
The Mona Lisa:
The Secret Behind the Smile

Scientists dissect Mona Lisa’s smile
So"ware says Da Vinci’s model is 83 
percent happy, 9 percent disgusted

AMSTERDAM, Netherlands - 
The mysterious half-smile that 
has intrigued viewers of the Mona 
Lisa for centuries isn’t really that 
difficult to interpret, Dutch re-
searchers reported.

She was smiling because she was 
happy — 83 percent happy, to be 
exact, according to scientists 
from the University of Amster-
dam.

In what they viewed as a fun demonstration of technology rather 
than a serious experiment, the researchers scanned a reproduc-
tion of Leonardo da Vinci’s masterpiece and subjected it to 
cutting-edge “emotion recognition” software, developed in col-
laboration with the University of Illinois.

The result showed the painting’s famous subject was 83 percent 
happy, 9 percent disgusted, 6 percent fearful and 2 percent angry. 
She was less than 1 percent neutral, and not at all surprised.  
Leonardo began work on the painting in 1503, and it now hangs 
in the Louvre in Paris.

The work, also known as “La Gioconda,” is believed to have por-
trayed the wife of Francesco del Giocondo. The title is a play on 
her husband’s name, and also means “the jolly lady” in Italian.
(cont’ on p. 2)
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(cont’ %om p. 1) 
Admittedly unscientific
Harro Stokman, a professor at the University of 
Amsterdam involved in the experiment, said the 
researchers knew the results would be unscientific 
— the software isn’t designed to register subtle 
emotions. So it couldn’t detect the hint of sexual 
suggestion or disdain many have read into Mona 
Lisa’s eyes.

In addition, the technology is designed for use with 
modern digital films and images, and subjects first 
need to be scanned in a neutral emotionless state 
to detect their current emotion accurately.

Lead researcher Nicu Sebe took the challenge as 
seriously as he could, using the faces of 10 women 
of Mediterranean ancestry to create a composite 
image of a neutral expression. He then compared 
that to the face in the painting, scoring it on the 
basis of six emotions: happiness, surprise, anger, 
disgust, fear and sadness.

“Basically, it’s like casting a spider web over the 
face to break it down into tiny segments,” Stokman 
said. “Then you look for minute differences in the 
flare of the nostril or depth of the wrinkles around 
the eyes.”

Stokman said with a reading of 83 percent, it’s clear 
happiness was the woman’s main emotion.

Not the last word
Biometrics experts not involved with the experi-
ment said the results were interesting even if they 
aren’t the last word on the Mona Lisa.

“Facial recognition technology is advancing rapidly, 
but emotional recognition is really still in its in-
fancy,” said Larry Hornak, director of the Center 
for Identification Technology Research at West 
Virginia University. “It sounds like they did try to 
use a data set, even if it was small, and that’s typical 
of work in an area like this that’s relatively new. It’s 
an interesting result.”

Stokman said he knew the University of Amster-
dam effort won’t prove or disprove controversial 
theories about the painting. One is that it was ac-

tually a self-portrait of Leonardo himself as a 
woman.

“But who knows, in 30, 40, 50 years, maybe they’ll 
be able to tell what was on her mind,” Stokman 
said.

Mona Lisa’s smile has for centuries inspired specu-
lation. In the 1950s, Nat King Cole asked in a song 
lyric if she was smiling to “tempt a lover” or “to 
hide a broken heart?”

No scientific research will ever figure out exactly 
what Leonardo was trying to convey, or why exactly 
she was smiling.

Hornak agreed the idea was entertaining.

“It’s always fun to apply technology to areas of pub-
lic interest, and sometimes you can come up with 
results that are very illuminating,” he said.

Jim Wayman, a biometrics researcher at San Jose 
State University agreed.

“It’s hocus pocus, not serious science,” Wayman 
said. “But it’s good for a laugh, and it doesn’t hurt 
anybody.”
© 2009 The Associated Press. A& rights reserved. This material 
may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.

Museum employees move the Mona Lisa %om its former place 
at Paris' Louvre in April.  In a not-completely-serious demon-
stration, Dutch researchers ran the painting's image through an 
"emotion recognition" program.

OFFICIAL NEWSLETTER OF THE LOU COSTELLO CHAPTER #15, NORTHERN NEW JERSEY AUGUST 2009

 PAGE 2



Was Mona Lisa Pregnant?
Laser scanning reveals veil typical of soon-to-be or 
new mothers

The Associated Press
PARIS - Maybe they should call it the “Mama 
Lisa.”  Researchers studying 3-D images of the 
“Mona Lisa” say she was probably either pregnant 
or had just given birth when she sat for Leonardo 
da Vinci’s 16th-century masterpiece. The clue was 
something she wore.

Scans turned up evidence of a fine, gauzy veil 
around Mona Lisa’s shoulders — a garment women 
of the Italian Renaissance wore when they were 
expecting, a leading French museum researcher, 
Michel Menu, told The Associated Press in an in-
terview Wednesday.

As the painting aged, the veil darkened. The thick, 
dark varnish on the work made it hard even to 
know what color her dress is — it has been de-
scribed as everything from black to brown to 
green. A piece of fabric draped over Mona Lisa’s 
shoulder was sometimes inter-
preted as a shawl or a scarf.

But images obtained from in-
frared reflectography tell a dif-
ferent story. The veil — called 
a guarnello — is transparent, 
and it looks similar to a gauzy 
garment in Sandro Botticelli’s 
“Portrait of a Lady,” depicting a 
pregnant woman with her hand 
over her stomach. (pictured 
right)

Historical hypothesis confirmed?
Tradition holds that the “Mona Lisa” is a painting 
of Lisa Gherardini, wife of Florentine merchant 
Francesco del Giocondo, and that Leonardo started 
painting it in 1503. In France, the painting, on dis-
play at the Louvre Museum, is referred to as La 
Joconde — the French version of her married 
name. The name Mona Lisa is the equivalent of 
“Madam Lisa.”

The veil “would confirm art historians’ hypothesis 
that Giocondo asked for a painting of his wife to 
celebrate the birth of his second son,” said Menu, 
chief of the research department at the French 
Museums’ Center for Research and Restoration, 
which has its offices in the Louvre.

The scans also make clear that Mona Lisa does not 
have her hair down, as it appears. Most of her 
tresses are pinned back into a chignon and covered 
with a veil, Menu said. The analyses of hairstyle 
and clothes were made by Bruno Mottin, curator 
of the research department at the center.

High-grade scans in 2004
Various high-grade scans were taken over three ses-
sions in October 2004, on days when the Louvre 
was closed, sometimes overnight.

The scans have been collected in a book, “Mona 
Lisa: Inside the Painting,” published by Harry N. 
Abrams, Inc. Menu and Mottin wrote the book 
with another leading French researcher, Jean-Pierre 
Mohen.

Teams from the National Research Council of 
Canada analyzed the painting with three-
dimensional digitization through laser scanner 
technology. The scans revealed depth resolution so 
detailed it was possible to see differences in the 
height around the paint surface cracks and in the 
thickness of the varnish.

“We know how the painting is painted with very 
thin layers,” Mottin told reporters in Ottawa, Can-
ada. “That’s one of the things we couldn’t see by 
the naked eye, and that Canadian technology 
brought us.”

John Taylor of Canada’s National Research Council 
said there were no signs of brush strokes. “That 
includes the very fine details of the embroidery on 
the dress, the hair,” he said. “This is the ‘je ne sais 
quoi’ of Leonardo. The genius. We don’t know how 
he applied it.”

(cont’ on p. 3)

OFFICIAL NEWSLETTER OF THE LOU COSTELLO CHAPTER #15, NORTHERN NEW JERSEY AUGUST 2009

 PAGE 3



(cont’ %om p. 2) 
The data show warping in the poplar panel Leon-
ardo used as his canvas, but the painting is in rela-
tively good shape.

“We didn’t see any sign of paint lifting,” Taylor said. 
“So for a 500-year-old painting it’s very good news. 
And if they continue to keep it the way they have 
in an environment-controlled chamber, it could 
remain like that for a very long time.”

Years of study ahead
Canadian scientist Marc Rioux said the data would 
be studied for many years to come, providing more 
insights into Leonardo’s painting.
“We’ve barely scratched the surface of the data 
available. Scientists now have access to a virtual 
copy. I would say this is the most important 
achievement of the project,” said Rioux of Can-
ada’s National Research Council. “There will be a 
lot more information about that painting just be-
cause there are many more scientists looking at the 
data.”

“What is amazing and paradoxical about that paint-
ing is that people think it’s been analyzed but it’s 
exactly the opposite,” Rioux added. “This is the 
most inaccessible painting in the world. Why? Be-
cause it’s 99.9 percent of the time in the Louvre for 
the public to view. The last time it was up for ex-
amination was 1952.”

New discoveries “don’t take away the mystery,” 
Menu said. “On the contrary, they merely add an-
other layer to the meaning, which only makes 
things more interesting.”

© 2009 The Associated Press. A& rights reserved. This material 
may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.

Interesting Facts About the Mona Lisa
* Da Vinci started to work at this painting in 1503
* He spent four years on the portrait
* It is painted on 77 x 53 cm poplar wood
* He never sold the portrait
* It has been suggested that the portrait of the    
Mona Lisa is in fact Leonardo's female version of 
himself
* August 22, 1911 - Mona Lisa was stolen but soon 
recovered
* In 1956 an acid attempt damaged the lower half 

of the painting, the restoration took several years

Da Vinci's "Mona Lisa" 
Discovered to Have Died in 1542 and 

Buried in a Convent
Author Giuseppe Pallanti found a death notice in 
the archives of a church in Florence that referred 
to "the wife of Francesco del Giocondo," the famed 
Mona Lisa of Leonardo Da Vinci, "deceased July 15, 
1542, and buried at Sant'Orsola," the Italian press 
reported Friday.

Born Lisa Gherardini in May 1479, later to become 
known through the ages as Da Vinci's symbol of 
feminine mystique, she is thought to have been the 
second wife of Del Giocondo, a wealthy silk mer-
chant, with whom she had five children.

While intrigue has surrounded the identity of the 
woman in the famous unsigned, undated Leonardo 
da Vinci painting housed at the Louvre in Paris, 
Lisa Gherardini is widely accepted to have been 
the subject.

"It was in this convent" Sant'Orsola, where she 
died at age 63, now disused and in ruins, near the 
San Lorenzo basilica "that Mona Lisa placed her 
youngest daughter Marietta, who later became a 
nun. And it was there that Lisa, as stipulated in the 
will of her husband who died four years before her, 
ended her life," Pallanti told the daily La Repubblica 
on Friday.

Pallanti, author of Mona Lisa Revealed: The True 
Identity of Leonardo's Model, has spent nearly three 
decades combing Florence's archives.

More "Mona Lisa" or "La Gioconda" Facts:
Painted %om 1503 to 1506 (4 years) by Leonardo Da Vinci
Size: 30" in high by 20 7/8" wide (77cm by 53 cm)
Oil on a poplar wood panel
Mona Lisa´s inventory number at the Louvre is # 779.
The painting is unsigned and undated.
Mona Lisa´s painting has no assigned monetary value. 
It is priceless.
The original title of the painting was Monna Lisa. 
Monna is a contraction for Madonna, Mia Donna 
(Madam or My Lady). It became Mona Lisa, in English, 
due to a spe&ing error. 
She is La Joconde in French and La Gioconda ("the merry 
one") in Italian. The painting was among the first por-
traits to depict the sitter before an imaginary landscape.
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Da Vinci's 'Mona Lisa' Once Had Eyebrows 
& Other Intriguing Discoveries

For centuries, the 
"Mona Lisa", the 
wor ld ’s most fa-
mous painting, has 
been shrouded in 
mystery. There has 
been much debate 
as to its origin and 
mean ing . Many 
have a lso specu-
lated as to what 
kind of hidden ref-
erences Da Vinci 
(pictured left)  may 
have worked into 
the por t ra i t . A 

French inventor has found some intriguing secrets 
about the beloved painting.

Parisian engineer Pascal Cotte used an ultra-
detailed digital scanning device he invented to 
delve into the layers of paint, allowing him to 
"look" into the past of Leonardo Da Vinci's 16th-
century portrait.

One puzzle for art buffs is why the Mona Lisa has 
no eyebrows or lashes. But Cotte found that the 
world's most famous painting actually did originally 
included both brows and lashes. He used his 240-
megapixel scans of the painting to reveal lost fea-
tures of the painting that were obliterated by long-
ago restoration efforts.

"With just one photo you go deeper into the con-
struction of the painting and understand that 
Leonardo was a genius," Cotte said.

Growing up in Paris in the 1960s, Cotte said, he 
would spend hours staring at the "Mona Lisa". He 
later used his scientific training in light and optics 
to develop a camera that would let him more fully 
examine his favorite painting.

Cotte, 49, estimates he has spent 3,000 hours ana-
lyzing the data from the scans he made of the 
painting in the Louvre's laboratory three years ago. 
Using sensors to detect light from both the visible 
spectrum and the infrared and ultraviolet ranges 
invisible to the human eye, Cotte said, his camera 
allowed him to make these and other findings:

- Da Vinci changed his mind about the position of 
two fingers on the subject's left hand.
- Her face was originally wider and the smile more 
expressive than Da Vinci ultimately painted them.
- She holds a blanket that has now almost com-
pletely faded from view.

Why Is Mona Lisa Famous?
- Mona Lisa was painted by a much admired genius 
who possessed as much mystique as his subject. It 
was a revolutionary painting using innovative tech-
niques contrapposto, sfumato, chiaroscuro 
and a pyramidal composition. It was admired as 
a masterful work, regarded as such even in his life-
time, copied by many painters including Raphael. 
The realism of the painting the translucency of the 
flesh and the creativity of the background in rela-
tion to the figure all contributed to this.

- Mona Lisa was purchased by the King of France 
who kept it in his chateau, The Fontainebleau, 
where it dazzled dignitaries and members of the 
upper class. By the 1800's it was hanging in Napo-
leon's bedroom in Tuileries until 1797 when it was 
moved to the Louvre. France was the center of art 
and culture and in the Louvre Mona Lisa became 
accessible to the masses for viewing.

- With the advent of the printing press in the late 
1800's, images of Mona Lisa´s painting were repro-
duced and circulated all over as it made news. 
When it was stolen from the Louvre in 1911, there 
was a barrage of world wide media attention which 
brought unprecedented familiarity to all levels of 
society. When it was recovered in 1913 it made 
stops in Italy for viewing with celebration, adula-
tion and more media.

- During the 19th century it was subject of poetry, 
plays and songs. Mona Lisa was called a "femme 
fatale" adding intrigue and mystery to the mean-
ing of her smile.

- In 1919, Dadaist, Marcel Duchamp painted a mus-
tache and goatee on a post card to mock the paint-
ing. This too, received a great deal of attention and 
became Duchamp's most famous work of art.

- Mona Lisa toured the US in 1963 where a million 
and a half people rushed to view it, toured Japan 
and Moscow in 1974 where over 2 million came. 
Viewers left poems and flowers in front of the 
painting as if it were a religious icon.
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POINTers in Person    
The POINTers In Person program, an autonomous 
branch of POINT -  (Pursuing Our Italian Names 
Together) was founded in 1992.   Our group, 
Chapter 15,   was organized in September 1996. 
The 21 nationwide chapters of  POINTers In Per-
son provide genealogical researchers an opportu-
nity to meet socially, and learn and share informa-
tion pertinent to Italian research. Each chapter is 
independent and sets forth its own procedures and 
schedules of events. 

We cordially invite Italian genealogical researchers 
to attend our quarterly meetings. Membership is 
open to all. In addition to regular meetings our 
group takes occasional field trips to genealogical 
research sites in the New Jersey/New York area.

Membership in our parent organization, POINT, is 
not a prerequisite to joining our group; however, it 
is highly recommended.
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Chapter 15
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(201) 803-9117

OFFICERS
President:   Maria Carparelli
Vice President:   Phil Oddo
Treasurer:   Maryanne Graham
Corresponding Secretary:   Lucille Kent
Recording Secretary:   Albert Marotta
Newsletter Editor:   Maria Carparelli
Web Master:  Annita Zalenski

Your letters and comments are welcomed.  
We reserve the right to edit submitted materials.  

POINTers in Person does not accept responsibility for errors, 
omissions, or opinions expressed or implied by contributors.

E-mail:  LaNotizia1@aol.com
Web Site:  http://www.rootsweb.com/~njpoint/

Calendar
POINT Chapter 15 Future Meetings: 
Elmwood Park Municipal Building, 10 AM
Future Meetings:
 November 7, 2009
 February 6, 2010

Passaic County Genealogical Society: 
10 AM, Lambert Castle 
September 12: Meeting:
 “Crossing the Pond”
 Larry Fermi, Presenter
Oct. 10: No Meeting;
 Passaic County History Day

Passaic County Historical Society: 
September 2:  Quarterly Meeting
7 PM, Lambert Castle
 “American History in Song, Part II”
 Richard Roden, Presenter
November 4  Quarterly Meeting
7 PM, Little Falls Civic Center
 “The Great Paterson Fire of 1902”
 Glen Corbett, Presenter

Lambert Castle Events: 
Month of August:
 Paterson Youth Photography Exhibit
October 6:
 PCHS Beefsteak Dinner
October 10
 Passaic County History Day

For more information on PCHS 
& Lambert Castle Events:  

973- 247-0085 ext 200
www.lambertcastle.org

Genealogy Society of Bergen County: 
7PM, Ridgewood Library
Sept. 28: Meeting:
 “Orphan Train Riders”
 Tom Riley, Presenter
October 26: Meeting:
 “Non-Traditional 20th Century Military Records”
 Karen Lamberton, Presenter

Additional Information:
www.njgsbc.org

E-Mail: gsbc@gmail.com

Hudson County Genealogical Society: 
Future Meetings:
11 AM: Secaucus Public Library
 October 10
 November 14
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