
How the Mona Lisa Became a 
Global Icon 

A closer investigation into Leonardo da Vinci, Napoleon, a 

daring theft, and the hidden forces that made the world’s 

most recognizable painting famous 

At first glance, the Mona Lisa seems to have been destined for fame. It 

hangs behind glass, surrounded by crowds, as if the world has always known 

to gather before it. But a closer look at the historical record reveals a more 

surprising story. The painting did not become a global icon simply because of 

Leonardo da Vinci’s genius. It became famous because history kept 

reshaping it: Leonardo’s move to France placed it in the French royal 

collection, Napoleon’s possession of it connected it to power and prestige, 

and Vincenzo Peruggia’s 1911 theft turned it into an international mystery. 

What appears to be the inevitable fame of a masterpiece is, in fact, the 

result of myth, politics, misunderstanding, and crime. 

Leonardo Brings the Painting to France 

One of the first revelations comes from correcting a famous 

misconception. Many people have heard that Napoleon brought the Mona 

Lisa from Italy to France, but the evidence points in another direction. 

Leonardo da Vinci himself moved to France near the end of his life after 

accepting the invitation of King Francis I. He brought several works with him, 
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including the Mona Lisa, which he appears to have kept in his possession. 

After Leonardo died in 1519, the painting entered the French royal collection, 

long before Napoleon was born. 

This timeline changes the story completely. The Mona Lisa was not 

seized by Napoleon’s armies or carried triumphantly across the Alps. It was 

already in France, absorbed into the monarchy’s collection through 

Leonardo’s final years and royal patronage. The painting’s French history 

began not with conquest, but with an artist nearing the end of his life and a 

king eager to claim Renaissance brilliance for his court. Still, this does not 

remove Napoleon from the story. It simply reveals that his role was more 

symbolic, and perhaps more powerful, than the myth suggests. 

Napoleon’s Real Connection 

Napoleon’s true connection to the Mona Lisa was not an act of 

transportation, but an act of transformation. After the French Revolution, the 

painting became property of the French Republic. Around 1800, Napoleon 

had it placed in his private quarters. That decision did not make him the 

person who brought the painting to France, but it did pull the portrait into the 

orbit of empire. By treating it as an object worthy of imperial attention, 

Napoleon helped turn the Mona Lisa into a symbol of French prestige, 

cultural power, and national identity. 
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The Theft That Changed Everything 

Yet even Napoleon’s shadow was not enough to make the painting 

the worldwide celebrity it is today. That transformation began on the morning 

of August 21, 1911, when Vincenzo Peruggia, an Italian handyman and 

former Louvre employee, carried out one of the most startling art thefts in 

modern history. Dressed like a worker and familiar with the museum’s routines, 

he removed the portrait from the wall, took it out of its protective frame, and 

walked out with it. 

The most astonishing part was how quietly it happened. No alarm rang. 

No dramatic chase filled the halls. For hours, some assumed the painting had 

simply been removed for cleaning or photography. Then the truth emerged: 

the Mona Lisa was gone. The Louvre closed, police launched an 

investigation, and the empty space on the wall became almost as famous as 

the painting itself. A masterpiece had vanished, and the world suddenly 

wanted to know why. 

A Misguided Patriotic Motive 

When Peruggia finally explained his motive, the case took on an even 

stranger dimension. He claimed he had stolen the painting out of patriotism. 

In his mind, the Mona Lisa had been taken from Italy by Napoleon, and he 

believed he was returning it to its rightful home. The claim was historically 

wrong, since Leonardo had brought the painting to France himself. But that 
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mistake is what makes the story so revealing. Peruggia was not simply stealing 

a painting; he believed he was correcting history. 

Here, the myth and the crime become inseparable. The false belief 

that Napoleon had stolen the painting helped inspire the theft that made the 

painting famous. In other words, a misunderstanding about the Mona Lisa’s 

past helped create its modern legend. The true story of Leonardo’s move to 

France, Napoleon’s later symbolic possession, and Peruggia’s mistaken 

patriotism all collided in a single act that changed art history. 

Two Years in Hiding 

For more than two years, the painting seemed to disappear from the 

world. Rumors spread. Suspects were questioned. Newspapers followed every 

clue. The longer the Mona Lisa remained missing, the more powerful its 

absence became. People who had never stood before the painting now 

imagined it, discussed it, and searched for meaning in its disappearance. The 

empty space in the Louver had become a stage, and the missing portrait 

had become the center of a global drama. 

Then, in 1913, the mystery broke open. Peruggia contacted an art 

dealer in Florence and claimed he had something extraordinary to return to 

Italy. The dealer and the director of the Uffizi Gallery examined the painting 

and confirmed what the world had been waiting to hear: it was the lost 

Mona Lisa. Peruggia was arrested, the painting was briefly displayed in Italy, 
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and then it returned to the Louvre. But it did not return as merely a painting. It 

returned as the survivor of a crime, a mystery, and a media spectacle. 

How Myth, Power, and Crime Created Fame 

By the time it returned to Paris, the Mona Lisa had crossed a threshold. 

Before 1911, it had been admired by experts for Leonardo’s skill, its mysterious 

expression, and the delicate modeling of the face. After the theft, it 

belonged to the public imagination. It was no longer only a Renaissance 

portrait. It was a missing treasure, a newspaper sensation, and finally a 

recovered icon. The crime gave the painting a story, and that story gave it a 

kind of fame that scholarship alone could never have produced. 

This is the deeper revelation: the Mona Lisa’s fame was built layer by 

layer. Leonardo’s journey to France explains how the painting entered the 

French collection. Napoleon’s possession explains why it became connected 

to power. Peruggia’s theft explains why the public suddenly cared on a 

massive scale. Each layer added meaning until the portrait became more 

than an artwork. It became a symbol contested by history, nationalism, myth, 

and public fascination. 

Conclusion

The real story of the Mona Lisa is therefore more dramatic than the 

simple myths that surround it. Napoleon did not bring the painting to France; 

Leonardo did. But Napoleon helped attach it to French prestige, and the 
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1911 theft made the world recognize its power. Peruggia stole the painting 

because he believed a false story, yet his crime helped create a true legend. 

By vanishing from the Louvre and returning in triumph, the Mona Lisa became 

not only Leonardo’s masterpiece, but one of the most famous images in 

human history. 
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