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 Praise for


DA VINCI’S GHOST


“[A] richly rewarding history . . . [Vitruvian Man] captures, as Lester eloquently observes, ‘the intoxicating, ephemeral moment when art, science, and philosophy all seemed to be merging, and when it seemed possible that, with their help, the individual human mind might actually be able to comprehend and depict the nature of everything.’ ”


—The New York Times Book Review


“Lester’s book is a fascinating account in many ways. His great skill is for contextualizing long-forgotten ideas and carrying them across centuries, showing how and why they circulate, seem to be forgotten, and are suddenly remembered only to be reinterpreted anew . . . . Though previous biographies do treat Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man, most only sketch the context of the microcosm and point out that Leonardo was deriving his ideas from many sources, including contemporary master-builders and artist-engineers such as Francesco di Giorgio and the earlier Leon Battista Alberti. Da Vinci’s Ghost sets the drawing firmly in its time and intellectual place.”


—The New Republic


“This short, engaging book provides historical and intellectual contexts for one of the world’s most famous drawings, Leonardo’s ‘Vitruvian Man.’ . . . Leonardo, Lester argues, ‘is every bit as medieval and derivative as he is modern and visionary.’ ”


—The New Yorker


“A taut, engrossing tale that spans nearly 2,000 years and has its origins in the ancient Rome of Caesar Augustus.”


—Christian Science Monitor


“Chief among the many pleasures of Toby Lester’s new book, Da Vinci’s Ghost: Genius, Obsession, and How Leonardo Created the World in His Own Image, is the Leonardo da Vinci who emerges from its pages. You won’t find Robert Langdon’s rarefied, enigmatic wizard of the Italian Renaissance here. The Leonardo Lester draws is charmingly human.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“It’s an absorbing tale that integrates philosophy, geography, cartography, architecture, anatomy and even the mysticism of Hildegard of Bingen. In the wrong hands, this ambitious undertaking could be dry, impenetrable and pedantic. Luckily, it is in the thoroughly capable hands of Toby Lester, a master of connected thinking whose sparkling prose makes medieval anatomical and architectural theory not only comprehensible but downright fascinating.”


—Star Tribune


“Toby Lester takes the reader on a well-researched, meandering journey that begins during the Roman Empire and illuminates a string of connections between art, architecture, the beginnings of modern medicine, and the church, culminating in the Vitruvian Man, as we know him.”


—PopMatters


“A compact and entertaining treatise on the history of ideas, written with the light touch of a journalist.”


—Bloomberg


“This is an enthralling book about a famous drawing and its equally famous creator, who becomes disarmingly, even heartbreakingly human in the author’s sympathetic hands.”


—The American Scholar


“A very readable history of what can justifiably be called ‘the world’s most famous drawing,’ Leonardo’s ‘Vitruvian Man.’ Lester [has] a special talent for focusing on what seems a very narrow subject—here, a single image—as a lens into a broader understanding of an age, and how people viewed the world around them.”


—Cleveland Plain Dealer


“Lester eloquently proposes the Vitruvian Man ‘as a study of human proportion; as an overview of the human anatomy; as an exploration of an architectural idea; as an illustration of an ancient text, updated for modern times; as a vision of empire; as a cosmography of the lesser world; as a celebration of the power of art; as a metaphysical proposition’ . . . Da Vinci’s Ghost celebrates the emergence of humanism in 15th-century Italy.”


—Salon.com


“[Lester] weaves a sparkling account of Da Vinci’s personal life with an intriguing history of studies of the human form. So entwined are these narratives that he speculates on a tantalising theory: that Vitruvian Man was a self-portrait. It is a fine revelation on which to round off a fascinating book.”


—New Scientist


“Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man—poised within a circle and a square—is arguably history’s most iconic image. Writer Toby Lester offers the absorbing story of this Renaissance rendering. Touching on anatomy, medicine, geography, mathematics, philosophy and aesthetics, he explores the idea that the body, geometry and mystic reality are linked. Its progenitor was Roman architect Marcus Vitruvius Pollio, who posited that human proportions echo the cosmos and should set the form for architecture and for all civilization.”


—Nature


“Lester braids intellectual threads—philosophy, anatomy, architecture, and art—together in a way that reaffirms not only Leonardo’s genius but also re-establishes the significance of historical context in understanding great works of art.”


—Publishers Weekly, Starred Review


“A fascinating journey with a lively pace, intriguing illustrations, a large cast of characters, and intertwined stories that jump and skip through history.”


—Library Journal


“Given how many texts have been devoted to Leonardo da Vinci, any new study must be special. Toby Lester’s Da Vinci’s Ghost hits the mark. It offers a compelling portrait of Leonardo . . . and leavens scholarship with storytelling and graceful prose.”


—Financial Times


“A tale entertainingly told, in sections of a few pages each that alight on a topic, a place, or a person, and gradually build up images of the artist, of his milieu, and of the concepts that were ultimately distilled in ‘Vitruvian Man’ . . . the drawing at the heart of this book is one of the compelling images of Western art, and Lester has done a real service by setting it in context with so deft a touch and with so strong a narrative drive.”


—The Times Literary Supplement


“A tour de force, positively bursting with information . . . Da Vinci’s Ghost is more than just a brilliantly put together collection of fascinating factoids and speculative narrative. It charts a cultural history of a powerful meme that sat at the centre of the Western European thought for over a thousand years.”


—The Book Bag


“Like almost everyone, I’ve seen Leonardo’s drawing of the nude man in the circle. But until I read Toby Lester’s terrific new book, I had no idea about the story behind the picture—or even that there was a story behind the picture. Deftly weaving together art, architecture, history, theology, and much else, Da Vinci’s Ghost is a first-rate intellectual enchantment.”


—Charles Mann, author of 1493


“Da Vinci’s Ghost is as ingeniously crafted as one of its namesake’s famous inventions. Like Leonardo himself, Toby Lester can take a single sheet of paper—in this case, the most famous drawing in all of art history—and make it teem with stories, characters, insights, and ideas.”


—Adam Goodheart, author of 1861: The Civil War Awakening


“In reconstructing the forgotten story of Vitruvian Man, Toby Lester, a canny decoder of images and a great storyteller, sheds new light on the enigmatic Leonardo da Vinci.”


—Chris Anderson, editor in chief of Wired and author of The Long Tail and Free


“Like Da Vinci’s famous drawing, Toby Lester’s book is a small wonder—a work of brilliant compression that illuminates a whole world of life and thought. Lester proves himself to be the perfect guide to the Renaissance and beyond—affable, knowledgeable, funny. Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man turns out to be a road map that can take us to remarkable places—once you learn how to read it.”


—Cullen Murphy, editor at large of Vanity Fair


“Erudite, elegant, enthralling. This is a wonderful book. Toby Lester understands, and makes us understand, the unique intensity with which Leonardo saw the world. He saw it not only in its infinite diversity but also as an impression of his own self, an explanation of what it means to be human. Hence Vitruvian Man.”


—Sister Wendy Beckett, BBC and PBS commentator on the history of art


“Da Vinci’s Ghost is both a beautiful and a brilliant book. After reading Lester’s account, you will never be able to look at Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man the same way again.”


—Howard Markel, author of An Anatomy of Addiction


“In the tradition of Dava Sobel and Stephen Greenblatt and, increasingly, himself, Toby Lester takes us on yet another marvelous mind ramble, this time following the wending centuries-long course, or rather the veritable watershed of such courses, that led to Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man.”


—Lawrence Weschler, director, the New York Institute for the Humanities and author of Uncanny Valley: Adventures in the Narrative
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For Jim Lester


(1927–2010),


too marvelous for words




PREFACE


THIS IS THE story of the world’s most famous drawing: Leonardo da Vinci’s man in a circle and a square.


Art historians call it Vitruvian Man, because it’s based on a description of human proportions written some two thousand years ago by the Roman architect Vitruvius. But not everybody knows that name. When I mention it to people, they often react with a blank stare—until I start to describe the picture. Then, invariably, their eyes light up with the spark of recognition. “Wait,” one person said to me, “the guy doing naked jumping jacks?”


Call it whatever you like, but you know the picture. It’s everywhere, deployed variously to celebrate all sorts of ideas: the grandeur of art, the nature of well-being, the power of geometry and mathematics, the ideals of the Renaissance, the beauty of the human body, the creative potential of the human mind, the universality of the human spirit, and more. It figures prominently in the symbology of The Da Vinci Code and has been spoofed gloriously on The Simpsons. It shows up on coffee cups and T-shirts, on book covers and billboards, in movies and online, on corporate and scientific logos, on international spacecraft. It even appears on the Italian one-euro coin, guaranteeing that each day millions of people will hold it in their hands. In short, it’s a worldwide icon of undeniable reach and appeal—but almost nobody knows its story.


I first began to get interested in that story while at work on my previous book, The Fourth Part of the World (2009), which tells the story of the remarkable map that in 1507 gave America its name. In writing that book I delved deep into the weird and wonderful world of early maps, geographical ideas, and visions of the cosmos—and one day I stumbled across a medieval world map that immediately grabbed my attention. What struck me about it was what strikes everybody when they first see it: its uncanny resemblance to Vitruvian Man (Figure 1).


The more I studied medieval manuscripts, the more I came across similar images—in maps of the world, diagrams of the cosmos, guides to the constellations, astrological charts, medical illustrations, and more. Leonardo, I began to realize, hadn’t conjured up Vitruvian Man out of the blue. The figure had a long line of predecessors.


I discussed Vitruvian Man briefly in The Fourth Part of the World, in the context of medieval and Renaissance mapping. The picture occupied only a peripheral place in the story I was telling, and soon I had to leave it behind. But as I moved forward, I found myself glancing back in my mental rearview mirror at the receding form of Vitruvian Man. What else might be embedded in that picture? What forgotten worlds might it contain? What sort of a window on Leonardo and his times might it provide? Why had nobody ever tried to tell the picture’s story? Soon enough I was hooked, and the result, some two years later, was this book.
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Figure 1. The Lambeth Palace world map (c. 1300). Inscribed in a circle and a square, Christ embodies and embraces the world.





ON THE SURFACE, the story seems straightforward enough. Writing at the dawn of the Roman imperial age, Vitruvius proposed that a man can be made to fit inside a circle and a square, and some fifteen hundred years later Leonardo gave that idea memorable visual form. But there’s much more to the story than that. Vitruvius had described his figure in an architectural context, insisting that the proportions of sacred temples should conform to the proportions of the ideal human body—the design of which, he believed, conformed to the hidden geometry of the universe. Hence the importance of the circle and the square. Ancient philosophers, mathematicians, and mystics had long invested those two shapes with special symbolic powers. The circle represented the cosmic and the divine; the square represented the earthly and the secular. Anybody proposing that a man could be made to fit inside both shapes was therefore making an age-old metaphysical statement. The human body wasn’t just designed according to the principles that governed the world. It was the world, in miniature.


To an almost astonishing degree, this idea, known as the theory of the microcosm, was the engine that had powered European religious, scientific, and artistic thought for centuries, and in the late fifteenth century Leonardo hitched himself to it in no uncertain terms. If the design of the human body really did reflect that of the cosmos, he reasoned, then by studying it more carefully than had ever been done before—by using his unparalleled powers of observation to peer deep into his own nature—he might expand the scope of his art to include the broadest of metaphysical horizons. By examining himself in minute detail, he might see and understand the world as a whole.


Vitruvian Man sums up that dream in powerful visual form. At a superficial level, the picture is simply a study of individual proportions. But it’s also something far more subtle and complex. It’s a profound act of philosophical speculation. It’s an idealized self-portrait in which Leonardo, stripped down to his essence, takes his own measure, and in doing so embodies a timeless human hope: that we just might have the power of mind to figure out how we fit into the grand scheme of things.


THE STORY OF Vitruvian Man is actually two stories: one individual and one collective. The individual story, of course, is Leonardo’s own. Set in the years immediately leading up to 1490, it’s the story, as best I’ve been able to reconstruct it, of how Leonardo came to draw his famous picture—and it’s a surprisingly unfamiliar tale. Like Vitruvian Man, Leonardo himself has become such a popular icon, deployed for so many different purposes, that he’s rarely encountered as an actual person. Instead, he’s almost entirely a creature of myth: a prophetic, maguslike figure invested with almost superhuman traits who completely transcended his age. As one modern historian has put it, echoing the words of countless others, “Leonardo, the complete man of the Renaissance, paces forth, as far removed from medieval man as imagination can conceive.” But that’s not the figure you’ll encounter in this book. The Leonardo who drew Vitruvian Man turns out to be every bit as medieval and derivative as he is modern and visionary—and he’s all the more complex, fascinating, and mysterious for that.


The second story unfolds on a much broader scale. It’s the story of how Vitruvian Man first came into being as an idea more than two thousand years ago and then slowly made its way across the centuries toward its fateful encounter with Leonardo. It’s a saga of grand proportions, spanning centuries, continents, and disciplines, in which people and events and ideas tumble into and out of view: the architect Vitruvius, age-old theories of the cosmos, ancient Greek sculptors, the emperor Augustus, Roman land-surveying techniques, the idea of empire, early Christian geometrical symbolism, the mystical visions of Hildegard of Bingen, Europe’s great cathedrals, Islamic ideas of the microcosm, art workshops in Florence, Brunelleschi’s dome, the humanists of Italy, court life in Milan, human dissections, Renaissance architectural theory, and much more. At times the story ranges far afield, but never, I hope, without good reason: each new episode, and each new chapter, is designed to help put Leonardo and his picture into deeper perspective.


By definition, the two stories start out at a considerable remove from each other. I’ve constructed them in very different ways, one as a personal story, told at the ground level, and the other as a story of ideas, surveyed from a considerable altitude. But as the book progresses, the two slowly wrap themselves around each other until, in the final chapter, they become one and the same. Both are strongly visual, which is why this book includes so many period drawings and diagrams. Flip through the pages quickly from front to back, and you should be able to see those images flickering to life, almost like movie stills being sped up, as they gradually evolve into Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man.


“THIS WAY, PLEASE.”


One damp, cold morning in March, a security guard at the Gallerie dell’Accademia, in Venice, asked me to follow her through the museum’s grand exhibit halls. For almost two hundred years the Accademia has owned Vitruvian Man, and I had come to see it in person.


Off we went. Without once looking back, the guard strode purposefully through room after room, weaving her way through packs of museum visitors gazing at some of the most celebrated paintings in the history of Italian art. I scurried to keep up. Eventually we reached the back of the museum, where we were met by another guard. He asked us to wait while he radioed ahead for clearance, then directed us into a cordoned-off stairwell and waved us upward.


Vitruvian Man only very rarely appears on display at the Accademia. Most of the time the picture is kept out of harm’s way, in a climate-controlled archive not accessible to the general public. To see it you have to request special permission from the director of the museum’s Office of Drawings and Prints, Dr. Annalisa Perissa Torrini, who, if she deems your request worthy, will guardedly schedule a private viewing.


When at last I was ushered into the archive, I found her waiting for me. We greeted each other and made pleasant small talk for a short while. Then, moving to a nearby display table, we got down to business. Dr. Perissa Torrini donned a pair of slightly tattered white cotton gloves and asked me to do the same. She walked over to a bank of flat file drawers, slid one open, and lifted out a manila conservation folder, which she carried back and gingerly placed on the table. Straightening up, she looked over at me.


“Okay,” she said, a smile creeping onto her face. “Are you ready?”




Man is a model of the world.


—Leonardo da Vinci (c. 1480)




PROLOGUE


1490


ON JUNE 18, 1490, a small group of travelers set out from Milan for the university town of Pavia, some twenty-five miles to the south. A well-worn road connected the two cities, and the journey promised to be a pleasant one—a late-spring saunter across the verdant Lombard Plain. The trip lasted several hours. Riding past clover-strewn meadows, shady stands of poplars, and farmland crisscrossed with irrigation canals, the travelers had plenty of time to take in the scenery, soak up the country air, and make easy conversation.


When at last they reached Pavia, they brought their horses to a clattering halt in front of an inn called Il Saracino. The innkeeper, Giovanni Agostino Berneri, must have rushed out to greet his new guests. Two of them, after all, had been summoned to Pavia by none other than Ludovico Sforza, the self-proclaimed duke of Milan, whose dominion extended to Pavia and far beyond. The duke had visited Pavia not long before, and on June 8, after surveying the construction of the town’s new cathedral, which he had commissioned just two years earlier, he had relayed a request to his personal secretary in Milan. “The building supervisors of this city’s cathedral have asked, and made pressing requests,” he wrote, “that we agree to provide them with that Sienese engineer employed by the building supervisors of the cathedral in Milan. . . . You must talk to this engineer and arrange that he come here to see this building.”


The engineer in question was Francesco di Giorgio Martini, one of the most famous architects of his day, who at the time was in Milan, studying plans for the design of the tiburio, or domed crossing tower, soon to be built in the city’s unfinished cathedral. But in a postscript to his letter the duke asked that two experts of his own choosing also be sent. One was Giovanni Antonio Amadeo, a well-known local architect who was working on the tiburio with Francesco and had received other commissions from the duke. The other was a much less obvious choice: a thirty-eight-year-old Florentine painter and sculptor, based in Milan, who had no experience as a practicing architect. In his letter the duke called him “Master Leonardo of Florence,” but he’s known today by a different name: Leonardo da Vinci.


The duke’s secretary dutifully looked into the matter and responded two days later. Francesco, he reported, had more work to do but would be able to leave Milan in eight days. Amadeo couldn’t join him, because he was involved in an important project on Lake Como—but Leonardo, he said, had expressed great interest in accompanying Francesco to Pavia. “Master Leonardo the Florentine,” he wrote, “is always ready, whenever he is asked. If you send the Sienese engineer, he will come too.”


Not long afterward, Francesco of Siena and Leonardo of Florence set out for Pavia, accompanied by a small group of colleagues and attendants. Had anybody traveling with the group that day been asked which of the two men would still be remembered five hundred years later, the answer would have seemed obvious: the great Francesco. Even by the middle of the sixteenth century he was already being said to have contributed more to the development of Italian architecture than anybody since the legendary Filippo Brunelleschi. Francesco’s reputation stemmed from his accomplishments not only as a prolific master builder but also as an author and a graphic artist; his illustrated treatises were copied more often during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries than those of any other artist. By the time he came to Milan in 1490, he was perhaps the most sought after architectural consultant in all of Italy. That year alone he traveled from Siena to Bologna, Bracciano, Milan, and Urbino to discuss building projects. And to Pavia, of course, in the company of Leonardo—whose legacy as an artist and engineer would soon eclipse his own.


ONE OF THE earliest surviving descriptions of Leonardo, based on the recollections of a painter who knew him personally in Milan, provides an idea of what he looked like when he and Francesco set out for Pavia. “He was very attractive,” the description reads, “well-proportioned, graceful, and good-looking. He wore a short, rose-pink tunic, knee-length at a time when most people wore long gowns. He had beautiful curling hair, carefully styled, which came down to the middle of his chest.” This already is a largely forgotten Leonardo—not the pensive, bearded elder of legend but a much younger man, still busy fashioning his own image.


If any of this provoked doubts in Francesco about his traveling companion, they can’t have lasted long. According to another artist who knew him, Leonardo was “by nature very courteous, cultivated, and generous”—a genial person to spend time with. “He was so pleasing in conversation,” one of his earliest biographers records, “that he won all hearts.” Leonardo may well have revealed another side of his personality to Francesco as the two men settled into their journey: his passion for jokes. In his private notebooks he recorded scores of them, many of which involve a kind of inside humor that might have worked to break the ice with a fellow artist. “It was asked of a painter why,” one of them went, “since he made such beautiful figures, which were but dead things, his children were so ugly. To which the painter replied that he made his pictures by day and his children by night.”


Francesco would quickly have recognized that Leonardo was no court dandy. He would have noticed, for one thing, how Leonardo never stopped scanning his surroundings for scenes of artistic interest. “From the dawning of the day,” Leonardo later wrote, “the air is filled with countless images for which the eye acts as magnet.” Whenever something caught his eye he would compulsively open a small notebook that he wore hanging from his belt and begin sketching furiously, with almost mind-boggling virtuosity. He loved his tiny sketchbook and recommended that all serious artists carry one. “As you go about,” he wrote, “constantly observe, note, and consider the circumstances and behavior of men as they talk and quarrel, or laugh, or come to blows; the actions of the men themselves, and the bystanders who intervene or look on. And take note of them with rapid strokes thus, in a little book that you should always carry with you . . . . These things should not be rubbed out but preserved with great care, for the forms and positions of objects are so infinite that the memory is incapable of retaining them.” One can imagine Leonardo en route to Pavia, explaining the function of his notebook to Francesco in similar terms, and suggesting that he, too, consider wearing one on his belt.


Francesco would also soon have noticed that Leonardo’s mind roved every bit as much as his eye. At court in Milan, Leonardo was both renowned and mocked for the all-consuming gyre of his interests—and for the doggedness with which, whenever his thoughts fastened temporarily on a subject, he sought out experts and texts that might help him understand it. The year before he traveled to Pavia with Francesco, for example, he jotted down a collection of notes to himself that, like a nighttime flash of lightning in a jungle, momentarily illuminate a mental landscape absolutely teeming with life.


The measurement of Milan and suburbs. A book that treats of Milan and its churches, which is to be had at the stationer’s on the way to Cordusio. The measurement of the Corte Vecchio [a courtyard in the duke’s palace]. The measurement of the Castello [the duke’s palace itself]. Get the master of arithmetic [probably an accountant] to show you how to square a triangle. Get Messer Fazio [a professor of medicine and law in Pavia] to show you about proportion. Get the Brera friar [at a Benedictine monastery in Milan] to show you De ponderibus [a medieval text on mechanics] . . . Giannino, the bombardier, regarding the means by which the tower of Ferrara is walled without loopholes. Ask Maestro Antonio how mortars are positioned on bastions by day or night. Ask Benedetto Portinari [a Florentine merchant] by what means they go on ice in Flanders . . . . The measurement of the sun, promised me by Maestro Giovanni Francese [probably the French diplomat and art theorist Jean Pèlerin]. The crossbow of Maestro Gianetto. The book by Giovanni Taverna that Messer Fazio has. Draw Milan. Find a master of hydraulics and get him to tell you how to repair a lock, canal, and mill in the Lombard manner . . . . Try to get Vitolone [the medieval author of a text on optics], which is in the library at Pavia, and which deals with mathematics . . . . Pagolino Scarpellino, called Assiolo, has great knowledge of waterworks.


These notes reveal Leonardo in his perpetually ravenous information-gathering mode. Benedictine monks, obscure medieval treatises, university professors, popular guidebooks, accountants, itinerant merchants, doctors, foreign diplomats, artillerymen, military engineers, waterworks experts: all are fair game to him as he hunts for information about subjects that interest him.


The notes also help explain why Leonardo so eagerly agreed to travel with Francesco to Pavia in 1490: he clearly considered the town itself a valuable source of experts and books that he needed to consult. And what better person to ply with questions about the many subjects he had ranged over in his notes than Francesco, one of Italy’s greatest architects, military engineers, and hydraulics experts? Leonardo’s mind must have raced at the thought of having the eminent man almost to himself for several days. The two could even discuss plans for the cathedral tiburio that Francesco had come to Milan to work on. Leonardo himself had recently proposed to the overseers that he be the one to build the structure, and had submitted to them a model of how he proposed to do it. Small wonder, then, that after receiving his summons to Pavia he made it clear he would be happy to go—if Francesco would be going, too. He had a lot he wanted to discuss with the Sienese engineer.


TODAY JUST ONE book survives that is known to have belonged to Leonardo: a lavishly illustrated manuscript titled Treatise on Architecture, Engineering, and the Art of War, by none other than Francesco di Giorgio Martini. Leonardo’s copy of the work, which contains illustrations by Francesco himself, dates from the early 1480s. He probably acquired the work only after Francesco’s death in 1502, but Francesco was actively working on revisions to the text in 1490 and may well have taken it with him to Milan and Pavia.


The Treatise is a rambling summary of Francesco’s early thoughts on architectural theory and practice. As such, it’s the best available guide to the ideas that he and Leonardo probably discussed during their time together. Written in an unpolished vernacular Italian that suggests its audience was builders, engineers, and military officers rather than literary men, the work ranges over a number of the subjects that were preoccupying Leonardo in 1490: geometry and surveying; the design of cities, fortresses, and harbors; hydraulics; building styles for temples, palaces, theaters, and homes; and a variety of ingenious pumps, hoists, cranks, military machines, and other mechanical devices.


It’s easy to imagine the scene. After much discussion en route from Milan to Pavia, Leonardo and Francesco sit down together in their quarters at Il Saracino and begin poring over the Treatise. Or perhaps Francesco, badgered to exhaustion by Leonardo’s relentless questioning, announces after dinner that he will be retiring for the evening—and, in lieu of answering any more questions, digs the manuscript out of his travel bag, hands it over to Leonardo, and politely suggests that he spend some time combing it for answers. In either scenario one of Francesco’s favorite ideas would have leapt out at Leonardo as soon as he began studying the work, as, indeed, it probably already had during their conversations. “Basilicas,” Francesco explained at one point in the text, “[have] the proportions and shape of the human body.”


But Francesco didn’t just state his church-body analogy and move on. He drew it, too. That’s because, uncommonly for his time but in complete sympathy with Leonardo, he believed in the explanatory power of images. “Without a drawing,” he explained in the epilogue of his Treatise, “one cannot express and clarify one’s idea.” Such thinking led him to toy with his analogy visually—and to produce a phantasmagoric sequence of sketches in the margins of his manuscript in which architectural forms are inhabited by ghostly visions of the human body (Figures 2 and 3).


In his Treatise, Francesco applied this human analogy to everything from individual columns to entire cities. The human body, after all, had been created in God’s own image, which meant that it could, and should, be considered to contain a kind of source code for all harmonious design. “Man, called a little world,” he explained, “contains in himself all the general perfections of the entire cosmos.”
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Figures 2 and 3. Churches and the human body. From Francesco di Giorgio Martini’s Treatise on Architecture, Engineering, and the Art of War (c. 1481–84), owned by Leonardo.





Such ideas would have appealed enormously to Leonardo, who since at least 1487 had been rigorously pursuing the study of the human body and human proportions, and investigating the relationship between anatomy and architecture. His investigations, he was coming to believe, would allow him to move beyond surface questions of function and design and ultimately arrive at an understanding of first principles—at which point he would be able to resolve all sorts of artistic problems, scholarly misapprehensions, engineering challenges, and even philosophical mysteries. So what Francesco declared in the opening paragraph of his Treatise was music to Leonardo’s ears. “All the arts and all rules,” he wrote, “are derived from a well-composed and proportioned human body.”


This was an idea much discussed in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, for both its practical applications and symbolic resonances. Famously, it derived from an obscure treatise on the art of building, an ancient Latin work much more talked about than read. Highly technical, inexpertly written, and bristling with ancient Greek architectural terminology, the treatise had reached the fifteenth century corrupted by centuries of scribal errors and omissions, which made it inaccessible to all but a few scholars and architectural theorists—and even they tended to throw up their hands when asked to make sense of the treatise and its author. “As far as we are concerned,” despaired the great Florentine humanist Leon Battista Alberti, one of the first to comb methodically through the text, in the mid-fifteenth century, “he might just as well not have written at all.”


A fourteenth-century copy of the work survived in the magnificent Visconti library, in Pavia, which Leonardo planned to visit while in town on his consulting trip. In the confused mangling of a scribe the manuscript was identified there simply as “Virturbius de architretis.” But Leonardo and Francesco both knew better. The work’s real title was De architectura libri decem, or Ten Books on Architecture, and its author was a Roman architect and military engineer who had written it some twenty years before the birth of Christ. His name was Vitruvius.




1


BODY OF EMPIRE


I have gathered what I observed to be useful, and brought it together as a single body.


—Vitruvius, Ten Books on Architecture (c. 25 B.C.)


MARCUS VITRUVIUS POLLIO was an army man, a cog in the great lumbering Roman war machine.


For years, assigned to the staff of Julius Caesar and other generals, he rumbled around Italy and the provinces, transporting equipment, fording rivers, pitching camps, digging ditches, sinking wells, constructing catapults, fighting battles, repairing siege engines, surveying captured land, laying out towns, founding colonies. Toiling away behind the scenes, he saw to it that everything worked. His efforts helped ensure victory and prosperity for Rome, and allowed his superiors to bask in fame and glory.


That seems to have struck him as not quite fair. In the mid-20s B.C., having retired from active duty, he looked back on his career and found he had almost nothing to show for the labors of a lifetime. “Little fame has resulted,” he lamented. “I am unknown to most people.”


But his working life wasn’t yet over. He still had time to make a name for himself and had even decided how he would do it. He would write a book—a how-to guide to the building of empire.


VITRUVIUS DIDN’T MAKE that decision in a vacuum. In the early 20s B.C., he and other Romans had watched with a mix of apprehension and pride as a canny new consul named Gaius Octavius Thurinus had asserted his grip on their capital city. In the previous decade Octavius, not yet forty, had avenged the murder of his uncle Julius Caesar and defeated his own archrival, Mark Antony, in Egypt, at last bringing to an end years of devastating civil war. Not long after returning home he had assumed a grand new name, Caesar Augustus, and had dedicated himself to the restoration of Rome. And then, as Vitruvius no doubt observed with delight, he had proceeded to launch the greatest building campaign the world had ever known, one that would fundamentally remake the city of Rome, transform the nature of Roman power and government, and redefine the very idea of empire. It was a campaign that in many ways gave lasting shape to what is today often described as the Western world.


Alive with resonances, the name Augustus inspired confidence. It meant “stately,” “dignified,” and “holy”: in a word, “august.” It implied an association with augurium (“augury”), the art of interpreting divine omens, which had long formed the bedrock on which Roman political, civic, and religious life was built. It also broadcast connections with augere (“to increase,” “to grow,” “to prosper”), the meanings of which were embedded in auctor (“originator,” “founder,” “author”) and auctoritas (“authority,” “power,” “the one in charge”). Augustus was Rome’s new augur, founder, and chief authority—and he would use his powers to bring a new age of prosperity to his people.


Augustus loved order. But what he found when he returned to Rome from Egypt in 29 B.C. was just the opposite: a decrepit megalopolis ravaged by years of war, political chaos, and administrative neglect. The city that Augustus came home to, wrote Suetonius, one of his first biographers, was “not adorned as the dignity of the empire demanded.”


That was putting it mildly. Most of Rome was a sprawling warren of precariously built multistory houses that pressed in along the sides of small, unpaved roads, creating suffocatingly close quarters where shopkeepers, street vendors, beggars, day laborers, prostitutes, unemployed soldiers, immigrants, foreign slaves, and beasts of burden all jostled together. Wheeled carts were banned during the day to reduce congestion, which meant a constant clatter at night. Public spaces were few and far between; temples and monuments revealed shocking signs of neglect; and the city’s once vaunted sewer system had fallen into disrepair. From the upper stories of their houses, home owners routinely dumped the contents of their chamber pots into the streets—and pedestrians routinely found themselves on the receiving end of this practice. To walk through much of Rome was to pick one’s way through a morass of garbage, animal refuse, human waste, and even the occasional corpse. Holding his fingers to his nose, one Roman chronicler of the period described the city as a giant “disease-ridden body.”


Rome was sick—but Augustus had the cure. He turned his attention first to the city’s physical infrastructure, launching a major effort to restore its public buildings, renovate its roads, repair and expand its aqueducts, and clean out its sewers. He also organized the citywide distribution of free goods and services: salt, olive oil, theater tickets, and even, at festival times, haircuts. The point of all this was clear: the hard times were over. Romans now could—and should—clean themselves up, rebuild their city, and enjoy a new era of peace and prosperity.


Augustus and his followers attributed the decline of Rome to one cause above all others: the neglect of the gods and their temples. Direct communication with the gods, the Romans believed, was what had allowed them to amass wealth, political power, and military might over the years, but now, with the temples falling into disrepair, and religious traditions with them, this hotline to the heavens, as one scholar has called it, had been severed. Right relations with the gods had to be reestablished if Rome was to thrive and rule the world. “Roman, you will remain sullied with the guilt of your fathers,” the poet Horace had written not long before, “until you have rebuilt the temples and restored all the ruined sanctuaries.”


So down they came, countless dilapidated structures of timber, mud, and brick. In their place, up rose magnificent new temples and monuments of gleaming, expensive marble, built in a style that deliberately harked back to the classic temple designs of the Etruscans and Greeks: a classical Renaissance that took place in Italy some fifteen hundred years before the one so often discussed today. Augustus devoted himself with astonishing energy to the task, setting into motion a flurry of construction the likes of which no city had ever experienced, and earning himself a reputation, according to the Roman historian Livy, as “the founder and restorer of all sanctuaries.” At the end of his life Augustus himself blandly but proudly catalogued the remarkable fruits of his labors.


I built the Senate House; and the Chalcidicum adjacent to it; the temple of Apollo on the Palatine with its porticoes; the temple of the divine Julius, the Lupercal, the portico at the Flaminian circus . . . a pulvinar at the Circus Maximus; the temples on the Capitol of Jupiter Feretrius and Jupiter the Thunderer; the temple of Quirinus; the temples of Minerva and Queen Juno and Jupiter Libertas on the Aventine; the temple of the Lares at the top of the Sacred Way; the temple of the Di Penates in the Velia; the temple of Youth; and the temple of the Great Mother on the Palatine. I restored the Capitol and the theatre of Pompey . . . . In my sixth consulship I restored eighty-two temples . . . . In my seventh consulship . . . I built the temple of Mars the Avenger and the Forum Augustum . . . . I built the theater adjacent to the temple of Apollo.


And that was just Rome. He also set his sights farther afield. Armies of Roman soldiers, engineers, and bureaucrats now began marching out in all directions into the provinces, making war, “pacifying” rebellious tribes, annexing territory, building roads, founding colonies, establishing new cities, and erecting monuments, all in Augustus’s name. “In cities old and new,” one observer wrote, “they build temples, monumental gateways, sacred precincts, and colonnades for him.” It was happening even in the distant eastern provinces, at the edges of the Roman world. “The whole of humanity, filled with reverence, turns to the Sebastos,” wrote one Syrian citizen of Rome, referring to Augustus by his Greek name. “Cities and provincial councils honor him with temples and sacrifices, for this is his due.”


Romans now encountered the name and image of Augustus everywhere in his growing sphere of influence: on coins and statues, on milestones and monuments and temples, in the names of roads and towns and colonies. In the middle of Rome—at the center of the world—he placed the milliarium aureum (“golden milestone”), the starting point for all roads leading out of the city. Naturally, it bore his name. Similarly, the place where a road reached its end at the outer limits of Roman territory sometimes bore his name: the terminus Augusti.


Something remarkable was taking place. At its center and circumference, and everywhere in between, Augustus was beginning to embody Rome—a metamorphosis that the Roman historian Florus, writing in the following century, claimed was his defining achievement. “By his wisdom and skill,” Florus wrote, “he set in order the body of empire, which was all overturned and thrown into confusion, and would certainly never have been able to attain coherence and harmony unless it were ruled by the nod of a single protector: its soul, as it were, and its mind.”


The body of empire. The very concept was an Augustan innovation. Before Augustus the Latin word imperium (“empire”) had signified an abstract power—a right of command held temporarily by an elected official or military commander. Many people had been able to possess this power at once, much as today many people can be said to possess media “empires.” The related term imperator (“emperor”) described nothing more than a commander’s fleeting status as a victor and could be used only between the time of a great victory and a return home in triumph. To claim it after that, he had to return to the battlefield and earn it again.


Augustus changed all that. By the time he took power Romans had already begun to imagine that their imperium, won year after year on the battlefield with the help of the gods, might allow them to become masters of the world. But they hadn’t thought of this imperium as something innately geographical or physical—as a world body, that is, made up of different member provinces, all set permanently in their rightful place and controlled by a single head of state. But that’s exactly what Augustus wanted Rome to become: a perfect body—his perfect body—of empire.


AS A PHYSICAL specimen, Augustus fell considerably short of anybody’s ideal.


Small and lame, with bad teeth, a crooked nose, and eyebrows that had grown together, he suffered from kidney stones and bladder trouble. Spots, birthmarks, and ringworm scars covered his body. Coins struck early in his career, when he still called himself Octavius, probably preserve the best surviving image of what he actually looked like—and they appear to depict a real person, imperfections and all (Figure 4). But coins struck after he renamed himself Augustus, in 27 B.C., present him with a bold new look (Figure 5).
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