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Gestus, Habitus, Mimic. The Pathos and Rhetoric of the Artistic Language
In the Sixteenth Century Italy
Ming-ling Tsali

The Last Supper of Leonardo da Vinci represents a “modern” painting in Albertian
theory. It indicates not only the experimental character of the painter and his method,
but more important aspect of consisting in its perspective construction, distinctive
figural representation and the setting of the work, the environmental mode.

Like “finestra aperta (window metaphor)”of Alberti’s concept, Leonardo created a
fictive world which represented the complete world. Through the “bodily”
co-presence of sacred figures and beholders (monks and abbots) at the refectory of the
monastery Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan, Leonardo used the “accelerate”
perspective of the Renaissance theater and the liveliness of the figures to make an
active intervention between spectators and the divine. The beholders became the
protagonists which can be analyzed in two aspects:

As beholders, they experience the painting with an engaged, active and performative
eye, that is, the pious lives of the devotion and their readiness that prepare and make
possible for the revelation. Furthermore, as participators, the dining gesture and ritual
of the Domenican friars re-active and expand the historical moment of the Last
Supper.

Leonardo’s genius permitted the spectators to participate in the painted action, already
by the entering through the doorway at the right hand site entrance. The audience
perceived the left hand of Christ gesturing towards them in welcome or in request.
The unusual perspective serves as a catalyst to a theatrical stage as dynamic art.

Begin with the fresco Last Supper of Leonardo da Vinci, this paper will reexamine
some of the presentations and explore their performative gesture, configuration/spatial
structure and reciprocal relationships with the audience.
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