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THE TIMELESS
PUZZLE: HOW
LONG DID IT TAKE
TO PAINT THE
MONA LISA?

Few questions in art
history spark as much
curiosity as the
mystery surrounding
the creation of the
world’s most famous
portrait. When you
gaze at the enigmatic
smile of Lisa
Gherardini, it is natural
to wonder about the
human effort behind
the masterpiece. The

question “How long did
it take to paint the
Mona Lisa?” s
deceptively simple.
The answer, however,
reveals a fascinating
story of perfectionism,
scientific curiosity, and
artistic genius that
spanned more than a
decade. To understand
the timeline of this
iconic painting, we
must look beyond a
simple start date and
delve into the working
habits of Leonardo da
Vinci, the complex
techniques he
employed, and the
historical records that
have survived for


https://remodelicious.com/

centuries.

The straightforward
answer that appears in
many textbooks is that
Leonardo da Vinci
began work on the
portrait in 1503 and
completed it around
1506, suggesting a
period of roughly four
years. But the full story
is far more nuanced.
Historical evidence,
including notes from
Leonardo himself and
accounts from his
contemporaries,

indicates that he
continued to work on
the panel long after
1506. In fact, he
carried the painting
with him when he
moved to France in
1516 or 1517, and he
was still making subtle
adjustments to the
canvas right up until
his death in 1519. This
means the true answer
to the question of how
long it took to paint the

Mona Lisa could be as
long as sixteen years,
though with many
interruptions.

THE DATING OF
THE MASTERPIECE:
A TIMELINE OF
CREATION

The
Conventi
onal Start
Date:
1503

Most art historians
agree that Leonardo da
Vinci began the Mona
Lisa around 1503. This
date is supported by a
note from Agostino
Vespucci, a Florentine
official, who wrote in
1503 that Leonardo
was working on a
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portrait of Lisa del
Giocondo. This places
the commission firmly
in the early years of
the sixteenth century.
At the time, Leonardo
was already a
celebrated artist, but
he was also deeply
involved in other
projects, including
military engineering

and anatomical
studies. This
diversification of
interests would
become a recurring
theme in

understanding how
long it took to paint the
Mona Lisa.

The
Intermedi
ate

Period:
1503 to
1506

The first phase of work,
between 1503 and
1506, is often cited as
the primary period of
creation. During these
three to four years,
Leonardo established
the composition,
painted the figure of
Lisa herself, and
developed the
atmospheric

background. He was
working simultaneously
on other commissions,
most notably The
Battle of Anghiari, a
massive mural for the
Palazzo Vecchio in
Florence. This mural
project occupied a
great deal of his time
and energy, meaning
that his work on the
Mona Lisa was



intermittent. This
pattern of working on
multiple pieces at once
is crucial to
understanding why the
portrait took so long.
He did not dedicate
himself exclusively to
one canvas; instead,
he moved between
projects as his
inspiration dictated.

The Later
Years:
1507 to
1519

After 1506, Leonardo’s
movements became
more complex. He
traveled between
Florence, Milan, and
Rome. He did not hand
over the Mona Lisa to

had considered the
painting finished, he
would have delivered
it. Instead, he kept it
with him, continuously
refining it. Documents
from his time in Milan
(around 1508 to 1513)
show that he still had
the portrait in his
possession. He added
layers of thin glaze,
adjusted the
shadowing around the
eyes, and perfected
the sfumato technique
that gives the painting
its ethereal quality. By
1516, when Leonardo
accepted an invitation
from King Francis | to
move to France, he
took the Mona Lisa
with him. He remained
in France at the
Chateau du Clos Lucé
until his death in 1519.
It is believed that he
was still making minor

its patron, Francesco adjustments during
del Giocondo. This is a these final three years.
significant clue. If he Therefore, if we
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measure from 1503 to
1519, the total span of
time Leonardo actively
worked on the painting
is about sixteen years.

WHY DID IT TAKE
SO LONG?
UNPACKING
LEONARDO'S
METHODS

To truly appreciate why
the answer to “how
long did it take to paint
the Mona Lisa” is not a
simple number, we
must examine the man
behind the brush.
Leonardo da Vinci was
not just a painter; he
was a scientist, an
inventor, and a
relentless perfectionist.
He approached
painting with the same
rigorous curiosity that
he applied to anatomy
and physics.

Perfectio
nism and
the
Pursuit of
an ldeal

Leonardo was famously
dissatisfied with his
own work. He would
often start a project
with great enthusiasm,
only to abandon it
when he felt he could

not achieve the
perfection he
envisioned. The

Adoration of the

Magi and Saint
Jerome in the
Wilderness are

famous examples of
unfinished works. The
Mona Lisa, however,
held his attention for
years because it
allowed him to pursue



a specific technical
challenge: the
rendering of human
emotion through subtle
facial expressions. He
was not satisfied with a
simple likeness. He
wanted to capture the
soul. Achieving the
precise curve of the
smile, the subtle
tension in the jaw, and
the soft focus of the
eyes required endless
experimentation. Each
adjustment required
time for layers to dry,
particularly with his oil
glaze technique.

The
Mastery
of
Sfumato

One of the primary
reasons it took so long
to paint the Mona Lisa

is the extensive use of
a technique called
sfumato. This term,
derived from the Italian
word fumo (smoke),
refers to the delicate
blending of colors and
tones to eliminate
harsh outlines.
Leonardo built up the
flesh tones of the face
using dozens of
microscopic layers of

transparent glaze.
Each layer was
incredibly

thin—sometimes only a
few microns thick. He
would apply a layer, let
it dry for days or even
weeks, and then apply
another. This process
created the soft, hazy
quality that makes the
smile so mysterious.
There are no
brushstrokes visible to
the naked eye. This
level of technical
control is
extraordinarily time-
consuming. You cannot
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rush sfumato. It is a
method that demands
patience above all else.
This alone adds years
to the «creation
timeline.

Scientific
Interrupti
ons and

Wanderin

g
Curiosity

Leonardo’s mind rarely
stayed in one place.
While he was painting
the Mona Lisa, he was
also dissecting human
cadavers to
understand the
muscles of the face
and the neck. He was
studying hydrology to
paint the rocky

landscapes in the
background. He was
designing flying
machines and studying
the flight of birds.
These scientific
pursuits were not
distractions from his
art; they were integral
to it. He needed to
understand how a
smile forms on a
human face before he
could paint it
convincingly. He
needed to understand
how light scatters
through the
atmosphere to paint
the distant mountains.
This deep research
took time. Every break
he took from the
canvas was a period of
intense study that
ultimately informed the
final work. So, when we
ask how long it took to
paint the Mona Lisa,
we must also account
for the thousands of
hours he spent in



research and

contemplation.

THE UNFINISHED
DEBATE: WAS IT
EVER TRULY
FINISHED?

A critical element in
the discussion of how
long it took to paint the
Mona Lisa is the idea
that it may never have
been truly finished.
Leonardo, by his own
admission, was a
procrastinator. The
Renaissance

biographer Giorgio
Vasari, writing about
thirty years after
Leonardo’s death,
stated that Leonardo
worked on the portrait
for four years but left it
unfinished.  However,
Vasari also praised the
painting as a perfect
work of art. This
contradiction suggests
that even when
Leonardo stopped
actively applying paint,

he may not have
considered the work
complete.

Modern technical
analysis supports the
idea that the painting
evolved over time. X-
ray and infrared
imaging have revealed
changes Leonardo
made during the
painting process. For
example, the position
of Lisa’s hands and the
veil over her hair were
altered. These
pentimenti (the
artist’s changes) show
that he was actively
revising the
composition even in
the later stages. If he
had considered it
finished in 1506, he
would not have made
these later
adjustments. The fact
that he kept the
painting with him,
untouched by his
assistants, suggests
that it was a personal
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project, a laboratory
for his ideas. He was
never fully satisfied. In
this sense, the painting
was a work in progress
for the final sixteen
years of his life.

THE LEGACY OF
PATIENCE:
TECHNICAL
ANALYSIS IN THE
MODERN ERA

What the
Layers
Reveal

In the 21st century,
scientists have used
advanced imaging
techniques to look
beneath the surface of
the Mona Lisa. These
studies have confirmed
the extensive layering
process. The paint
layers are incredibly
thin, with some areas

containing fewer than
ten layers and others
containing more than
thirty. The transition
from the skin to the
background is
seamless. This kind of
blending cannot be
achieved quickly. Each
layer had to be dry
before the next was
applied. In a humid
environment, oil paint
can take weeks to
cure. Therefore, even if
Leonardo worked
steadily, the physics of
his materials enforced
a slow pace. The
question of how long it
took to paint the Mona
Lisa is therefore partly
a question of chemistry
and drying time.

The Use
of the



Finger

One of the most
surprising discoveries
is that Leonardo used
his fingers to blend
some passages of the
painting. Micro-analysis
has revealed
fingerprints in the
paint, particularly in
the area of the sky and
the flesh of the face.
Using fingers instead of
brushes allowed him to
achieve an even softer
transition between
tones. However, it also
made the process
more delicate and
difficult to correct. A
thumbprint in the sky
had to be perfectly
aligned with the
surrounding glaze. This
physical connection
between the artist and
the paint reinforces the
idea that he lingered
over every square
millimeter of the panel.
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COMPARING THE
MONA LISATO
OTHER
RENAISSANCE
PORTRAITS

To fully grasp how long
it took to paint the
Mona Lisa, it helps to
compare it to other
portraits from the
same era. Most
Renaissance portraits
were completed in a
matter of weeks or
months. A patron
would commission a
painting, the artist
would create an initial
sketch, and the final
work would be
delivered within a year.
The Mona Lisa is an
outlier. Francesco del
Giocondo likely paid
Leonardo a sum, but
he never received the
painting. This suggests
that Leonardo treated
the commission as a
personal artistic
exercise rather than a
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commercial
transaction.

Compared to Raphael,
who was incredibly
prolific and finished
dozens of madonnas
and portraits in his
short life, Leonardo
was glacial. Raphael’s

Portrait of
Baldassare
Castiglione (c.

1514-1515) is often
compared to the Mona
Lisa for its composition
and mood, but it was
painted relatively
quickly. The difference
in timeline highlights
the unique, obsessive
nature of Leonardo’s
process. He was not
painting for a
paycheck; he was
painting for posterity.

THE PRACTICAL
ANSWER: HOW

LONG IN ACTIVE
PAINTING TIME?

If we strip away the
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years of interruption
and consider only the
actual hours that
Leonardo held a brush
to the panel, the total
would be far less than
sixteen years. Art
historians estimate
that the active painting
time, the actual
application of pigment,
likely amounted to
several hundred hours
spread over a long
period. However, this
misses the point. The
question “how long did
it take to paint the
Mona Lisa” is not just
about physical labor. It
is about the total
investment of
intellectual and
emotional energy. The
painting is a product of
decades of thought,
observation, and
technical mastery.

If you factor in the
research, the drawing
studies, the failed
experiments, the long



walks to observe
clouds and mountains,
and the hours spent
staring at the panel in
contemplation, the
answer becomes
immeasurable.

Leonardo did not clock
in and out. He lived
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with the painting. He
kept it in his studio,
where he could look at
it in different lights, at
different times of the
year. This slow,
meditative approach is
why the Mona Lisa has
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