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Leonardo Da Vinci & His Ideal City
In many instances, it is only many years later after a person’s death that the true merit of a person’s work is known.  In the case of Leonardo Da Vinci, it wasn’t until centuries later that he was truly recognized and acknowledged for all of his work –although he was highly regarded in his time.  As one of the leading figures of the Renaissance time period, Da Vinci was a true “Renaissance Man’, dabbling in a myriad of studies such as architecture, anatomy, engineering, and art.  Although he is most commonly recognized for his paintings, such as the Mona Lisa and the Last Supper, his skill as an engineer was exemplary.  His eye for detail and observation coupled with his talent for drawing and painting make it possible for people to use some of his sketches to build modern day models of his various inventions.  His inventions were truly ahead of his time, and because of this (as well as the financial constraints) many of them were never built in his time.  One such grand idea that was never built was Da Vinci’s design for his “Ideal City”.  But to truly understand what made this city so ideal and ahead of its time, one must learn about the time period it was created in.

The Renaissance, meaning “rebirth”, is a cultural movement which spread throughout Europe from roughly the Fourteenth Century to the Sixteenth Century.  It is generally thought to have originated in Florence, Italy and it describes a revival and outburst of new knowledge and works in various fields such as writing, science, art, and religion (history-world.org).  With businesses and trade booming in Italy, projects with a more artistic and creative foundation rather necessity were commissioned.  Commissions involving fantastical artistic projects such as the famous Sistine Chapel in Rome, Italy brought to the spotlight certain accomplished men of the period, who became known as “Renaissance Men”.  With rich patrons eagerly sponsoring these men both out of necessity and curiosity, men such as Da Vinci were often commissioned in the field of engineering, to invent new and practical things.  These “things” –in the case of Da Vinci- often consisted of inventions such as new military weapons and advanced bridges.  When considering how ahead of his time Da Vinci was, one most consider every aspect of the time period in which his invention was created, including location and prevalent issues.  Much of Da Vinci’s work has an emphasis on water in various ways, including circulation, transportation, and sanitation using water.  Disease and sanitation was an important concern during the Renaissance, especially after the epidemic of the Black Plague which devastated Europe and killed millions.  These issues were addressed by commissioned engineers like Da Vinci.  In the Fourteenth Century, engineering basically consisted of two main fields, civil and military engineering.  However, during the Renaissance, the field of mechanical engineering began to spread throughout Europe, with the help of men such as Da Vinci, who wanted to explain why and how something worked as well as apply it in solving practical problems.
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Leonardo Da Vinci was born in the middle of the Renaissance on April 15, 1452 as the illegitimate son of Ser Piero Da Vinci, a public notary.  Educated in all the usual subjects of the time -including math, reading, and writing-, he later became an apprentice to Verrocchio, a well-known artist and sculptor.  His curiosities and interests led him to explore many different areas.  Another term commonly associated with men such as Da Vinci was polymath, or a person whose expertise and knowledge covered a wide range of subjects.  He not only created inventions under the instruction of his patrons, but also explored areas the interested him personally, such as the idea of human flight.  From 1482 to 1499, Da Vinci’s patron was the Duke of Milan, and Da Vinci served as a painter and engineer, while also advising the Duke on various other matters.  Later, Da Vinci became the “senior military architect and general engineer” under Cesare Borgia, before finally becoming the “first painter, architect, and mechanic” of King Francis I, the King of France, until his death in 1519.  Da Vinci wrote down and sketched many of his inventions and observation in his notebooks, which he wrote in mirror writing.  It is these notebooks which modern day people can see the genius of Da Vinci and all of his works.

One especially interesting design recorded in Da Vinci’s “Codex Atlanticus” is his design and layout of an “Ideal City”.  This was his first foray into city planning, as Da Vinci believed that the cause of the plagues Milan suffered from throughout the 1480s was due to congestion and inadequate sanitation.  His layout consisted of a city based across a river which would be diverted into six or seven parallel branches, with three main levels.  The first level involved a perfectly integrated network of canals which would serve as commercial transportation (such as freights) as well as a sewage system which would flush out city waste.  Da Vinci theorized that this would be possible by damming the river upstream (before the city), with the fast-moving water carrying the waste all the way out of the city downstream.  The middle level was for the travelers and middle class and would be made up of main roads for land transportation.  The upper level was designed for “gentlemen” and was made up of palaces, walkways, and gardens (not allowing carriages).  Compared to the current layout of Milan, Da Vinci purposely designed broader roads compared to the narrow and congested roads that already existed throughout Milan.
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In addition to the heavily architectural aspect of his “Ideal City”, Da Vinci also incorporated mechanical and civil engineering into his “Ideal City”.  Some buildings would have direct access to a dock on the lowest level through storage basements.  He also designed hydraulic buildings that could be used to distribute water throughout all the rooms via a mechanical lifting system.  The energy released from this system could then also be used to power various machines in workshops throughout the city.  Da Vinci also designed a special lock system that would lower boats and allow them to travel throughout the lowest level.  In addition to all of these design details, Da Vinci even incorporated fresh air vents in buildings, to keep fresh air circulating in each building. Da Vinci even designed a paddlewheel system to clean the streets.  When designing his urban city, Da Vinci combined all his expertise as an engineer, architect, and artist.  The artistic part came out in his building designs, which featured elegant structures consisting of pillars and grand arches.  Da Vinci described his style and layout of city planning, saying “Only let that which is good looking be seen on the surface of the city.”  Unfortunately, all of his planning and meticulous designs never came into existence due to the extravagant cost of rebuilding an entire city from the ground up. 


In addition to Da Vinci’s “ideal city”, the King of France later asked him to design a possible city layout for a new capital, which was to be called Romorantin.  Focusing on the same concerns of disease and sanitation, Da Vinci added the use of eight watermills to again promote circulation of water, thereby improving hygiene, also planning for broader roads to decrease congestion just as he designed in his “Ideal City”.  He also planned the layout with human cultural centers, suburbs, as well as a plan to adapt the surrounding marshlands into irrigated farmland.  Da Vinci’s designs were not only ahead of his time, but they also placed importance on different issues than other city layouts designed during the Renaissance.  City layouts and designs from the Renaissance were known for their sole focus on geometric layouts.  However, although Da Vinci did follow the geometric layout principles, his main focus and priority was hygiene and sanitation to reduce the risk of contagious disease epidemics.

Although the construction for the project did start as planned in 1517, it was never completed, with work coming to a halt in 1519. There are many speculations as to why this city was never built, some theories involve the plague and lack of funding for the monumental task of building a whole city from scratch. However, it must be noted that by this time Da Vinci was reaching the end of his life, as he died in France on May 2, 1519. Many believe that work was permanently halted because no one but Da Vinci was up to the task of overseeing the completion of Romorantin. After the death of Da Vinci, King Francis I decided to instead build Chambord, a magnificent castle. Unfortunately, the city of Romorantin as Da Vinci imagined it was never built. 



Many of Da Vinci’s city-planning concepts are used in modern city layouts. For example, Da Vinci’s concept of distinct levels to improve sanitation is still implemented in cities today. In addition, his concepts also allowed for larger population densities on smaller areas, which is an important aspect in city planning today as populations continue to expand. He created a new way of thinking about city layouts, by considering the issues that needed to be resolved before anything else. He also dealt with the same issues city planners and engineers face today, including: expansion issues, green belts (retained areas of undeveloped land), and satellite towns. By addressing the operation of the city, Da Vinci revolutionized the way people thought about city organization.
Da Vinci was truly ahead of his time in the inventions he created as well as the keen observations he made, especially concerning city planning. Although his “ideal city” was never built in his time, the methods and designs he used became the base for the first “modern” cities. During a time of creativity and new inventions, Da Vinci and his work still stood out from the rest of the Renaissance men. This is because it wasn’t just the inventions themselves which were brilliant, but also the fields he studied and crossed in order to create them. His inventions and designs, if carried out into actual reality, would have been truly revolutionary for his time. His interest in the study of engineering also shaped the future fields of engineering as they are known today. He essentially broadened the scope of engineering, especially with his work in mechanical engineering as well as civil, environmental, and military engineering.
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Virtual rendition of the “Ideal City” showing the lock system





“side cut” sketch of Da Vinci’s “Ideal City” It shows the three distinct levels organized and designed by Da Vinci





Real-life model of the “Ideal City” based upon Da Vinci’s sketches and notes





Assumed self portrait of Da Vinci





Painting of Milan, Italy during the Renaissance which effectively conveys the crowded and packed feel of the city








One of Da Vinci’s sketches of his “Ideal City” including special sanitation buildings









