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DREAM OR REALITY:
Did Da Vinci Fly?
A huge metamorphosis in Leonardo's approach to flying machines and flying occurred as he went from the theory of flight to actually attempting flight. In his early designs, if you scroll down to the six graphics below, the platform model for example, seen in the upper left hand corner and the close up of the cockpit detail in the graphic further down, although it looks as though it could possibly work, in reality it was way too heavy. The centre graphic, below, with the blue background, shows a later design and the one Leonardo used for his first flight attempt as outlined in Did Leonardo Da Vinci Fly? linked here and found on the Da Vinci Glider page as well. He soon learned imitating the way birds glide rather than human powered wing motion was the way to go if any sustained flight for any extended period was expected. His next step would be not imitating nature at all but designing and building winged gliders exclusively by and for human use in mind.


Glider with manoeuvrable tips
Sensing the difficulties involved in accomplishing the great dream of flying with human-powered machines, Leonardo started to study gliding flight more thoroughly. In the glider designed by him, the flier's position is conceived in such a way as to allow him to balance himself by adequately moving the lower part of his body. The wings, an imitation of the wings of bats and of large birds, are fixed in their innermost section (closest to the person) and mobile in their outer section. The latter in fact can be flexed by the flier by means of a control cable manoeuvred through handles. Leonardo had developed this solution after having studied the structure of birds' wings and having observed that the inner part of their wings moved more slowly than the outer part and that, therefore, the function of this part was to sustain rather than to push forward.
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Codex Atlanticus, Folio 846 v.

Drawing in sanguine and pen. The folio contains three drawings of articulated wings, operated by means of belts strapped to the legs and body of the flier. Leonardo streamlined the wing structure to its simplest form, with wings attached directly to the flier's body (ornithopter). The note in the margin, added at a later stage, does not refer to the drawings described but contains remarks on the motion of water flowing from the mountains. For a larger and clearer image of the same drawing click the centre image of the second row below.
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Codex on the Flight of Birds, Folio 11 v.

Modern day tester designed to test the articulated wing.
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Codex Atlanticus, folio 1058
In his notes, Leonardo remarks that, with a linen curtain shaped into a pyramid having a base 12 yards (about 7 metres) across and equally deep, if it is stiffly held open, "ognuno si potrà gettare da qualsiasi altezza senza alcun rischio" (anyone can jump from no matter what height without any risk whatsoever). 

Drawing from Il Codice Atlantico di Leonardo da Vinci nella biblioteca Ambrosiana di Milano, Editore Milano Hoepli 1894-1904. The original drawing is kept in the Biblioteca Ambrosiana in Milan.

More on Leonardo da Vinci's Study of Flight
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	A Flying Machine. 1490
Pen and ink
Leonardo intended the aviator
to lie prone, working the wings
with his legs and arms. 
	A Wing on a
Test Block
1490
Pen and ink 
	Study of the Structure
of a Wing. 1490
Pen and ink
"Dissect the bat...and on this
model arrange the machine" 


	




	




	





	Drawing of a Flying Machine
1490
Pen and ink
"Observe how the beating of its
wings against the air suffices to
bear up the weight of the eagle" 
	Study of the Construction
and Control of a Wing
1490
Pen and ink
A bat like wing with
flexible construction. 
	Drawing of a Flying
Machine with Operator
1500
Pen and ink
"The great bird will
take its flight" 
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Did Leonardo's machines really work? Did Da Vinci fly?
THE DA VINCI GLIDER, ca. 1500
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