
Andrea del Verrocchio was born in Florence in 1437.
Lorenzo de’ Medici was born in Florence in 1449.
Leonardo da Vinci was born in a small town near 
Florence in 1452.

Let us begin with the Florentine master, Andrea del 
Verrocchio, in La città delle Arti (The City of “Arti” in 
Italian), the first authorized syndicate of arts and 
crafts conceived between the 12th and 13th cen-
turies throughout Florence. Appreciating the dif-
ferences between arts and crafts, la città delle Arti 
was promoted in the usual context of shops and 
studios. Verrocchio, mainly a goldsmith (craftsman-
ship), who also taught painting (art), founded the 
first school – known in contemporary culture as an 
“open studio” – providing the study of various disci-
plines in a space where the affluent technology of 
different artistic fields was shared. Inherited from 
the traditional Florentine concept of an art atelier, 
also known as a bottega d’arte, Verrocchio’s became 
the most sought after studio, bearing the unique 
significance of a workspace made available to aspir-
ing artists from all over Italy. Verrocchio, whose ate-
lier was shared amongst the greatest artists, such as 
Botticelli, Perugino and Ghirlandaio, was Leonardo 
da Vinci’s foremost master in Florence during the 
latter half of the 15th century.

The ruler of Florence during that time, Lorenzo de’ 
Medici, was an enlightened patron through whom 
Renaissance art, and more specifically the concept 
of “Humanism,” greatly flourished. Due to his end-
less thirst for knowledge, his enrichment of the 
family library, and his undying desire to support the 
artistic and cultural understanding of Florentine his-
tory and social intelligence, he was also known as 
“Lorenzo the Magnificent”. Lorenzo remained close-

ly connected to the artists, writers and scientists who 
always surrounded him, in order to enhance the op-
portunities for expression shared amongst these es-
sential and reflective representatives of Florentine 
culture. The workshops started to offer that same 
essential centrality for a heterogeneous group of 
people who were able to develop personal projects 
for the common good which, in this case, was “the 
city”. The connection between Ethics and Aesthetics, 
Justice and Beauty – the foundational quintessence 
of every great culture – was so deeply and closely 
enhanced that it reached an unprecedented degree.

Leonardo da Vinci is the final layer embodying the 
multifaceted spirit of a Renaissance man: the man 
who was unshakably aware of his centrality in the 
world of mankind, and who fortified his relationship 
with nature. Although Master Andrea del Verrocchio 
had fostered the development of his mind, as Leon-
ardo once said: “Woe to the disciple who does not 
surpass his Master”.

For in his pioneering significance, Lorenzo the Mag-
nificent had created the necessary conditions to 
host and implement authentic teachings strictly es-
sential to the culture, and Leonardo advanced his 
century into the unknown and distant future. Al-
ways a firm believer in the use of modern sciences, 
technologies and unconventional tools for all intel-
lectual disciplines, when Leonardo did not find what 
he was looking for, he projected it, discovered it, or 
invented it. This ‘habit’ of his was applied to every-
thing he attempted, and even more so to his art.

We can talk today of a “technique” known as sfumato 
leonardesco thanks to the techniques Leonardo had 
created from scratch, designing color mixing tools 
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that allowed for soft shades to appear from dark to light. 
Not to mention that his painting brush was strikingly more 
supple than any other in the artisan world. No one else had 
designed such magnificent tools, yet this man also had the 
ability to scientifically construct his artistic technology by 
transforming the most mundane object into an extraordi-
nary alternative. 

Disciplines were developed into existence to catalogue 
the ideas the way they were meant to be projected. Leon-
ardo knew that the world is one and that his research was 
unique. He also felt that his privileged mind’s foremost duty 
was to serve his society, and it was due to such a conviction 
that both he and Florence came to be what they are today. 
In the era of specificity, Florence offers a cross-cultural and 
educational approach to the world as the formation of each 
artist is devoted to the awareness of technology as a means 
of seeking the Truth. Technique is the essence, the singular-
ity, the unparalleled remarkableness, and technology is the 
way. 

It is with amusement that we may reflect on what Leonardo 
could have attempted with all of today’s information tech-
nology – undoubtedly, a wholly different world would have 
been born.

Patrizio Travagli, Director of Accademia D’Arte ADA (Bot-
tega), Firenze

Leonardo da Vinci, 
Osservazioni sul volo 
degli uccelli

Codice sul volo degli 
uccelli, Biblioteca Reale, 
Torino, c. 8r

Note: This is the first 
drawing known in 
history by Leonardo Da 
Vinci, an observational 
study on the flight of 
birds. Notice his choice 
of writing; it was always 
mirrored text so his 
studies would not be 
commonly deciphered 
or understood (written 
in a backwardly and 
reflective manner)

Leonardo Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, was a 
young dame of the Gherardini family 
of Florence, and wife to a wealthy silk 
merchant in Tuscany, Francesco del Gio-
condo. She has been an unanswered 
mystery for an ongoing six centuries, 
since the painting’s first demise in 1503 
and was left unfinished for almost six-
teen years, it was completed right be-
fore Da Vinci’s death in 1519. Mona Lisa 
carried many names, one of which: «La 
Gioconda,» meaning ‹the cheerful one,› 
has been an indeterminate smiling sen-
sation that has brought many theories 
to the original character of this paint-
ing, especially since her image was left 
unfinished for almost 16 years since its 
inception. According to the great Ital-
ian historian, Giorgio Vasari, she was 
moved from Italy to France and com-
pleted in Ambrosio, where she was 
then a garnishing embellishment first 
in the Palace of Fontainebleau and then 
three centuries later given off as a gift to 
King Louis XIV who had it moved to the 
Palace of Versailles. It was then during 
the French Revolution, that the great 
Gioconda was moved to the Louvre 
Museum, where it still stands glorified 
until today. 

Mona Lisa was assumed to be a sitter 
of many identities, and none of which 
were oriented towards the original Lisa 
Gherardini. However, the portrait was 
assumed to be either the artist himself, 
the artist›s mother, or two princesses 
from Milan and Naples, who were also 
being used as models in earlier paint-
ings, as well as due to their clear as-
sociations with Ludovico Sforza, who 
was the ruler of Milan at the time, and 
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a good client to Da Vinci’s work.  Sforza was either 
married to one of the matrons, or the uncle to their 
royal husbands. Nevertheless, the painting is the 
center of a great many interests over the past cen-
turies, and what Da Vinci had originally created as 
a portrait to a fair Tuscan lady, became invariably 
what we know as today; Mona Lisa, a smiling mys-
tery. 

Patrizio Travagli, a Florentine painter and new me-
dia artist from our present context, was invited 
by the Director, Alessandro Vezzosi, of the Museo 
Ideale Leonardo Da Vinci in Vinci (Tuscany), to de-
sign a project dedicated to the concept of Mona 
Lisa. His project has certainly stood out in great dis-
tinction, for recognizing her image as maybe one 
of the most foreseen images of a smiling Tuscan 
mystery, her reflections start to come off as a com-
mon denominator to individuals passing by a copy 
of their “own” image. We start to see ourselves in the 
image of this well-famed enigma, through a simple 
design of a mirror. 

The function of a mirror is the variable dimension 
on how the viewer prefers to be seen, or how the 
viewer prefers to see the “Self” in his or her own con-
cept of his or her own image. Mona Lisa becomes 
that mysterious question placed on the “Self.” 
Whether you ask yourself: ‘Who am I?’ when you lay 
your eyes on the image that stares back at you: The 
reflection becomes that unforeseen wondering of 
an undisguised mystery to those who lay their eyes 
over her painted reflection. 

The grey silhouette of Mona Lisa is simply a shape 
of information, originally lathered in rich oil paint 
that has lasted six hundred years. Da Vinci has un-
knowingly guaranteed that when you lay your eyes 
on her, you will know it is Her who lies within the 
confinement of her own shadow. And from the con-
tours surrounding her mirrored frame, offered by 
Travagli’s silhouette, will the viewer interact with 
Mona Lisa’s bi-image, and become a new reflection 
of the original masterpiece. 

First you see yourself reflected on the surface of this 
bi-dimensional painting, and then you recognize 
the silhouette of that shape looking back at you. 
The viewer starts to see that ‘Other’ in the work of 
art, and then again see their ‘self’ reflected on that 
same surface. Suddenly, the viewer becomes the sil-
houette: Another you in another dimension. 

However, whilst standing behind the painting, it is 
a deception of transparency that greets the self-re-

flected viewer on the other side. Are you Mona Lisa, 
the smiling mystery smiling back at yourself? Can 
you be seen from behind, disallowing the privacy 
of your own reflection of your own image reversed? 
Can people stand from behind the work and discov-
er you while you discover yourself in two places at 
once?

It is to such mysterious disguises do mirrored reflec-
tions of an already mysterious Mona Lisa, take on 
roles beyond their simple likenesses and instead, re-
veal hidden concepts that go beyond their worldly 
actualities. A Renaissance Master passed on his rid-
dles to his twenty-first century descendant, a Floren-
tine virtuoso who maintained the indivisible secrets 
to Italian portraiture “painting.”

Leonardo da Vinci, Mona 
Lisa, (1503- c.1514)
Oil on panel, 53x77 cm
© Musée du Louvre, Paris

“La Joconde” Silhouette (Mona Lisa), 2009
Museo Ideale, Vinci (Italy)
Glass and plastic film
77 x 53 cm
© Patrizio Travagli/Gildardo Gallo





Forever inspiring the younger generations in pur-
suit of knowledge, certain historical figures remain, 
despite the passing of the years, a burning torch 
for the Arab and Muslim nation. Of great merit 
and influence on the scientific and literary renais-
sance that took place during the rule of Mohamed 
Ali, Refa’a El-Tahtawi is honored for his far-reaching 
merit and influence which extend to this very day. 

Sheikh Refa’a Rafie’ El-Tahtawi was born the son of 
poor parents in 1801, in the far southern Egyptian 
village of Tahta. A descendent of Baqir bin Zein Al-
Abedin bin Ali bin Al-Hussein bin Fatema Al-Zahraa, 
daughter of Prophet Mohamed upon him peace 
and blessings, and his mother’s lineage related 
to Al-Ansar, Tahtawi is a confirmed member of Al-
Ashraaf. 

Like many Egyptian students of his time, Tahtawi 
learned the Holy Qur’an as a young boy and was in-
culcated the religious sciences by his grandfather at 
Al-Kuttab. Enrolling at Al-Azhar University, Rafa’a’s 
unique and ambitious personality fuelled his aca-
demic excellence as a blooming academic, carry-
ing an insatiable thirst for learning matched with 
unwavering determination and guided by a clear 
vision of his ultimate goal: the exploration of new 
fields of knowledge for the benefit of his country, 
nation, and religion. 

His outstanding academic achievements, his broad 
vision resulting from the study of Arts and Litera-
ture, as well as the recommendation of his mentor 
Sheikh Hassan El-Attar earned Tahtawi the position 
of Leader of Mohamed Ali’s Egyptian Academic 
Committee to Paris.    

Selected from the elite scholars of Al-Azhar, Tahtawi 
traveled to Paris in 1826 where, for the next five 
years, he embarked on a self-study of the French 
language, Latin sciences, culture, arts, philosophy, 
history and geography. French literature and doc-
trines – namely, Voltaire and Rousseau and Mon-

tesquieu – legal and political thought were also of 
great influence on his authorship of a number of 
books and letters.

Tahtawi’s wisdom allowed him to reap all possible 
influence Paris could bear on his grasp of academic 
sciences and quality of life but still retain his unshak-
able identity, solidly constructed on the bastions of 
religion and national pride. Imbibed with the best 
that the cosmopolitan city could offer, he returned 
full of culture, true faith, a sound conscience and a 
promise to serve Egypt through science and educa-
tion. 

First and foremost, Tahtawi believed that his coun-
try needed a qualified class of academicians to un-
dertake the task of translating the foreign sciences 
he had been exposed to into Arabic, in order to cre-
ate a connection between both cultures; a direct 
consequence of such an endeavor, he envisioned, 
would be the possibility to entrust this “new breed” 
of cultured academicians to government positions, 
whereby a trickle effect would benefit public wel-
fare in Egypt. 

Tahtawi therefore approached Mohamed Ali with 
the suggestion to form a school of languages, to-
day known as Kolleyet Al-Alsun, or the Faculty of 
Languages. 

The enlightened ruler approved the idea and, in 
1836, the School of Translation was established. As 
the appointed head of the school, Tahtawi hand-
picked the enrolling students from the rural second-
ary schools and Al-Azhar, raising a new generation 
of young scientists who eventually championed 
Egypt’s renaissance. 

By Manar El Gammal, teacher assistant at the faculty of 
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The ethics weaved into the language and literature 
pertaining to Arab, French, Turkish, Persian, Italian 
and English culture were taught alongside history, 
geography, Islamic legislation and foreign religions. 
Since the school was in spirit one of arts and law, 
rather than merely languages, it became the great-
est institution for the dissemination of culture in 
Egypt. Assisted by some of the finest Egyptian and 
foreigner teachers, the great academic taught a 
number of disciplines himself -- including litera-
ture, management, Islamic and foreign legislations 
-- sometimes standing on his feet for four hours at a 
time, lecturing without respite.

Besides heading the School of Translation, Tahtawi 
became head of the Institute of Islamic Law and 
Legislation, the School of Accounting and the 
School of Foreign Management. In addition, he was 
held responsible for inspecting schools in various 
regions, and was also appointed chief editor of Al-
Waqa’ei Al-Misirya newspaper. 

The “Tahtawi Renaissance” also advanced the edu-
cation and empowerment of girls. His vision was 
that girls and boys should be equally educated to 
ensure successful cohabitation in marriage. Girls 
were to learn reading, writing and arithmetic be-
cause knowledge endowed them with sensibility 
and wisdom, as well as the ability to participate 
with men in speech and opinion, which the vision-
ary explained would raise their value in men’s eyes 
and increase their love in the latter’s hearts. Thus, in 
1873, the first girl school was established in Egypt 
under the name Al-Syoufia School for Girls, yielding 
a new generation of young ladies endowed with 
science and culture.

Tahtawi’s famous saying “al omm madrasa, 
iza a’dadtaha a’dadta shaaban khayyer al 
akhlaqi” (A mother is a school onto herself.  

Prepare her well, and you have prepared 
a nation endowed with good morals) 
gradually reshaped public consciousness, 
yielding a new generation of refined, 
educated and competent women who, 
as mothers, wives and daughters, were 
forever to change the face of Egyptian 
history. 


