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"I must have been inspired" Joseph Conrad

Krakow researcher says
she’s solved part of a
mystery surrounding “last
Leonardo’ portrait
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Independent art history researcher Katarzyna Woźniak (left) has been probing the fate of Leonardo da Vinci’s Bianca

portrait (right) for more than a decade.
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Recent research into a portrait by Leonardo da Vinci that spent up to 500 years in

Poland before stunning the art world when it reemerged in the 1990s has revealed it

was taken from a book.

Hailed as the “Last Leonardo” and the art �nd of the century, the mysterious 13-inch-

tall portrait of a Florentine child bride with a Mona Lisa-esque smile was part of a an

album titled La Sforziada when it arrived in Poland in the early 16th century.

The image in chalk and ink on a calfskin vellum, and now safely stowed away in a

Swiss bank vault, hit the world’s headlines when it was proved several years ago that

it was a work by da Vinci.

Now independent art history researcher Katarzyna Woźniak, who has been

researching the fate of the book and the portrait for more than 10 years, has

concluded that the Leonardo was removed from the book in 1810 by Izabela

Czartoryska, the founder of the famous Czartoryska museum in Puławy.

She claims that the removal took place most probably when the book was renovated

and rebound at the beginning of the 19th century.

Hailed as the “Last Leonardo” and the art �nd of the century, the mysterious 13-inch-tall portrait of a Florentine child

bride with a Mona Lisa-esque smile was part of a an album titled La Sforziada when it arrived in Poland in the early

16th century.
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At that moment, the portrait and the book were separated from each other forever

and ceased to share the same fortune. Since then, they have embarked on their own

unique journeys.

The portrait disappeared from the public record from that time and remained

virtually unknown until it appeared  at an auction on 30 January 1998 at Christie's in

New York.

At the auction, it was described as an early 19th-century German Renaissance-style

drawing. New York art dealer Kate Ganz bought it for just USD 21,850.

Ten years later, Canadian collector Peter Silverman acquired the portrait for a similar

amount on a hunch that it could be the real deal. He promptly insured it for USD 100

million.

Based on this hunch, Silverman sent a digital photograph of Bianca to Professor

Martin Kemp, a world-leading da Vinci scholar, so that he could see if the image bore

the hallmarks of the master.

Now art history researcher Katarzyna Woźniak has concluded that the Leonardo was removed from the book in 1810

by Izabela Czartoryska (pictured), the founder of the famous Czartoryska museum in Puławy.
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Professor Kemp analysed the high-resolution multispectral scans made by Pascal

Cotte of Paris, which allowed him to look at individual layers of the 33 cm by 23 cm

image.

He discovered proof that Leonardo da Vinci was its creator: the meticulous linework,

the colours, the how the woman's hair was styled behind the headband.

A careful analysis of the brushstrokes revealed Leonardo's natural tendency to paint

with his left hand.

Also, the subject herself, with her prematurely serious countenance, perfectly

illustrated Leonardo’s idea that a portrait should re�ect the 'interior of the mind' of

the subject.

Kemp also proved that the portrait was painted during Leonardo Da Vinci's lifetime

(1452-1519) and that the historical details of the painting �t the artist's biography.

The portrait had originally been inside the book La Sforziada.
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The vellum, probably made of calfskin, was dated to between 1440 and 1650 by

radiocarbon methods. Pigment analysis turned up only substances available during

da Vinci’s life.

Historical research into the costumes has shown that the woman posing for the

portrait in the 1590s was a member of the Milanese court known for its predilection

for elaborate hairstyles. Da Vinci was living in Milan at the time and accepted

commissions for portraits of court people.

Final proof came when Professor Kemp travelled to Warsaw with the portrait where

he met up with Ms. Woźniak. Together, they studied La Sforziada and they noticed

that one page of the book was missing where the portrait should have been.

“It �tted perfectly. Even the stitch holes in the left hand margin of the portrait

matched closely the binding in the book,” Ms. Woźniak said.

This was proof that the portrait had been commissioned to Leonardo Da Vinci and

then became part of the book, which ended up on a shelf.

World-leading da Vinci scholar Martin Kemp and Ms. Woźniak studied La Sforziada and they noticed that one page of

the book was missing where the portrait should have been.
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The subject of the portrait was Bianca Sforza, the illegitimate daughter of the Duke of

Milan.

She was married in 1496 to Galeazzo Sanseverino, commander of the Milanese army

and patron of Leonardo Da Vinci. At the time of the portrait, Bianca may have been 13

or 14 years old.

She tragically died a few months later, probably from an ectopic pregnancy. Armed

with this knowledge, Kemp named the drawing La Bella Principessa, or The Beautiful

Princess.

Having established that the work does indeed come from the hand of the Italian

genius, the question came forward of where it had been for the previous 500 years.

Ms. Woźniak told TFN that the book, which belonged to the Milan-based Sforza family

and now sits in the National Library in Warsaw, was brought to Poland by

BonaSforza, the Italian wife of Zygmunt the Old, on the occasion of her wedding with

Zygmunt I the Old in 1518.

Simulatin showing where the portrait had been inside the book. 
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Later, it was passed on to the library of her son, Zygmunt II August. Upon his death, it

became part of the extensive book collection of Jan Zamoyski, founder of Zamość.

For almost a century, between 1675 and 1766, there is no mention of La Sforziada in

any documentation. However, it appeared in a catalogue entry from 1766.

In 1798 Zo�a, the daughter of countess Izabela Czartoryska, famous for establishing

the museum in Puławy, married the Lord of Zamosc, the owner of the Sforziad.

According to Ms. Woźniak, it is probable that Izabela removed the Leonardo for

herself from the book when it underwent rebinding, a new cover was added and the

pages were trimmed.

A clue to this is a catalogue entry by Izabela in which she writes in the �rst catalogue

of her own art collection that she owns "women by Leonardo".

The plural ‘women’ is highly signi�cant,” Ms. Woźniak said.

According to Ms. Woźniak, it is probable that Izabela removed the Leonardo for herself from the book when it

underwent rebinding, a new cover was added and the pages were trimmed.
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Its tantalising use gives rise to the idea that in addition to the famous Lady with an

Ermine, which hangs in the Czartoryska museum in Kraków, she also had the portrait

of Bianca.

Ms. Woźniak said: “The other female portrait must have been an image of signi�cant

value since it was mentioned in the paragraph listing the highlights of the Countess’s

collection.”

This was the last known mention of the portrait until it reappeared at Christie’s in

1998.

In 1810, La Sforziada was transferred to Warsaw to the Zamoyski book and art

collections in the Blue Palace next to Saxon Gardens.

During the Second World War the library was captured by the Germans and the

archive was set on �re. Some books and documents, including La Sforziada, were

saved, as they were transferred to the basements by the librarians who risked their

lives.

As to whether the portrait was in the library until World War Two and was stolen by

the Germans, Ms. Woźniak remains tightlipped. “Further research may provide more

details," she commented.

The subject of the portrait was Bianca Sforza, the illegitimate daughter of the Duke of Milan. At the time of the

portrait, she may have been 13 or 14 years old.
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According to Ms. Woźniak, the history of La Sforziada in Poland would explain why

the existence of this Leonardo portrait remained unknown in the Western European

art scene for several hundred years.

Immediately after the war, the last heir of Zamosc, Jan Zamojski donated the

remaining works, including La Sforziada to the National Library in Warsaw, where it

has remained until today.

The portrait, meanwhile, emerged in the 1990s when the widow of Italian art dealer

Gianni Marchig put it up for sale.

Ms. Woźniak has uncovered mysterious passport stamps showing that the image was

in France and Switzerland and certain times in the time leading up to its auction in

1998.

Woźniak plans to continue her research to uncover more about what happened to the

portrait before it reemerged in the 1990s.

She is also about to publish previously unknown details about the circumstances

surrounding the purchase of the Lady with an Ermine by Prince Adam Czartoryski in

Italy in 1798.
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Kamila Urzędowska
named one of the
most promising
rising stars of
European cinema

VIDEO: Kamila Urzędowska,
who received international
acclaim for her role as Jagna in
the hand-painted animation
�lm Chłopi (the Peasants) based
on the book of the same name
by Władysław Reymont
becomes the eighth Pole to
receive the distinction. 
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