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ROMORANTIN

Leonardo da Vinci Imagines
The First Modern City
by Karel Vereycken
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chitects create “such a vast agglomeration of people,
packed one on top of the other like goats in a herd,
which fill all corners with their smell and spread pestilence and death.”

Realizing Charlemagne’s Dream
To start the project, Romorantin, which is a city
build on the Sauldre River, a sub-tributary of the Loire,
had to be connected to the Loire, by a series of dams,
canals, and modern locks which are depicted in a drawing one can admire in Leonardo’s Codex Atlanticus

(f. 240-r.-c). For this purpose, in January 1518, King
François I allocates “4,000 gold pounds to make the
Sauldre River navigable till the point where it enters the
River Cher [leading into the Loire].”
Exactly at the same time, Leonardo was elaborating the plans for the port of the “Havre de Grace” in
Normandy (now the port of Le Havre at the mouth of
the Seine, and on the Atlantic) and undertook the study
of the precise route required for building a canal linking up the Loire, France’s longest river, that runs
across the country, from eastern Burgundy, to western
Nantes on the Atlantic, via a canal (today the
Canal du Centre) with the Saone-Rhone
River that goes all the way down till the
Mediterranean.
In short, Leonardo envisioned the realization of Charlemagne’s and Alcuin’s plans for
a “two-ocean canal,” a vast development corridor used for industry, manufacturing, the
draining of marshlands, and agriculture.
Italian Renaissance and Leonardo expert
Carlo Pedretti, who, in 1972, wrote a book
about Leonardo’s Romorantin program, declared in a video interview last year, that Romorantin could honestly be compared “to
FDR’s Tennessee Valley Authority project”!
The Herculean undertaking did take off
as planned in 1517, but the project was killed

These three drawings from Leonardo’s Notebooks, indicate
some of his designs for an “Ideal City,” and its mechanical and
infrastructural requirements. The image of an Ideal City (148889), with modern sanitation facilities (above), was inspired by
a plague outbreak in Florence; “automatic” horse stalls in this
stable provided a sewer system to eliminate waste (below); the
design for the San Marco lock, in Milan (ca. 1500), indicates
Leonardo’s lifelong interest in hydraulic engineering.
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France, with the Loire River Highlighted
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The Leonardo-Machiavelli
Plan To Divert the Arno
In the first decade of the 16th Century, two extraordinary Florentines collaborated on a great infrastructure project: to alter the course of the Arno River. The
Renaissance genius Leonardo da Vinci,
and the founder of modern statecraft
Niccolò Machiavelli, working in the
court of the famous condottiere Cesare
Borgia, devised a plan that would redirect the flow of the river, using canals
and locks, to change its course, as it
travelled from Florence out to the Tyrrhenian Sea. Diverting the river would
not only provide Florence with an outlet
to the sea, bypassing the city’s military
rival Pisa, it would help to limit damage
to the surrounding farmlands from the
flood-prone Arno.
Like today’s NAWAPA project, the
plan, if carried out, would have altered
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In 1516, Leonardo
was called to
France by King
François I, to
design a beautiful
new city as the
capital of the
kingdom at
Romorantin, on the
Sauldre River.
Leonardo planned
to connect
Romorantin to the
Loire, by a series of
dams, canals, and
locks.

in early 1519, according to some by
the plague, to others for lack of
funding. In reality, Leonardo was
living his last hours (he died on
May 2), and there was no one ready
to replace him in this giant undertaking. Significantly, after Leonardo’s demise, François I shifted his
outlook and, to compete with
Charles V of Spain, he decided to
build Chambord, the largest Renaissance castle on the Loire. Thus,
the city building plan died with
Leonardo.
As of June 9, an exhibit in the
Romorantin museum describes the
vast scope of what is called the “forgotten project” of Leonardo da
Vinci, so tomorrow’s leaders can
learn how to shape their policies for
the post-Sarkozy era.

the economic and political realities of the time, and
reshaped and upshifted the Biosphere to the benefit
of mankind.
This aerial map of the Arno Valley was drawn by
a young Leonardo in about 1473, and shows his early
interest in hydrodynamics; it is a harbinger of his
later Arno and Romarantin projects.
—Bonnie James
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