

His contemporaries Michelangelo and Raphael were among  
those, who like Da Vinci, were knowledgeable of many fields, 
multi-talented, and highly influential.
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Discussion Starters
• If you had the chance to do over your childhood, what 

specific training or experiences would you seek out to 
become more well-rounded? Why?

• In your opinion, who are some examples of modern 
Renaissance men? Why? (Possible responses include: 
Hugh Jackman, Steve Jobs, Bono, Bill Gates, Elon Musk, 
Noam Chomsky, George Foreman)
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Mona Lisa History

When it comes to the history of Mona Lisa, there are 
many unknowns. While it is clear that Leonardo da Vinci 
started the portrait in 1503 at the request of Florentine 

cloth merchant Francesco del Giocondo 
(pictured), no one is quite sure why it was 
commissioned. His wife, Lisa Gherardini, 
known as La Gioconda, is thought to be 
the subject of the portrait.
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Given the timing, it may have been painted to mark 
one of two occasions—the birth of the couple’s second 
child or the purchase of their home. Over the years, 
there has been speculation that the portrait was based 
on Da Vinci’s memories of his mother, Caterina, who 
had passed away some eight years earlier. Others have 
suggested that the painting was in fact a self-portrait, 
given the similarities in the facial features.
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Another Mona Lisa mystery is how the painting ended 
up in Paris’ Louvre Museum. Records indicate that  
Da Vinci worked on the painting regularly in Italy until 
his death in 1519, at which time it was bequeathed to 
his long-time pupil Salaì.
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King Francois I of France is thought to have purchased 
the painting from Salaì, and as a result, it became part 
of the French royal collection. Mona Lisa would remain 
on display for centuries in the Palace of Fontainebleau 
and Palace of Versailles before hanging in the home of 
Napoleon Bonaparte. In 1797, the portrait was installed 
in the Louvre Museum, where it continues to attract 
millions of visitors every year.
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Since its installation, there have been 
only a few times that Mona Lisa has 
been absent from her gallery at the 
Louvre. In 1911, the painting was 
stolen by Vincenzo Peruggia (pictured), 
an Italian glass fitter working in the 
museum. He escaped to Florence, 

where he was arrested two years later trying to sell the 
painting to an art dealer.
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The theft created renewed interest in Mona Lisa, as 
visitors flocked to the Louvre to see the empty wall 
where the painting had once hung. During World War 
II, the portrait was taken to the French countryside for 
safekeeping until the 1945 peace deal was inked. Mona 
Lisa traveled abroad on celebrated tours to New York 
City and Washington, D.C., in 1963 as well as Tokyo 
and Moscow in 1974.
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Discussion Starters
• If you were to commission your own portrait, what 

would you like it to convey? What would you wear? 
What would you want in the background? Would you be 
alone or with others? Please describe other details about 
your ideal portrait.

• Have you ever seen the Mona Lisa or other masterpiece 
firsthand? Please describe the experience. What is 
different about experiencing a work of art in person?
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A Bit of Trivia
• Mona Lisa receives so much fan mail that she has her 

very own mailbox at the Louvre Museum. 
• At the request of First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy, the 

painting traveled to the United States in 1963 to be 
displayed at the National Gallery of Art in Washington, 
D.C., and the Metropolitan Museum of the Arts in 
New York City.
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• Recent investigations revealed that Da Vinci may 
have sketched Mona Lisa first before painting it using 
a process called spolvero. This technique involves 
pricking tiny holes into the sketch and using charcoal 
dust to transfer the outline onto canvas. While this 
process is quite common for copying a drawing, 
Mona Lisa was likely the first celebrated painting to 
employ it.
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• Much has been made of Mona Lisa’s smile. When 
separate teams of European researchers examined 
how her smile was perceived, their findings 
overwhelmingly indicated that La Gioconda, as 
she is known, is thought to be quite happy. It is no 
coincidence that her name—Joconde in French or 
Gioconda in Italian—translates to the word happy  
or jovial.
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• By law, Mona Lisa belongs to the French Republic and 
cannot be bought or sold.

• Famous painter Pablo Picasso was an initial suspect 
in the 1911 theft of Mona Lisa due to his prior record 
of buying artwork stolen from the Louvre.
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Can You Guess?
1. Mona Lisa is protected from bright lights, 

extreme temperatures, and airborne threats by 
a climate-controlled glass case. Throughout 

its history, the painting has come under attack 
both at home and while on tour abroad. 

(continued...)



page 54

While the bulletproof glass has deterred  
more recent threats from spray paint and a 
flying coffee cup, the painting has endured 
its share of vandalism. Can you guess the 
projectiles that damaged the masterpiece  

in two separate attacks in 1956?
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Answer:
One disgruntled individual tossed acid at 
the painting while another threw a rock.
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Can You Guess?
2. Of the various Mona Lisa replicas, only one 

appears to have been completed during Leonardo 
da Vinci’s lifetime. Using a process called infrared 
reflectology, art experts were recently able to see 

beneath multiple layers of paint to determine 
that the brushstrokes on the replica tracked quite 

closely with the master. (continued...)
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The painting, which is displayed at the Prado 
Museum in Madrid, was likely painted alongside 

Da Vinci’s by one his assistants. Can you guess how 
many Mona Lisa replicas exist in the world?
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Answer:
One dozen
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Can You Guess?
3. Da Vinci’s masterpiece inspired the song 

“Mona Lisa,” written by Ray Evans and Jay Harold 
Livingston for a Paramount Pictures film. Jazz 

musician Nat King Cole made the song famous, 
catapulting it to the top of the singles charts in 1950 

and decades later into the Grammy Hall of Fame. 
(continued...)
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The ballad won an Academy Award for Best 
Original Song in 1950. Can you guess the name of 

the movie for which it was written?
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Answer:
Captain Carey, U.S.A.
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Can You Guess?
4. With the highest insurance value of any 
painting in history, the Mona Lisa truly is 

priceless. In 1962, when an insurance policy was 
taken out on the masterpiece for a worldwide 
tour, its value was estimated at $100 million. 
Can you guess what it could be worth today?
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Answer:
Approximately $2.5 billion  

(adjusting for inflation)
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Can You Guess?
5. The face depicted in the Mona Lisa has 

noticeably absent eyebrows and eyelashes. Some 
experts claim that the painting was left unfinished 

at the time of Da Vinci’s death. Others contend that 
excessive cleaning may have worn away these facial 

features over time. Can you guess the historical 
reason for these missing features?
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Answer:
It was trendy for women to pluck their 
eyebrows and eyelashes as a way of making 
them look more intelligent.
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