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Introduction by the author
His creatively-shaped chariots, his self-propelled devices, his !ying machines [...]

were probably destined to parades and jousted.
Like his engineering works, his artistic creations o"en explore the world of play;

this completes the possibilities of painting which provokes, at will, laughter or fear.
#is power of art is due to the fact that human life moves in the imaginary,

with incredible docility to the forces of illusion.
#e artist is, so to speak, the actor of a show in which he does not need to take part a"er all.

André Chastel, “Leonardo da Vinci and Neoplatonism”
 
LEONARDESQUE FASCINATION 
Leonardo represents not just a man but a myth.
Avoiding Leonardo’s fascination is very di"cult. Entire books can be read about a simple description of a fact. Hypotheses and 
possible suggestions drawn from a simple sentence or a small sketch can spark a decade-long discussion among experts. Just 
mentioning his name is enough to produce a surge of amazement and to magnify any small document.
Eluding Leonardo’s fascination is perhaps our real task.

LEONARDO AS A THEATER DIRECTOR
Leonardo da Vinci is known as one of the greatest painters in history and at the same time as the most famous scientist, however 
he also engaged with many other #elds of the spirit: he was a musician, philosopher, sculptor, mechanical engineer, set designer, 
and inventor of war machines. But in truth Leonardo is not a contemporary artist and not even a scientist; he is a man of his 
time, where there were neither artists nor scientists, but only cra$smen.
If we ignore the few pictorial works that he le$ us and his innumerable inventions, described in his manuscripts yet never built, 
the job for which he was most acclaimed in the Renaissance and therefore sought-a$er in the Italian and later French courts 
was the ‘Apparatore’ (it means a designer, director, engineer all together), or the theatre director. A cra$ that he didn’t carry on 
by accident, since both his father and his half-brother Giuliano partook in the theatre events in Florence. Records detail the 
costumes designed by the father for a carnival party and a mysterious work by Julian, the half-brother, with the emblematic title 
of ‘!e !ree Ages’. 
We know with certainty that Verrocchio’s workshop, where Leonardo apprenticed, produced not just artworks on commission 
but also built scenographies and parade %oats, and made theatrical costumes.
Leonardo’s #rst known artwork was not a painting but, according to Vasari, a lyre skillfully designed in the shape of a skull. 
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!e ducal registers of the time provide very little information of this occupation, although it was perhaps his main one in the 
Italian palace courts. Yet, between palace festivals, religious celebrations, carnivals, weddings, tournaments (%oats and carriag-
es), night-time costume parties and princely banquets, Leonardo might have authored hundreds of theatrical events.

THEATER AND PAINTING
At the time, theater was widespread and present in every aspect of urban life: shows were held during religious processions, city 
feasts and in general in every social gathering connected to speci#c events. !eater is a fundamental aspect of the aesthetics of 
the time and a&ects all artistic activities by creating paradigmatic models. It is not painting or sculpture that in%uence theater, 
but theater that provides models for the scenes that are depicted on the canvases.    
!e angels in the #$eenth-century paintings by the great Florentine masters derive from the direct experience of human %ight 
and the scenic machines that were admired during the sacred representations in the churches of Florence. !e frescoes of Pala-
zzo Schifanoia precisely describe the experience of the great allegorical %oats that paraded through the streets of Ferrara. Vice 
versa, Leonardo’s theatrical imagery and his scenographic inventiveness cannot transcend the style that we can admire in his 
pictorial works.
!e link between between painting and theater in Leonardo is very tight.

THEATER OF WONDERS 
Leonardo is a master of the theater of wonders. !e famous report of that time about Danae is extraordinarily rich in %ights, 
apparitions and scenic tricks: Mercury descends at half height between heaven and earth, Jupiter transforms the girl into a star 
rising from the earth into heaven, etc... Unfortunately, no drawing or technical explanation of such spectacular e&ects has found 
its way to us. !e purpose of this show is to o&er a map of the artist’s theatrical imagery, by reproducing not one of his works 
but his wondrous theatrical e&ect. Today it’s meaningless to make a meticulous copy of one of Leonardo’s paintings, whereas it 
makes sense to produce the emotion of vibrating light.

!e show Leonardo-Festa del Paradiso (Leonardo-!e Feast of Paradise) is a journey of initiation into Leonardo’s world, follow-
ing the cultural boundaries within which he wandered. On this aesthetic itinerary, you will discover the archaeological #nds in 
his mind, those paradigmatic elements that he used as milestones on the theatrical scene. As if consulting a portolan chart, the 
show Leonardo-Festa del Paradiso travels along the jagged coasts of this Renaissance genius’ imagination.
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!e Feast of Paradise
‘... and it was such a great ornament and splendor that it seemed to see 

at the beginning a natural Paradise, and so for hearing, for the gentle sounds and songs that were inside.’
Jacopo Trotti, Ambassador of the Estensi in Milan

ACT OF GOVERNMENT, OR THE STORY OF AN EXTRAORDINARY SHOW
It was the year of our Lord 1490. In Italy the scent of the Renaissance permeated everything, when the #rst theatrical work by Leonar-
do known to us was staged at the Milanese court of the Sforza. It will go down in history as THE FEAST OF PARADISE.
For the wedding between Gian Galeazzo Sforza and Isabella D’Aragona, duke Ludovico il Moro commissioned Leonardo to create a 
portentous theatrical show, which had to include music and dance.
A symbol of union and political alliance between two powerful families of the time, Ludovico Sforza’s aim was to o&er an extraordi-
nary event that would overwhelm his guests with all its magni#cence and which showed o& his power, his wit and his taste for the arts.
Leonardo created an ethereal, extraordinary, unpredictable event, perfectly aware that the show he was creating bore political impor-
tance.
Mythological #gures, planets and spheres, sparkling stars and weightless angels orbited in the air. Water, #re, %ashes and fog magically 
pervaded the atmosphere.
Candles, golden surfaces and mirrors with surprising optical e&ects.
Leonardo’s great spectacle went down in history for its illusionistic magni#cence and mystical spirit.

Emiliano Pellisari



Choreographic Iconology
Leonardo’s Iconology and the Spectale’s Choreographs
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‘...it’s called Paradise, however it was made with the 
great ingenuity and art of Master Leonardo Vinci the 

Florentine, the Paradise with all the seven planets spin-
ning…’

Bernardo Bellincioni, ‘Libretto of the ‘Festa del Paradiso’

What was paradise? In the Middle Ages it was 
the most complex stage machinery, usually com-
prised of a sky (i.e. a large dome painted in blue 
with clouds and stars). In the lower part it could be 
opened and closed with a cloth. Inside there was 
the so-called “roda”, or wheel (thus called because 
it mimicked the arrangement of the angels in the 
paintings of the time, arranged in concentric whe-
els). !e iconographic structure behind the con-
ception of the cosmos in the Renaissance rests on 
the Ptolemaic classical astronomical tradition and 
its model of the celestial spheres.
!e main scenic element of the Feast of Paradise 
described in the documents of the time is the pla-
nets’ circular world represented by boys and girls 
inside spherical hollow caves.

!e Feast of Paradise
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Johannes Oc!eghem | 
$yrie, Agnus Dei Missa Cuiusvis tones
4 voices

!e planets are the protagonists of the ‘Feast of 
Paradise’. !e gods of Mount Olympus, played by 
dancers, govern and move the celestial bodies cre-
ating geometric #gures in space.
!e harmonic gestures blend with the endless cir-
cular movement, providing the physical image of 
the world’ harmony.

Celestial Spheres
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‘...and of this fact will be my witnesses the old alchemists, who have 
never, either by accident or by choice, tried to create anything that 

could be created by nature; this creation deserves in%nite praise for 
the usefulness of what they have discovered in favour of men…’

Leonardo da Vinci ‘Against the Necromancer and the Alchemist’

In the Codex Arundel, Leonardo deals with topics related 
to geology by describing volcanoes, seas, and cataclysms 
at land. Earth, #re, water, wind - the essential elements of 
the creative and destructive nature - are the basis of Leo-
nardo’s philosophical re%ections, which follows the classical 
tradition, possibly best exempli#ed by “De rerum natura”, 
perhaps the best- known text among his contemporaries. 
Alchemy is the science of the time that somehow recom-
poses Renaissance philosophy and mythology on natural 
elements.

Natura Naturans
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Alchemy
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Michael Maier | Atalanta fugiens (fugues 1 et 44)
voices, viola da gamba, %ute, organ, lute, psaltery, harp

!e world is comprised of four elements: #re, wa-
ter, air, and earth. From their union, man is born; 
through the alchemist, he challenges the laws of 
nature and launches his body wrapped in glowing 
bands of light and #re, diving into the water and 
then re-emerging in free %ight, defying gravity. !e 
scene is accompanied by a musical work dedicated 
to a well-known alchemical text of the time.
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You will draw the anatomy of a bird’s wings, together 
with the muscles of the chest that are the driving force of 

such wings. You will do the same for the man, to show 
the possibility that it is within the man to want to sup-

port himself in the air by !apping his wings.
Leonardo da Vinci, ‘Codex Atlanticus’

!e celebrated Annunciation is not just one of the 
most well-known religious themes and central 
moment of biblical exegesis, but also one of the 
most famous scenes within live performances at 
the time. One of the most-renowned is that of Bru-
nelleschi in Florence in 1439, when Leonardo was 
still young. !e documents narrate of an air %ight 
probably obtained through the classic technique 
of pulley and counterweight. Leonardo’s study on 
%ight was therefore born from a recurring theme 
in the collective imaginary and an impelling desire 
to follow the dream of human %ight, li$ed from 
Greek and Roman mythology, which imbued the 
culture of the time.

!e Nature of Angels and Human Flight 
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Bartolomeo Tromboncino | Vale Diva 
voice, lute, harp, viola da gamba, %ute

Leonardo’s angels are not just simply men with 
wings, but ideas. !is is the key to interpreting the 
mechanical angel on stage, who doesn’t announ-
ce the birth of a man but of an idea. !e Virgin 
Mary gives birth to Leonardo’s ideas and angelic 
characters as if she were a muse, not a woman.
!e Virgin Mary’s arms and hands choreography 
follow the Renaissance iconographic tradition: the 
arms on the chest signal her deep inner con%ict.

Annunciation
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‘Proportion is not only found in numbers and sizes, but 
equally in sounds, weights, times and sites, and every 

power that exists.’
Leonardo da Vinci, Manuscript K. 1, 49 r.

Since antiquity, from the canons of Polykleitos and 
Lysippos, philosophers and later Renaissance hu-
manists studied human proportions, natural pro-
portions, music and architecture according to ma-
thematical rules. !e module, the canon and the 
golden ratio are the cornerstones of Renaissance 
art and science. In the Codex K, f. 74 v, Leonardo 
divides a ‘line’ (a segment) using the golden ratio 
and the Proposition XI of Euclid’s Elements, Book 
II. It is a modus operandi that Leonardo will carry 
out all his life, in search of harmony and beauty.
!e famous drawings of Platonic solids for Pacio-
li’s work represent the most famous example of the 
mathematical and geometric themes treated by Le-
onardo.

Platonic Solids
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Guillaume Dufay | Nuper rosarum !ores
voices, organ, harp, lute, viola da gamba, chromiu

!e magic of theatre transforms the amazing chairs 
by designer Verner Panton, objects of minimalist 
beauty, into modular scenographic elements. !is 
living machine, made of human bodies and objects 
- which join and separate as geometric parts of a 
single whole - produces sculptural forms in space 
that continuously change into an uninterrupted 
succession of harmonic images.

Divina Proportione
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‘Nature is the source of all true knowledge. It has its own 
logic, its own laws, it has no e&ect without cause nor 

invention without necessity.’
Leonardo Da Vinci, Treatise on Painting

In the sixteenth-century ‘Treatise on Painting’, ba-
sed on Leonardo da Vinci’s annotations, the sixth 
chapter is entitled ‘Trees and Vegetables’. Here the 
Renaissance genius deals with both technical topics 
or how plants are depicted in paintings in relation 
to light and perspective, and themes, containing his 
strictly botanical observations. His speci#c know-
ledge, this very re#ned study of Nature, is re%ected 
in the theatrical works of the Scientist and !eatre 
Director at the same time.

In the Feast of Paradise, Leonardo devised to cover 
the road where the two young spouses would walk, 
from the castle of Porta Giovia to the church, with 
a long trellis of Juniper; among its branches, dan-
cers with ivy-covered clothes would be hidden like 
elegant Sprites. We can get an idea of these decora-
tions from the sketches for the Juniper-covered trel-
lis preserved in Codex B; while for the dancers’ co-
stumes we can refer to the three sheets in the royal 
library at Windsor where we #nd, together with 
mottos and insignia, Roman-style clothes, covered 
with %oral embroidery.

Nature
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Bartolomeo Tromboncino | Zephyro Spira 
voices, lute, harp, psaltery, viola da gamba, %uteo

Leonardo’s pantheism explodes on stage in a se-
quence of %oral images dedicated to the world 
of anthropomorphized Nature, where the danc-
ers’ naked bodies blend with the branches and 
leaves of the plants. At the center of the scene is La 
Primavera, Spring, strong and graceful, who mag-
ically commands all the living creatures.

!e Spring
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“‘...and careful you in giving extraordinary motion to the 
%gures, so that in a quiet and peaceable subject, you won’t 

seem to represent a battle, or the revellings of drunken 
men…’

Leonardo da Vinci, Treatise on Painting

In the same years of the Feast of Paradise in Am-
boise, Leonardo directed the celebrations for the 
wedding between Madeleine de la Tour d’Auver-
gne and Lorenzo de’ Medici. As told in person by 
Stazio Gadio, there were fake but grandiose #ghts 
in memory of the battle of Marignano. Parades, 
mock naval battles, and jousting, are always a part 
of all theatrical feasts of the time. We have only 
one work by Leonardo that can provide some ico-
nographic elements: ‘!e Battle of Anghiari’. It’s a 
lost fresco of which we have copies made by later 
masters.

Floats and Jousting
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Percussions Improvisation, Moresca
arabic drum, Persian drum and rattlesi

 !e Battle of Anghiari is a moresca, a highly 
rhythmic dance of Arab origin (binary or ternary), 
a masked pantomime that usually simulated a bat-
tle between two opposing armies, and sometimes 
an acrobatic performance of clowns and jesters 
(like the somersaults of the famous and elusive 
fellows, sketched by Leonardo among the rebuses 
at Windsor), and accompanied with barbaric and 
military clangs (drums, castanets, rattles).

!e dancers wear sculptures made by the artist 
Bato in the shape of horse heads. !e #nal scene 
ends with the pose li$ed from the Grave Stele of 
Dexileos, as in Leonardo’s equestrian monument 
for Ludovico Sforza.

!e Battle of Anghiari
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‘Painting presents the works of nature to the senses with 
more truth and certainty than do words or letters…’

Leonardo da Vinci, Treatise on Painting

Painting is a gnoseological act, for which Leonar-
do claims superiority over writing and music in 
his posthumous treatise on painting, thus inserting 
himself in the famous philosophical controversy of 
the time within the Milanese milieu. !e painting 
and the sheet of paper are seen as an empty space, 
with a potential of in#nite representations, which 
can only transformed into artworks by the artist’s 
creative act, according to the classic Aristotelian 
dictate of Potentiality and Actuality. !e frame of 
the painting encloses a theatrical space that can be 
#lled with wonders. !e stage space for Leonardo is 
like the painter’s canvas.

Painting and the Stage Space
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Juan Del Encina | Amour con Fortuna 
voices, harp, psaltery, viola da gamba, lute, %utes

Inside a frame formed by the dancers’ naked bod-
ies, as in Leonardo’s paintings, female #gures ap-
pear and disappear in search of hidden narratives.

Tableaux vivante
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‘Nothing had a stable form, each thing was opposed to another, because in 
the same body’

Leonardo, Codex Atlanticus, paraphrase of !e Ovid, Metamorphoses

  
Leonardo studies with curiosity the theme of the metamorphosis 
between man and animal and vegetal. !e metamorphosis of the 
double-sided man depicting pain and pleasure in the Oxford sheet 
is very famous. In the theater #eld, we are certain that the Maestro 
designed the costumes for Duke Galeazzo Sanseverino’s majestic 
procession. For the occasion, he created a fantastic animal based 
on a classical theme, where mythological elements were mixed 
with naturalistic ones, transforming a horse into a Chimera.

!e metamorphoses of nature are based on the profound analogy 
that exists between all animal and vegetal beings, between man and 
Nature. Leonardo notes in his ‘De Figura Umana’: ‘All veins and 
arteries are born from the hearth, and the reason is that the grea-
ter thickness that is found in such veins and arteries is due to the 
link that they have with the hearth, and the further away from the 
hearth, the more they thin and divide into more minute branches’.

Disguises and Mutations
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Anonimo XVI Sec. | La Follia
harp, viola da gamba, lute, %ute, percussion, psaltery

!rough a play of lights and re%ections, the danc-
ers’ bodies magically intermingle, multiplying 
limbs and heads, replacing the trees branches 
with their arms, reproducing extraordinary imag-
es where vegetal nature and human body mix and 
fuse together.

Metamorphosism
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‘#e painter strives and competes with nature.’
Leonardo da Vinci, Treatise on Painting

According to the beloved Virgil’s Eclogues and the 
classical Greek philosophy, li$ed from the #$h 
book of Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, music, bird-
song, and human language were born simultane-
ously and for the same purpose: to express emo-
tions and feelings. Ancient philosophy, already in 
the Middle Ages with the theorist Gil de Zamora, 
linked language with the imitation of birdsong. 
!erefore, the sounds of nature and in particular 
the songs of birds were typical themes of the Re-
naissance and each artist grappled with inventing 
mechanical scenes and games that featured the 
sounds and noises of nature as protagonists.
And just as Brunelleschi’s %ying bird in Florence 
didn’t merely %ew, but played sounds thanks to an 
ingenious ‘%ute’ system, so Leonardo invented mu-
sical machines, costumes shaped a$er birds and 
other animals, sound machines that reproduced 
the sound of thunders or more gentle sounds.

Art and the Imitation of Nature
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Clement Janequin | Le chant des Oyseaux 
voices, viola da gamba, lute, %ute, harp, psaltery

Four dancers disguised as birds %y on scene, on the 
notes of a famous Renaissance work that imitates 
the song of the nightingale. Four independent 
melodies created by the singers’ voices accompa-
ny the fake birds as they chase each other in the 
air, catching and releasing one another, following 
the intertwined choreography created by Mariana 
Porceddu. In this apparent chaos, the perfect ge-
ometry of the movements and how it’s synchro-
nized with the mathematics of the musical notes 
becomes clearer and clearer.

!e Song of the Birds
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“‘Love wins everything’ quot. Virgil, Eclogues
Leonardo da Vinci, Codex Atlanticus

From the ‘Dialogues of Love’ by Leo the Hebrew to 
‘El Libro dell’amore’ by Marsilio Ficino, the treati-
ses on this theme were in vogue at the time. With 
the #rst translation of Plato’s ‘Symposium’, treatises 
about love became a new trend. But it also became 
the subject of scienti#c studies, enriched with the 
whole Hellenistic tradition mediated by the Arab 
world. Love is at the center of the intellectual, phi-
losophical, and artistic debate of the time. Love 
dynamics and skirmishes are the main theme of 
choreographies. Among several interpretations, 
the Mona Lisa is considered the example of fema-
le love, of which the enigmatic smile is the most 
famous physiognomic trait. In truth, according to 
André Chastel, it’s a #xed attribute in all allegori-
cal descriptions of beauty in Tuscany, and it seems 
to have been born a$er 1460, at the same time as 
other psychological curiosities within the art and 
culture of the time.

Love and the Female Nature
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Josquin Desprez | Entrée je suis 
voices, lute, %ute, viola da gamba, organ, harp

One of the most famous and symbolic portraits 
of the female nature. !e Mona Lisa, whose secret 
lies not in one woman, but in the multiplicity of 
women hidden within her.

!e Mona Lisa

 49    48   



50   

‘#ere are many who hold the faith of the Son, but only 
build temples in the name of the Mother’

Leonardo da Vinci, Codex Atlanticus

Passion is another recurring theme in the perfor-
mances of the time, from which Leonardo derives 
his experience and theatrical training. !e cult of 
the Virgin Mary in Catholic Italy is at the center 
of the popular devotion. In the process of shi$ing 
from sacred representations in the Middle Ages 
to theatrical performances in major churches in 
the Florentine area and then throughout Italy, the 
theme of the Passion became increasingly sophi-
sticated, with the use of special e&ects, masks, co-
stumes, and machines. !e theme of motherhood 
and the miraculous force of love between mother 
and child are at the center of Leonardo’s studies, 
of which we have countless moving drawings of 
rare beauty. !e image of motherhood is contra-
sted by the pain and horror of the child’s death. In 
!e Virgin and Child with Saint Anne and then 
in !e Madonna of the Yarnwinder, the themes of 
the child’s joy and the mother’s horror at the si-
ght of the cross are clear. Already with the Benois 
Madonna, Leonardo had addressed the theme of 
Motherhood, by linking it to the Passion and had 
emphasized the deep and engaging relationship 
between mother and child.

Maternity and Death
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Johannes Ockeghem | Mort tu as navré de ton dart 
voices, tenor %ute, organ, harp, lute, viola da gamba

!e #gures of Mother and Son twirl around the 
%owery cross intertwining their lives with love,  
veiled in an all-consuming pain.

!e Passion of the Virgin Mary
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‘#e spirit cannot exist of itself amid the elements without a 
body, nor can it move of itself by voluntary motion.’

Leonardo da Vinci, Against the necromancer and the alchemist

!e debate on the nature of the soul. Studies on the mat-
ter of the spirit. !e mystery of life. Leonardo was a man 
of letters and discussed and wrote about the most topical 
philosophical themes of his time. !e spirit, understood 
as the material within which the soul should be, was thea-
trically represented with the famous almond conceived by 
Brunelleschi and then reused by Leonardo in Danae. We 
don’t known exactly how he created this theatrical appara-
tus and the models that the current experts suggest don’t 
seem easy to realize. We are only certain about one thing: 
the shape. !e spirit in which the soul lives has been de-
scribed and represented since the Middle Ages according 
to the Platonic conception of the most famous geometric 
solid, the perfect shape par excellence, the origin of life 
and thought: the sphere.

Spiritus et Anima
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Anonimo XVI Sec. | Pavana - La morte della ragione 
harp 

According to the classic Aristotelian dictate, the 
soul is comprised of three parts: cogitative (or ra-
tional), impressive (or imagination) and mnemon-
ic (or memory). On stage, three large spheres are 
supported by dancers. Inside the spheres, the fac-
es of %oating bodiless souls magically appear. !e 
arms play around the heads, following the Renais-
sance harmony canons of choreographic mimicry.

Animula Vagula
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‘with a very great number of lights, as many as stars, 
and with certain niches where stood all the seven planets 

according to their degree, high and low.’
Jacopo Trotti, ambassador of the House of Este

!e celestial theme is a topos of the time linked to 
astrology, by which celestial bodies have a direct 
power over life on earth, according to the classical 
relationship between microcosm and macrocosm. 
Leonardo writes: ‘Our body is under the rule of he-
aven and heaven under the rule of the spirit’.
Also Leonardo’s Paradise presents this ideal structu-
re, where the stars are grouped in constellations re-
presented by the zodiac signs. On the ceiling of the 
room where the Feast of Paradise was represented, 
thousands of stars appeared, produced by small su-
spended lights. He got the idea from Filippo Bru-
nelleschi and his 1439 ‘Annunciation’ in the Santa 
Maria del Carmine church in Florence, and imple-
mented it. Documents attest Leonardo’s invention 
of colored theatrical projectors, made of ampoules 
#lled with water and candles, which spread and co-
lored the light. Leonardo thus encapsulates it in the 
Codex Atlanticus: ‘a great and beautiful light’.

!e Cosmos and Astrology
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Johannes Kepler | Temi dei pianeti “Harmonices Mundi”
voices

A naked man stands in the middle of the scene. 
!e light of the stars passes through him. He com-
mands them and is governed back in a dynamic 
relationship between microcosm and macrocosm. 
!e choreography is accompanied by the voices of 
the planets interpreted by the Renaissance ensem-
ble conducted by Walter Testolin, according to the 
musical sheets annotated by the famous scientist 
Kepler.

Armonia Mundi
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‘#e Duke has lost the state and his property and no 
work will be %nished for him’

Leonardo da Vinci, Codex Forster

!us Leonardo remembers the fall of the noble and 
princely court of Milan, of Ludovico il Moro who 
had commissioned him !e Feast of Paradise. Our 
protagonist lived in the palaces of rulers all over 
Italy and knew the political environment well. !e 
Master made various allegorical drawings about 
power and politics, mainly referring to the famous 
Sienese frescoes of ‘!e Allegory of Good and Bad 
Government’. Scholars like Kemp, Solmi, Pedret-
ti and Versiero have no doubts about the political 
indications of the commissioning clients. Many of 
his paintings, whether portraits such as the Lady 
with an Ermine or religion-themed scenes such as 
the Adoration of the Magi, are characterized by po-
litical symbols linked to bloody events of the time. 
!erefore the artwork, on the surface displaying a 
religious subject, would instead reveal the betrayal 
but not the identity of those who attempted to the 
life of the Milanese ruler, who, through this pain-
ting, sought to give a sign of his power. Art and po-
litics have a very close relationship in the Renais-
sance and Leonardo was a re#ned commentator as 
we can see in one of the most famous allegories of 
his time: !e Last Supper.

Power and Politics
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Josquin Desprez | Nymphes, Nappées 
voices, lute, %ute, organ, viola da gamba, harp, percus-
sions

!e last scene - built according to the frontal per-
spective and with its hieratic characters wrapped 
into sculptural costumes - recalls the Last Supper’s 
scenography. Two antagonist characters, whose 
bodies are immersed in large white costumes, sit 
at the opposite sides of the table where Christ is 
seated. In front of them, on the table, allegorical 
choreographies centered on theme of the seven 
sins unfold.
!e Christian theme is declined in a political sense, 
where the apostles, stills and hidden in the shad-
ows, contemplate the wild #ghting that takes place 
on the table laden with human chalices formed by 
hands and mouths.

!e Last Supper
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“Emiliano Pellisari, 36, is not a choreographer, it might be fairer 
to de%ne him as an Architect of the human body. And an architect 

needs a studio ”.
Vittoria Ottolenghi

Emiliano Pellisari Studio
La Bottega dell’Arte is a studio/workshop directed by Emi-
liano Pellisari, where theatrical machines and choreographic 
techniques are developed.
!e lab is equipped with:
- a gym for dancers to train and choreography development      
by Mariana Porceddu
- technical workshop to build theatrical machines, run by 
Marco Visone
- costume shop, where costumes are created
- an o"ce/studio - a center for the development and im-
plementation of ideas such as set design and the creation 
of sketches in collaboration with the graphic designer and 
illustrator Daniele Batocchioni (aka Bato).

#eatre of Wonders
Emiliano Pellisari’s style stems from the humanistic culture 
at large, based on studies of the Hellenistic theater, the Re-
naissance fantasy theater, all the way to the seventeenth-cen-
tury mechanical inventions. He resumes the great Italian 
tradition of the theater of wonders, when the art workshops 
born in such Italian cities as Florence, Rome, and Milan, 
built illusionistic theatrical machines that the great Italian 

La bottega dell’arte artist-engineers like Bernardo Buontalenti and Leonardo da 
Vinci wisely used in their productions and enchanted courts 
all over Europe.

#e NoGravity Technique
Emiliano Pellisari’s imagery develops alongside the techni-
cal invention. Each choreography is linked to an idea and an 
implementation at the engineering level. Each scene arises 



 71    70   

from the use of new tools, mechanical costumes, illusioni-
stic tricks. At the core of it all, is the design of a theatrical 
scenography that can exploit the vertical plane, as in a pain-
ting. !e man-machine relationship transforms the sensory 
space by imposing new choreographic solutions initially 
conceived by Emiliano Pellisari with Brian Sanders in 2005, 
subsequently implemented with the help of dancers, and 
since 2010 further developed by Mariana Porceddu. !e re-
sult is a distinctive style which today represents the Com-
pany’s choreographic hallmark.

Lighting design
!e study of the human anatomy combines with the study 
of light falling on the bodies and illuminating them with 
accents and shadows, enhancing the #gures and the dan-
cers’ movements in a pictorial dimension based on the fron-
tal perspective. !ere is only one plane, vertical, as in the 
painter’s canvas. !e show intentionally doesn’t delve deep,  
physically, to provide the viewer with the dimension of the 
pictorial framework where the characters and #gures of Le-
onardo da Vinci’s imagination come alive.

Costumes
Renaissance art represents the paradigmatic world of beau-
ty and harmony that inspires us. !e choice of returning to 
the origins of Italian culture brings the state of the art into 
a calm creative dimension, according to a meditative and 
non-compulsive scheme, very far from the provocations of 
today’s world. It took two years to develop the show; each 
scene required months of study and work and is continual-
ly perfected with each replica, personally attended by the       

author.
!e Italian humanistic culture informs the informed choice 
of dressing dancers and musicians with unique and exclusi-
ve costumes, whose Renaissance elegance is unmistakable. 
!e great costume designer Giusy Giustino managed to turn 
this dream of beauty and perfection into reality

Set Design
In the nogravity space created by Emiliano Pellisari there 
are no lasting and #xed objects as in traditional theatrical 
set designs, but the empty stage space is #lled with objects 
that appear and disappear and that clothe the characters and 
complete them as if they were body extensions. Branches 
that magically bloom, human limbs that transform into tre-
es, large leaves that move without any wind, thrones that %y 
in space, textiles that wrap in the air, a royal banquet deco-
rated with living chalices shaped by the dancers’ arms and 
so on, in an endless rundown of imaginative scenes. Marco 
Visone, the company’s longtime assistant set designer, has 
been able to create objects of rare technical beauty such as 
Leonardo’s mechanical wings that #ll the scene of the An-
nunciation with wonder.

Daniele Batocchioni (aka Bato) conceived the horse heads 
design with exquisite minimalist perfection used in the 
Battle of Anghiari. Emiliano Pellisari made the horse heads 
by own hands.



Choreography Design 
Emiliano Pellisari’s choreographic imagery rest on the assu-
mption that art should #rst of all spark an emotion and that 
the intellectual engagement can only exist in second stance. 
Beauty, dream, and wonder are at the core of the creative 
process. With an open heart, a network of signs is thrown 
onto the viewer, so that he can be lead to grasp the ideas 
behind a scene. !e viewer is o&ered a sort of a pilot book 
made of symbols, analog games, suggestions, all describing 
the jagged coasts of the imagination.

Reinassance choreographyes
!e images and symbols of Emiliano Pellisari’s world come 
to life through Mariana Porceddu’s choices in the dance re-
alm. By studying mimicry, gestures, and Renaissance dance, 
the Company’s dance teacher presents the body language of 
the Renaissance in a contemporary version. Every choreo-
graphy is, so to speak, chiseled by Mariana Porceddu, who 
instilled in each and every movement a special meaning, 
borrowed from Leonardo’s world. So in the Annunciation, 
the Virgin brings her arm in front of the body, as if to cover 
or protect herself; then her body dives backwards, as if to 
avoid the weight of the Truth that is being announced to her. 
Only at the last minute, she will cross her arms and bow her 
head, kneeling. !is is an homage - and not mere iteration 
- of the classic Renaissance iconography of Medieval origin, 
where the Gospel is represented through a series of iconic 
#gures according to the scheme of the Conturbatio, Cogita-
tio, Interrogatio and #nally Humiliatio. !e Virgin is caught 
not just in the moment of acceptance and humble submis-

sion to God’s will, but also in her #rst instinctive reaction 
of amazement, fear, or reluctance towards such a huge and 
unexpected event.

Musics & Images
!e music of the show comes from the collaboration betwe-
en the Nogravity Company and the Pietà dei Turchini Mu-
sic Foundation. !e music has been selected according to 
the choreographic needs. !is is Emiliano Pellisari’s modus 
operandi: he has always conceived shows through images. 
the #rst step is to make pictures of each scene. !is way of 
working implies a strong cohesion between the various di-
sciplines, and in particular between music director Walter 
Testolin and choreographer Mariana Porceddu. During the 
rehearsals in the Company’s studio, choreography and mu-
sic shaped and modi#ed each other, creating an indissolu-
ble union. During the rehearsals two brand new songs were 
created: the #rst, with a military theme, for the Battle of An-
ghiari scenes, is based on an Arab and Persian percussion 
march; the second one is a song with a contemporary %avor, 
inspired by Kepler’s musical notes of the planets.
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Director’s Notes

Documents
In this show we try to imagine all the theatrical scenes crea-
ted by the great master, applying an illusionistic lens, that is, 
the theater of wonders. !e scenes are created following the 
suggestions gathered from sources and documents that have 
survived to this day:

- descriptions of the shows of the time (Feast of Paradise 
above all), of choreographies and set designs;
- the designs pertaining to costumes and characters;
- the drawings relating to poetic and philosophical themes 
dearest to the Master, such as Nature, Alchemy, birth, etc.;
- artworks whose composition we believe originates in the-
ater, meaning that they describe topical moments of sacred 
representations of the time, such as the Annunciation and 
the Passion.

Set Design and Scienti%c Mythology
Leonardo le$ us some drawings of set designs, from the 
dome opening in Pluto to the alleged amphitheater with re-
movable steps. We believe that they should be considered 
in the same way as many other typical drawings of the en-
gineers of the time, such as Pisano, Taccola or Valturio. It’s 
scienti#c mythology.
When studying ancient texts, one is struck by the repeti-

tion of commonplaces and scienti#c legends. For example, 
Agrippa easily discusses the transmission of moonlight 
through mirrors. A hundred years later, Della Porta repeats 
the same scienti#c conclusions. Truth be told, at the origin 
of this scienti#c legend is an ancient author, Rodigino, who 
in turn, recounts this scienti#c experiment as if it were a 
true fact.
Studies on Leonardo and in general on ancient theatrical ap-
paratuses are full of these delightful descriptions of theatri-
cal machines that don’t make any sense. Funny enough, the-
re are engineers later on who build such theatrical machines 
that scholar describe,  based more on literary than scienti#c 
suggestions. And the engineers, in turn, having never trod 
the boards, have no idea what they’re doing: they build inge-
nious, albeit theatrically unusable, devices.
To demonstrate that such creations are just fantastic inven-
tions on paper, one would just need to compare Valturio’s 
#gures with Taccola’s drawings and Leonardo’s subsequent 
inventions, assuming one has a good knowledge of the car-
penters’ construction technique (wood was the material that 
artisans used at the time).
!e machine of paradise described by a thousand scholars 
and made by a thousand engineers was imagined by the sce-
nographers of the famous Italian #lm as a portentous and 
immense human-powered theatrical machinery. Except for 
the show took place in an inner hall of the Sforza castle, not 
in a theater. !at is, in a place without any technical means 
and not suitable for building complex and invasive sceno-
graphies. It is a very long and very narrow hall, no more 
than 5-meter high and vaulted, without %ies or hooks. Co-

vered in frescoes and lined with #ne fabrics and tapestries. 
Which door did these cyclopic machines use to enter? And 
where were the dozens of men needed to move the machi-
nes hiding? One just needs to enter any Renaissance hall and 
look up to realize that the architecture doesn’t allow to set 
these imposing machinery by hanging them or anchoring 
them to the ground, so they must have been just images on 
paper.
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‘Music should be considered nothing other than the sister of 
Painting, since it is subject to the hearing, the sense second 
to the eye, and composes harmony with the conjunction of 
its proportional parts operated in the same time, forced to 
be born and die in one or more harmonic times, which ti-
mes surround the proportionality of the parts making up 
this harmony, no di&erently than is done by the line of cir-
cumference around the members which gives rise to human 
beauty.’
Leonardo loved music and engaged with it personally: he 
was a good performer and a good teacher. He improved exi-
sting musical instruments and invented new ones, as one 
would guess. Giorgio Vasari in !e Lives of the Most Excel-
lent Painters, Sculptors and Architects recounts:

‘It happened that in 1494, a$er Giovan Galeazzo Duke of 
Milan had died and Ludovico Sforza had taken his place, Le-
onardo was brought with great acclaim and presented to the 
Duke who greatly enjoyed playing the lute and thus asked 
him to play. And Leonardo brought an instrument which 
he had made with his own hands largely of silver wrought 
in the shape of a horse’s skull, a new and bizarre thing but 
which had a richer and more sonorous voice. Leonardo sur-
passed all the others who had gathered to play.’

!e instrument donated to Ludovico il Moro was almost 
certainly a lira da braccio, a bowed string instrument similar 
to our viola but also equipped with two strings o& the #n-
gerboard, so that the tone could not be modi#ed by pressing 
the chords on the #ngerboard itself.

Leonardo and Music
Leonardo lived in the culturally fertile atmosphere of the 
Milanese court, which at the time was experiencing a mo-
ment of particular interest for tournaments, feasts, and mu-
sic, thanks also to the presence of the Flemings at the Sforza 
court, and the revival of Italian polyphony in the Cathedral 
Chapel, where used to play the musician and theorist Fran-
chino Ga&urio, a friend of Leonardo’s, who in%uenced him 
musically.

!e music of the Feast of Paradise is unknown. Walter Te-
stolin selected the music according to the themes in the sce-
nes, a$er a thorough investigation. It is no coincidence that 
a well-known alchemist like Michael Mayer will accompany 
the choreography of the scene with an alchemical theme. 
For Divina Proportionae, a scene dedicated to mathemati-
cal studies on proportions, we chose a musical work based 
on the golden ratio. For the movement of the stars we could 
only envision using the melodies of the planets created by 
the scientist Kepler. For the theme of Nature, the most ple-
asant and relevant accompaniment we selected is Zephiro 
Spira.

!e themes of such curated pieces perfectly combine with 
the theatricality of the show.
Walter Testolin recreates the magni#cent richness of timbres 
that characterized the musical performances for Dukes and 
Lords: from the popular frottola to re#ned and intellectually 
complex polyphony. Among the chosen authors are Guil-
laume Dufay, Johannes Ockeghem, Josquin Desprez, Bar-
tolomeo Tromboncino, the alchemical Michael Mayer, Cle-
ment Janequin, Juan del Ecina and anonymous Spaniards 
and French, whose music is performed with original instru-
ments such as the lute, %utes, the portative organ, the cro-
morn, the viola da gamba, Arabic and Persian percussions, 
the clavicytherium, and the Gothic harp.



PARADISE FEAST
Johannes Ockeghem | Kyrie, Agnus Dei Missa Cuiusvis tones 
4 voices 

ALCHEMY 
Michael Maier | Atalanta fugiens (fugues 1 et 44)
voices, viola da gamba, %ute, organ, lute, psaltery, harp

ANNONCIATION 
Bartolomeo Tromboncino | Vale Diva
voice, lute, harp, viola da gamba, %ute

DIVINE PROPORTION 
Guillaume Dufay | Nuper rosarum !ores
voices, organ, harp, lute, viola da gamba, chromiu

THE SPRING 
Bartolomeo Tromboncino | Zephyro Spira 
voices, lute, harp, psaltery, viola da gamba, %uteo

ANGHIARI’S BATTLE 
Percussions improvisation
arabic drum, Persian drum and rattlesi

TAROTS 
Juan Del Encina | Amour con Fortuna 
voices, harp, psaltery, viola da gamba, lute, %utes

METAMORPHOSIS 
Anonimo XVI Sec. | La Follia
harp, viola da gamba, lute, %ute, percussion, psaltery

Musical Program

THE BIRDS 
Clement Janequin | Le chant des Oyseaux 
voices, viola da gamba, lute, %ute, harp, psaltery

LA GIOCONDA 
Josquin Desprez | Entrée je suis 
voices, lute, %ute, viola da gamba, organ, harp

MARIA’S PASSION
Johannes Ockeghem | Mort tu as navré de ton dart 
voices, tenor %ute, organ, harp, lute, viola da gamba

SOUL 
Anonimo XVI Sec. | Pavana - La morte della ragione 
harp 
CELESTIAN BODIES 
Johannes Kepler | Temi dei pianeti da “Harmonices Mundi”
voices

LAST SUPPER 
Josquin Desprez | Nymphes, Nappées 
voices,lute, %ute, organ, viola da gamba, harp, percussions

FLYING GREETINGS 
Anonimo  XVI Sec. | Tourdion
voices, lute, %ute, psaltery, viola da gamba, harp, percus-
sions

STAGE GREETINGS
Anonimo XVI Sec. | Follia
lute, viola da gamba, psaltery, harp, percussions
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