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SUMMARY

LEONARDO DA VINCI, THE GENIUS AND THE MONSTERS.  
CASUAL ENCOUNTERS?

This article analyses Leonardo’s interest in monsters and deformed reality, 
one of the lesser known aspects of his vast and multifaceted output. With 
the possible exception of his studies of physiognomy, relevant drawings, 
sketches and short stories represent a marginal aspect of his work, but 
they are nevertheless significant for historians of teratology. The purpose 
of this study is to provide a broad overview of the relationship between 
Leonardo and both the literature on mythological monsters and the reports 
on monstrous births that he either read about or witnessed personally. 
While aspects of his appreciation and attention to beauty and the pursuit 
of perfection and good proportions are the elements most emphasised in 
Leonardo’s work, other no less interesting aspects related to deformity have 
been considered of marginal importance. My analysis will demonstrate 
that Leonardo approached the realm of monstrosity as if he considered 
abnormality a mirror of normality, deformity a mirror of harmony, and 
disease a mirror of health, as if to emphasise that, ultimately, it is the 
monster that gives the world the gift of normality. Two special cases of 
monstrosity are analysed: the famous monster of Ravenna, whose image 
was found among his papers, and a very rare case of parasitic conjoined 
twins (thoracopagus parasiticus) portrayed for the first time alive, probably 
in Florence, by Leonardo himself.
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Introduction
An analysis of Leonardo’s vast and multifaceted output does not re-
veal particularly obvious or frequent indicators of a specific interest 
in matters of teratology. However, despite only playing a marginal 
role in his wide range of interests, perhaps with the exception of his 
studies in physiognomy, questions of teratology are of no less inter-
est for the historian seeking to outline the lesser known aspects of 
the work and thought of the artist from Vinci. The aim of this study 
is thus to provide, through a multidimensional approach to his work, 
as broad an overview as possible of Leonardo’s engagement with 
monstrosity, mythology and deformity. Needless to say, aspects of 
his work linked to his appreciation of and attention to beauty, and his 
quest for perfection and proportion have been all but exclusively em-
phasised, almost to the point of trivialisation, and undoubtedly to the 
detriment of a whole series of rare but no less stimulating documents 
which tell an alternative story. It is clear from various details that 
Leonardo approached the realm of monstrosity from the perspective 
of somebody who considers abnormality a mirror of normality, de-
formity a mirror of normality, and health a mirror of disease. Almost 
as if to stress that, ultimately, it is the monster that gives the world 
the gift of normality.
Encounters between monsters and the artist from Vinci were played 
out both in written and pictorial dimensions, as well as in a more 
intimate and intellectual context, in a series of shifting impres-
sions and references typical of his work as a whole. The context 
of Leonardo’s development was such that it led to the Renaissance 
artist being labelled an artifex polytechnes, since he was able to 
handle the majority of disciplines and techniques1. Yet more than 
this, Leonardo was an artist capable of mastering an ever broader 
range of knowledge and of transcending the confines of his own 
specialist circles.
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Literary sources
So what and how numerous were Leonardo’s cultural reference 
points with regard to monsters? His definition of himself, much 
abused, as an “omo sanza lettere” (man without latin) has often, and 
with good reason, been questioned. Without wishing to go back over 
his scant knowledge of Latin which made Leonardo, to cite a partic-
ularly apt expression coined by Leonardo Olschki to define the rep-
resentatives of the new Florentine culture, a “vernacular humanist”2, 
we shall simply point out that these texts in his possession, which are 
interesting in terms of our discussion, were almost entirely written 
in the vernacular or vernacularized from Latin. Indeed, in this regard 
there are observations to be made concerning his engagement with 
literary texts whose contents deal to varying degrees with teratology. 
Although the mere knowledge of Leonardo owning a book does not, 
in the absence of further evidence, necessarily imply that he read or 
used it, we cannot help noticing how the two lists of books, com-
piled in his own hand at different periods of his life, feature certain 
titles which are particularly significant in the transmission of thought 
relating to monsters, myths and natural wonders3. Indeed, among 
his reading matter were the Fiore di virtù, Cecco d’Ascoli’s Acerba 
and Pliny’s Natural History, the latter in the vernacular version by 
Cristoforo Landino, published in Venice in 1476, three texts which 
he also used for his so-called Bestiary, and which we will analyse in 
the course of this study4.
Other texts of prime importance for the literary history of monsters are 
Andrea da Barberino’s Guerrin Meschino, Luigi Pulci’s Morgante, 
Luca Pulci’s Ciriffo Calvaneo, the Supplementum chronicarum by 
Filippo Foresti, Lucan’s Pharsalia, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Saint 
Augustine’s De civitate Dei, with his famous chapter (XXI, 8) on 
monstrous peoples and births, the Tractato dei secreti by Albertus 
Magnus and the obligatory book of Travels by John Mandeville5. 
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We know too that he owned a copy of Luca Pulci’s Il Driadeo and 
was also familiar with his Pìstole, a book which does not feature di-
rectly in his lists but which Leonardo had certainly read and cited in 
his notes. Despite not being strictly devoted to teratology, these two 
texts are of interest to us on account of several particular passages, 
to which we shall return in due course.
Despite hardly ever citing them directly, all these texts must have 
had a certain importance in his associations with wonders in general 
and in stimulating his imagination towards monstrosity in particular. 
And Leonardo himself, as a direct source, leaves us evidence of the 
most obvious aspect of his thinking regarding encounters with mon-
sters and their direct impact upon his artistic output:

The painter is Lord of all types of people and of all things. If the painter 
wishes to see beauties that charm him it lies in his power to create them, 
and if he wishes to see monstrosities that are frightful, buffoonish or ridi-
culous, or pitiable he can be lord and God thereof 6.

Similarly, this is echoed by important subsequent evidence, includ-
ing that of Giorgio Vasari:

Leonardo was so delighted when he saw curious heads, whether bearded 
or hairy, that he would follow about anyone who had thus attracted his 
attention for a whole day, acquiring such a clear idea of him that when he 
went home he would draw the head as well as if the man had been present7.

and that of Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo:

He taught the way the birds fly, lions go by the wheels, and make monstrous 
animals, and with so much talent he drew so monstrous faces that no one 
else, although many have been excellent in this field, could match with him.

And again later in the same text:
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Many other monsters could be remembered, and among those who drew 
Leonardo da Vinci in Milan, one of them, which was a most beautiful youth, 
was shown with the penis on the forehead and without nose, another face 
being on the back of the head, with the penis below the chin and with ears 
attached to the testicles; these two-heads-in-one had faun’s ears. The other 
monster had the penis just above the nose and the eyes by the side of the 
nose, the rest showing again a most beautiful youth. They are both in the 
possession of Francesco Borella, the sculptor8.

But it is not mere curiosity, which was typical of Leonardo, to steer 
him towards such bizarre, deformed or monstrous figures. Indeed, 
although his papers are filled with imaginary beasts, natural mon-
sters and drawings of deformed faces, it can certainly be said that 
abnormalities also interested him from a scientific point of view. 
If it is true, as Aristotle maintained, that we think in images, it is 
equally true that for an incredible “visualizer” such as Leonardo, 
who thought of painting as a mental process, monsters as essentially 
visual objects represented a category of special interest.

Monsters of literary influence
By way of example let us take wild men, semi-monstrous figures 
bridging the gap between primordial man and his modern counterpart, 
folkloric and hirsute borderline cases which have long been divided 
between legend, on which see the stories of Alexander the Great9, 
and transfigured reality, the most ancient source of which dates back 
to Hanno of Carthage10. In a Tuscan context, much more closely 
linked to Leonardo’s culture, we find the figure of the wild man in 
Antonio Pucci’s Gismirante, and Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron. 
In Frate Alberto’s tale, for example, having deceived a woman by 
pretending to be the Angel Gabriel and thus managing to lie with her 
many times before being discovered by her relatives, the protago-
nist is forced into a hazardous nocturnal escape disguised precisely 
as a “uom salvatico” (wild man), taking advantage of his disguise 



Lorenzo Montemagno Ciseri

74

to mingle in amongst a fancy-dress pageant proceeding through the 
streets of the city as part of the carnival celebrations11. However, 
the wild man features particularly frequently in Luca Pulci’s Ciriffo 
Calvaneo and Andrea da Barberino’s Guerrin Meschino, two books, 
as we have seen, that were owned by Leonardo, in which the motif 
of the wild man is supplemented at times by the theme of the bar-
barian, and at others by that of the giant12. Following such an estab-
lished tradition, of the pagan carnivalesque and Christian chivalry, 
Leonardo faithfully reproduces the model of the popular imagination 
by including “omini salvatichi” (wild men) as typical protagonists 
in the festivities and tournaments that he occasionally found himself 
having to organize:

On the day of January 26th, I being in the home of Messer Galeazzo da 
Sanseverino to organize the festival of his tournament, and certain footmen 
undressing to try on some costumes of savage men, who were at that party, 
Jacomo approached the purse of one them, which was on the bed with other 
garments, and took the money he found inside13.

One of these events is referred to in a drawing which has come to 
down to us, little more than a sketch, which features a strange crea-
ture on horseback, perhaps one of the musicians in the procession, 
wearing a bizarre costume consisting of an elephant’s head, with 
long ears and a proboscis concealing a wind instrument (the drawing 
is part of the Windsor collection, RL 12585 r, c. 1508). According 
to several scholars, the figure has been variously interpreted as an 
anthropomorphic hybrid, “monster on horseback playing the clari-
net”, “monstrous elephantine figure” or, more appropriately, as a 
preparatory study for the mask of the “wild man”14. Again following 
an established tradition, both literary and popular, we recognize his 
attention towards monstrosity in a handful of brief texts which show 
how his vivid imagination captured such impressions not merely in 
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the drawing, but also at the level of the written word. In the first pas-
sage the protagonist is a sea monster:

O powerful and once-living instrument of formative nature, thy great 
strength not availing thee thou must needs abandon thy tranquil life to 
obey the law which God and time gave to creative nature. To thee availed 
not the branching, sturdy dorsal fins wherewith pursuing thy prey thou wast 
wont to plough thy way, tempestuously tearing open the briny waves with 
thy breast.
Oh, how many a time the terrified shoals of dolphins and big tunny fish were 
seen to flee before thy insensate fury, and thou lashing with swift, bran-
ching fins and forked tail, didst create in the sea mist and sudden tempest 
with great buffeting and submersion of ships: with great wave thou didst 
heap up the uncovered shores with terrified and desperate fishes which 
escaping from thee, were left high and dry when the sea abandoned them, 
and became the plenteous and abundant spoil of the neighbouring people.
O Time, consumer of things, by turning them into thyself thou givest to 
the taken lives new and different habitations. O Time, swift despoiler of 
created things, how many kings, how many peoples hast thou undone, 
how many changes of states and of circumstances have followed since the 
wondrous form of this fish died here in this cavernous and winding recess. 
Now destroyed by time thou liest patiently in this closed place with bones 
despoiled and bare serving as a support and prop for the mountain placed 
over thee15.

We are thus dealing with a ketos, or cetus, that which swallows Jonah 
in the Greek text of the Bible, a term which, in antiquity, always de-
noted a monstrous-looking sea creature, of gigantic proportions and 
fierce temperament. A beast that from time to time took on differ-
ent appearances, designating the most varied aquatic animals, which 
were remarkable for their size: hippopotami, elephant seals, large 
fish, and other cetaceans. In Leonardo’s short story one immediately 
hears faint echoes of classical fables on the legends of the sea, in-
cluding the curious story of the whale that, asleep on the sea’s sur-
face was mistaken for an island by sailors, who duly landed upon it 
in order to spend the night and proceeded to light a fire, thus waking 
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the animal, which flinging itself around and submerging, plunged the 
reckless sailors into the sea. Legends of this kind recur as far back 
as the Eastern, Indian and Babylonian tradition, whence they pass 
almost unaltered into the Greco-Roman world through the tales of 
Alexander the Great’s exploits in the East16. In the Medieval context 
a similar story is found in the famous Navigatio Sancti Brandani, 
written in Ireland in the ninth to tenth century A.D., which recounts 
the sea voyage undertaken by Brendan, an Irish Benedictine abbot 
who lived between the fifth and sixth century A.D., in search of 
Terrestrial Paradise, located on a magical island, during the course 
of which he encountered various fantastic creatures17.
Whilst several classical influences may thus be detected in the de-
scription of this monster, equally numerous direct or indirect quo-
tations from works closer to Leonardo’s world and time are to be 
found in the other short story, entitled The Giant and dedicated to 
the strange character, part merchant and perhaps part Medici spy, of 
Benedetto Dei18. The passage is rather lengthy but worth, in my view, 
quoting in full:

Dear Benedetto Dei, To give you news of things here from the East you 
should know that in the month of June there appeared a giant who comes 
from the Libyan desert. This giant was born on Mount Atlas; and was black, 
and he fought against Artaxerxes with the Egyptians and Arabs, Medes and 
Persians; he lived in the sea on whales, grampuses, and ships. The black 
face at first sight is very horrible and terrifying to look at, and especially 
the swollen and red eyes set beneath the awful, dark eyebrows which might 
cause the sky to be overcast and the earth to tremble. And, believe me, there 
is no man so brave but that when the fiery eyes were turned upon him he 
would not willingly have put on wings in order to flee, for infernal Lucifer’s 
face would seem angelic when compared with this. The nose was turned 
up with wide nostrils from which issued many large bristles; beneath these 
was the arched mouth with thick lips, and with whiskers at the ends like a 
cat’s, and the teeth were yellow. He towered above the heads of men on hor-
seback from the top of his feet upward. When the proud giant fell because 



Leonardo da Vinci

77

of the gory and miry ground it seemed as though a mountain had fallen; 
whereat the country shook as with an earthquake, with terror to Pluto in 
hell; and Mars fearing for his life took refuge under the bed of Jove.
And from the violence of the shock the giant lay somewhat stunned on the 
ground; then suddenly the people, believing that he had been killed by a 
thunderbolt began to turn his hair and, like ants that scurry hither and 
thither over an oak struck down by the axe of a strong peasant, rushed over 
his huge limbs and pierced them with many wounds. Then the giant being 
roused and aware that he was covered by the multitude suddenly felt the 
smarting from their stabs and uttered a roar which sounded like a terrific 
thunderclap; and placing his hands on the ground he lifted his terrifying 
face; and raising one hand to his head he found it covered with men sti-
cking to the hair like the minute creatures which are sometimes found har-
boured there. Then shaking his head he sent the men flying through the air 
after the manner of hail when driven by the fury of the winds; and many of 
these men who had been treading on him were killed. Then he stood erect 
and stamped with his feet. And they clung to the hairs and strove to hide 
among it behaving like sailors in a storm who mount the rigging in order to 
lower the sails and lessen the force of the wind.
And as his cramped position had been irksome, and in order to rid himself 
of the importunity of the throng, his rage turned to fury, and he began with 
his feet to enter among the crowd, giving vent to the frenzy which possessed 
his legs, and with kicks he threw men through the air, so that they fell on the 
others, as though there had been a storm of hail; and many were those who 
in dying brought death; and this cruelty continued until the dust stirred up 
by his big feet rising into the air, compelled his infernal fury to draw back, 
while we continued our flight.
Alas, how many attacks were made upon this raging fiend to whom every 
onslaught was as nothing! O miserable people, for you there avail not the 
impregnable fortresses, nor the high walls of the city, nor your great num-
bers, nor your houses or palaces! There remained not any place unless it 
were the small holes and subterranean caves like those of crabs or crickets 
and such animals. There you might find safety and a means of escape.
Oh, how many unhappy mothers and fathers were deprived of their sons! 
how many wretched women were deprived of their companions. In truth, 
my dear Benedetto, I do not believe that ever since the world was created 
there has been seen a lamentation, and a wailing of people, caused by so 
great terror. In truth, in this case the human species must envy every other 
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creature; for though the eagle has strength to defeat the other birds, they 
at least remain unconquered through the rapidity of their flight, and so 
swallows through their speed escape from the prey of the falcon; dolphins 
by their swift flight escape from the prey of the whales and grampuses; 
but for us wretched beings there avails not any flight, since this monster, 
advancing with slow step, far exceeds the speed of the swiftest courser. I do 
not know what to say or do and everywhere I seem to find myself swimming 
with bent head through the mighty throat, and remaining buried within a 
huge belly, confused with death.

The following lines are a variation of a verse in the Historia della 
Reina d’Oriente (History of the Queen of the East) by the fourteenth-
century Florentine writer Antonio Pucci:

He was blacker than a hornet, and his eyes were as red as a burning fire. 
He rode on a big stallion six spans across and more than twenty long, with 
six giants tied to his saddle bow and one in his hand who gnawed him with 
his tooth; and behind him came boars with tusks sticking out of their snouts 
perhaps ten spans19.

A topos of fantastic and mythological literature, in the Middle Ages 
the giant becomes the unrivalled protagonist of epic and chivalric 
poems in the vernacular, but is by no means restricted to the genre. 
Giovanni Boccaccio in the Genealogie deorum gentilium (Book 
IV), a scholarly, encyclopaedic work, gathered together reports from 
classical sources regarding giants, and Dante Alighieri saw them and 
described them in the Divine Comedy (Canto XXXI), among the 
many other fabulous creatures that populated his journey through 
the underworld. Amongst the direct sources for Leonardo is Pliny’s 
Natural History (VII, 9), which tells of Homer’s Laestrygonians, the 
giant cannibals that devoured Odysseus’s crew (Odyssey, Book X), 
not by chance in collaboration with the Cyclopes, who were also 
giants but even more monstrous, if such a thing were possible, giv-
en their single eye in the middle of the forehead. Then, of course, 
we have Luigi Pulci’s Morgante, whose eponymous protagonist is 
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none other than a horrible giant, albeit essentially benevolent, who 
from wild, Eastern origins, ends up wearing the domesticated and 
semi-civilized clothes of the West, with comic and grotesque con-
sequences. The penchant for giants must have been widely held in 
the Pulci family given that Luca was the co-author, along with his 
brother Luigi, of the Ciriffo Calvaneo, another rhyming chivalric 
poem which Leonardo owned, in which we even find our enormous 
protagonists organized and squadroned into an out and out army. 
Together with other monstrous races, they form such a bewildered 
and terrifyingly motley crew that they appear unreal and tragicomic. 
And then we have the classic of medieval literature on monsters and 
marvels, The Travels of the elusive John Mandeville, who tells of 
giants and pygmies, and, once again, Andrea da Barberino’s Guerrin 
Meschino, in which the protagonist fights and kills the ferocious gi-
ant Maccabeos. The final part of the Leonardo passage, however, 
is actually a transcription, probably from memory or a corrupted 
text, of a stanza from the Quarto cantare of the Reina d’Oriente by 
Antonio Pucci, a versatile and imaginative Florentine poet of the 
fourteenth century, who is responsible for promoting giants from the 
constraints of mythology to the realm of the epic20. His Eastern gi-
ants, with which Leonardo must have thus been very familiar, form 
the imperial guard to the queen, are all black and armed with iron 
clubs, yet, despite their large numbers, are destined to remain some-
what in the background, slaves to their own manifest stupidity.
However, in analysing what comes to be called Leonardo’s Bestiary 
we find ourselves confronted with a text that situates itself fully 
within the inexhaustible and extremely successful literary tradi-
tion of medieval bestiaries, compendia of real and fantastic animals 
and their “natures”, or rather their behaviour, often moralising in 
nature in the best Christian tradition of the most ancient of these, 
the Physiologus21. Leonardo’s compilation is no exception and in-
cludes among its ranks some of the best known classical monsters. 
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We therefore find, for example, a classical portrait in the Homeric 
tradition, which has become a symbol of female blandishment: 

The siren sings so sweetly that she lulls the mariners to sleep; then she 
climbs upon the ships and kills the sleeping mariners22.

From a textual comparison with the three works owned by Leonardo 
from which he might have taken the information necessary for com-
piling his own bestiary, we discover a very interesting correspond-
ence in the Fiore di virtù, in the chapter entitled Della lusinga ap-
propriata delle Serene, where the following is said: 

The vice of flattery may be compared to the siren. This is an animal, or 
rather a fish who, from the middle down, is fashioned after a fish with two 
tails twisted upwards, and from the middle upward looks like a maiden. It 
lives in the waves and in the most dangerous corners of the sea. When a 
ship sets its course by those places, the siren sings so sweetly that the sai-
lors and the passengers fall asleep. And while they sleep the siren comes to 
the ship and slays them all23.

Pliny, in his Natural History does not speak strictly of sirens but of 
Nereids24, although they actually seem to be very similar in nature. 
Equally, it appears to be some way off from Cecco d’Ascoli’s de-
scription of the sirens in L’Acerba: 

The Siren sings so sweetly
that she puts sweetly to sleep whosoever hears her,
and thus she captures man and takes him with her,
by force she compels him to lie with her;
while sighing she sounds as if she was sighing for love,
then she devours man with her cruel teeth25.

Later in Leonardo’s text we find the entry on constancy which runs 
as follows:

Constancy may be symbolized by the phoenix which understanding by 
nature its renewal, it has the constancy to endure the burning flames which 
consume it, and then it is reborn anew26.



Leonardo da Vinci

81

The phoenix, often called the “Arabian phoenix”, was a mythologi-
cal bird known from as far back as the ancient Egyptians, for whom 
it was identified with the sun, had the ability to be reborn from its 
own ashes after death and, for this reason, in Greek mythology be-
came a symbol of a fabulous and sacred animal, whose symbolic 
fame has come all the way down to us. Leonardo associates it with 
the virtue of constancy, since it lives on perpetually, and in this case 
too, more so than with Pliny or Cecco d’Ascoli27, we find a close 
correspondence with the Fiore di virtù:

We may compare the virtue of constancy to a bird called the phoenix, which 
lives three hundred and fifteen years. When it feels old age and decrepitude 
it gathers certain dry and aromatic twigs and builds a nest and crawls into 
it and, turning its face to the sphere of the sun, it beats its wings until the 
heat of the sun lights a fire. The phoenix is so constant that it does not move 
out of this fire but lets itself be burned because it naturally knows that it 
must regenerate itself. After nine days a small worm is born from the dust, 
or ashes, or humor of its body and grows gradually by virtue of nature and 
after thirty days becomes bird as it was before. And there is never more 
than one phoenix in the world at one time28.

Again we move from a classic of fantastic zoology to another fas-
cinating animal monster, the unicorn, the legend and symbolism of 
which, usually associated with chastity, are undoubtedly among the 
most successful and enduring in our culture. Leonardo describes its 
classical nature, but compares it to the emotion of intemperance:

The unicorn through its lack of temperance, and because it does not know 
how to control itself for the delight that it has for young maidens, forgets 
its ferocity and wildness; and laying aside all fear it goes up to the seated 
maiden and goes to sleep in her lap, and in this way the hunters take it29.

Once again the probable primary source of this passage is not to be 
found either in Pliny, who does not name the unicorn directly, but 
speaks somewhat generically of horses armed with horns, or of the 
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monoceros (with the body of a horse and the head of a deer)30; nor 
completely in Cecco d’Ascoli who, albeit with some points in com-
mon, does not seem to adhere to it fully:

The liocorn is an animal so strong
that fights with the elephant as his enemy
and often leads man to his death.
Humility seizes its heart
when it sees a damsel, and lies on her lap,
thus virginity captures him31.

Yet again a closer resemblance is found with the Fiore di virtù:

The vice of intemperance may be compared to the unicorn. He is an ani-
mal who has such a taste for being in the company of young maidens that 
whenever he sees one he goes to her and falls asleep in her arms. Then the 
hunters can come and capture him. And except for this intemperance of his 
they would never be able to capture him32.

There are two further mythological monsters within the pages of 
Leonardo’s Bestiary, which are worth analysing for their relevance: 
the catoblepas and the amphisbaena. The former is an animal which, 
in the fantastic zoology of antiquity, sometimes resembled a type of 
serpent or reptile, never identified, and sometimes an African quad-
ruped, perhaps the gnu, characterized by having a heavy head and 
its face continuously turned towards the ground. Leonardo describes 
his catoplea in the following terms:

It is found in Ethiopia near to the principal source of the Niger. It is an ani-
mal which is not very large. It is sluggish in all its limbs and has the head 
so large that it carries it awkwardly, in such a way that it is always inclined 
towards the ground; otherwise it would be a very great pest to mankind, for 
anyone on whom it fixes its eyes dies instantly33.

There is no trace of such a monster in either Cecco d’Ascoli or in 
the Fiore di virtù and the direct source, in this case, is undoubtedly 
Pliny’s Natural History, in which the following text appears:
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In Western Aethiopia there is a spring, the Nigris, which most people have 
supposed to be the source of the Nile. In its neighborhood there is an ani-
mal called the Catoblepas, in other respects of moderate size and inactive 
with the rest of its limbs, only with a very heavy head which it carries with 
difficulty - it is always hanging down to the ground; otherwise it is deadly 
to the human race, as all who see its eyes expire immediately34.

Likewise in the Morgante, cited along with other fabulous creatures, 
the catoblepas is mentioned but Pulci opts to transform it into a snake:

And there’s a serpente known as catoblepe
which, being lazy, with its head and mouth
moves on the ground , and glides with all the rest:
it dries up crops and grass and all it touches
and from its breath such venomous heat exhales,
with its horrendous looks it kills a man;
but is, in turn, by a small weasel slain35.

On the subject of monstrous serpents, as we continue in our read-
ing of the Bestiary, we come across the amphisbaena, which is de-
scribed thus:

This has two heads, one in its usual place the other at its tail, as though it 
was not sufficient for it to throw its poison from one place only36.

The amphisbaena, whose name in Greek means “that which goes 
in two directions”, was said to be able to slither forwards and back-
wards indifferently, having a head at either end of its body. It is 
described by Lucan in the Pharsalia, a book owned by Leonardo, 
where we find a list of the real or imaginary serpents that Cato’s 
soldiers met with in the deserts of Africa: “the anfisbena, slow and 
heavy, which turns in the desired direction by his double head”37. 
The Leonardo passage, however, definitely refers, almost word for 
word, to a passage in Pliny: “The amphisbaena has a twin head, that 
is one at the tail end as well, as though it were not enough for poison 
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to be poured out of one mouth.”38. This particular monster featured 
heavily in the works of medieval Tuscan authors. It is mentioned by 
Brunetto Latini in his Tresor39 and by his most famous pupil, Dante 
Alighieri, who includes it in the Divine Comedy (Inferno, XXIV, 87), 
where a series of monstrous serpents are listed. Similar accounts are 
found in the works of the Pulci brothers, the Ciriffo Calvaneo (IV, 
19, 2-3) and the Morgante:

There are in Libya
many beasts never seen by humaneyes,
and one of them is amphisbaena called:
backward and forward all these serpents crawl
with their backs growing right between two heads40.

Moving from snake to snake, we reach the basilisk, or basiliscus, 
or basilicock, whose name means “little king” or, as Lucan has it, 
“king of the deserted sands”41, and which is a rather strange hybrid 
monster, able to metamorphose in time, and which must have greatly 
appealed to Leonardo, so much so that he dedicated no fewer than 
three chapters of his Bestiary to it, which are similar in subject but 
different in terms of content and sources:

The basilisk is so exceedingly cruel that when it cannot kill animals with 
the venom of its gaze it turns towards the herbs and plants, and looking 
fixedly upon them makes them whither up42.

The origin of this first note, where Leonardo associates the basilisk 
with the sentiment of cruelty, since it transfixes its victims while they 
wither in its gaze, is doubtless due to a reading of the Fiore di virtù:

We may compare the vice of cruelty to the Basilisk, a serpent who kills with 
his look alone and never knows any pity. If he cannot find anyone to poison, 
he scorches the grass and the trees which are around him by blowing on 
them with the cruel breath coming from his poisonous body43.
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The second note, also associated with cruelty, briefly describes the 
powers of the weasel, as the natural opponent of the basilisk, and the 
only animal capable of being both immune to its gaze thanks to rue, 
a plant with obvious miraculous properties, and of killing it:

This is shunned by all serpents; the weasel fights with it by means of rue 
and slays it. Rue for virtue44.

We find a very similar description in Chapter XXX of the Acerba:

The basilisk is the king of serpents;
for fear of death everybody flees 
from its deadly face with shining eyes.
No animal can avoid being killed
and loses its life in an instant.
The weasel, with the help of rue,
fights with the basilisk and kills it
as the herb helps the weasel against its venom.
So does the Soul against the Devil
because She pushes away his poison with her virtue
by abandoning her iniquitous will
and fighting against herself She is victorious
and finally kills the Devil45.

Particularly developed is the third passage that Leonardo devotes to 
the basilisk, which runs as follows:

It is found in the province of Cyrenaica and is not more than twelve fingers 
long. It has a white spot on its head of the shape of a diadem. It drives away 
every serpent by its whistling. It resembles a snake but does not move by 
wriggling, but extends itself straight forward from its centre. It is said that 
on one occasion when one of these was killed by a horseman’s spear and 
its venom flowed over the spear, not only the man died but the horse did 
also. It spoils the corn, not only that which it touches but that upon which 
it breathes; it scorches the grass and splits the stones.

This is followed shortly afterwards in the text by another passage 
devoted to the nature of the weasel as cited in the previous chapter:
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Weasel. This on finding the den of the basilisk kills it with the smell of its 
urine by spreading this about, and the smell of this urine often kills the 
weasel itself 46.

The reason for this can readily be seen by reading what must un-
doubtedly have been his primary source for this note, the corre-
sponding passage of Pliny’s Natural History:

The basilisk serpent also has the same power. It is a native of the province 
of Cyrenaica, not more than 12 inches long, and adorned with a bright 
white marking on the head like a sort of diadem. It routs all snakes with its 
hiss, and does not move its body forward in manifold coils like the other 
snakes but advancing with its middle raised high. It kills bushes not only 
by its touch but also by its breath, scorches up grass and bursts rocks. 
Its effect on other animals is disastrous: it is believed that once one was 
killed with a spear by a man on horseback and the infection rising through 
the spear rising not only the rider but also the horse. Yet to a creature 
so marvellous as this - indeed kings have often wished to see a specimen 
when safely dead - the venom of weasels is fatal: so fixed is the decree of 
nature that nothing shall be without its match. They throw the Basilisks 
(Basilisci) into weasels’ holes, which are easily known by the foulness of 
the ground, and the weasels kill them by their stench and die themselves at 
the same time, and nature’s battle is accomplished47.

Also worth recalling are two passages in Vasari which, in the life of 
Leonardo, record his penchant for joking around by bizarrely mak-
ing and assembling real artificial monsters, of the basilisk type:

So he brought for this purpose to his room, which no one entered but 
himself, lizards, grasshoppers, serpents, butterflies, locusts, bats, and other 
strange animals of the kind, and from them all he produced a great animal 
so horrible and fearful that it seemed to poison the air with its fiery breath. 
This he represented coming out of some dark broken rocks, with venom 
issuing from its open jaws, fire from its eyes, and smoke from its nostrils, a 
monstrous and horrible thing indeed.
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And a few pages on:

Leonardo went to Rome with Duke Giuliano de’ Medici, and knowing the 
Pope to be fond of philosophy, especially alchemy, he used to make little 
animals of a wax paste, which as he walked along he would fill with wind 
by blowing into them, and so make them fly in the air, until the wind being 
exhausted, they dropped to the ground. The vinedresser of the Belvedere 
having found a very strange lizard, Leonardo made some wings of the sca-
les of other lizards and fastened them on its back with a mixture of quicksil-
ver, so that they trembled when it walked; and having made for it eyes, 
horns, and a beard, he tamed it and kept it in a box, but all his friends to 
whom he showed it used to run away from fear48.

Artistic experimentation with monsters
It is a short step from the basilisk to the dragon, since we are still within 
the realm of monstrous serpents with demonic features and Leonardo 
does not shy away from providing us with a note on the monster, in which 
he states that: “This twines itself round the legs of the elephant, and it 
falls upon him and both die. And in dying it has its revenge”49.  And later 
on, discussing the nature of the elephant, he returns to the same theme:

The dragon flings itself under the elephant’s body and with its tail it ties its 
legs; with its wings and claws it squeezes its ribs, and with its teeth bites 
its throat; the elephant falls on top of it and the dragon bursts. Thus in its 
death it is revenged on its foe50.

In these two notes on the dragon, Leonardo alternates between his sourc-
es, following both Pliny and Cecco d’Ascoli, although similar reports 
of ferocious fighting between dragons and elephants are also found in 
Lucan and in the Morgante51. Actually, Pliny considers the dragon, or 
rather enormous serpents, only in reference to the nature of the elephant, 
offering two separate stories to describe their legendary duels:

Elephants are produced by Africa beyond the deserts of Sidra and by the 
country of the Moors; also by the land of Ethiopia and the Cave-dwellers, 
as has been said; but the biggest ones by India, as well as serpents that 
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keep up a continual feud and warfare with them, the serpents also being 
of so large a size that they easily encircle the elephants in their coils and 
fetter them with a twisted knot. In this duel both combatants die together, 
and the vanquished elephant in falling crushes with its weight the snake 
coiled round it52.

And again, a short time later:

There is also another account of this contest that elephants are very cold-
blooded, and consequently in very hot weather are specially sought after 
by the snakes; and that for this reason they submerge themselves in rivers 
and lie in wait for the elephants when drinking, and rising up coil round the 
trunk and imprint a bite inside the ear, because that place only cannot be 
protected by the trunk; and that the snakes are so large that they can hold 
the whole of an elephant’s blood, and so they drink the elephants dry, and 
these when drained collapse in a heap and the serpents being intoxicated 
are crushed by them and die with them53.

Compare this with what is said in the Acerba: 

The dragon wraps the elephant’s feet
with its tail and screeches while fighting
until life leaves the elephant’s heart;
but the elephant falls on the dragon
and while dying kills its enemy54.

If it is true that natural selection takes place among all the living 
beings that (actually) populate the earth, it is equally true that there 
has to be a sort of cultural selection resulting in the prizing of certain 
fabulous creatures created by our imagination. The dragon, which 
originally is nothing more than a large serpent, is surely one of the 
strongest archetypal monsters in this sense, especially from an icon-
ographical point of view. Indeed, Leonardo was not immune to the 
attraction and fascination of this figure and, among his drawings, 
we find various depictions of dragons such as those in the Codex 
Windsor RL 12370r, on page 78r, and RL 12369r, on page 156r55. Of 



Leonardo da Vinci

89

particular visual impact is the drawing of a dragon fighting a lion, 
which is kept in the Drawings and Prints Room of the Uffizi Gallery 
in Florence (dis. 435 E). Since the notes in the Bestiary discussed 
fights between dragons and elephants, the choice of the lion as the 
monster’s opponent might seem odd, but not so if one considers that 
Leonardo must have been very familiar with lions, since they had 
always been present in Florence, from the High Middle Ages, in the 
menagerie of the Signoria, becoming one of the symbols of the city 
by the name of Marzocco56. The attention to the expressions of the 
two brawling beasts is remarkable and this is no surprise for one of 
Leonardo’s declared passions was precisely the study of physiogno-
my. This ancient para-scientific discipline, the first treatise of which 
is the Physiognomonics (of the Aristotelian school), continued to be 
studied in the Middle Ages but only in the Renaissance, beginning 
with Leonardo himself, did it experience a sort of rebirth in the mod-
ern sense. For the artist from Vinci physiognomy was an integral part 
of anatomical research and he thus came to investigate the abnormal 
and the deformed more from a scientific point of view, than a purely 
artistic or aesthetic perspective57. As already indicated, however, the 
grotesque interested Leonardo, by his own admission, as a study of 
the real and an element of contrast to emphasise the general rule. 
Following this principle one readily understands the dynamics of the 
drawing depicting the Facing busts of old man and adolescent boy 
(Fig. 1), also kept in the Uffizi in Florence, in which the splendour 
of youth is felt all the more intensely beside the decadence of old 
age58. The same may be said for all the drawings of human mon-
sters, deformed faces and heads, which are very often taken as banal 
caricatures but which in fact belie an anthropometric approach to the 
human face on the part of the artist. A meticulous attention to expres-
sion, admittedly revealing passion, but also and especially the under-
lying anatomical mechanics which change with age, malnutrition, 
untreated disease, tooth loss and all such factors, encouraged too by 
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Fig. 1. Leonardo da Vinci, Facing Busts of Old Man and Adolescent boy, Florence, Uffizi, 
dis. 423 Er.
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the social conditions of the time, almost allowing for a transparent 
view of the inner workings of the faces themselves59.
Leonardo, as in many other aspects, made a decisive step forward 
in this context too and, in the refinement of his drawing, even went 
as far as successfully researching and portraying the expression of 
monsters, thus conducting a sort of physiognomic research into the 
snouts of monstrous animals. See in this regard drawings RL 12366r 
(Fig. 2) and RL 12367r of the Royal Collection in Windsor, depict-
ing the grotesque expressions of certain fantastic beasts halfway 
between a ferocious, snarling dragon and a submissive dog, with 
its brow lowered at the outer edges and timid gaze, typical of any 
frightened animal60.

Fig. 2 - Leonardo da Vinci, Two Studies of the Heads of Grotesque Animals, Royal Collec-
tion in Windsor, RL 12366r.
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Real monsters: two particular cases
Folio 58 b-r of the Codex Atlanticus contains a drawing of a hermaph-
roditic human monster, with a slightly ambiguous facial expression 
and characterised by various hybrid elements, located throughout 
the body, which are clearly inspired by demons61. In place of the 
arms are bat wings, and the right-hand side of the body, male, con-
cludes with a scaly leg and a webbed paw with claws in place of the 
foot, whilst the left-hand side, female, has a V on the chest and the 
leg bears an eye at the point of the knee. On the creature’s head is a 
long, straight horn which extends from the top of the forehead, in the 
middle. The drawing (Fig. 3), clearly not by Leonardo and invisible, 
except against the light, before 
being restored, was first pointed 
out by Carlo Pedretti in 196462. 
During restoration work on the 
Codex Atlanticus the four frag-
ments which had made up the 
sheet in the old codex were re-
assembled, thus reinstating what 
must have been one of the many 
images that circulated, in Italy 
and abroad, of a famous monster, 
which Pedretti himself identified 
as the one born in Ravenna on 6 
March 1512.
News of this monstrous birth 
spread rapidly throughout Italy, 
so much so that the first docu-
ment to report it is by the Roman 
chronicler Sebastiano di Branca 
Tedallini and dates from barely 
two days later:

Fig. 3 - The Monster of Ravenna of 1512 (not 
by Leonardo), Codex Atlanticus, f. 58i recto.
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March 8th. A baby was born of a nun and a friar in Ravenna, and this is 
his description. He had a big head with a horn on his forehead and a large 
mouth, on his chest there were three letters, YXV; he had three hairs on his 
chest, a hairy leg like the devil’s, the other like a man’s but with an eye in 
the middle; never had such a thing been seen by man. The governor has 
sent a description to Pope Julius II63.

The expression “nella carta” (on paper), used by Tedallini, would 
suggest that in addition to the news and description of the monster a 
drawing was enclosed depicting it. In only two days then the news 
had arrived from Ravenna, which, being part of the Papal States, 
had evidently superior links with Rome compared to other cities, 
if it is true that the same news would only arrive in the much clos-
er Florence a few days later. Indeed we find it recorded by Luca 
Landucci in his Diary on 11 March:

March 11th, (1512). We heard that in Ravenna a woman had given birth 
to a monster and a drawing was made of him. On his head he had a horn 
pointing upwards that looked like a sword; instead of two arms he had 
wings like a bat’s, on one side of his chest he had a fio64 on one side and a 
cross on the other, and lower down at the waist, two serpents, and it was 
hermaphrodite, female above and male below; and on the rigth knee it had 
an eye, and its left foot was like that of an eagle. I saw it portrayed, and 
everyone who whished could see this portrait in Florence65.

More explicit than Tedallini, Landucci states that the monster 
“venne qui disegnato” (came here drawn), that is news of it arrived 
by means of a drawing, perhaps in colour given that it is later de-
fined as “painted”. The Florentine chronicler thus had his hands on a 
drawing, probably accompanied by captions and perhaps reproduced 
in numerous copies to be circulated and sold among the public, as 
suggested by the closing remark that it was seen by “anyone who 
wished to see it”66. Pamphlets, in manuscript form and illustrated, or 
simple illustrations with captions, thus circulated at such a speed that 
now seems particularly remarkable for the early sixteenth century. 
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Indeed a few days later we find trace of it in Spain, in a letter written 
by Pietro Martire d’Anghiera to Marchese Pietro Fajardo, and the 
monster is again cited by the Spanish historian Andrés Bernaldez, 
who also stresses the Roman origin of the news and circulation of 
the image67.
We thus have evidence that, immediately after its presumed birth, 
many depictions of this monster spread throughout Europe and, 
from a comparison of the various images it is possible to differen-
tiate between two distinct iconographical models. The first depicts 
an anthropomorphic creature with a leonine face, bearing a central 
horn at the top of the forehead, with the letters XYV on the chest 
(the letter X is located centrally beneath the throat whilst the other 
two are on the left and right, on the pectoral muscles); beneath the 
letter V is a mark or a kind of scar in the shape of a half-moon and 
what seem to be two strips of skin dangling beneath the pectorals. 
Perhaps these are the “tre peli allo petto” (three hairs on the chest), 
clearly very large, which Tedallini mentions. In place of the arms the 
figure has two wings halfway between those of a bird and those of a 
devil. Clearly visible is a male member, also demonic in appearance 
with an exaggerated erection, beneath which in some depictions the 
outline of a vagina can be made out, signifying the monster’s her-
maphroditism. There are two legs, one of which is covered in scales, 
at the bottom of which is the foot of a frog or an eagle, whilst the 
other would appear to be normal except for the presence of an eye 
on the knee-cap.
The second model is that of a monster with an effeminate face, noble 
in appearance, but with the same horn as that found on the forehead 
of the first. A letter Y is present on the middle of the chest, beneath 
the throat, and further down is a cross, still located in the centre, at the 
height of the sternum. In place of the arms here too wings are present 
which range, depending on the artist, from the fine plumage of a bird 
to the unmistakable outline of the wings of a demon or bat. The pec-
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torals are more rounded and defined, often to the point of resembling 
two breasts. The stomach and the flanks also tend decidedly towards 
the feminine, but the clear presence of both sexes again shows, as in 
the previous case, the monster’s androgynous nature. Here there is 
only a single leg, covered in scales, which ends in the typically shaped 
foot, including the claws, of a bird of prey. In place of the single knee, 
which is seemingly unclear, there is again an open eye. These two 
types of images evidently circulated in parallel and were picked up 
and reproduced, together or separately, by all writers working on mon-
sters right up until the second half of the seventeenth century68.
From certain documents predating the birth of the monster of 
Ravenna it can be seen that the various iconographical representa-
tions of it made extensive use, as often happens, of pre-existing vis-
ual materials and combined classical forms with typically medieval 
symbolism. The source of the monster of Ravenna’s first model of 
iconographical representation, despite contradicting Pedretti’s au-
thoritative opinion, should be attributed to the use of a previous im-
age, referring to another monster, which appeared in Florence in July 
1506 and of which we still have direct knowledge from a drawing 
pasted within the manuscript of Marin Sanudo’s Diarii in August of 
the same year and from an almost identical German pamphlet, which 
was probably reproduced from the same model or from a similar 
Italian pamphlet69. Some years later the mannerist painter and writer 
on art Giovan Paolo Lomazzo recalls the episode, dating it to the 
following year, in his aptly entitled text “Della forma de gl’uomini 
mostruosi” (On the shape of monstrous men):

In Florence in the year 1507 a baby was born without arms, his face was 
like that of a lion and with a horn in the middle of his forehead, his body 
and his right leg were of a human form except there was an eye in the 
middle of one of his knees; he had two bat wings, a woman’s bosom, his 
penis bent up and pointed at its tip, his left leg was covered in eagle’s fea-
thers and his foot looked almost like a goose’s70.



Lorenzo Montemagno Ciseri

96

The second model, however, can be traced back to the tradition of 
beliefs and the respective iconography pertaining to the mythological 
imagination of the Germanic peoples. Indeed, they represented the 
world of sin in a very similar way: a woman with bat wings, upright 
on a single eagle talon, with each part of her body representing one 
of the seven deadly sins71. Thus, whilst we cannot exclude the pos-
sibility that a seriously deformed baby actually was born in Ravenna 
on the date indicated by the various reports, it is nevertheless certain 
that its various depictions were almost entirely constructed on the 
basis of pre-existing iconographical materials.
We must evidently suppose, therefore, that the drawing of the mon-
ster was already present on the sheet before Leonardo used the back 
of it for his sketches and notes72. Usually, in depictions of monstrous 
births, the newborn child is portrayed with the physical features of an 
adult, and, as in this case, babies are depicted as having grown and 
developed to a much greater extent than would have been possible. 
The figure presents certain elements worthy of comment and cannot, 
in my view, be dismissed simply as one of the many depictions of the 
monster of Ravenna. In analysing the various parts which make up the 
figure on Folio 58 b-r of the Codex Atlanticus, one notices how the 
central horn, which extends from the top of the monster’s forehead, is 
extremely stylised, undoubtedly much straighter and longer compared 
to other images, almost to the point of resembling more a unicorn horn 
than the classical goat-like horn, short and twisted, of other figures. 
One peculiarity is the well defined presence of hair, an element that 
is absent in the figures of the Florentine monster of 1506 and in the 
two-footed model of the monster of Ravenna, whilst the hair is to be 
found in the other Ravenna version but is never maintained to the 
same degree or combed back. The face, therefore, which is by no 
means leonine, animal-like or ferocious in appearance, is not related 
to that of the two-legged Ravenna figure described by Anghiera and 
Bernaldez. On the contrary it is portrayed here as an almost child-
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like face, with a meek expression and a look that might be defined 
as sad. This feature is reproduced both in the many depictions which 
are made of the single-footed version of the monster of Ravenna and 
in the two images that we have of the Florentine monster of 1506. 
The ears, however, appear to be human and more redolent of those 
in other depictions of the monster of Ravenna.
As pointed out by Landucci, the monster drawn on the back of the 
Leonardo sheet has membranous wings, like those of a devil or bat, 
rather than the feathered type associated with birds. Moreover, in 
the drawing in the Codex Atlanticus, the wings, uniquely among the 
many images which have come down to us, are perpendicular to the 
body, with the tips lowered, rather than pointing upwards, as in the 
act of taking flight. This particular variant points to a certain amount 
of originality and liberty on the part of the anonymous artist.
Beneath the neck, in the centre, there are no visible marks. Between 
the monster’s right shoulder and chest, however, is a clearly visible 
letter V, only one of the three letters reported by Tedallini and pre-
sent in other images of the monster of Ravenna. The fio reported by 
Landucci cannot be seen, nor can the two crosses ++ which are found 
on the chest of the Florentine monster of 1506 and, uniquely among 
all the depictions and variants, the V is drawn on the side of the mon-
ster’s “human” leg. One does, however, sense the presence of another 
mark, between the chest and left shoulder, which was lost when the 
sheet was separated into quartos and is now impossible to restore. 
Given the shape of the vertical line missing from the drawing we can 
only conjecture that it might have been the very Y that is present, and 
mirroring the V, in other images. In this unique case then we should 
perhaps conjecture a change of places of the two letters alone, while 
the figure remains the same. On the abdomen there is no appendage 
or strip of skin as in all the other models. What is curious is the shape 
of the navel, which resembles an eye, almost reproducing the one 
present, according to sources, on the knee of the human leg. 
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The monster’s androgynous nature is clearly evident, as Landucci 
notes, and is represented by the two sets of sexual organs, female 
and male, side by side. This is the only element to remain constant 
in almost all versions of the monster of Ravenna and the two images 
of the monster of Florence. Only slight variations are present in the 
shape and relative position of the sexual organs, which are always 
stylised. Finally the two legs mirror those of the two-footed versions 
of the monsters of both Ravenna and Florence, with the eye on the 
knee-cap of the “human” leg and the scales on the other leg which 
concludes with a reptilian limb, often webbed. Again a middle course 
is found between what had been reported by Tedallini, “a hairy leg 
with a devil’s foot, the other leg that of a man with an eye midway 
along the leg”, and what was written by Landucci: “on the right knee 
it had an eye, and its left foot was that of an eagle”. But the only bird-
like limb that Landucci refers to is only found in the single-footed 
images of the monster of Ravenna. An analysis of the symbolism 
associated with the various parts of the monster of Ravenna’s body 
was conducted early on by the contemporary Johannes Multivallis 
Tornacensis in his chronicle published in 1512:

The horn indicates pride; the wings, mental frivolity an 
inconstancy; the lack of arms, a lack of good works, the raptor’s 
foot, rapaciousness, usury and every sort of avarice; the eye on the 
knee, a mental orientation solely toward earthly things; the double 
sex, sodomy. And on account of these vices, Italy is shattered by the 
sufferings of war, which the king of France has not accomplished by 
his own power, but only at the scourge of God73.

One of the problems posed by the image is linked to the issue of 
dating the sheet on which the drawing is made. Indeed, Pedretti 
maintains that the studies of trestles, drawn on the back of the 
page, stem from Leonardo’s second Milanese phase, between 1506 
and 150874. If the dating is correct, and if the figure of the mon-
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ster was already present when Da Vinci used the sheet, the image 
clearly cannot depict the monster of Ravenna, which would only be 
born a few years later. Instead one would have to consider the hy-
pothesis that the drawing refers to the Florentine monster of 1506. 
This alternative possibility is strengthened both by the series of 
iconographical consistencies analysed above, and by this newly re-
constructed chronology. One could therefore think of locating the 
image in the Codex Atlanticus, both physically and temporally, in 
the period between the two monsters and consider it as a model for, 
rather than a variant of, the monster of Ravenna. Not even a hybrid 
then, deriving from the various iconographical traditions which are 
well known and presented here, but an image which is unique in its 
own right: unique and clearly deserving of further study, in order 
to investigate its origins and the way in which it ended up in the 
hands of Leonardo.
In terms of the reason for him not keeping it among his papers as it 
was, but using the back of it to draw and write down his notes, we can 
realistically suppose that it might have already been in poor condition 
or that the sheet had actually already been separated and folded in 
two. It would seem strange indeed, if the sheet and the drawing had 
been in good condition, that the extremely curious genius from Vinci, 
admirer and himself creator of various monstrosities, took no care of 
it to the point of tearing it to pieces and working on the back of it. 
Yet something of the drawing should have been apparent if Leonardo 
only used the back of the sheet, which is clearly lacking any marks. 
This may also suggest another hypothesis, which I have not seen con-
jectured elsewhere, and that is that the sheet might have been saved 
precisely because it was of interest in some way. In particular what 
struck my attention are the similarities between the shape of the mon-
ster’s wings and the drawings in Leonardo’s studies of flight. Indeed, 
at various times and in various versions, he designs frameworks and 
models of membranous wings almost exclusively in this shape75. In 
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light of this observation, the monster might, unwittingly but no less 
effectively, depict a natural incarnation of a “winged man”, the reali-
sation of what Leonardo imagined and drew in his papers. Could this 
fortuitous iconographical coincidence have been enough to ensure 
that he kept the sheet, to study on the back of it a system of scaffolding 
using beams and ropes, despite its perhaps already poor state? In this 
regard further suggestions are offered by lines taken from two texts 
by Luca Pulci whom we met when discussing Leonardo’s library. In 
the Pistole, which Leonardo did not own but which he was familiar 
with and cited, specifically in the letter from Polyphemus (yet another 
monster) to Galatea there is a passage which states the following: 
“How is flight possible without wings on the upper arms?”76. And 
again in the Driadeo, along similar lines once more: “neither shield 
on the chest, nor wings on the upper arms”77.
It is equally possible, however, to suppose that the image took on a 
certain importance in Leonardo’s eyes for another aspect of its icon-
ographical content. It is absolutely no surprise that Leonardo should 
have been fascinated by the figure of the androgyne, a very peculiar 
monster, capable of expressing the synthesis and perfection of be-
ing in the fusion of the two sexes in a single figure. One thinks, for 
example, of the figures of Saint John the Baptist or, even more so, 
the model for them, the so-called “Angel Incarnate”, with its derisive 
and ostentatiously erotic features, and one even thinks of the her-
maphrodite subject in the drawing of the Allegory of Pleasure and 
Pain kept at Christ Church Picture Gallery, Oxford78. An ideal that 
Leonardo also pursued vaguely, according to some, in the portrait of 
the much more famous Mona Lisa, in her smile and in the sfumato 
of the work as a whole, a hint at an androgynous representation, in 
which the opposition between male and female is resolved79.
The knowledge and connections between Leonardo and alchemy, al-
though controversial, are well known and the androgyne, or hermaph-
rodite, is one of those figures that, from a simple classical monster, 
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have over time experienced a significant shift in perception within the 
collective imagination. In the culture of the hermetic alchemists, it 
became a powerful emblem80. In a plate in Michael Maier’s Symbols 
of the Golden Table, Albertus Magnus, whose pupils included Thomas 
Aquinas, points to an androgyne bearing a Y in its right hand. Albertus, 
according to the text, represents supreme authority, both spiritual and 
temporal. The Y, as Filone points out, is a symbol of the Word which 
penetrates the essence of all beings, but it is also that of man-woman 
obtained through the union of two opposing principles that transcend 
the death stage to arrive at sublimation. According to the teachings of 
the Naassene Gnostics this represents the innermost nature of being, 
which is both masculine and feminine and, as such, eternal81. Precisely 
like the “fio” that, as Landucci pointed out, the monster bore on the 
right of its chest, as in the alchemical androgyne82.
Perhaps his curiosity for deformity and monstrosity, his interest in 
human flight, and finally the incentive provided by hermeticism to 
search for the perfect alchemical being, may have combined and con-
tributed to the sheet being kept in such a way to ensure it came down 
to us. Whatever the real version of events, the discovery and recovery 
of this particular image now assumes a great importance, especially 
in attesting to the wide dissemination and circulation that these sheets 
enjoyed, as well as the success that such fabulous images of monsters 
enjoyed at all levels of contemporary culture and society.
The monster of Ravenna’s particular fame is also due to the fact that 
its appearance preceded by a matter of days, like a terrible omen, 
one of the most famous and bloody battles in the war of the Holy 
League, which pitted the forces of Pope Julius II, in alliance with 
Spain and the Holy Roman Empire, against those of Louis XII of 
France. This was followed immediately by what passed into history 
as the “sack of Ravenna”83. These events in conjunction led to the 
monster having what we would now call an unexpected social role, 
especially in terms of the political use that was made of it84. It has 
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such a function, for instance, in the short epic poem De monstro nato 
(On the birth of a monster), by Giovan Francesco Vitale, published 
in at least two editions in 1512 alone. Indeed, some passages appear 
to be closely connected to the contingent political situation, and in 
particular to the unfolding crisis between Louis XII and Julius II. 
The lands where the French are setting foot, maintained the poet, 
are producing monsters, prodigies of the Almighty, which are not 
headed for Rome, but are signs of encouragement and support for the 
Roman cause against the French and their allies85.
More recent historical and scientific research into this famous mon-
ster does not exclude the possibility that the source of the news ar-
riving from Ravenna in March 1512, 
and its subsequent visual representa-
tions and symbolic interpretations, 
may actually have been a real mon-
strous birth and work has focussed 
on attempts to identify its possible 
pathological origins86.
If, however, as already mentioned, 
the drawing which reappeared in 
Leonardo’s papers perhaps only 
casually found its way, silently and 
almost invisibly, into the Codex 
Atlanticus, the same cannot be said 
of the small sketch (Fig. 4), depict-
ing a particular pathology that we 
also find among those very pages, 
included in the margin of a sheet on 
the general problems of ballistics. 
The figure, this time undoubtedly by 
Leonardo, has no text to illustrate it 
and is contained on Folio 48 recto87. 

Fig. 4 - Leonardo da Vinci, Thoraco-
pagus parasiticus, Codex Atlanticus, 
f. 48 recto.
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This time it was not concerned with fantasies, imaginary creatures, 
accounts heralding from afar, and the related images which often 
changed in several ways as they travelled. The monster was real, was 
there for all to see, and various documents exist to confirm as much, 
including yet again Landucci’s diary:

October 20th, 1513. A Spaniard came to Florence with a boy who was 
abouth thirteen years old, who had been born with a blemish, or more, a 
monstruos appearance, and whom he showed around gaining much money. 
Inserted in the boy’s body there was the head of another boy with his legs, 
sexual organs and part of his body dangling out, and this boy was growing 
like the other boy and would urinate with him, and did not seem to trouble 
the other boy greatly88.

Leonardo, who at the time was in Florence whilst moving from Milan 
to Rome, probably had occasion to see it in one of these public ex-
hibitions and, clearly struck by the unusual and extraordinary child, 
needed little prompting to make this sketch of it89. It should come 
as no surprise, as we have seen, to think that he paused to observe 
and portray such a peculiar freak of nature, a “garzonetto”, in other 
words a boy, with a conjoined and incomplete twin hanging from 
his chest. It is indeed a very rare pathology where, in cases of a mal-
formed twin foetus, the incomplete twin is nourished at the expense 
of its fully developed counterpart, to which it is joined at the head, 
thorax or abdomen. This particular human monster, clearly depicted 
by Leonardo’s small but precise drawing, was identified by Luigi 
Belloni as belonging to the species thoraco-parasitus, and the vari-
ety thoraco-acephalus tetramelus90. As can clearly be seen from the 
drawing, a well formed young man, in an upright position, has a small 
twin attached to the front of his chest, hence the term thoracopagus, 
at the level of the epigastrium, immediately beneath the sternum. The 
autosite seems to be well formed, as the parasite would also appear to 
be, except of course for the complete absence of the head.
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Leonardo, however, is not the only one to observe and portray this 
phenomenal monster, which was taken around Europe and exhibited 
for a fee, in the public squares of the most important cities. Antonio 
Benivieni perhaps saw it shortly after its birth, in Florence, and made 
a note of the case in his observations:

A woman called Alessandra came to Florence from the Milanese 
countryside; when paid, she would show two male twins, one had a com-
plete body and separate limbs, the other had his stomach conjoined to the 
shoulder blade of the former, so much so that his head looked completely 
inserted in the body of the other twin, for the rest he was completely deta-
ched from him. While the other twin was suckling, he would not move, as if 
he was also suckling himself 91.

In this case too, in addition to written accounts there is a parallel 
and abundant iconographical history. Besides Leonardo da Vinci two 
other eye witnesses, among the primary sources which have come 
down to us, reproduce an illustration of the monster in their writ-
ings. First we again meet the Sicilian poet Giovan Francesco Vitale, 
who was very active in versifying the stories and reports of monsters 
that were circulating in his time. The frontispiece of the epic poem 
Teratorizion bears the image of a thoracopagus, which portrays a 
perfectly formed male autosite and a parasite with severe hypoplasia 
and complete adactylia of the upper limbs92. In the dedication, dated 
January 1513, Vitale indeed states that his inspiration for the poem 
had come from seeing the human monster with his own eyes. The 
other source is Pierre Boaistuau who, in his Histoires prodigieuses, 
recalls having seen the thoracic parasite in France in 153093. Other 
images depicting this monster come from the inexhaustible works of 
Lycosthenes and Ulisse Aldrovandi, who actually reports two cases, 
discovered by the French surgeon Ambroise Paré, who in turn takes 
up the Boaistuau case, and by Fortunio Liceti94. It is plausible, there-
fore, to reconstruct the chronology of the peregrinations of this early 



Leonardo da Vinci

105

freak, who saw his career as a travelling phenomenon begin very 
early, with Benivieni seeing him still as a babe-in-arms, continu-
ing later as a boy between Florence and Rome, when Landucci and 
Vitale95 write about him, before ending up a grown man in France 
and Switzerland, where he is noted by Boaistuau and Lycosthenes96. 
Leonardo is to be added to this group of witnesses. By providing the 
first modern depiction of such a rare pathology, he certainly secures 
his place in the history of teratology and, and as a non-verbal source, 
among the eye witnesses of a prodigy that astonished Europe in the 
first half of the sixteenth century.
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