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SEMANTICS OF THE HUMAN BODY ACCORDING 
TO LEONARDO DA VINCF 

The discovery of body-language is usually ascribed to contemporary psychoanalysis 
and neo-psychoanalysis. Also contemporary phenomenology, hermeneutics and cul­
tural anthropology contributed many precious analyses of body-language. Neverthe­
less, body-language has been discovered and described much earlier. 

In his notes joined together and entitled as the Treatise on Painting,2 the famous 
Florentine painter and scientist, Leonardo da Vinci shared with his students his secrets 
of painting.3 In order to explain the possibility of depicting the human interior 
(thoughts, decisions, emotions, attitudes etc.), he introduced the (implicit) conception 
of semantic functions of the human body. As he showed, it can perform functions, 
which are analogous to functions performed by verbal (written or spoken) languages. 
He described, analysed, and depicted representative examples of semantic functions of 
the body, such as communication, reference, and expression. His remarks elucidate and 
his paintings depict their essence. 

Leonardo did not elaborate a linguistic theory of semantic functions of the body. 
This conception is implicit in his works. This paper is to reconstruct his conception of 
semantic functions of the human body. 4 

Communication 

Usually, gestures and mimicry accompany words. In this way, the body participates 
in the process of inter-personal communication.5 Yet, the human body can also com­
municate without words. As Leonardo stressed, painters should depict this function of 
the body: "The forms of men must have attitudes appropriate to the activities that they 
engage in, so that when you see them you will understand what they think or say."6 As 
Leonardo maintained, painters should learn 

" ... by copying motions of the dumb, who speaks with movements of their hands and eyes and 
eyebrows and their whole person, in the desire to express the idea that is in their minds. Do not 
laugh at me because I propose a teacher without speech to you, who is to teach you an art which 
he does not know himself, for he will teach you better through facts than will all the other masters 
through words. Do not despise such advice, for these men are masters of gesture and understand 
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from afar that which one says, when he fits the motions of his hand to the words he would 
speak."7 

Da Vinci's fresco The Last Supper (1495-1498, Santa Maria delle Grazie, Milan, 
Italy) is a very good example of such a "mute" conversation. 

Reference (Referring to) 

In order to communicate, the body has to be capable of referring to reality. That is 
why Leonardo advised his students " .. .learn to consider the subject with which he 
[a character] is concerned, and arrange gestures for him related to that subject..."8 

Remarks of Leonardo imply the modem semiotic concept of reference: Reference is 
a relation occurring between a sign (a picture, a gesture, etc.) and an object referred to.9 

The sign indicates, refers to, and points to the object. This function constitutes relations 
of reference. 

As Leonardo shows, the human body can refer without specifying the object re­
ferred to. For example, finger pointing of Pointing Lady (1516, Royal Library Wind­
sor, United Kingdom) or direction of eyes of Christ and Madonna represented in the 
picture Madonna Benois (Madonna del Fiore, 1475-1478, from the school of Leo­
nardo, Hermitage, Russia) do not characterize the object referred to. They only indicate 
the place (location) of the object.10 

Yet, reference can also indicate something essential in objects referred to. For ex­
ample, facial expressions of fear can refer to something terrible; laughter can refer to 
something funny, etc. Even a finger pointing can characterize the object referred to. If 
this gesture appears in the context of vertical symbolism, it can indicate specific values 
or dimensions of being. 

For example, characters represented in paintings St. Anna and John (1498-1499?, 
National Gallery, London, England), Last Supper (1495-1498, Santa Maria delle Gra­
zie, Milan, Italy), St. John the Baptist (Leonardo da Vinci, 1513, Louvre) point to the 
heaven. In this way, they indicate supernatural ("heavenly") dimensions of being (God, 
paradise, grace etc.) and "high" values. 

Expression 

Leonardo considered expression to be the most important semiotic function of the 
body represented in paintings. As he wrote to his students: "That figure is not praise­
worthy if it does not, insofar as it is possible, express in gestures the passion of the 
spirit. "11 

Examples and comments of Leonardo suggest the difference between expression 
and reference: When one perceives reference, one has first to notice the sign. Then, one 
has to "move" his attention from the sign to the object referred to. In this case, the sign 
plays the role of medium quod of perception. In contrast, signs of expression play the 
role of medium quo. In the case of expression, one does not have to "move" his atten­
tion from the sign to the object, because the object is "given" in the sign. The object 
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becomes visible "in" the sign of expression. For example, emotions, attitudes, 
thoughts, etc. become "visible" in facial expressions. In expression, the face becomes 
transparent. This visual immediacy of perception is possible owing to the specific 
unity of the bodily sign and the object expressed by the sign. 12 

Leonardo did not elaborate a theory of expression. Nevertheless, his remarks and 
paintings elucidate the essence of expression.1 Leonardo showed and commented sev­
eral types of expressing. One can order them according to objects that can be expressed 
by the body. 

Expressing Emotions 

As Leonardo maintained, "the movements of men are as varied as are the emotions 
which pass through their minds."14 As he showed all members of the body can express. 
Yet, the face plays the crucial role in expressing. Therefore, "[in expressing,] the hands 
and the whole person should follow the expression of the face." 15 

Da Vinci listed most important emotions of facial expression: "Various are the ex­
pressions of the face due to emotions, of which the first are: laughter, weeping, shout­
ing, singing in high or low tones, admiration, anger, joy, melancholy, fear, the pain of 
martyrdom, and others ... "16 For example, relaxed and smiling faces can express peace 
and harmony of feelings. On the contrary, tensed and contracted faces can express an­
ger. Sometimes expressions are mixed. For example, the warrior of the sketch Red 
Head expresses anger and fear. A similar (but less extreme) mixture of feelings can be 
found in David of Michelangelo Buonarroti. 

Expressing Thoughts, Attitudes, and Worldviews 

According to Leonardo, the body can also express intentions and thoughts. 17 As he 
advised his students: "portray figures with a gesture that will be sufficient to show 
what the figure has in mind, otherwise your painting will not be praiseworthy."18 "The 
attitudes of men and the parts of their bodies should be disposed in such a way that 
these display the intend of their minds." 19 Therefore, "The good painter has two princi­
pal things to paint: that is, man and the intention of his mind. The first is easy, the sec­
ond is difficult, because it has to be represented by gestures and movements ... "20 

In order to indicate ethical attitudes of people Leonardo has often made use of hori­
zontaVvertical symbols: For example, a finger pointing to heaven can express attitudes 
of following "high" values. That is why, John the Baptist (St. John the Baptist, 1513-
-1516, Louvre, Paris, France) points to heaven. On the contrary, Bacchus (Bacchus, 
1513-1516, Louvre, Paris, France) points to the forest. Originally, this painting was 
also called "John the Baptist." Yet, since the end of the 17th century, it started to be 
called "Bacchus." Probably the horizontal direction of his finger was the reason to 
change the name of the painting. It is not excluded that the change had given justice to 
the intentions of Leonardo. If one follows this interpretation, one should notice that St. 
John and Bacchus are very similar to each other. They seem to depict the same person. 
In this way, they symbolise the most fundamental choice of each person: One can ei­
ther follow "high (heavenly) values" (symbolized by heaven) or one can search for 
"low (earthly) values" (symbolized by the forest). 21 
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Of course, the above interpretation is not ultimate. Gestures of horizontally finger­
-pointing can have many meanings. For example, they can indicate the horizontal 
(temporal) dimension of being. In this case, the name "John the Baptist" could be well 
justified. Notice that a similar sense can be ascribed to the horizontally open hand rep­
resented in picture Virgin of the Rocks. 

Leonardo's vertical symbolism has been absorbed and developed by Raphael. In his 
Academy, he depicted Plato who points to heaven. This gesture is to express and refer 
to the Transcendence, to the absolute dimension of being (the Platonic metaphysics of 
Ideas). By his horizontally open hand, Aristotle refers to the horizontal dimension of 
being. This gesture points to the sensual world. In this way, Aristotle expresses and re­
fers to his teaching of forms. Notice that the gesture of Aristotle first appeared in the 
painting of Leonardo - Virgin of the Rocks. 

Raphael admired and followed da Vinci. Giovanni Reale maintains that the face of 
Plato in the Academy resembles the face of da Vinci. The similarity is remarkable if 
one compares Self-portrait of Leonardo and Academy of Raphael. 

As Reale stresses, the gesture of Plato, and the gesture of Aristotle do not assume 
a contradiction. They indicate compatibility of Aristotelian and Platonic approach. 22 

For the gesture of pointing to the heaven and the gesture of horizontally open hand 
cross each other and constitute the symbol of the cross. It is the symbol of unification 
and reconciliation between the "World" and the "Heaven.'m 

Expressing the Kind of Men: Sex, Vigour, Age, Social Roles, Education, 
and Personality 

Leonardo warned his students against overlooking the kind of men depicted: "Do 
not represent actions that do not become him who embodies them."24"The boor should 
not act as does a noble and well-mannered man, nor the strong like the weak, nor 
courtesans like good women, nor males like fernales."25 "Motions will be appropriately 
of greater or lesser liveliness and dignity, according to the age, well-being and impor­
tance of him who makes the motion."26 

As Leonardo suggested, body language can express/refer either to natural or extra­
natural characteristics of the kind of men. Natural characteristics of men can be 
specified according to sex (male/female),27 force (strong/weak),28 vigour,29 and the age 
(old/young) of men, etc.30 Extra-natural characteristics of man can be specified by 
social roles, personality and education, etc?1 

Expressing Life 

Bodily signs can also play the function of expressing/referring to life of the person. 
As Leonardo wrote: "If the figures do not perform lifelike actions, and express the con­
cept of their minds with their limbs, those figures are twice dead, because they are dead 
to begin with, since painting is not in itself alive but expressive of things alive without 
being alive in itself, and if it does not add the vivacity of actions, it becomes twice 
dead."32 
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Expressing Individuality and Dignity of Persons 

Leonardo warned painters not to overlook expressions of individuality. For human 
bodies are different: "If nature had only one fixed standard for the proportions of the 
various parts, then the faces of all men would resemble each other to such a degree that 
it would be impossible to distinguish one from another; but she has varied the five parts 
of the face in such a way that although she has made an almost universal standard as to 
their size, she has not observed it in the various conditions to such a degree as to pre­
vent one from being clearly distinguished from another." 33 La Gioconda (Mona Lisa, 
Louvre, Paris) gives a very good example of the facial expression of human individu­
ality. 

As Leonardo suggested, besides uniqueness of each face, the "charm of beauty" is 
unique in each person?4 In this way, he introduced the concept of ontological (nu­
meric) individuality (uniqueness) of persons. Let us consider this standpoint with the 
example of Mona Lisa. 

According to standards of beauty, Gioconda is not beautiful. Nevertheless, she is 
charming. When one experiences this charm, one discovers her beauty. There are many 
theories that attempt to explain the source of her charm. Most of them agree that this 
experience is evoked by her mysterious smile. 35

'
36 In my essa/7 The Smile of Gio­

conda. A Contribution to the Phenomenology of the Face, I have attempted to show 
that the "covering" function of the smile is responsible for evoking the experience of 
her presence and individuality: For her smile "hides" her reasons to smile. One does not 
know why she smiles so slightly, and so mysteriously. Her smile hides her interior. Yet -
in this way- her smile reveals her interior. Through the "curtain" of the smile, one gets to 
know that there is something that is (to be) hidden. In this way, the smile expresses pres­
ence (German - Beisein, Polish - obecnosc) of the conscious interior of the person who 
smiles. 

Moreover, the smile of Gioconda carries axiological information concerning the 
dignity (value) of the person, who is "hidden" behind the smile:" As Leonardo sug­
gested, curtains should cover the holy paintings in order to evoke the ambiance of 
mystery and piety. For people use to protect precious things by covering them.38 Leo­
nardo's argument is close to the conception "natural shame" of Max Scheler. This kind 
of shame has nothing to do with resentment. As Scheler shows, in some situations 
shame is a natural and vital tendency to protect values. The cover is a natural symbol of 
the value of the object covered by the curtain. The curtain is a message: "Attention! 
You do not see everything yet. There is still 'something more' that is so precious that it 
has to be protected by a cover." In Gioconda, this message is amplified by the gesture 
of clasped hands. By this gesture, pregnant women use to protect their embryos. In the 
Study of Hands of the Pregnant Woman, Leonardo had carefully studied this gesture. 
This gesture reappeared in Gioconda in order to perform symbolical functions. It indi­
cates the mystery and value of the person who is covered and revealed by her body. 

*** 
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His interpreters often overlook da Vinci's conception of semiotic functions. Yet, as 
I attempted to show, it is the crucial to his theory of painting. Therefore, it is worthy of 
further investigation. Moreover, this coception is a very effective tool of interpreting 
body language (in visual arts and in life). The approach of Leonardo was ahead of his 
times. His conception of semiotic functions indicates the method that is near close to 
modern semiotic theories. I hope that the above paper is a step towards more system­
atic approaches to Leonardo's conception of semantic functions of the body. 
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