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Abstract

The machines and mechanical elements drawn by Leonardo through the course of his itinerary as
engineer and technologist belong to the most disparate fields, highlighting his curiosity about the
technological culture of his times. Just as for the other sectors of his activity, the first machines
depicted by Leonardo follow in the tradition of the Renaissance Florentine workshop and are
characterized by a practical, empirical approach aimed at resolution of problems progressively as
they arose. During his first Milanese period (1482-1499), Leonardo was experimenting with, and
refining ever more effective graphical systems of representation, which he would proceed in applying
also to other sectors, like anatomy, architecture, and military engineering. Sections, prospect views,
and transparent views were used to decompose machines into their constituent elements, finding
solutions for automating and rendering more efficient the existing traditional mechanisms, or for
conceiving completely new mechanisms. Leonardo moved, particularly in the 1490s, from
documentation of practical problems to a more theoretical analysis of the principles regulating the
functioning of machines, from the study of mechanical elements to their inter-relation. The studies
on friction and on motion in general are to be inserted into this perspective, which led him to the
idea of compiling a treatise on mechanics, based on the analysis of mechanisms and gears, the so-
called “elementi macchinali”.
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