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      Leonardo da Vinci's original artworks sell for millions of dollars, but reproductions of them seem to be up for grabs in the public domain, or so we must assume.  Either that, or Leonardo's intellectual property rights lawyers are very busy indeed, especially when it comes to the image of the Vitruvian Man.  

      Late in the 15th century, Leonardo (1452-1519) - an artist, architect, inventor and scientist - was illustrating a book of the works of Marcus Vitruvius Pallio.  Vitruvius, as he is known, was a Roman writer, engineer and architect in the first century B.C.  His only surviving work is a 10-part treatise on everything from architecture and engineering to city planning and even human proportions.  It is the only known ancient document on architecture and has been honored accordingly through the ages.  

      Vitruvius was rediscovered during the Renaissance (roughly, the 12th century through the 16th century).  Leonardo in 1490 was creating a design that would capture Vitruvius' concept of man as the measure of all things, being of perfect proportions.  Vitruvius was obsessively precise in his idea of the correct proportions: "from the roots of the hair to the bottom of the chin is the tenth of a man's height," and so on.  

      Leonardo's sketch was called in Italian, Carone di Proporzione, meaning Rule or Principle of Proportions.  Notes of Vitruvius' specifications in Leonardo's handwriting are visible around the drawing (Fig. 1).   Some scholars believe that Leonardo used his own face in the sketch.  The drawing is now in the Gallerie dell' Accademia in Venice, and is often referred to as "The Vitruvian Man," rather than by its original title.   By any name (or usually none at all, much less with credit to Leonardo), the image seems to be everywhere these days, evidently having touched some nerve in 21st-century America.  Vitruvian Man appears in Power Point presentations at management seminars (one executive trainer travels the world presenting sessions on his "Leonardo principles"); as the logo for software and other information technology companies; in the opening credits of network TV shows (Now & Again on CBS and The Pretender on NBC); in cell phone ads; and in the Blue Cross health insurance plan logo.

      A recent mailing from my car dealer featured Vitruvian Man as the backdrop for discount coupons for oil changes.  Somehow this symbol seems to have lost its sense of proportion.  Does Vitruvian Man appear anywhere in a dignified and respectful way?  The answer is yes: on a number of postage stamps over the years, and most recently on the €1 coin of Italy, one of the 12 nations of the European Union to convert its currency to the euro on Jan. 1, 2002.  Euro coins have a common design on the front and a design unique to each country on the back.  Each country chose the national symbols for its coins, and the Italian €1 shows Vitruvian Man.  The coin also appears on an Italian stamp (Scott 2267) and in booklet form (Scott 2268) issued in 1998 for Europe Day. 

      Bulgaria used the 16th-century image to mark the advent of the new millennium on a stamp (Scott 4174) issued Jan. 8, 2001.  Two countries features Vitruvian Man or a similar likeness on stamps in 2000: Poland marked the New Year with a stamp (Scott 3495) showing a rather chilling metallic robot version of the sketch, and Monaco celebrated International Mathematics Year with a stamp issued Sept. 4, 2000 (Scott 2175), showing the measured man along with other math symbols.  A souvenir sheet with a complicated design was released July 2, 1999 by the Marshall Islands (Scott 709) to mark PhilexFrance '99 (Fig. 2), the international stamp exhibition held in 1999 in Paris.     Astronauts and their lunar rover vehicle (LRV) are superimposed on the right side of Vitruvian Man, none of which seems to have anything to do with the stamp event.  

      Moving back in time, in 1990 the United Nations Offices in Geneva used Vitruvian Man on a stamp (Scott 185) issued March 16th in support of the worldwide fight against AIDS.  Other UN stamps featuring the image were issued April 4, 1972 to mark World Health Day: UN Offices in New York (Scott 228), and UN Offices in Geneva (Scott 24).  A 1987 stamp from Argentina (Scott 1592) enlisted Vitruvian Man in the fight against drug abuse.  On April 11, 1984, Spain issued a stamp (Scott 2365) on the theme "Man and the Biosphere," with the da Vinci sketch.  

      Rather oddly, Japan celebrated the centenary of the State Medical Act, which initiated modern medicine there, with a stamp in 1979 (Scott 1355) using the 16th-century image.  This may be seen as a tribute to the timelessness of the symbol.  In 1970 Cuba issued a stamp using the image to mark World Telecommunications Day, showing the Vitruvian Man, the earth and its moon.  [Ed note: Italy issued two stamps in 1938 for Leonardo da Vinci, "The most profound mind of arts and sciences," featuring the Vitruvian Man - the earliest known stamps to feature this image.].

      No United States stamp has used Leonardo's famed sketch, but the image has turned up in some of the logos of the U.S. space program, used in turn as cachets on souvenir [space] covers.  One example is the cover shown here (Fig. 3), franked with the Copernicus stamp (Scott 1488, issued April 23, 1973) and canceled at Kennedy Space Center on July 28, 1973, the date that Skylab II was launched into orbit.  

      The Vitruvian Man certainly has stood the test of time, arms and legs (four of each) patiently outstretched over the centuries.  The image well deserves a page or so in our space albums.  SSM  

Ed note: Thanks to Chuck Vukotich for obtaining permission from SSM to reproduce this article and to Bill York for preparing it and submitting it for publication.      
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