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The Nude Mona Lisa and the Precise Identification of the Loggia
Servingk & UGKS {SGGAYy3 F2NJ igRdschett vy
di Airuno

Introduction

In May 2024, following an article the Guardiannews spread worldwide that an Italian geologist and art historian, Ann
Pizzorusso, had successfully identified the mourgtdihat provided the model for the background of th®na Lisaalong
with the bridge depicted there Without a precise definition, she located the mountains in the Lecco area and identified tk
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bridge on the painting as the Azzone Visconti Bridge in L.edtch is still in use today

This study not only aims to refine and correct these claims but also sets itself the bold goal of determining in thegi@tco
which building, which part of it, and even on which siisting stone floor the model mightave sat, and where Leonardo da
Vinci may have painted her. After identifying the location, with this knowledgyed by interpreting information previously
overlooked in Mona Lisa reseanch will attempt to identify the lady seen in the painting(s) andoRSNE G+ y R [ S
creative motivations behind the various versions of Mena Lisa

While of course | take existing research results into account, using and citing them where necessary, given the extensi\
literature on the subject and the often nesonsensual nature of professional viewpoints, instead of providing detailed
evaluations and comparisons of these theories, | will outline my own conception and follow its internal logic.

Leonardo around Lake Como and the Adda \Aalle

Leonardo is known to he visited the area around Lake Como, near Lecco, several times, and he studied the Adda Valle
detail due to his investigations into the regulation of waterways. After leaving Florence and entering the service obLudo
Sforza, in 1490 he examinedethombard canals, and in 1492 he also traveled in the Lake Como area, for example to Col
and Bellagia It is very likely that already in the 1490s he was well familiar with the Brianza tejgader, in 1507, he studied
the flow of the Adda, as againipimn® LYy wmpmm KS Y2@SR (2 GKS +Aftfl aStl
drawings of the surrounding landscapes

Beyond these, due to a lack of sources, our knowledge of when, why, and at whose commission Leonardo may have st
the AddaVvalley and near Lecco is quite fragmentary, but it is easy to imagine that during his first Milanese periqd (1482
1499), in addition to the dates mentioned above, this may have occurred on several further occasions. | assume that

[ S2y I NR2 Q& RNhdRALWHA may havedbaen created in the same building whekothe Lisavas painted
meaning that Leonardo demonstrably visited it. The building in question is the Rocchetta di Airuno, from the loggia of w
the very same view opens up aswe sep i 2 Y I NR 2 (&FiguReNl g A y 3 ®

Figure 1

This coincidence was already mentioned in a 2019 $fulgugh its significance was not elaborated there. For clarity, belov
superimpose the graphic from that studyvhich identifies the mountains and the Adda River inyLéoNR 2 Q &t oRidNI &
the actual landscape;, Figure 2 The match is undeniable. The mountains at various distances from the vantage point alig
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elevation correspond to the view from the loggia of the Rocchetta di Airuno. (Only the height of the Resegone is render:

with some inaccuracyq Figure 3
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The Nude Mona Lisa

Before discussing the building itee the Rocchetta di Airunoin more detail, we can already establish that Leonardo was
there, and the breathtaking panorama that opens from it, in my view, also served as the background for the work knowr
thed b dzZRS a 2 Wthis i§ sb,at ivauld adsprove that the other versions of tHdona Lisavere likewise created in the
former fortress.

TheNude Mona Lisar Mona VannaO K N2 f RN} gAy3ax {SLI Ay GKS /2yRS ad
6KSYy GKS [ 2dz@NBQa S Eitisyat Igastinpartylikely thelzibik 8fa éb$aRlo hinfsélf. This further suppol
what art historians have long assumed: that Leonardo paintedvtbea Lisamultiple times, in different ways or at the very
least, participated in their creation. | witturn to this subject in more detail later.

>Walter Isaacson: Leonardo Da Vinci, Helikon, 2QE26



Alongside thevMlona VannaO K I NO2 € RN} gAy 3 Ay (GKS / 2y RS a dzi®daona Lis& S |
that feature backgrounds, and these resemble one another. Since Leonardo himself also pr@mMiede Mona Lisg, it is
reasonable to assume that the version attributed to one of his puptsme suggest Satais the closest to the original. This
Ad NBAYF2NOSR o0é (GKS FFOG GKIFIG GKAAa OSNEAZ2Y Yz2ad Of 23

This issignificant because the most obvious difference betweenNtmma Lisaand theNude Mona Lisaaside from the
absence of clothing, lies in the landscapes of the background. While the backgroundvidribd_isas complex, constructed
almost dreamlike from numerous, richly detailed elements, the background dfititee Mona Lisappears realisticThe truly
remarkable discovery, however, is that it shows a striking similarity to the landscape visible from the loggia of thetid&occt
RA !'ANMHzy2d ¢KS NBaSvyoflyOS 06S02YSa S@Sy Y2NB 02y Ay OA
position. ¢ Figure 4

Figure4

The composition is revealing even at first glance. On the left, beneath the shoulder, we see the steep slope of a rocky
mountain, while to the right of the neck rises a gentler slope. Another important detail is the presence, agvedaklthe
left-hand slope, of a body of waterthe Lake Garlate; Figure 5

¢ https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smashews/expertsthink-nude-monalisa-could-have-beendrawnleonardoda-vinck
180971644/



Figureb

The Landscape on the Right Side

In the landscape visible to the right of the shoulder, every characteristic element can be matched to the real landscape,
they are rendered Wth nearperfect accuracyg Figure 6 A detailed description is provided kigure 7

Figure 6




(The rising silhouette, the shape of the peak, then the gradual softening of the slope)

(The more distant peak visible to the right of the summit. Leonardo may Huftedsthese closer together in order to
preserve the Whaped composition.)
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(The rocky parts on the steeper slopes of the hillside)




(At the very base of the steep slope, a flat, bd#ia oval area today inhabited Dt { npcnyUnobb dcHp'

Figure7

The Landscape on the Left Side

hy GKS 62YFyQa STl &A &Gapeisiedident. Alth6u§h hard, Wekdude NRhé @cky2otitcrapk S
overgrown with trees, a completely precise identification is more difficult, and Leonardo may have treated the elements
the landscape more freely, the overall impression of hills, mountinvarying distances, and the water surface shows a hig
degree of agreement. The distant Grignetta mountain is not shown by Leonardo, likely because the mass rising next to
head would have disrupted the-8haped compositiorg, Figure 8

Figure8

The YellowistBackground

Another argument supporting the Rocchetta di Airuno as the location is the sharply contoured, yetioleisdd arch,
contrasting with the bluish background, visible between the balustrade and the distantdiied landscapeg Figure 9
Lookng northwestward from the loggiathat is, in the direction of the female figurethere once stretched a castle wall,
situated lower dowry, Figure 10; whose line is still clearly discernible todgyrigure 11



FigurelO Figurell

From this it is not difficult to imagine thé&én more intact walls, curving around the terraced heightigure 12 This also
answers why, in the painting, we have the impression that beyond the wall there is a depth separating us from the dista
landscape for this is indeed the case in reality.

Figurel2



The Loggia

The mentioned loggi at the Rocchetta di Airuno consists of a longer nardfstern part and a shorter northastern part set

at right angles. Entering the loggia, the panorama itself almost naturally suggests the lodakovery arch before which
Leonardo may have paintdds mysterious sitter. This is the secetodlast arch of the northwestern section, when viewed
from the entrancec Figure 13 The arch to the left of this one is blocked by the terrain, which obstructs the view. The arcl
the right is not only about@cm narrower (ca. 180 cm instead of ca. 205 cm), but the buttress there also limits the panor
It is surely no coincidence that precisely opposite the arch in question, the loggia widens and even accommodates a stc
table.

Figurel3

The Parapet

The top of the parapet is visible in almost every painting, but it is most clearly discernible in theVRraad.isawhere even
the ground can be made out. Comparing this withsite measurements (ca. 34 cm thick, ca. 57 cm high) and photographs
one ca state that the proportions of the parapet at the Rocchetta are very similar to those of the parapet depicted in the
painting.¢ Figure 14




Figure 14
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Missaglia, located only about 10 km from the Rocchetta, is known to have been built in the late 15th century, and tive st
resemblance is cleac.Figure 15

Figurel5

The Columns

The columns at the Rocchetta are Tusesle columns, of the type widely used during the Renaissance, the same style a:
those seen in the paintings. However, there are also small differences that require explanation. The most conspicuous |
in the pantings the columns appear much closer together than in reality (except iNtlte Mona Lisa Yet this fact does

not disprove that theMona Lisgaintings were made at the Rocchetta, because if Leonardo (or his pupils) had intended t
represent the reatlistances between the columns, then the columns in the different paintings would appear at equal
intervals. But this is by no means the cas€igure 16



Figurel6

In reality, the columns are about 205 cm apart, and if the model were placed in the center according to thositiom pf
the painting, depicted frontally, then the most beautiful part of the panorama would simply not be visibigure 17

Figure 17

For Leonardo, the symmetry of the columns framing the painting vertically and the parapet framing it horizontally was cl
more important than spoiling the composition in favor of literal accuracy. Leonardo devoted little attention to the bases ¢
the columns, at most rendering them slightly less massive than they actually are. While their style is consistent #oeoss &
paintings, their proportions and degree of detail varlyigure 18&; and it is telling that in the Louvifdona Lisaconsidered

the most accomplished, the columns are hardly visible at all. | will discuss the reason for this later.



Figure 18
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can still verify at the site today.Figure 19

Figure 19
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painted columns are now missing. According to Davide Maria Verteniase were often made of terracotta in the 1%th
16th centuries, and while therefore not durable, their traces are still visible on every column Tagdéigure 201 have not
been able to establish exactly when these repairs were made, but on a po$toardhe early 1940s, the columns still seem
to show deeper grooves, suggesting that the repairs cannot have been done before the dB#fise 21

"Davide Maria VertemardONNA LISA LANDSCAPE FROBICHETTA OF AIRUNO



'. Dalla Rocchetta - La Valle d¢

Figure20 Figure21

Perspectives

When examining the different versions of tMona Lisait is striking that they often differ in terms of perspective. At times
the model is closer to the parapet, at other times furtlzevay; sometimes the parapet is shown from a lower angle,
sometimes from a higher one. We can rightly assume that Leonardo, true to his nature, was experimeatinghing for the
perfect angle and distance for his painting.

Here it is worth turning to RaphSf Qa RN} gAy I g KAOK KS YIRS FTFUSNI[S2yl
Mona Lisaversions in two ways: first, the woman is shown here from the lowest perspective; second, she is not seated i
armchair instead, she rests her arms oncag), straight surface. In principle, of course, it is possible that Raphael drew th
work from memory afterwards and simply erred in these differences, but this explanation seems implausible. The drawi
highly detailed, and considering only the preciswl delicate rendering of the hands, it is hard to believe that Raphael woul
have been such a poor observer as to recall the details so exactly while forgetting that Mona Lisa sat on a chair. We me
therefore reasonably assume that there once existe@msion by Leonardo in which Mona Lisa was not seated on a chair,
and was seen from a lower perspective. Knowing the loggia, it is not difficult to find the place where, from such a perspe
Mona Lisa could have been painted resting on a tabletdfigure 22 Reconstructing this at the site makes the assumption
appear quite justifiedg Figure 23

Figure22



Figure23

It is also worth examining how Leonardo experimented with correcting and conveying perspective while still preserving
symmetrical composition. This was nesary because, although he represented the loggia frontally and symmetrically,
knowledge of the site makes clear that, due to the panorama, he had to sit slightly to the left of the lady. This disésepan
signaled by the fact that in thdude Mona Lisghe lines of the parapet do not align, while in the Louvre version, the top of
the parapet to the right of the model is slightly narrower and rises at an angle of about 8 degFegsre 24

Figure24



The Backgrounds of the Louvre and Prado Mona Lisa

First, it 8 important to clarify that the two paintings mentioned in the title were created simultaneously, since the correcti
visible on the Louvr&lona Lisavere carried out in parallel on the Pradtona Lis&. This means that while Leonardo was
working ort and @rrectingr his own version, his pupil copying him was likewise adjusting the Prado version. On this bas
we should not expect any major formal differences in the rendering of the background, and for the sake of simplicitgt | w
distinguish betweenhe two paintings from this perspective in what follows.

Having been able to identify with certainty the background of khele Mona Lisas the view opening from the loggia of the
Rocchetta di Airuno, the questlon arises whether the backgrounds of thed.and Praddvona Llsapalntlngs are solely the
LINEPRdzOG&a 2F [S2YyINR2Qa& AYIFIAYylLGA2y S 2N 2F yIFddz2NBE AidasS
the creations of nature but used them through his own creative p@yierthe way that suited him best. This will be
significant later, in interpreting the meaning of the painting.

Thus, Leonardo did not wish to reproduce exactly the marvelous rock formations he had seen around the Rocchetta di.
in the precise locations wheretheji2 2 R® wlk G KSNE +Fa +Fy FNIAAGAO ONBIFGA2Y X
sometimes modifying them slightly, then arranging them into a unified composition. Leonardo evidently made bold use
artistic freedom, retaining only the peculiar, distiive character of the forms. Already dreamlike in themselves, these rock
formations he transformed through art into a unified fabale world, which he placed as the fitting backdrop to the enigmat
smile in his masterpiece. Without embarking on an extiae art historical analysis, the message could be briefly
summarized as follows: enduring beauty can only be created by nature with the help of the human creator. Perhaps this
[ S2y | NR2 Q& 1 anddihy Bellababed §bNdBgroger this work, wbynsany versions were born, and why he sought
the right angles and distances to such an extent.

If all this is true, then the distinctive rock formations borrowed from nature must be recognizable in the painting. WHat ct
these be? Rocks and mountainscs@racteristic and striking that they would stand out in a region already rich in dramatic
natural scenery I Y R (G Kdza OF LJidzNB [ S2yF NR2Qa&a |GGSyiGAz2y | yR AYI Z
able to identify eight such formations withhigh degree of probability, though no doubt those who know the region well w
find a few moreg Figure 25Formations 5 and 6 are not clearly visible in the Loioaa Lisa.

8 Museo Nacional del Prado YT: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WJIxXdUZBohBYs, 9m43s
9 Walter Isaacson: Leonardo Da Vilktglikon, 2018 p.321



Figure25

1. Mount Resegone near Lecco (GPS 45.846300872546806, 9.39284372103953)

About 10 km from the Rocchetta, the mountains towering above Lecco are impossible to &yardacertainly this was also
GKS OFrasS Ay [S2YINR2Qa& GAYS® /2YLINBaaSR az2yYSgKIFG Ay i
succession. The only difference is that the peak indicated with the blue arrow is noticeably highepamtirey than in

reality. (Perhaps here too, as mentioned earlier, the reason lies in compositional considerations.)




2. Grignetta (rock formations of the mountains above Lecco)

It is uncertain how high Leonardo ascended during his travels in the region, but he likely encountered similar rockynfern
in many places.




3. The mountains behind the Santuario di S. Martino (GPS 45.843468389588914, 9.344388949915821)

8 km from the Rocchetta, these mountains form the dramatic backdrop of a church that has stood there since the early
Middle Ages. We cannonkw for certain whether Leonardo ever visited the site, but while in the area the mountains sure
could not have escaped his attention.

4. South of Capiate, once perhaps a marshy area (GPS 45.7729673949836, 9.425959737527927)

This landscape is clearlye closest to the Rocchetta, and based on this, the river meandering beside the Adda toward
Capiate, only about 1 km away, as well as its smaller branching arms, appear to be represented. The lowland, meande
perhaps somewhat marshy terrain takes onaartumnal, yellowish hue; Figure 26




Figure 26
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upper left corner the Rocchetta can be seen, and below it the winding course of thewldidh,in the section marked with a
red arrow indeed appears to fan out slightly, just as in the paintrigure 27

Figure27



