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Let’s explore Madonna of the Rocks. This painting is sometimes called The Virgin of the Rocks. It was 
commissioned by The Chapel of the Confraternity of the Immaculate Conception. The painting shows a gathering of 
the Madonna, John the Baptist, the Christ Child, and an Archangel who gathered as they fled the Massacre of the 
Innocents. Let’s discover more of the hidden meanings that are painted here, and the interesting history of this painting.

The environment here is a biblical 
and literary metaphor. Caves and 
rock formations like the ones in this 
painting are often associated with 
Mary and Joseph. They are a meta-
phor for sanctuary.

The group of flowers at the bottom 
left corner of the painting are Star of 
Bethlehems (also called heartsease). 
They are a symbol of purity and 
atonement. 

The palm leaves behind John's head 
are an emblem of the Virgin Mary. 
They are a symbol of victory.

The figures in this painting are care-
fully arranged in a pyramid composi-
tion. This way of grouping people can 
mean a few different things, but it 
often refers to the idea of a Trinity.

The still water at the bottom of the 
painting is a double metaphor that 
signifies Mary’s purity and foreshad-
ows the baptism of Jesus by John 
that will come years later.

The Madonna sits in the 
center of this majestic 
landscape. Traditionally she 
is shown on a throne, but in 
this setting her throne is the 
natural world around her. 
When she sits on the ground 
like this, some call her The 
Madonna of Humility.

There are two versions of this painting. The one we’re looking at this month 
(which is probably the first version) resides at the Louvre in Paris, and the 
other can be seen at the National Gallery in London. There was a disagree-
ment about money, and when Leonardo finished the first painting, he 
ended up selling it to another collector. Later, he made the second version 
to fulfill the original commission. 

The Christ Child sits 
beneath Mary’s outstretched 
hand. He looks at John the 
Baptist, and holds his hand 
up in a blessing gesture. 

John the Baptist looks 
at the Christ Child and has 
his hands folded in prayer. 

The Archangel appears 
to be gazing at something in 
the distance. She sits 
protectively behind the Christ 
Child with her hand on his 
back. Her other hand points 
to John the Baptist.

More insider info revealed 
on the next page!

Secret Messages
In Italian Renaissance Art

TheStudio

May 2019 | Week 3

ART HIST   RY KIDS
with



D E C O D I N G  T H E  P A I N T I N G

2

Beneath Leonardo’s (second) painting Madonna of the Rocks, 
art conservators have discovered a hidden drawing that looks com-
pletely different from the completed work. Using imaging technology 
called infrared reflectography, we can see through the layers of paint 
to the what’s underneath. There are elements of a composition that 
looks like the Madonna kneeling with her hand to her chest. It looks 
like there is another figure behind her – can you see a second face 
and hand in the picture? Take a look at the images below and look 
at the outlines. What else you can find in the hidden drawing?

Madonna of the Rocks is the center painting in a 
three painting set. The three pieces were designed to go 
together as an altarpiece. These are the paintings that go 
on sides. They were most likely designed by Leonardo, 
but painted by his associates. 

An Angel in Green with a Vielle An Angel in Red with a Lute
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Full name: Leonardo di ser Piero da Vinci

Born: April 15, 1452

Died: May 2, 1519

Leonardo da Vinci is the iconic Renaissance Man. He was a painter, a 
sculptor, an architect, an engineer, an inventor, a musician, and a writer. 
He seemed to have the unique ability to master everything he tried.

Amazingly, Leonardo never received any formal education. His father 
was a lawyer, and because he never married Leonardo’s mother, 
Leonardo was not permitted to attend school. But that didn’t prevent 
him from learning! He was home-schooled and self-taught. He had an 
insatiable curiosity about everything, but he especially loved to study  
nature. At the age of 15 he moved from his hometown of Vinci (which is 
where his last name comes from) to Florence where he apprenticed at 
the workshop of a artist named Andrea del Verrocchio.

By the age of 20, Leonardo was considered to be a master painter. His 
teacher (Verrocchio) was so astounded with Leonardo’s phenomenal 
artistic ability that he actually gave up painting!

Leonardo continued his artistic career, taking breaks to invent things 
and study science. He was extremely interested in human anatomy, 
and he spent a lot of time understanding the mechanics of the human 
body. Other areas of interest included birds and plants, the movement 
of water, and working on designs for bridges, buildings, and cities. He 
is credited with the invention of the helicopter, armored car, parachute, 
scuba gear, and an device that measures the speed of wind.

Leonardo kept extensive notebooks with sketches of his ideas. He had 
a special way of writing in his journal– a mirror writing technique that 
looked backwards, but was readable when held up to a mirror. Some 
thought he did this to keep his ideas secret, but others said it was an 
easier way for him to write because he usually wrote with his left hand.

“The noblest pleasure is the joy of 
understanding.” – Leonardo da Vinci

“Painting is poetry that is seen rather than 
felt, and poetry is painting that is felt rather 
than seen.” – Leonardo da Vinci

Leonardo da Vinci – The Revolutionary
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Francesco Botticini, Coronation of the Virgin

Michelangelo, Sistine Chapel Ceiling
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R E L I G I O N  I N  R E N A I S S A N C E  A R T

Art with religious content had been created in Europe and around the world for 
ages, but the Italian Renaissance brought religious paintings to a whole new level. 
Artists changed the way stories were told and added interesting new twists, like... 

       People (like the Virgin Mary) were shown in new ways (like the unusually playful image below).

       Artists became interested in showing the emotional intensity associated with a specific event.

       Artists began to show the relationship between heaven and earth (incorporating them together).

Leonardo da Vinci, Benois Madonna
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Have you ever been to a place where 
you could look way out into the 
distance to the mountains or hills far 
away? If you have, you may have 
noticed how things close to you were 
crisp and clear, and the colors were 
vibrant and dark. As you look further 
and further away, things get blurrier 
and take on a bluish tint. They also 
get lighter in value. 

This is called atmospheric 
perspective. 

Take a look at 
how Leonardo 
gives his painting 
an illusion of 
distance by using 
atmospheric 
perspective. 
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Leonardo was obsessed with making his paintings look realistic. He spent a great deal of time studying 
nature, and observing every subtle detail so he could bring this realism to his art. To make people and 
landscapes appear more lifelike, he developed an innovative painting technique called sfumato.

In Italian, sfumato means smoky or hazy. As Leonardo painted, he avoided using lines or hard edges of 
any kind, and instead relied on blending images into each other to make them look natural. This gives 
an amazing atmospheric effect to the art that makes everything look much more realistic. People seem 
to leap forward on the canvas, and the background organically recedes into the distance.

Sfumato is all about embracing gradual transitions.

Leonardo wrote that light and shadow should blend 'without lines or borders in the manner of smoke.' 
Look at this section of the painting and find some areas where you can see sfumato in action.
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Different parts of Italy 
developed different 
styles in their art. Part 
of this was due to their 
geographic location. Vene-
tian art (art made in Venice) 
was full of color– much 
more than art from other 
Italian cities. Their unique 
location gave them access 
to pigment trade that 
wasn’t available in the other 
cities. Venetian artists 
traded across the Mediter-
ranean, inland with other 
Italian cities, and across the 
alps with Germany. 

Not only that, but the city 
itself was full of amazing 
light. In addition to the light 
that shines from above, 
light is also reflected onto 
the buildings from below 
(from the water in the 
canals throughout the city).  

Milan
Venice

Florence

Rome
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C O N N E C T I N G  T H E  D O T S

We’ll be learning all about Raphael’s The School of 
Athens next week, but you may have already 
guessed that all of the people shown in this art 
represent real people. The two men walking in the 
center of the painting are Plato and Aristotle. If 
you’re interested in learning a little more about 
these philosophers, click their images here. 

If philosophy is really interesting to you, there’s a 
fun philosophy book just for kids that you 
may like. (You’ll recognize the painting on the 
cover right away!)
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Philosophy

Click to 
learn more 

about Plato.

Click to learn 
more about 
Aristotle.
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Music
Have you ever seen a vielle or a lute? These are medieval instruments that were around during the 
Renaissance but aren’t very common anymore. Click to learn more about them and hear how they sound.

An Angel in Green with a Vielle An Angel in Red with a Lute

Vielle

Lute
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Science
Many Italian Renaissance painters 
were also scientists! Leonardo da 
Vinci’s studies in geology, botany, and anato-
my helped him to create a masterpiece with 
Madonna of the Rocks. Botticelli’s meticu-
lous recreation of over 190 species of plants 
and flowers in Primavera tells us he had 
extensive knowledge of the natural world. 
And, in The School of Athens, Raphael pays 
tribute to scientific thinking with his inclusion 
of the astronomer Ptolemy.

Detail of Ptolemy, The School of Athens
Choose an area of study this 
week and learn a little more. Identify 
flowers or plants in your area (and 
record them in your nature journal). 
Or, look for interesting rock formations 
and learn how they were made. Or, 
study anatomy to get a better under-
standing of how the human body 
works. This will help you to draw and 
paint it more realistically! All science 
relates to art– explore and have fun!
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Let’s paint like Leonardo!

Madonna of the Rocks is a very large painting – it’s over six feet tall! Leonardo originally painted on wood, but the 
Louvre version has since been transferred to canvas. Maybe you don’t have a really big piece of wood or canvas to 
use for your art, but you probably have a cardboard box! The extra fun thing about using cardboard is that you can cut 
it (or a parent can help with the cutting) to round out the top so your art will resemble the shape of the altarpiece 
Leonardo painted. If you’d like, you could even have two more paintings on the side like the paintings of musicians!

Of course, this project will be just as much fun at a smaller scale. Feel free to substitute posterboard, butcher paper, 
or even white art paper and make a smaller art project.

Your subject can use themes like Leonardo (you can paint a Madonna and Child scene), or you can paint a different 
story. Think about your background. If you’re painting a traditional story, see if you can put the characters in a different 
setting or a new location. Leonardo painted people who were commonly shown in art, but instead of putting the 
Madonna on a throne, he placed her on the ground in nature among the rocks and plants.

For an extra fun challenge, 
try using Leonardo’s sfumato 
technique in your art. See if 
you can blend your images 
without using lines or hard 

edges. Use shading and 
gradual transitions to make 

your art look like it’s from the 
Italian Renaissance!

TheSfumato
Challenge
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