
How to Think Like Leonardo da Vinci 

The Mysteries of Flight 

 

Once you have tasted flight, you will forever walk the earth with your eyes turned skyward. 

For there, you have been, and there you will always long to return.”     

 

 Leonardo di ser Piero da Vinci, better known as Leonardo da Vinci (14/15 April 1452 – 2 May 1519), is considered 
the “Universal Genius” or “Renaissance Man.” His imagination, curiosity and talent are hallmarks that are 
unmatched. His interests and talents include invention, drawing, painting, sculpture, architecture, science, music, 
mathematics, engineering, technology, literature, anatomy, geology, astronomy, botany, paleontology, and 
cartography. 

Seven Da Vincian Principles have been drawn from an intensive study of Da Vinci’s methods. You can try to be 
more like Da Vinci by applying these principles (Michael J. Gelb, How to Think Like Leonardo da Vinci, 2004.): 

1. Curiosita – An insatiably curious approach to life and an unrelenting quest for continuous learning 
2. Dimostrazione- A commitment to test knowledge through experience, persistence, and a willingness to learn 

from mistakes. 
3. Sesazione – The continual refinement of the senses, especially sight, as the mean to enliven experience. 
4. Sfumato -  A willingness to embrace ambiguity, paradox, and uncertainty 
5. Arte-Scienza - The development of the balance between science and art, logic and imagination. “Whole-

brain” thinking 
6. Corporalita – The cultivation of grace, ambidexterity, fitness, and poise. 
7. Connessione – A recognition of and appreciation for the interconnectedness of all things and phenomena. 

Systems thinking. 

  



Over the next few weeks, we will look at various topics through the lens of da Vinci. One of da Vinci’s 
fascinations was with birds. He observed them and sketched them repeatedly. He had curiosita about how an 
object could be suspended in the air.   
 
Go outside and observe birds in flight. You might see some sparrows, crows, or some larger birds. Bring paper 
and pencil and take notes of your observations. Draw what you see. 
 
 Why does a bird have two wings? 
 How does a bird go from a standing position to flight? 
 How does it go faster or slow down? 
 To what distance vertically or horizontally can it go? 
 Why is a bird covered in feathers? 
 Does a large bird fly differently from a small bird? 
 What advantages does flying give a bird? 
 Is it more difficult for a larger bird to fly than a smaller bird? 
 Does weight influence the flying ability of a bird? 
 Why are the birds wings so long for some birds? 
 How do some birds plummet toward the ground so quickly such as a pelican or eagle? 
 Why are there different colors of birds? 
 How can some birds travel such long distances? 
 Why can’t a baby bird fly right after it is born? 

 
Sketch a bird and its wings.  Does drawing it help you to understand the anatomy of a bird better?  Does 
it help you to understand how a bird can fly?  What resemblances do you see between a bird and a 
plane? 
 
Visit   
https://airandspace.si.edu/stories/editorial/leonardo-da-vinci-and-flight 
https://www.mos.org/leonardo/node/1 
http://www.flyingmachines.org/davi.html 
 to learn more about Leonardo’s interpretation of flight based on his observations of nature. 
 
Activity 
Practice thinking like Da Vinci 
Utilizing your observations in nature, your internet research on da Vinci and your own curiosita and 
dimostrazione, create your own parachute. You may use any materials you like.  A suggestion is to use 4 
pieces of 8.5inch x 11inch paper, dental floss, and washers.  Cut out 4 large equilateral triangles and 
tape them together to form your parachute. Use the dental floss to attach the washers as you see fit. 
See how high you can successfully launch and land your parachute so that the passenger is unharmed. 
Try multiple methods. Record your results. 
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