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In a world critically dependent on water, the delicate
balance between too much and too little has increasingly
become an important topic for city planners, water resource
managers, and a variety of other professionals dedicated to
ensuring there’s enough water to go around but not so

much as to drown the vulnerable.

It may seem like a newfangled idea to try to manage water
and hold back the floods, but there’s a lengthy history of
water infrastructure and humans’ efforts to manage the way
water shapes our world, and one of the earliest champions
of managing our risk around water was Leonardo da Vinci,
the renowned polymath whose supremely beguiling “Mona

Lisa” remains the most recognizable work of art on Earth.

Leonardo was so invested in learning the ways of water in
the 15th and 16th centuries that Florentine government

records dubbed him “Master of Water.” He thought deeply
about water and its power and sought to invent means of

using water to advance human pursuits.

Describing water as “the vehicle of nature” (or vetturale di
natura in his native ltalian), he believed “water to be to the
world what blood is to our bodies,” writes art history
professor Chris Witcombe at Sweet Briar College in

Virginia.

But Leonardo also respected and feared the awesome
power of water and created many studies and drawings of
swirling water, documenting its physical properties. He
witnessed the Arno River flooding that devastated the
countryside in 1466 and 1478, and Witcombe writes,
“perhaps as a result of these events, and as a way of
dealing with his fears, Leonardo devoted a lot energy to
developing ways or devices to control and move around

water.”

He also investigated ways of aiding swimming and

supporting water safety for people who lived near or on the
water. One of these designs resulted in an apocalyptic-
looking scuba suit with a mask that feels like it stepped
right out of a sarin gas attack or like an octopus-human

chimera in some futuristic, aguatic dystopia.

Nevertheless, the design was ingenious in allowing a person
to breathe underwater. According to a 2016 article by Cara
Giaimo in Atlas Obscura, there’s no evidence that Leonardo
ever built the scuba suit design himself, but he “considered
the suit so powerful that he refused to divulge its details,
fearing the technology would be abused by the ‘evil nature

of men.””

Leonardo clearly saw the potential military applications of
the diving suit and may have been tinkering with the design
as a means of besting the Ottoman navy, which was at war
with the Republic of Venice when he designed the suit.
(Though he was a Florence native, he’d been living in Milan
for nearly two decades when French soldiers invaded. He
fled to Venice for a few months, a place that no doubt

fostered his watery interests.)

International Swimming Hall of Fame historian Bruce Wigo
wrote in a 2022 article published in Swimming World
magazine that Leonardo marveled at how fish and other
aquatic creatures move through water, and wondered why
most Europeans did not: ““How it is that animals which have
not long hind quarters cannot swim. How it is that all other
animals which have feet with toes know by nature how to
swim, excepting man. In what way man ought to learn to
swim. Of the way in which man may rest on the water ...
How he ought to move his arms. How to swim on his back.
How he can and how he cannot stay underwater unless he

can hold his breath.’”

Though he was in favor of people learning to swim,
Leonardo understood the practicalities and potential for
drowning, so he dreamed up a leather water belt that, when
filled with air, would support a swimmer around the waist
and prevent submersion; it looks an awful lot like the life
ring you might find at any hotel pool today—yet another

example of how the brilliant thinker was usually ahead of his

time in all things science, art, and swimming.

Also in This Issue

Giving it the OI' College Sheet-Pan Chicken With
Try Rainbow Vegetables

The Science of Cramping Try This Warm-Up to

Maximize Your Workout

About The Author

Elaine K Howley

Elaine K. Howley is an award-winning freelance
writer and editor specializing in sports, health, and
history topics. Her work has appeared in numerous
print and online publications

including AARP.org, Atlas Obscura, espn\WV,

and U.S. News & World Report. A lifelong swimmer
who specializes in cold water marathon swimming,
she has contributed to SWIMMER magazine since
2009 and USMS.org since 2012. Contact her via

her website: elainekhowley.com

About USMS ALTS Central

ALTS Central

April Is Adult Learn-to-Swim . You
Month f y

Donate to ALTS Grants

Pool and Open Join

Water Events JOIN NOW

What is Masters Swimming? Join or Renew

Calendar of Events

Mission Vision Values Membership Benefits

Event Development Program

Organizational Structure Trial Membership Form

National Office Sanction an Event USMS+

Diversity & Inclusion
SWIMMER magazine
STREAMLINES Newsletters
USMS History

Logo Merchandise
Partners

Donate to ALTS Grants
College Club Swimming

Try Masters Swimming

Community

Open Water Central
Fitness Events

National Championships
Event Results

Rankings

Records

Top 10

All-American

All-Stars

FINA World Masters
Championships

UANA Pan American
Championships

Stroke Development Clinic

Membership Comparison

Club Central

Club Central

How to Start a Club

Register - Renew - Update Club
Club Resources

Gold Club Designation
Insurance

Club Development Program

Membership Lists

Coach Central

Coach Central

Become a Coach

National Coaches Clinic
Coach Certification

Certified Coaches
Designated Coach Resources
Continuing Education

Mentor Coach Program

Coaching Jobs

ALTS Grants
How to Apply for a Grant
Adult Learn-to-Swim Initiatives

Instructor Certification

Fithess and
Training

Club Finder

Freestyle Guide
Workout Library
Training Plans
Fitness Logs
Swim.com Integration
Articles and Videos
Swimming 101

Learn to Swim

Triathletes

Volunteers

Volunteer Central
Development Programs
Relay 2023

Guide to Local Operations
Policy and Governance
Finance and Oversight
LMSC Resources
Officials

BOD and Committees
Meeting Minutes
Annual Meeting
Elections

Awards

Rule Book

© 2024 U.S. Masters Swimming

Contact Us
USMS Privacy Policy



http://aarp.org/
http://usms.org/
http://elainekhowley.com/
https://www.usms.org/about-usms/what-is-us-masters-swimming
https://www.usms.org/about-usms/mission-vision-values
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/organizational-structure
https://www.usms.org/about-usms/national-office
https://www.usms.org/about-usms/diversity-and-inclusion
https://www.usms.org/about-usms/swimmer-magazine
https://www.usms.org/about-usms/publications/streamlines-newsletters
https://www.usms.org/hist/
https://www.swimoutlet.com/ProductBrand.asp?Brand=1766&click=1668780
https://www.usms.org/about-usms/partners
https://give.usaswimming.org/give/347869/#!/donation/checkout
https://www.collegeclubswimming.com/
https://www.usms.org/join-usms/try-masters-swimming
http://community.usms.org/
https://www.usms.org/events
https://www.usms.org/events/event-development-program
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/guide-to-local-operations/event-management/pool-meet-management/sanction-application-process
https://www.usms.org/open-water-central
https://www.usms.org/events/fitness-events
https://www.usms.org/events/national-championships
https://www.usms.org/events/event-results-database
https://www.usms.org/comp/meets/toptimes.php
https://www.usms.org/events/usms-records
https://www.usms.org/comp/tt/
https://www.usms.org/comp/aa/
https://www.usms.org/comp/as/
https://www.usms.org/events/international-championships/2023-world-aquatics-masters-championship
https://www.usms.org/events/international-championships
https://www.usms.org/events/usms-stroke-development-clinics
https://www.usms.org/join-usms/join-or-renew
https://www.usms.org/join-usms/membership-benefits
https://www.usms.org/join-usms/trial-membership-tms
https://www.usms.org/join-usms/usmsplus
https://www.usms.org/join-usms/membership-comparison
https://www.usms.org/club-central
https://www.usms.org/club-central/start-a-club
https://www.usms.org/club-central/club-login
https://www.usms.org/content/coachresources
https://www.usms.org/club-central/gold-club-designation
https://www.usms.org/admin/content/insuranceinfo
https://www.usms.org/club-central/club-development-program
https://www.usms.org/reg/members/
https://www.usms.org/coach-central
https://www.usms.org/coach-central/become-a-coach
https://www.usms.org/coach-central/national-coaches-clinic
https://www.usms.org/content/coachcert
https://www.usms.org/coach/certified/certifiedcoaches.php
https://www.usms.org/coach/certified/coachinfo.php
https://www.usms.org/coach-central/continuing-education-for-masters-coaches
https://www.usms.org/coach-central/coach-mentor-program
https://community.usms.org/coaches/f/coaching-opportunities
https://www.usms.org/alts-central
https://www.usms.org/alts-central/april-is-alts-month
https://give.usaswimming.org/give/347869/#!/donation/checkout
https://www.usms.org/alts-central/alts-grants
https://www.usms.org/alts-central/alts-grants/apply-for-an-alts-grant
https://www.usms.org/alts-central/alts-initiatives
https://www.usms.org/content/alts_cert
https://www.usms.org/club-resources
https://www.usms.org/fitness-and-training/guides/freestyle
https://www.usms.org/workout-library
https://www.usms.org/events/fitness-events/fitness-series/sample-fitness-series-training-plans
https://www.usms.org/fitness/content/fitnesslogs
https://www.usms.org/fitness-and-training/workout-tracking/swimcom-integration-information
https://www.usms.org/fitness-and-training/articles-and-videos
https://www.usms.org/fitness-and-training/guides/swimming-101
https://www.usms.org/alts-central/learn-to-swim
https://www.usms.org/content/triathlon
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/guide-to-local-operations/club-and-event-development-programs
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/lmscs/lmsc-leadership-summit/relay-2023
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/guide-to-local-operations
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/policy-and-governance
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/policy-and-governance/usms-policies/financial-policies-and-guidelines
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/lmscs
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/guide-to-local-operations/event-management/officials
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/board-and-committees
https://www.usms.org/admin/minutes/
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/annual-meeting
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/elections
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/awards
https://www.usms.org/volunteer-central/us-masters-swimming-rule-book
https://www.usms.org/clubs
https://www.usms.org/workout-library
https://www.usms.org/join-usms/join-or-renew
https://www.usms.org/
https://www.usms.org/swimmer-magazine
https://www.usms.org/swimmer-magazine/jan-feb-2024
https://www.usms.org/swimmer-magazine/jan-feb-2024/stick-it-to-your-blood-sugar
https://www.usms.org/swimmer-magazine/jan-feb-2024/giving-it-the-ol-college-try
https://www.usms.org/swimmer-magazine/jan-feb-2024/sheet-pan-chicken-with-rainbow-vegetables
https://www.usms.org/swimmer-magazine/jan-feb-2024/the-science-of-cramping
https://www.usms.org/swimmer-magazine/jan-feb-2024/try-this-warm-up-to-maximize-your-workout
https://www.usms.org/swimmer-magazine/jan-feb-2024/ask-the-coach
https://www.usms.org/

