
READING COMPREHENSION

EXERCISES

LEONARDO DA VINCI

Unità 4 L’equilibrio dei corpi solidi

Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) was a painter, engineer and 
scientist. Along with Michelangelo, he is the perfect example 
of the Renaissance Man, able to apply himself to many different 
disciplines and to excel in all of them. As a painter, he was the 
author of masterpieces such as the Mona Lisa and the Last 
Supper. As a scientist, he made significant contributions to 
anatomy, arithmetics, geometry, astronomy, hydraulics and 
optics. He studied plants and animals extensively.

Mechanics, however, is to be considered Leonardo’s 
preferred discipline. He devoted much time to it and achieved 
highly original results.

In his notes, a large part is devoted to work on simple 
machines (of which we shall see more in Lesson 5, page 130). 
At the end of the fifteenth century, Leonardo developed a 
theory of machines which allowed him to devise a large 
number of machines for applications in the field of hydraulics, 
for military use and to facilitate human labour. According to 
this theory, during the design and construction process, 
Leonardo divided a complex machine into its elementary 
mechanisms, his simple machines (winch, lever, pulley, wedge 
and screw). By selectively combining simple machines one 

can arrive at complex devices that perform diverse movements 
and sequences of operations.

Leonardo’s studies on simple machines was particularly 
focused on screws, with an accurate classification based 
on power and the various possibilities for their use. He 
also studied the toothed wheel and possible combinations 
with pegged wheels and sprockets. He then addressed the 
question of lifting weight that he resolved by the use of 
hoists and pulleys. To reduce friction during the motion of a 
body he had the idea of special anti-friction bearings (a still 
widely used mechanism 
today). Inventions born 
from these studies 
included lathes, drilling 
machines, metal saws, 
machines for threading 
screws, drills, and 
swing bridges.

Make a list of tools used today that are based on the 
principles of simple machines.

Drawing of a flying machine.

True or false?
a. Leonardo was a perfect example of a 

Renaissance Man.
b. Painting was Leonardo’s preferred discipline.
c. Leonardo divided complex machines into 

simple machines such as winches, levers, 
pulleys, wedges and screws.

d. Leonardo combined simple machines to 
construct more complex ones.

Complete with:
Inventions • classification • pegged • wheel • mechanism • 
hoists • bridges • bearings • screws • simple • sprockets • use • 
pulleys • threading • lathes
Leonardo’s studies on _______ machines was particularly 
focused on ________, with an accurate _________ based 
on power and the various possibilities for their _______. 
He also studied the toothed _________ and possible com-
binations with ________ wheels and __________. He 
then addressed the question of lifting weight that he re-
solved by the use of _________ and __________. To re-
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duce friction during the motion of a body he had the idea 
of special anti-friction _________ (a still widely used 
_________ today). ________ born from these studies in-
cluded _______, drilling machines, metal saws, machines 
for ________ screws, drills, and swing _______.

Match questions and answers.

QUESTIONS ANSWERS

A. In which scientific 
fields did Leonardo 
make significant 
contributions?

1. Leonardo’s invention of 
anti-friction bearings is a 
still widely used mechanism 
today.

B. What is the idea 
behind Leonardo’s 
simple machines?

2. Complex machines can be 
deconstructed into many 
simple machines that can be 
used as the building blocks 
for other complex machines.

C. Which of Leonardo’s 
inventions is still 
widely used today?

3. In mechanics, anatomy, 
arithmetics, geometry, 
astronomy, hydraulics and 
optics.

A. _________   B. __________  C. _________
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