


Renaissance Architecture

Oxford History of Art

Christy Anderson is an architectural 
historian with a special interest in the 
buildings of Renaissance and Baroque 
Europe. The author of Inigo Jones and the 

Classical Tradition (2006), she has taught at 
Yale University, the Courtauld Institute, and 
MIT, and is currently an Associate Professor 
at the University of Toronto.



Oxford History of Art
Titles in the Oxford History of Art series are up-to-date, fully illustrated introduc-
tions to a wide variety of subjects written by leading experts in their fi eld. They will 
appear regularly, building into an interlocking and comprehensive series. In the list 
below, published titles appear in bold.

WESTERN ART
Archaic and Classical 
Greek Art
Robin Osborne
Classical Art
From Greece to Rome
Mary Beard & John 
Henderson
Imperial Rome and 
Christian Triumph
Jas Elsner
Early Medieval Art
Lawrence Nees
Medieval Art
Veronica Sekules
Art in Renaissance Italy
Evelyn Welch
Northern Renaissance Art
Susie Nash
Art in Europe 1700–
1830
Matthew Craske
Modern Art 1851–1929
Richard Brettell
After Modern Art 
1945–2000
David Hopkins

WESTERN
ARCHITECTURE
Roman Architecture
Janet Delaine
Early Medieval 
Architecture
Roger Stalley
Medieval Architecture
Nicola Coldstream
Renaissance Architecture 
Christy Anderson
Baroque and Rococo 
Architecture
Hilary Ballon
European Architecture 
1750–1890
Barry Bergdoll
Modern Architecture
Alan Colquhoun
Contemporary
Architecture
Anthony Vidler

Architecture in the 
United States
Dell Upton

WORLD ART
Aegean Art and 
Architecture
Donald Preziosi & Louise 
Hitchcock
Early Art and 
Architecture of Africa
Peter Garlake
African-American Art
Sharon F. Patton
Nineteenth-Century
American Art
Barbara Groseclose
Twentieth-Century 
American Art
Erika Doss
Australian Art
Andrew Sayers
Byzantine Art
Robin Cormack
Art in China
Craig Clunas
East European Art
Jeremy Howard
Indian Art
Partha Mitter
Islamic Art 
Irene Bierman
Japanese Art
Karen Brock
Native North American 
Art
Janet Berlo & Ruth 
Phillips
The Pacifi c Arts of 
Polynesia and 
Micronesia
Adrienne L. Kaeppler

WESTERN DESIGN
Twentieth-Century 
Design
Jonathan Woodham
Design in the USA
Jeffrey L.Meikle
Fashion
Christopher Breward

PHOTOGRAPHY
The Photograph
Graham Clarke
American Photography
Miles Orvell

WESTERN SCULPTURE
Sculpture 1900–1945
Penelope Curtis
Sculpture Since 1945
Andrew Causey

THEMES AND GENRES
Landscape and Western 
Art
Malcolm Andrews
Portraiture
Shearer West
Eroticism and Art
Alyce Mahon
Beauty and Art
Elizabeth Prettejohn

REFERENCE BOOKS
The Art of Art History: 
A Critical Anthology
Donald Preziosi (ed.)



Oxford History of Art

Renaissance 
Architecture

Christy Anderson

1



1
Great Clarendon Street, Oxford, OX2 6DP,
United Kingdom

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,
and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of
Oxford University Press in the UK and in certain other countries

© Christy Anderson 2013

Th e moral rights of the author have been asserted 

First Edition published in 2013 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the
prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted
by law, by licence or under terms agreed with the appropriate reprographics
rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the
above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the
address above

You must not circulate this work in any other form 
and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer 

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
Data available 

ISBN 978–0–19–284227–5

Printed in China by
C&C Off set Printing Co. Ltd

Links to third party websites are provided by Oxford in good faith and
for information only. Oxford disclaims any responsibility for the materials
contained in any third party website referenced in this work.



Contents

 Acknowledgements vii

 Glossary ix

 Introduction 1

Chapter 1 The Voluptuous Pleasure of Building 9

Chapter 2 The House of God 23

Chapter 3  Theories and Practices: The Case of St Peter’s, Rome 53

Chapter 4  The Architecture of Ascendancy: Buildings and Power 87

Chapter 5 Corporate Identity 115

Chapter 6 Shaping the Renaissance City 141

Chapter 7 Architecture in the Natural World 177

Chapter 8 Distant Shores 205

 Notes 215

 Timeline 223

 Further Reading 229

 List of Illustrations 245

 Index 251



This page intentionally left blank 



Acknowledgements

The fi rst idea for this book seemed straightforward enough: a study 
that embraced Renaissance architecture in all its diversity and wonder. 
Those good intentions, however, faced the reality of diffi cult choices 
and an ocean of literature on each national tradition. Many friends and 
colleagues came to my aid.

A number of students have helped with the project: Ellen Chang, 
Alexis Cohen, H. G. Masters, Katherine Sims, Kimberley Skelton, 
and Christopher Worme. They sorted slides (back in the day), scanned 
images (more recently), found bibliography, tracked down images, 
read sections, and were the audience I always had in mind. For one 
important summer Jacob Roscoe ably assisted with the research on 
French and Flemish architecture. Over the years I developed several 
courses out of this material at Yale University and the University of 
Toronto. I am grateful to all of my students for their interest and excel-
lent ideas.

David Karmon offered advice on all fronts, and was a kind and 
insightful reader of early drafts. Ellen Chirelstein and Lucy Gent each 
took on the task of reading a later draft, and helped me in many ways 
to adjust the tone and language. I am especially thankful to Deborah 
Howard for her extraordinary help at many stages of the book, at its 
very beginning and closer to the end, when her careful reading saved 
me from many errors. Needless to say, any errors that remain are mine 
alone. Other friends helped in ways personal and professional: Elaine 
Contant, Bob Hemmer, Maurice Howard, Nancy Lustgarten, Sarah 
McPhee, Lyndy Pye, and Lorin Starr. Thank you to all these good 
friends and colleagues.

When possible, I have selected buildings that survive, and almost 
all of these I have seen fi rst hand. Some trips (several through England, 
France, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Germany) I made by myself. 
Yet the book is infi nitely richer for the trips taken to see buildings in 
the excellent company of Hilary Ballon, Howard Burns, Tracy Cooper, 
Paul Davies, Louise Durning, David Friedman, David Hemsoll, 
Deborah Howard, Krista de Jonge, Matt Kavaler, Alex Nagel, Scott 
Opler, Koen Ottenheym, Charles Robertson, and Clare Tilbury. Katie 
Jakobiec organized an extraordinary trip for me in Poland that left me 



viii acknowledgements

wanting to see more. Georgia Clarke has been a travelling companion 
to many of these buildings; and I have always returned from our 
adventures fi lled with ideas and information, hundreds of photo-
graphs, and many good stories which did not make their way into the 
text.

Several of these fi eld trips were funded through the generosity of 
the Griswold Family Fund of Yale University and the Connaught 
Fellowship at the University of Toronto. A Fellowship from the 
Massachusetts Center for Renaissance Studies gave me the restful 
surroundings to write and edit. A Fellowship from the John Simon 
Guggenheim Foundation coincided with the completion of this 
manuscript.

Many other friends and colleagues helped with their own areas of 
expertise, and offered suggestions on interesting buildings and 
approaches. Hannah Chapelle Wojciehowski kindly allowed me to see 
her book on groups in the Renaissance before it appeared in print. 
Nicola Camerlenghi shared his article on architecture and time.

Simon Mason commissioned this book, and Matthew Cotton 
kindly and patiently saw it to completion. Jackie Pritchard took special 
care in the fi nal details of editing. With a wonderful eye, Deborah 
Protheroe found just the right images that conveyed my meaning. And 
Emma Barber steered the book through production and helped to 
keep me on track.

As always, Kevin Gallagher was my most important collaborator, 
listening patiently as I tried to work out problems and always remind-
ing me to back up my laptop. Our son, Innis Odin Gallagher, luckily 
discovered Harry Potter just as I pushed through to the end.

My deepest thanks, however, are due to my own teachers who 
offered models of the rigorous, passionate, and open-minded study of 
architecture. To one of them, Henry A. Millon, I dedicate this book.



Glossary

Terms explained in the glossary are highlighted in bold wherever they 
occur in the text.

Aedicule: A building in miniature, framed by an architectural element 
on a smaller scale. An aedicule may be a recess in a wall, intended to 
focus attention on an important object, or it may more commonly be 
the frame around a window or door. The use of columns or Gothic 
arches refers back to the larger building in which the aedicule is 
located.
Bimah: In a synagogue, the Torah is read from a platform called a 
bimah, meaning in Hebrew ‘elevated place’. The bimah can be located 
in the centre of the synagogue, or at the side of the hall and parallel 
with the ark, the cupboard where the Torah is kept.
Cantiere: In Italian, the building site is called the cantiere. As con-
struction on major buildings might take generations, as at St Peter’s in 
Rome, work sites were often persistent parts of a city. Construction 
demanded workers with various skills, and at any one time there would 
be craftsmen with the knowledge of materials as various as wood, 
stone, metal, and tile. Temporary buildings, including the mason’s 
lodge, provided work space for the trades. Master craftsmen and archi-
tects had responsibility for the project overall, including the schedule 
and fi nances.
Cryptoporticus: In ancient Roman architecture, the cryptoporticus is a 
covered passageway, usually vaulted, that supports a structure above. It 
might be lit from openings in the vault, or with piers along one side 
opening onto a hill. In hot climates, it was a cool and protected place, 
and well suited for villas and country buildings. For Renaissance archi-
tects, the architectural form evoked all the qualities of ancient Roman 
architecture in its massive forms, vaulted open space, and structural 
sophistication.
Fondouks: Inns that provided housing for merchants and storage for their 
goods in cities along the major trade routes. Also known as fondaco in 
Venice and caravanserai in Persian, there was usually stabling for animals 
on the ground fl oor and rooms for the merchants upstairs.
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Lierne: Comes from the French ‘lier’ meaning to bind, and in archi-
tecture it is a tertiary rib that connects two other ribs in a vaulted 
ceiling. The lierne rib does not spring either from the central boss in 
the centre of the ceiling or from one of the major ribs that rise from 
the fl oor or wall. Thus it has an additive quality and the effect is a 
highly ornamented pattern of vaults spanning the ceiling, often in the 
shape of stars or fl owers, looking like a mesh fabric stretched over-
head.
Lunette: A semicircular space framed by an arch or vault, which may 
contain ornament and decoration.
Metopes: Alternating with triglyphs (see below) in the Doric order, 
metopes are sunken, squarish panels that often contain sculpted or 
painted decoration.
Muqarnas: Three-dimensional ornament used in Islamic architecture, 
often applied to pendentives (see below), vaults, and other places of 
transition from one part of the building to another. A muqarna can be 
made of wood, stucco, or stone, and the cascading appearance refers 
both to its origins in geometry and natural forms. For European archi-
tects, muqarnas were one of the most distinctive and exotic features of 
Islamic architecture, though comparable to the elaboration of Gothic 
vaulting and tracery.
Orthogonal: In mathematics, lines are orthogonal if they are 
perpendicular at their point of intersection. In architectural drawing, 
or thogonal refers to a mode of representation that aimed to show 
three-dimensional objects in two dimensions, and was used by the 
ancient writer Vitruvius in connection with sundials that show longi-
tude and latitude. This mode of drawing shows all aspects of a build-
ing projected onto a fl at, frontal plane so that measurements are 
accurate and can be taken from the drawing.
Pendentive: The triangular space that marks the transition between a 
dome and the square, structural space below.
Piano nobile: Refers to the main level of a house or palace where the 
grandest rooms were located, on the fi rst main fl oor above the ground 
storey.
Qibla: In Arabic, qibla means ‘direction’, and refers to the direction 
one should face when praying to Mecca. In mosques, the qibla wall 
points toward Mecca and often contains a niche, a mihrab, that marks 
the direction one faces while praying.
Quatrefoil: A medieval ornament of four leaf-shaped forms [a trefoil
had three leaf forms joined together], and often included as part of 
Gothic tracery framing windows or in open stonework. As with much 
of Gothic ornament, this motif derives from plant forms yet became 
standardized as a regular pattern of architectural ornamentation.
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Roundel: A disk or circular form that often contains decoration or 
fi gural imagery in paint or sculpture. Roundels may also be openings 
in a wall used to let in light, especially within curved or vaulted 
spaces.
Spandrel: The space between two arches or between an arch and 
its rectangular enclosure. That triangular space may be a wall and 
thus solid, or left open. As with pendentives, the spandrel is the 
space in between two architectural forms and is often highlighted 
with ornament.
Stereotomy: The theory and practice of cutting solids, especially 
wood and stone, into precise geometric shapes for their use in build-
ings. Although an ancient practice, new developments in stereotomy 
emerged in the fi fteenth century as craftsmen and architects revisited 
classical mathematical and geometrical texts by Euclid and others. 
Albrecht Dürer, Piero della Francesca, Philibert de l’Orme, and 
Alonso de Vandelvira all wrote treatises on the use of geometry in the 
design of objects and architecture.
Triglyphs: In classical architecture, in the Doric order, a part of the 
frieze above the columns and capitals. The triglyph has three vertical 
grooves, regularly spaced, that may refer back to the origins of classical 
architecture as a wooden structure: the triglyphs are a reference to the 
ends of the wooden beams that would have supported the roof. 
Triglyphs alternate with metopes (see above) in the frieze and create 
a recognizable and rhythmic pattern associated with the Doric order.
Trompe: An example of the complex geometry developed by masons 
and architects in late medieval and Renaissance architecture, a trompe
is an elaboration of an arch that connects two walls and provides extra 
space to the rooms above. The arch, which could then be enclosed 
with masonry, could be used, as Philibert de l’Orme did at the Château 
d’Anet (1547–52), to allow an additional room, added after the com-
pletion of the chateau, for the King to write and meet in private. 
The technical complexities of designing the trompe, which projects 
assertively out into space, demanded a high level of theoretical and 
practical experience in stereotomy (see above) and masonry.
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Renaissance architecture can be hard to love. It may be respected or 
admired, or even understood on an intellectual level, but these days it 
rarely evokes the impassioned response of the great medieval cathedrals or 
the awe of the vast Baroque palaces. In his book on Renaissance Architecture 
in Italy (1963), Peter Murray said that we have to take Renaissance build-
ings on their own terms, that we need to have the knowledge of ancient 
culture and Renaissance learning in order to see the architecture as it was 
meant to be seen. This is a tall order. Many of the patrons responsible for 
the most famous buildings of the period were great scholars, often with 
vast libraries and a deep knowledge of ancient cultures. They understood 
architecture, along with the arts of poetry, music, painting, and sculpture, 
to be a part of that learned culture. Architects too understood that 
architecture could participate in these elevated discussions.

Certainly a knowledge of ancient philosophy, Renaissance litera-
ture, theological debates, and recent scientifi c discoveries can all con-
tribute to an understanding and deep appreciation of architecture in 
the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries. This book brings in that back-
ground to the discussion of the buildings. Yet the same intellectual 
context of Renaissance architecture that helps us to understand the 
fascination with particular forms, such as the column as a sign of 
ancient Roman culture, can also inhibit the very physical and material 
pleasures of the buildings. For all their scholarly seriousness and detail, 
architectural treatises that emerged during this period provided an 
enveloping theory that only tells part of the story. These buildings 
were meant to be enjoyed, and at many levels. The rich and sensuous 
details of a classical capital, the extravagance of polished marbles on 
the façade of a Venetian palace, the brazen display of the woodcrafter’s 
art in panelling, were all intended to astound the viewer. It is a curious 
thing, therefore, that this period of intense intellectualism in the arts 
was also one of profound sensual delight. Aesthetic experiences, 
through the mind as well as through the body, were thought to 
increase the effi cacy of a building, whether its purpose was to display 
the power of a great ruler or to enhance religious practice. Further, 
architecture was intended to fulfi l the agenda of beauty, and beauty 
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2 introduction

had a purpose; the choice of ornament, material, and style could make 
a building more effective, better able to fulfi l its function in the world. 
This book addresses both the sensual appeal and the intellectual and 
historical context of Renaissance architecture. While modern scholars 
have shied away from acknowledging the emotional impact of archi-
tecture, Renaissance craftsmen, like their medieval predecessors, 
found ways to move the viewer to delight or wonder. What was the 
point of the time and expense of building if like eloquent language it 
did not affect the viewer?

The Lure of Classicism
The history of Renaissance architecture has primarily been the story 
of architectural classicism as it developed in central Italy in the fi f-
teenth and sixteenth centuries. Often beginning with the work of 
Filippo Brunelleschi in Florence and culminating in the buildings of 
Andrea Palladio in Venice, the overarching narrative describes a grow-
ing interest in the ancient architecture of Rome, the emergence of the 
architect as the controlling force of design, and the increasing sophis-
tication of architectural theory. The focus is on the dominant indi-
viduals, architects and patrons, who jointly created the major works of 
architecture in a select group of cities and court centres. The dom-
inance given to central Italian traditions can be traced back to the 
sixteenth-century author Giorgio Vasari, who famously condemned 
Gothic architecture (what he called ‘German’) as debased.

We come at last to another sort of work called German, which in both orna-
ment and proportion is very different from both the ancient and the modern. 
Nor is it adopted now by the best architects but is avoided by them as mon-
strous and barbarous, and lacking everything that can be called order. Nay, it 
should rather be called confusion and disorder. In their buildings, which are 
so numerous that they sickened the world, doorways are ornamented with 
columns which are slender and twisted like a screw, and cannot have the 
strength to sustain a weight, however light it might be. Also on all the facades, 
wherever else there is enrichment, they build a malediction of little niches one 
above the other, with no end of pinnacles and points and leaves, so that, not 
to speak of the whole erection seeming insecure, it appears impossible that 
the parts should not topple over at any moment. Indeed they have the appear-
ance of being made of paper rather than stone or marble. In these works they 
made endless projections and breaks and corbellings and fl ourishes that throw 
their works out of all proportion; and often, with one thing being put on top 
of another, they reach such a height that the top of a door touches the roof. 
This manner was the invention of the Goths, for, after they had ruined the 
ancient buildings, and killed the architects in the wars, those who were left 
constructed buildings in this style. They turned the arches with pointed seg-
ments, and fi lled all Italy with these abominations of buildings, so in order 
not to have any more of them their style has been totally abandoned.1
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Vasari’s condemnation of the Gothic bolstered his own belief, at the 
centre of his book, that important and noble architecture was the 
product of great individuals. His book is organized around biograph-
ical studies of artists, sculptors, and architects, culminating in the 
singular fi gure of Michelangelo.

If the term ‘Renaissance’ has subsequently become a shorthand for 
the history of architectural classicism in the post-antique period, it has 
also become synonymous with architecture in central Italy. In Florence, 
Rome, and the court cities of Mantua, Urbino, Ferrara, and other 
centres historians have been able to compose a narrative that was 
forward moving and developmental. The story goes something like 
this: architects and patrons increasingly used classical architectural 
forms for a wide variety of building types, transforming their ancient 
architectural models to suit contemporary needs and in a desire to 
create an ever more sophisticated and refi ned language of classical 
design. The protagonists in the story were the enlightened patrons as 
well as the educated architects. For an English-speaking audience, this 
history of Renaissance architecture has been best presented in the 
translations of books by the German scholars Ludwig Heydenreich 
and Wolfgang Lotz, and more recently, Christoph Frommel.

The diffi culty with this canonical history of Renaissance architecture 
lies in what is excluded. The central Italian experiments with architectural 
classicism were only one area of interest during this period. For others 
Gothic architecture continued to be a vital and relevant style of building, 
infi nitely adaptable to new buildings and fully expressive of the material 
wealth of urban centres. Other communities assimilated the architectural 
traditions of older groups, as in southern Spain with the Islamic traditions 
from the south and east. For some, the political and religious turmoil of 
the period provoked a return to local styles and traditions as a way to 
reiterate the strength of the past. From our vantage point, certain moments 
in the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries may seem prescient of today’s 
architectural situation: ever more complex theoretical discussions, an 
increasingly sophisticated professional class of architects, and a public ever 
more willing to see architecture as a vehicle of political and social 
messages.

If the narrative of classical buildings produced by great architects 
in central Italy has the dominant place in most histories of Renaissance 
architecture, a second theme has been the dissemination of these ideas 
throughout the Italian peninsula and Europe as artists emigrated due 
to war and greater opportunities abroad. Architectural tourism, often 
a sideline activity for pilgrims or political emissaries, developed as 
popular interest in architecture grew, and those travellers helped to 
disseminate information throughout Europe and beyond. The print-
ing of books and images, as well as drawings and even models, helped 
architectural ideas to travel.
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Seeing Renaissance Architecture on Its Own Terms
The great variety of architecture in Europe during the fi fteenth and 
sixteenth centuries makes it impossible to designate any one area as 
the stylistic centre out of which all good architecture emerged. There 
are too many interesting and complex buildings across Europe to cling 
to any idea that architectural style fl owed from central Italy alone. 
Such a model of architectural history marginalizes the importance of 
local traditions that continue alongside classical practice. Rather it 
might be possible to locate a number of places where rich and well-
developed local traditions produced architecture of exceptional inter-
est and inventiveness. From the notion of one centre there might 
instead be many. Wherever Italian ideas found a new home, they were 
always understood in the light of local practice. Classical architecture, 
the modern style in Vasari’s terms, might be included on a palace 
façade as a sign of a new and exotic style. Columns in particular were 
a reference to humanist learning and education, appropriate for archi-
tectural patrons seeking to display their status and family antiquity.

Recent work on the continuity of the Gothic in the fi fteenth and 
sixteenth centuries has explored the continuing vitality of that mode 
of building throughout Europe, perhaps with the exception of central 
Italy where classicism was dominant. The Gothic that was used in 
castles, churches, domestic buildings, and civic structures was not the 
same as what had been developed in the Middle Ages. This new style 
adapted its forms and references to account for cultural and social 
changes, as well as the presence of classicism itself. Gothic architecture 
absorbed a range of other elements including vegetal imagery, or the 
incorporation of columns and classical forms, as well as exotic forms 
derived from the east.2

A Road Map
This book takes a broad view of architecture, and includes buildings 
from across Europe in the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries. While 
historians may not agree on the precise time period of the Renaissance, 
what connects the buildings included here is their response to a series 
of economic, political, religious, and cultural changes of the period. 
The design of religious architecture, for example, responded to the 
great upheavals in liturgical practice and belief brought about by the 
Reformation. New church plans were developed to allow for an 
increasing involvement of the laity in worship in those places where 
the reforms were adopted, such as the German princely states. 
Elsewhere there was an entrenchment of old patterns of building as a 
way to ensure spiritual fealty to the canonical faith. Similar varieties 
of architectural response can be seen in the changing political and 
social circumstances. It would be misleading to present only those 
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buildings that had the greatest long-term effect on the centuries fol-
lowing. Within the limits of one volume, I have thrown the net wide, 
including buildings that are signifi cant as milestones in the long his-
tory of architecture in Europe as well as relatively unknown examples 
that demonstrate the tremendous variety and vitality of architectural 
traditions of the time. This approach is a conscious corrective to the 
dominance of Italy in existing scholarship. Following the lead of his-
torians such as Peter Burke who have written about the cultural vari-
ety of Europe in and outside of Italy, I too have given a great deal of 
space to places and buildings that are rarely discussed, and almost 
never in a book of this kind.

Readers will fi nd unexpected architecture from places far beyond 
the central Italian cities that are the usual monuments in books on 
Renaissance architecture. At the same time, my choice of buildings 
was shaped by a series of new questions that have arisen in recent 
years, such as issues of gender and class. While architects were almost 
without exception men in this period, women had an important role 
as patrons of buildings on a grand and smaller scale. Their ideas about 
architecture directly affected the design of buildings from the layout 
of houses, cityscapes, gardens, and estates to the smaller-scale arrange-
ment of interiors and domestic settings. Women’s own labour can also 
be seen in all aspects of architecture, as they worked in parallel with 
their male counterparts on the construction and maintenance of 
buildings.

Issues of gender are only one of the new approaches to architecture. 
Other scholars have similarly looked at architecture developed for 
working classes that may have little of the visual splendour of the great 
palaces but is no less important for the people it served, its effect on 
the urban scene, and its attention to the actual social demands of the 
period. If Renaissance architecture has traditionally been a history of 
building by and for elites, this book offers a broader story that is more 
representative of the types of buildings constructed in cities and 
towns.

The diversity of conditions and precedents throughout Europe, 
from Denmark to Sicily, Portugal to Moscow, may seem to allow for 
no points of convergence. And yet one theme that does tie the build-
ings in this book together is the ways in which architecture in this 
period is used as a way to structure relationships between people and 
their world. Each chapter in the book addresses a building type, or 
typology, a kind of structure that serves a particular function. Religious 
architecture offered a means to connect man and God in a very real 
and operational way. A new villa or country residence substantiated 
land ownership with all of its economic and seigneurial privilege. 
Renaissance architecture, in a thousand different ways, was the 
medium of connection and dialogue, a mediation between people and 
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things that increasingly seemed to have their own identity and to be 
less part of a cosmic whole held together under a divine rule. Usually 
the Renaissance is seen as a period of strong individuals, consciously 
seeking to establish their identity on a local and sometimes interna-
tional scale; architecture can be seen as an active participant in this 
playing out of power.

The development of new modes of architectural drawing and the 
development of the architectural treatise as a practical and literary 
genre changed the practice of architecture in this period. In fact, the 
complex dialogue between theory and practice is one of the central 
themes in any history of Renaissance architecture, as it is here. I use 
the design and construction of St Peter’s in Rome as a case study to 
explore some of these issues—although it would have been possible to 
look at, for example, the building of the great mosque of the 
Süleymaniye by Sinan in Istanbul as an equally rich example of a 
complex design process and the resulting monument.

Renaissance princes used architecture, unabashedly, for their polit-
ical ends. Building was a means to display power by displaying their 
ideals and aspirations for their family, their empire, and themselves. 
One generation of courtly families fl owed into another, and their 
buildings often refl ect their ancestors and their building projects. In 
the chapter on architecture and politics I look at a series of European 
courts, with special attention to the buildings around the Spanish 
monarchies and the Hapsburg kings. Powerful female patrons come 
to the fore in this chapter, and allow us to see what women were build-
ing with their money, time, and power.

A common trope in the history of the Renaissance, as we have 
noted, is that it saw the rise of the individual as a powerful force in the 
world. Individuals rarely operated alone, however, and groups of peo-
ple commissioned architecture to serve their collective needs. In the 
chapter on corporate architecture, I present a group of buildings that 
would rarely be discussed: housing for the elderly and lay religious 
organizations, schools and universities, hospitals and halls for trade 
companies and guilds. Although sometimes grand, more often mod-
est, these buildings show the various ways groups achieve communal 
goals by building.

Cities were the engines of economic growth, much as they were in 
the Middle Ages, and they were the sites of much of the building 
in the Renaissance. Chapter 6, however, looks at urban architecture as 
the product of (and stimulus for) the economic activities of trade and 
exchange. Goods fl owed into and out of cities, and the rich palaces of 
the merchants as well as the small houses of the artisans all depended 
upon this tide of material wealth. Cities could not function without 
an adequate infrastructure of water and streets that allowed for the 
expansion of populations and the movement of people and products 
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through what was, in most cases, a dense urban fabric that had been 
established in an earlier period.

Although most of the population of Europe lived in cities, it was 
the countryside that provided the raw materials for the production of 
goods, wool for textiles for example; the food for the city’s inhabitants; 
and the raw stuff for the making of architecture. Chapter 7, 
‘Architecture in the Natural World’, examines buildings in the country, 
some built for protection, others for pleasure, all for the exploitation 
and use of nature.

The fi nal chapter takes us forward, in and out of Europe and 
towards a new age. For the Renaissance is also the beginning of the 
age of exploration, and the discovery of a world beyond Europe.
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Despite the destruction of war and the natural course of ageing, Europe 
is fi lled with Renaissance architecture. Almost every small town has 
buildings from this period, witnesses to the pleasure of building. Some 
are masterpieces; more are minor examples, in a local style, somewhat 
altered over time and adapted to new use. A new history of Renaissance 
architecture cannot begin to cover all of these buildings, or even all of 
the variations on the themes of each building type that I cover here. 
Yet a fi rst step must be to recognize the variety of forms and materials, 
as well as the innovation of local craftsmen and patrons. One needs to 
account for both inventions on a small and grand scale, as well as the 
continuity of styles and practices that continued from the Middle Ages. 
While innovation can tell us a lot about what made the world change, 
the tenacity of local practices says much about attitudes toward the past 
and social cohesion. Both are important.

‘A Glorious and Beautifull Shew’
In May of 1608 Mr Thomas Coryat set sail from Dover to Calais. He 
hoped that the account of his journey through France, Germany, and 
Switzerland and into Italy would encourage other young men to 
travel, ‘for the description of many beautiful Cities, magnifi cent 
Palaces, and other memorable matters that I have observed in my 
travels, may infuse (I hope) a desire to them to travel into transmarine 
nations, and to garnish their understanding with the experience of 
other countries’.1 Like anyone on a tour through Europe, Coryat was 
amazed at the variety of foreign buildings he saw there. He thought 
that the architecture in Venice was the best in all Europe. The palaces, 
he writes, ‘stand very neare to the water, and make a very glorious and 
beautifull shew. For many of them are of a great height three or foure 
stories high, most being built with bricke, and some few with faire 
free stone. Besides, they are adorned with a great multitude of 
stately pillers made partly with white stone, and partly of Istrian 
marble.’2 [1] Every aspect of these glistening palaces was different 
from the buildings that Coryat knew in England. Some roofs in 
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Venice had fl at terraces, called altane, ‘built in that manner as men 
may walke upon them’.3 And even more remarkable, the houses 
directly on the canal were built on pylons. Coryat found Venetian 
palaces remarkable for their costly materials and construction just as 
much as for the view they provided along the Grand Canal.

In each city and country that Coryat visited he noticed that it was built 
in a local style, using the materials available nearby and adapting the 
traditional forms to their local needs. Architecture identifi ed a region both 
to outsiders and to its residents. Modern visitors will have much the same 
experience. Palaces in Venice differ in materials, plan, and detail from 
those found in other parts of Italy, or those found in northern Europe.

Coryat’s enthusiasm for Venetian architecture, in all of its material 
splendour, was typical of travellers’ responses to buildings that were 
different from what they knew at home. They saw that each country 
in Europe had a variety of architectural forms that refl ected local cus-
tom, patterns of living, materials, craftsmanship, and history. For 
travellers then and now, the differences in architectural styles and 
types were part of a place’s identity.

1
Michele Sanmicheli, Palazzo 
Grimani, commissioned 
1556–7, completed 1575, 
Venice

Boats arrived at the palace 
entrance that was modelled 
after a Roman triumphal 
arch with Corinthian fl uted 
pilasters. That regular 
pattern of columns continues 
in the upper fl oors, and gives 
no hint of the irregular 
building site that lies behind 
the façade. Sanmicheli’s 
classical solution for the 
palace was innovative and a 
radical break from Venetian 
traditions.
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The Language of Architecture
Language is a powerful metaphor for architecture, and in the fi fteenth 
and sixteenth centuries has a close parallel to developments in the 
creation of national languages and literatures. The interest in the lit-
erature of antiquity spurred the translation of those works into 
national languages. On the Italian peninsula, for example, scholars 
debated which version of Italian (that of the courts, Tuscany, or of 
Dante) should be the new literary language.4 What was certain was 
that there was a new interest in the development of national identity 
through language. Children should be taught their ‘birth-tongue’, 
argued one English author in the late fourteenth century, and not 
French in order to appear more aristocratic.

The use of architectural forms derived from ancient Roman mod-
els, what we now call classicism, began fi rst where the ancient build-
ings were most plentiful, where they were the local (if distant) past. 
Not the domain of the architect alone, the study of ancient architec-
ture emerged as one aspect of the study of ancient cultures, including 
literature, history, coins, and sculpture. The study of architectural 
antiquities, therefore, was enmeshed with an entire cultural project: 
the recuperation and revitalization of the classical past for present-day 
purposes. Antiquarian study was not an idle pursuit of scholars work-
ing away in their studies but a political process with an agenda to 
bolster political power, ensure the power of the Church, and reform 
culture. Architecture was a fully committed part of this project. Any 
discussion of style, therefore, must also take into account that the deci-
sions about what seem to be aesthetic matters alone had political, 
religious, and social implications and motivations.

There are reasons to agree with historians that classicism should play 
the lead role in any history of architecture during this period. First, 
with the vantage of historical distance, classicism did indeed become 
the dominant architectural form throughout Europe, and in the New 
World, in the centuries following. Through the publication of treatises 
on the orders, and in the association of that architecture with specifi c 
political agendas, classicism became an international style. Further, as 
the ‘Latin’ of architectural form, classicism was most clearly associated 
with the educational ideals of humanism. In contrast to the multiplic-
ity of the regional vernaculars (the use of classicism in combination 
with other forms in France, England, and Germany for example), there 
was an argument to be made that classicism was the only truly literate
style. And accusations of illiteracy, in a European culture that increas-
ingly valued education as the route to public success, could be a damn-
ing criticism. But was classicism truly a sign of literacy?

Attention only to classicism places too much of an emphasis on 
style, as opposed to the use of buildings, their materials, their role 
within the city or in the agricultural landscape. It skews the categories 
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by which we understand architecture too much toward abstract 
notions of appearance and away from a broader sense of how the 
buildings functioned, in both a visual and social way, for people at 
the time.

In fact, while classicism later became the dominant architectural 
language, it was only one of many styles during the Renaissance. In 
Venice, for example, rich and colourful materials used in patterns 
across the façade tied any new architecture in with local traditions [2].5

The patron of this large house on the Grand Canal hoped to establish 
his political power in the city by confi rming his ties to political tradi-
tions. So too his new house reused the Byzantine and Gothic forms 
of earlier Venetian architecture, as well as some of the very materials 
from earlier buildings.6

The use of classical architectural forms, which coalesced into a 
group of architectural practices, became one dominant system of 
creating architecture. Yet we must remember that it was only one 
language of building, with no inherent dominance over other equally 
valid languages. We should not, as some authors before have done, see 
the choice to build in the Gothic or some combination of the two as 
the inability of the French, or English, or German architects to ‘get it 
right’ and understand the language of classicism.7

There was a similar interest in the creation of national architectural 
forms that would reinforce national identity.8 Architectural treatises, 

2
Giovanni and Bartolomeo 
Bon, Ca d’Oro, 1420s, 
Venice

The patron, Marino 
Contarini, commissioned a 
new house on the site of an 
older palace. He reused 
some of the earlier 
decorations and built in the 
well-established Venetian 
traditions using rich marbles 
over the façade and an open 
loggia on the piano nobile, a 
reference to the ducal 
palace. Located on the 
Grand Canal, and directly 
across from the Rialto 
market, Contarini employed 
the best craftsmen to create 
a grand house suitable for a 
prominent merchant.
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written in national languages, not surprisingly advocated national 
architectural forms for their readers. Philibert de l’Orme (b. Lyons 
1510, d. 1570) proposed a sixth architectural order that would be 
French and derived from nature, as the columns are the transforma-
tion of trees supporting the building. In addition to the national 
French order, the rest of the treatise marries French building traditions 
derived from masons’ practice with the new sciences of geometry and 
stereotomy.

Thinking of architecture as a language allows us to tie the building 
practices in with local traditions and histories, which were certainly as 
powerful as any international classical style. If we think of architecture 
as a kind of language that ‘spoke’ to both local citizens of their needs 
in building as well as visitors from abroad, we can see how it was an 
active participant in the creation of regional identity through acts of 
building. However, the experience of architecture is often far more 
than words or language can express. The soaring spaces of a church 
that inspires the faithful to prayer, or the fortifi ed exterior of a chateau 
rising above the Loire Valley, is more than words translated into stone. 
During the Renaissance architecture became a discipline in its own 
right. Architects and patrons alike expressed a new belief in the very 
act of building to speak in subtle ways about their political power or 
national identity.

The Matter of Materials
The fi rst concern of any architect, or anyone wishing to build, was the 
acquisition of the proper materials, in suffi cient quantity, and appro-
priate for the job at hand. Building could not begin until materials 
were collected, whether from local sources or more exotic materials 
brought in from abroad.

For the ancient writer Vitruvius, building materials defi ned the 
nature of architecture as its indivisible unit, ‘for there is no kind of 
material, no body, and no thing that can be produced or conceived of, 
which is not made up of elementary particles’ (De architectura, Bk. II, 
ch. 1). So, too, for the Renaissance architectural theorists for whom 
Vitruvius was a primary inspiration, a knowledge of brick, stone, lime, 
and wood was essential not only to the practical aspects of construc-
tion but also to a thorough understanding of the origins and signifi -
cance of architecture. The appropriate materials, well chosen and 
correctly used, were necessary for architecture to be ‘convenient, dur-
able and beautiful’ (Andrea Palladio, I quattro libri, 1570, Bk. I, ch. 1). 
According to Vitruvius and later writers, the forms of architecture 
derived from their materials and methods of construction.

Materials matter in architecture because they determine its physical 
characteristics, they identify the building with the site and the locality, 
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they create the physical experience of the architecture that ties it to 
those who use the building and its physical setting. They are the 
means by which the building comes to give enjoyment. Architects and 
masons had to have knowledge of the physical capabilities and limita-
tions of materials: what could stone be made to do? How much weight 
could it support? What kind of carving was best for wood? How long 
should mortar cure before it was used? Not all things were possible 
with each material, and the judicious and skilled architect could 
exploit the richness of the materials he had at hand.

Materials were the most obvious expense in building. Labour was 
cheap but large blocks of stone were a statement of great extravagance 
and luxury. The interest in rustication in Florentine architecture of the 
fi fteenth-century, as at the Palazzo Medici in Florence [108], reveals 
this close association between massive masonry and splendour. Large 
stones were expensive, costly to transport, and a sign of status when 
left in their rough form.

Stones also connected architecture back to the organic and fertile 
world of nature. Renaissance architectural and scientifi c texts dealing 
with building materials suggest that rough stone would also have 
evoked widely held beliefs that organic forces are present in all raw 
materials from the earth. Later in the century Andrea Palladio would 
write about two kinds of stone: pietra cotta, or cooked stone, that is, 
bricks; and pietre vive, living stones from the ground. Building stones, 
like gems, were believed to contain innate qualities derived from the 
fecundity of the earth.

The interest in the possibilities of various materials extended from 
the most important buildings to the much more ordinary ones in small 
towns. Throughout Europe there was an interest in using local  ma-
terials in ever more expressive ways. In the south-east of England, for 
example, fl int is one of the most common stones. It is a form of the 
mineral silica, and is extremely hard with a glossy black interior. 
Traditionally, it had been used for the basic construction of every kind 
of building, from walls to houses to churches, the uneven stones held 
in place with large amounts of mortar. However, in the fi fteenth cen-
tury there was a new interest in the decorative potential of fl int by 
knapping, or fl aking, the fl int to produce a fl at surface and a regular 
shaped stone. These knapped fl ints were then set into patterns on the 
surface of the building, often fi lling in the spaces between dressed 
stone tracery [3]. The exterior of the building glistens from the metal-
lic black edges of the fl ints, the most common of building materials 
used in the most extraordinary way. Not all buildings would have this 
treatment; it was reserved for the most important public buildings or 
private houses. Through the judicious use of materials, architecture 
distinguished one group from another and showed levels of social 
hierarchy and wealth.
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The Building of Time
Buildings tell stories about time. Through building, patrons engage an 
illusion of eternal present, holding time at bay as they live on in the 
structure they have commissioned.9 Architecture offers the space for 
the reliving of past glories, military and otherwise, a memorial to 
events that cannot be forgotten. But buildings also exist in a much 
more fl uid relationship to time. The construction of a large building 
often takes multiple generations to complete. When Julius II ordered 
the early Christian basilica of St Peter’s in Rome torn down, and a new 
church begun, he began a project that would extend far beyond his 
lifetime. The early architects of St Peter’s, Bramante, Michelangelo, 
and Raphael, sought, through recording their ideas in drawings, to 
ensure that their designs would be continued long after they had died. 
For any visitor to the city, the construction of the huge piers and vaults 
of St Peter’s prompted a strange comparison between the new building 
rising and the ruins of the ancient city that lay all around. The popes 

3
Gatehouse, St Osyth Priory, 
late 15th century, Essex, 
England

The priory was founded in 
the 12th century, and the 
gatehouse added later as a 
sign of the institution’s 
wealth and importance. The 
wall towards the town is 
covered with stone tracery, 
fi lled with the glassy black of 
the knapped fl ints. The 
battlements are fi lled with 
stone and fl ints, set in a 
chequerboard pattern. Flints 
are a local material, the 
result of a chemical process 
occurring in the chalk 
deposits that run along 
south-eastern England. 
Erosion releases fl int 
nodules, looking like smooth 
or sometimes sharp rocks, 
covered in a white skin.
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were creating a suitably grand church to match their territorial ambi-
tions and a new monument to rival the remains of the great Roman 
emperors. St Peter’s made comparisons between the antique and the 
modern world inevitable.

Architects and patrons in Rome might well look to the ruins that 
lay all around the city and those that were being excavated as interest 
developed in antiquarian studies of the history and meaning of ancient 
objects. Through the study of historical documents, coins that showed 
ancient buildings, and the ruins themselves, scholars sought to restore 
Rome to her former beauty and grandeur. One merchant, Cyriac of 
Ancona, wrote that through the study of ancient inscriptions ‘It is 
obvious . . . that we are able by our art not only to raise from the depths 
monuments which have been destroyed, but also to bring the names 
of cities back into the light. Oh what a great, what a divine power has 
this art of ours.’10

Any use of the classical orders evoked the splendours of ancient 
Rome in the mind of an educated viewer. Roman ruins, along with 
coins and statues, were the physical remains of that ancient civiliza-
tion and the tangible reminder of history. Architecture could be 
directly connected to texts as a mnemonic device. Advice books urged 
young men to read before they travelled and then to study ancient 
monuments abroad in order to be ‘an eye witness of the verie same 
things which he hath red in bookes, or heard of by others’. Especially 
in travelling to Italy, one manual goes on to urge, ‘where shall you set 
your feet, or cast your eie: but you shall have occasion to call into 
remembrance, that which is set downe in Livie, Salust, Polibius, 
Plyny, Tacitus, Dion, and Dionisius’.11 At least in theory, classical 
ruins could evoke texts read earlier and thus stimulate a mental 
recitation. The study of architecture became in the Renaissance part 
of a broader arts curriculum based in ancient texts and modern 
commentaries.

When available, ancient buildings were mined for usable materials, 
especially fi nely wrought columns, and capitals and bases. Craftsmen 
and architects could also model their new work on earlier examples, 
though the remnants of ancient architecture had a value in their ma -
terial and workmanship that was diffi cult to reproduce.

Classical architecture could make the ancient gods live again, but 
other builders and patrons also sought to renew an ancient past that 
could take the form of castles as well as of temples, drawing on local 
building history as well as classical tradition for inspiration. When 
Gilles Berthelet built a new chateau on the site of the old fortress 
at Azay-le-Rideau (1518–28), he looked back to the medieval 
architectural traditions [4]. Berthelet rose from the middle classes 
to become the General of Finances for Normandy, one of the four 
Treasurers of France under Francis I. His chateau in the Loire Valley 
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gave him an unimpeachable architectural pedigree: a newly built and 
grand house, yet closely resembling the earlier traditions of castle 
architecture. While Azay-le-Rideau uses the architectural language of 
fortresses, the corner towers and moat, and even the medieval plan 
with one room leading directly into the next, it is a very up-to-date 
building. The main entrance is marked by a tower of the classical 
orders, set off against a symmetrical façade, and leads to a grand stair-
case. The elements of fortifi cation are decorative and not defensive, 
linking this new building to a French chivalric tradition that Berthelet 
wanted to claim as his own.

The architectural historian James Ackerman has suggested that 
every great architect fi nds his own antiquity.12 Yet, as we have seen 
in these few examples, antiquity can take many forms. It can be the 
antiquity of ancient and Imperial Rome, a potent architectural lan-
guage for the papal court. Or it can be a chivalric past connected 
with the medieval castles of landed nobility. The continued use of 
the Gothic tied any new building in that style to the buildings of the 
more recent past. And the period that we defi ne as the Renaissance, 
that is the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries, is marked by just such 
an awareness of the rebirth, or renovatio, of an earlier history. The 
historian Arnold Toynbee (1889–1975) described ‘renaissance’ more 
broadly as ‘one particular instance of a recurrent phenomenon’.13

Architecture could contribute to this process of historical awareness 
because buildings can defi ne the present through their connections 
to the past.

4
Azay-le-Rideau, 1518–28, 
near Tours, France

The construction of the 
chateau ended abruptly 
when Gilles Berthelot was 
accused of fi nancial 
wrongdoing and the property 
seized by the King. Only two 
of the four wings planned by 
Philippe Lesbahy, Berthelot’s 
wife and supervisor of the 
project, were completed. 
With its steep roofs and 
setting along the River Indre, 
Azay-le-Rideau evokes the 
form of earlier chateaux. 
Classical decoration is 
confi ned to the entrance 
porch and the staircase.
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Love and Longing
In 1611 the painter Robert Peake wrote a preface to a new English 
edition of Sebastiano Serlio’s multi-volume treatise on architecture 
(1537–47). He addressed it to ‘The Lovers of Architecture’. When 
that book appeared, classical architecture, the mode of building pre-
sented by Serlio, was a relatively new phenomenon in England and 
other parts of Europe where Roman buildings were uncommon and 
mostly irrelevant to the current building practices. Columns and other 
elements from ancient and modern architecture had been used in 
limited parts of buildings such as loggias or decorative screens where 
craftsmen could freely adapt the models of ancient buildings. Yet 
Peake knew his audience. As a painter to the Tudor and Jacobean 
court he knew that there was a growing passion for building in 
England. Everyone who could afford to, and many who could not, 
wanted to have a building project under way: a new house, if that were 
possible, but even a garden gateway offered the opportunity to be 
builders. The desire to build, and to talk about buildings and visit the 
architecture of one’s neighbours, had risen almost to the level of a 
cultural disease.

In the fi fteenth century, the Italian artist and author Filarete iden-
tifi ed this malady in its earlier phase.

Building is nothing more than a voluptuous pleasure like that of a man in 
love. Anyone who has experienced it knows that there is so much pleasure and 
desire in building that however much a man does, he wants to do more.14

Why was building so addictive? For a start, in England, Italy, and 
other places with powerful court cultures, building offered one of the 
most public forms of political display.15 Like clothing, architecture 
presented the self to society. It stood in for the body of the patron (in 
contrast to clothing which required the presence of the individual to 
have an effect), and engaged many people in both an intimate and less 
direct way.

If architecture had a political use, then it could also as Filarete sug-
gests become a psychological compulsion. Once you begin, it’s almost 
impossible to stop. Some of that delight must come from the physical 
beauty of building, the seduction of the smooth marble, wood lus-
ciously carved, tile refl ecting light back into the room. It is this kind 
of sensual enchantment that weaves through the romance of the 
Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (Venice, 1499), the story of the love of 
young Poliphilo for Polia. Their love is played out for several hundred 
pages and illustrated with elegant woodcuts that contribute to the 
exotic quality of the tale itself [5]. In the descriptions of architecture, 
gardens, and sculpture, Francesco Colonna (the likely author of the 
book) lingers over the materials of these objects, and the delight they 
arouse for the protagonists.
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I gazed insatiably at one huge and beautiful work after another, saying to 
myself: ‘If the fragments of holy antiquity, the ruins and debris and even the 
shavings, fi ll us with stupefi ed admiration and give us such delight in viewing 
them, what would they do if they were whole?’ And then I thought again, 
reasoning with myself: ‘Perhaps inside there is the venerable altar of mysteri-
ous sacrifi ces and sacred fl ames, or even the statue of divine Venus and the 
holy of holies of Aphrodite and her Son, wielder of the bow and arrow.’ . . . The 
walls to right and left were cased in glossy marble, and a large disc was 
attached to the centre of the wall, surrounded by a leafy coronet excellently 
carved. This, like the one opposite, was of the black stone that resists hard 
iron, and polished like a mirror. As I heedlessly passed between the discs I 
was fi lled with sudden fright at the sight of my own refl ection, but was reas-
sured by an unexpected pleasure, for they offered a clear view of the scenes 
that were depicted there in splendid mosaic work.16

The Hypnerotomachia Poliphili offers a way into Renaissance architec-
ture as more than simply an intellectual exercise in classical references 
and design solutions. Buildings were intended to engage us on every 
level, move us to spiritual devotion, mourning the passage of time and 
delighting in the stimulation of the senses.17

That delight is not, however, without its dangers. Poliphilo tells us 
as much in the passage I quote above. At one point in his study of the 
beautiful portal he becomes frightened, taken aback by his own refl ec-
tion in the polished stone. We can imagine that for a second he does 
not recognize himself, refl ected in the black stone, familiar yet 

5
Francesco Colonna, 
Hypnerotomachia Poliphili
(Venice, 1499)

With its elegant woodcuts, 
hybrid language, and dream-
induced narrative, Colonna’s 
story of love and desire plays 
out in an architectural 
setting of ruins and lush 
palaces. Although the long 
book is fi lled with 
paraphrases of Alberti and 
earlier architectural authors, 
it offers an alternative view of 
Renaissance architecture as 
a mysterious, emotional, and 
powerfully physical 
experience.
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changed. But the pleasure of the building consoles him, and he pushes 
on. Quickly his attention is once more held by the material of the 
architecture, beautiful scenes in mosaic.

The psychological engagement that Poliphilo feels, we too may 
experience with Renaissance architecture. In the soaring bowers of 
Gothic vaulting or palaces painted with familiar myths or local leg-
ends, Renaissance buildings transformed everyday experience. Classical 
ornament seems, for example, so recognizable in its forms derived 
from antiquity. That familiarity is a false sense of security and denies 
the subtle strangeness of these buildings. The use of classicism, similar 
to yet different from the ancient monuments on which it is based, 
should make the viewer look closely and study its subtleties. Its insist-
ence on order, regularity, and modulation is not an imitation of life but 
a translation of everyday experience into a new disposition. These 
cunning transformations happen in other architectural languages as 
well, and always, in the best buildings, with a nudge urging us to 
stay alert.
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No type of architecture demanded more from the architect than build-
ings made for worship. By equating the modern devotional building 
with the ancient temple, Alberti wrote that ‘In all architecture there 
does not exist any work which requires greater talent, care, skill, and 
diligence than that needed for building and decorating the temple. 
Needless to say, a well-tended and ornate temple is without doubt the 
foremost and primary ornament in the city.’1 Alberti refers to temples, 
rather than churches, connecting modern-day religious buildings back 
to their ancient precedents.

Churches and other religious buildings may not have been the most 
numerous within a city but they were the most important. In addition 
to being the institutional centre for worship, the economic and polit-
ical power of the Church was a powerful force within the city and 
region. The physical body of the church was often at the centre of the 
city, close to markets and government buildings, and closely tied 
through its patronage to the important families of the area. The spires 
of the church projected up above the body of the church, proclaiming 
its importance to all within and without the city walls.

After the peak of the Black Death, around 1350, during which  little
was built, a new period of great building energy began. New churches 
were started in many areas of Europe, and earlier buildings were 
renovated and updated to meet new devotional requirements. Many 
of these buildings, however, took many generations, sometimes cen-
turies, to complete and their construction continued well into the 
fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries and beyond.

The basic plans of most religious buildings had been long estab-
lished by 1400. Following on the ancient model of the Roman basilica, 
a longitudinal space designed to hold large crowds—though intended 
in the Roman period as law courts, not religious buildings—the lon-
gitudinal building remained the most frequent plan for Christian 
buildings.

In an early modern context, it is not possible to make a clear sepa-
ration between the religious function of the buildings and the more 
secular activities of the local residents. Churches, as well as synagogues 
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and mosques, were often community centres as well, serving as the site 
for schools, hospitals, and markets. The church was often the largest 
indoor space in a community and could serve as a meeting place when 
needed. Constructing the building was a community effort requiring 
not only local labour but also the fi nances and organizational ability 
of many groups within the town, including guilds and families who 
provided the economic strength to see the religious project through to 
completion.

Churches were the most common religious building in early modern 
cities, the structures that stood out on the urban and religious land-
scape. But the designation ‘church’ cannot suffi ciently account for the 
variety of religious buildings constructed for quite different purposes 
during this period. Private chapels and pilgrimage shrines, for example, 
must be seen in conjunction with large public churches such as 
St Peter’s in Rome, a building which was not only relevant to its own 
city but also held a position as the mother church that served the entire 
body of the faithful across Europe and beyond. While Christianity was 
the dominant religion throughout Europe, the sixteenth century was a 
time of great religious turmoil that resulted in the establishment of 
reform churches both within the Catholic faith and in the Protestant 
north. Although Jews were often severely controlled through offi cial 
decrees and urban policy, within these prescribed limits their commu-
nities could construct synagogues in many cities. The conquest of 
Constantinople by Mehmet the Conqueror in 1453 meant that the city 
that had competed with Rome for dominance within the Christian 
world was now in the control of Muslims. Christian churches in 
Istanbul did not disappear, and many were transformed into mosques. 
New mosques were built as well, following the course of that religion’s 
own reform movements in the sixteenth century.

Batalha
In 1385, King João I of Portugal won a great victory over the Spanish 
forces from Castile. João had been appointed king on the death of his 
half-brother Ferdinand, and King John of Castile felt the Portuguese 
monarchy was insecure, and ripe for an attack. Although greatly out-
numbered, the Portuguese defeated the Spanish at the Battle of 
Aljubarrota, and secured the monarchy against the Spanish forces. In 
thanks to God for their victory, João ordered the construction of a great 
monastic cathedral at Batalha, three miles from the site of the battle.

The Dominican monastery, dedicated to S. Maria da Vitória, is a 
sprawling and unfi nished complex, with all of the elements necessary 
for religious devotional practice: the main church building, cloister, 
chapter house, and chapels dedicated to its patron [6]. Built of the 
local cream limestone, the smooth surface of the exterior walls 
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contrasts with the pinnacles and tracery around the entrance door and 
along the roofl ine. The fi rst architect, Alfonso Domingues (active at 
Batalha 1388–1402), and later Huguet (active at Batalha 1402–38), 
created a great Gothic cathedral that combined the decorative ele-
ments common to northern European buildings with distinctive 
Portuguese traditions in the tall proportions of the building and treat-
ment of ornament. Consistent with much of the earlier medieval 
architecture in Portugal, the ornament along the façade has a strong 
horizontal organization that reveals the distinct blocks of the building 
construction beneath.

The cathedral at Batalha was considered both a gift to God and a 
glorifi cation of its donor. The Capella do Fundador (Founder’s 
Chapel) just inside the main door of the church served as the burial 
chapel to the house of Avis, which after the Battle of Aljubarrota held 
power in Portugal for the next 200 years [7]. The 20-metre-square 
room rises up to an octagon dome supported by eight piers. The rib 
vaults form a star vault punctuated with tracery in the form of rosettes. 
Underneath the dome is the tomb of King João I and his wife Philippa 
of Lancaster, for English support assured Portugal’s victory, and was 
bound in to the dynasty through João’s marriage to the daughter of 
John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster. Those political links are apparent 
in the architecture itself, and especially in the Founder’s Chapel, which 
recalls the broad vaulted spaces of English cathedrals such as the Lady 
Chapel at Ely Cathedral (begun in 1321, resumed in 1342). Work 
continued at Batalha for several centuries, though many elements 
remained incomplete. A second royal mausoleum was begun by 
Edward, King of Portugal (reg. 1433–8), and continued by his grand-
son Manuel I (reg. 1495–1521).
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Alfonso Domingues and 
Huguet, S. Maria da Vitória, 
1388–1438, Batalha, 
Portugal

At Batalha the ornamental 
language of Gothic 
architecture reached a new 
level of refi nement, in ways 
that were distinctive to 
Portuguese building 
traditions. The strong 
horizontal emphasis across 
the façade and 
concentration of sculpture 
along the roofl ine and at the 
main portal are found in 
earlier buildings as at 
Alcobaça Abbey. Given the 
role of Batalha as a symbol 
of national identity and 
autonomy, the choice of 
Gothic ornament used in 
traditional ways was a 
powerful political statement.
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The combination of international trends and local traditions, reli-
gious dedication and political purpose, marks the cathedral at Batalha 
as a very powerful starting point for a study of religious buildings in 
the Renaissance. Batalha may have few if any references to the classi-
cal architecture in Italy of the same period. Yet Gothic ornament and 
traditions were still a powerful architectural language connecting this 
building both to Portuguese and European traditions.

Mathematics of God: Brunelleschi
When a new sacristy was built at the church of San Lorenzo, its inno-
vation and beauty caused a sensation in fi fteenth-century Florence [8]. 
It was a ‘marvel’ according to a biographer of its architect, Filippo 
Brunelleschi, attracting such crowds that ‘the many people assembling 
there caused great annoyance to the workmen’.2 Its innovative and 
awe-inspiring appearance was due to many factors, including its rich 
materials and ornament such as bronze on the doors and sculpture 
marking this private space off as rich and distinctive. The sacristy, a 
sacred space which held the consecrated host and precious relics, was 
built as an integral part of the church function. Yet this particular 
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Huguet, Capella do 
Fundador, S. Maria da 
Vitória, 1402–38, Batalha, 
Portugal

The royal pantheon contains 
the tombs of João I and his 
wife Philippa of Lancaster 
under the central octagon, 
and four of their children in 
altar-tombs along the south 
wall. The octagonal burial 
chapel became a standard 
building type in both 
Portugal and Spain into the 
15th and 16th centuries, 
asserting the unity of a 
political dynasty.
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example was especially planned as a memorial chapel for the powerful 
Medici family who controlled this quarter of the city and in effect 
ruled the city of Florence.

One of its most remarkable innovations was the way in which the 
architect appropriated the architectural forms associated with the city 
itself for use in a private chapel. The dome over the central space 
would have specifi c resonances for Florentines. It evoked the baptis-
tery of San Giovanni, the highly charged space adjoining the cathedral 
where individuals were baptized both as Christians and as citizens of 
Florence, St John the Baptist being the patron saint of the city. The 
dome would also have called to mind the not-yet-complete dome of 
the cathedral itself, a competition for the design of which was under 
way in 1418–20, exactly the date of the sacristy project.

It was also innovative in the choice of ornament used to com-
memorate the patrons. Private chapels, more often included within 
the space of the church overall, were often decorated with interrelated 
scenes attesting to the virtues of the patron. Here this form of orna-
ment was executed in terracotta reliefs and restricted to only a small 
part of the chapel: the lunettes and pendentives containing scenes of 
saints and the Medici coat of arms. More astonishing, however, was 
the absence of decoration on much of the dome and wall surfaces. 
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Filippo Brunelleschi, Old 
Sacristy, 1419–28, San 
Lorenzo, Florence, Italy

For a 15th-century viewer, 
the Sacristy would have 
evoked a number of recent 
and distant architectural 
models, including the Holy 
Sepulchre (begun 326, 
Jerusalem), Santo Stefano 
Rotondo (468–83, Rome) 
and the baptistery in Padua 
(13th century). The 
repetition of the dome over 
the main space and the altar 
recalled architecture from 
the eastern Mediterranean, 
especially buildings in 
Constantinople.
Brunelleschi’s ability to fuse 
these varied sources into a 
highly charged personal 
monument for the Medici 
marks a turning point in 
Renaissance architecture.



28 the house of god 

Brunelleschi’s architecture synthesized local, Tuscan architectural tra-
ditions in the use of a limited colour palette of grey-green stones 
against white stucco walls, with a new sensibility toward ornamental 
details. Only a few architectural elements are used throughout the 
architectural space. This restrictive vocabulary focuses attention on the 
considered alignment and placement of each form. The Renaissance, 
as well as the modern, viewer of Brunelleschi’s buildings is invited to 
believe that there is an underlying order and system to the building, 
an almost innate order that regulates each aspect of the building. 
Perhaps this is a divine presence, mediated through the hand of the 
architect, but Brunelleschi’s architecture evokes a rational calm that 
shapes the interior space. Against such a reduced programme of dec-
oration as originally planned by Brunelleschi was an architectural 
vocabulary of ornament based on antiquity and local precedent as well 
as Roman and northern Italian references. A series of Corinthian 
pilasters along the lower storey support arches which in turn support 
the dome over the entire square of the ground plan.

If the decoration of the sacristy eschewed the more traditional 
frescoes one would expect in a late medieval chapel, its forms could 
well be understood in symbolic and representational terms. As a 
funerary chapel for Giovanni de’ Medici and his wife, the cubical base 
was the more earthly of forms, transformed in the light of the dome 
into the heavenly realm. The dome itself had twelve ribs, and thus 
twelve oculi (lights), referring perhaps to the twelve apostles. Certainly 
none of these readings of the space was prescribed, but rather they 
were available to a viewer accustomed to reading symbolic meaning in 
these religious spaces.

The technical diffi culty of dome construction was part of its appeal. 
It was known at the time that the dome of Hagia Sophia had col-
lapsed. When the cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence 

As the best preserved of all ancient 
Roman monuments, the Pantheon 
was a powerful model for Renaissance 
architects, especially those wishing to 
evoke the glory of the imperial past 
[9]. The most recognizable element of 
the Pantheon was its vast and intact 
dome with an oculus at the centre, 
open to light and the elements. As a 
temple, the Pantheon was an obvious 
model, and challenge, to all later build-
ers of religious architecture, espe-
cially for Christian churches. Medieval 
architects had already taken on the 

dome as a symbol of the dome of the 
heavens and the infi nite power of the 
one Christian God over the universe. 
The Justinian church of Hagia Sophia 
(dedicated 537) in Constantinople 
(now Istanbul) was described at the 
time as having a dome that was not 
supported from below but held up by 
a great golden chain from heaven. A 
great dome was at the centre of all the 
designs for the new St Peter’s, given 
Julius II’s desire for the Roman Church 
to triumph over all adversaries, past, 
present, and future.

The Dome of Heaven
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remained incomplete in 1410 after more than a century of construc-
tion, the completion of the dome was a matter of civic pride and 
concern [10].3 Filippo Brunelleschi won the competition to solve the 
construction and design problems, and devised ways to hoist the heavy 
materials up to the level of the dome and construction solutions for 
the scaffolding and vaulting. The solution for the dome included the 
use of a double shell, bricks laid in a herringbone pattern, and pointed 
arches derived from medieval building practices. The importance of 
the dome to the status of the city, especially given its rivalry with 
neighbouring Siena, ensured the fame of the building and its architect 
in the history of Renaissance architecture.

Every aspect of the dome could take on religious signifi cance, from 
its very shape to the manipulation of lights through windows, all read 
through Christian theology and liturgical practice. Domes also had an 
important function in the acoustic properties of churches. They 
shaped the experience of music and helped to project the spoken word 
of sermons and prayers. Secular buildings increasingly included the 
dome as a more general reference to ancient architecture. Andrea 
Palladio made the radical move to include domes, as well as temple 
fronts, in designs for villas, giving the house of the landowner the 
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Pantheon [Palladio, I quattro 
libri dell’architettura, Venice 
1570; Bk. IV, p. 81]

The Pantheon was the best 
preserved of all temples in 
Rome, and described as 
perfect both in form and in its 
effect. In his earlier treatise, 
Sebastiano Serlio placed it 
fi rst in his book on antiquities, 
writing that ‘it is that much 
more remarkable than the 
others because, although it 
has many members, those 
members are so well 
proportioned to the body that 
whoever sees such 
correspondence feels great 
satisfacion’ (Bk. III, 50r).
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status that could come from a connection to antiquity and the refer-
ences to religious architecture.

Centralized Plan Churches
On 6 July 1484, Jacopino d’Antonio de Seringo Lapovera, a young boy 
from the central Italian town of Prato, saw the Virgin Mary while he 
was chasing a cricket near the castle. The Virgin came to life for him 
from an image of her that was painted on the wall of an old prison. 
The fame of the miracle inspired the civic authorities to build a church 
in her honour, Santa Maria delle Carceri, and to establish Prato as the 
patron city of the cult.4 Pilgrimage churches had a long medieval 
tradition, housing miracle-working images or religious relics. Church 
design took into account the increased number of pilgrims through 
separate ambulatories and chapels.

A competition was held for the design of the church and by April 
1485 a committee selected the design of Giuliano da Maiano, although 
his project never proceeded much beyond the foundation. Lorenzo de’ 
Medici, the patron at Prato, intervened that summer and appointed 
his own architect, Giuliano da Sangallo, to build the project to a new 
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Brunelleschi, Santa Maria 
del Fiore, dome constructed 
1420–36, Florence, Italy

Although a rival to the great 
dome of the Pantheon in 
size and grandeur, the shape 
and solutions to the dome at 
Santa Maria del Fiore derive 
from earlier Gothic 
architectural solutions. The 
dome is essentially a rib 
vault structure, with lighter 
infi ll material, and a double 
shell construction. 
Brunelleschi’s role as 
inventor, overseer, designer, 
and public fi gure marked a 
new moment in the history of 
the design profession.
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design. The revised scheme, followed in the church as built, was for a 
centralized church of a Greek cross plan, covered by a dome, and with 
each of the four arms the same width as the crossing [11]. The effect 
of the church from the outside is of a subtly controlled unity, con-
ceived as a whole and intended as a monument as well as a place of 
worship.

Other pilgrimage churches in nearby towns had similar features to 
the church in Prato, and a certain amount of emulation, as well as civic 
competition, shaped the design decisions. Lorenzo de’ Medici had 
requested a plan of Leon Battista Alberti’s recent church in Mantua, 
S. Sebastiano (1460), also built according to a centralized plan. Another 
pilgrimage church in the Tuscan town of Bibbona housed a miracle-
working image of the Virgin, and may have been a more likely source 
as it would have been seen as competition for the shrine at Prato.

Several features at Prato, however, were a response to the specifi c 
function of this church as a pilgrimage site. The bench around the 
outside provided seating for tired travellers. Identical portals on the 
three arms (the fourth holding the altar) allowed pilgrims to process 
into and through the church in an orderly fashion. Inside, the balus-
trade around the base of the dome holds candles, allowing the entire 
interior to be illuminated on important festivals and feast days.
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Giuliano da Sangallo, Sta 
Maria delle Carceri, 1485–99, 
Prato, Italy

Sangallo began his career as 
a woodworker, and that 
understanding of ornament, 
material, and composition 
can be seen in many of his 
architectural projects. Many 
drawings of ancient Roman 
architecture survive, and 
those designs appear in 
details of this church in the 
column capitals and 
balustrades. As a 
woodworker, Giuliano da 
Sangallo also created 
architectural models, 
including one for Santa 
Maria delle Carceri. Models 
allowed the architect and 
patron to evaluate the 
building as a three-
dimensional object, and 
understand its overall 
design.
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Prato’s Santa Maria delle Carceri is relatively unusual among 
fi fteenth-century churches having been planned as a Greek cross plan, 
although many churches built during this period were designed as 
centralized buildings, more usually as round, square, or octagonal. An 
interest in centralized plans has been extensively studied in the history 
of Renaissance architecture, especially by Rudolf Wittkower in his 
book Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism. For Wittkower, 
Leon Battista Alberti’s programme of the ideal church in his De re 
aedifi catoria (written about 1450) sets out principles for religious 
buildings emphasizing how the building would be seen. It should be 
monumental, according to Alberti, visible from all sides, and with the 
interior and exterior given equal importance. Each of these qualities 
of the building suggests a particular design decision, and a necessity 
for the architect (or a single individual) to be in charge of the concep-
tion of the building. If the interior and the exterior were to have equal 
importance, for example, then the plan and the elevation of the build-
ing must be thought about in tandem as interrelated elements. A wish 
for monumentality suggests a relationship to what was considered the 
most impressive architecture known at the time, that of ancient Rome. 
The Christian church of the Renaissance, therefore, was to be a new 
version of the ancient Roman temple. Wittkower notes that Alberti 
promotes centralized churches, and is no advocate for the basilican or 
longitudinal church—which was the most common church plan of the 
medieval period. Alberti must certainly have known that the basilican 
church had obvious advantages in its ability to hold large crowds and 
the ease of conducting Christian processions in the long nave. The 
emphasis on the circle as an ideal form leads Wittkower to relate this 
preference for a particular architectural plan in the writings of Alberti, 
Filarete, and later architectural theorists of the sixteenth century to 
broader issues of religious symbolism, philosophical discussions, and 
habits of the Renaissance mind. In discussing Sangallo’s church of 
Santa Maria delle Carceri in Prato, Wittkower writes passionately of 
the synthesis he sees between the design of the building, Alberti’s 
ideas, and Renaissance cosmology.

The church, standing here like a precious jewel, is conceived, as it were, in 
Alberti’s spirit. Its majestic simplicity, the undisturbed impact of its geometry, 
the purity of its whiteness are designed to evoke in the congregation a con-
sciousness of the presence of God—of a God who has ordered the universe 
according to immutable mathematical laws, who has created a uniform and 
beautifully proportioned world, the consonance and harmony of which is 
mirrored in His temple below.5

It is diffi cult to say whether visitors to any centralized plan would have 
been aware of the symbolic references that Wittkower believes are at 
the root of the geometrical design, and fully available to the eye. Yet 
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his method of understanding the choices of Renaissance architecture 
between competing designs certainly alerts us to the complex way that 
some Renaissance viewers could look at architecture. The attention to 
details by Renaissance architects, the subtle evolutions of the classical 
architectural vocabulary, the search for sources and antecedents, all 
suggest how even the most minor design decisions might be emotional 
and cultural triggers for a contemporary and later viewer. That these 
signals are sometimes diffi cult for us to recover at such a historical 
distance does not diminish our ability to intuit how much was at stake 
for architects and patrons.

Reform: Torgau Chapel
The great project by Pope Julius II to rebuild St Peter’s in Rome out-
raged many who felt that the expense of the new church, raised mostly 
through the sale of indulgences, only served to glorify the power of the 
Pope over any true religious expression. St Peter’s was to be a more 
magnifi cent and regal church than the early Christian basilica it 
replaced, which was, by the time of the Renaissance, in very poor 
condition and in need of repair. The new church was also, needless to 
say, to be a monument to the popes who commissioned it and raised 
funds for its completion. (See Chapter 3.)

Anger at the amount of money being raised, and the lavishness of 
the project, extended beyond St Peter’s itself into a condemnation of 
all Roman (and courtly) architecture. As the crossing of the new 
St Peter’s rose above the shell of the early Christian basilica, it began 
to resemble in its unfi nished state an ancient Roman ruin [42]. 
Although on the one hand this could be understood as a sign of the 
resurrection, and thus fully a Christian theme, it could also be read 
another way: as an architecture comparable to the remnants of pagan 
culture, and therefore a sign that the Church was sinking to a level of 
decadence brought on by the ambition and grandeur of its leaders. The 
focus on the artistic qualities of the church in Rome, and the secular 
buildings of antiquity, fuelled charges that the papacy was interested 
in creating not so much a city of faith but primarily a showplace for 
private ambition.

One visitor caught up in the fury over the buildings in Rome was 
an Augustinian canon, Martin Luther, who visited Rome on a pil-
grimage in 1510. The Pope was at the centre of his condemnations, 
Luther claiming that no German prince would dare to wear the rich 
vestments that he did and live in such worldly splendour.

Luther’s anger at the grandeur of papal Rome suggests that he saw 
what were to him corrupt values embodied in the buildings. The idea 
that architecture could embody a morality, and communicate that 
morality to a viewer, was something new in the Renaissance; and 
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marks a change in how a contemporary viewer might understand or 
read the architecture as a sign of the society which constructed it.

Luther’s calls for reforms in the Christian Church and Christian 
liturgy had a profound effect on the creation, renovation, and use of 
religious space in the sixteenth century and after. Not only was there 
a surge of iconoclasm, the destruction and removal of sacred images, 
by avid reformers who believed them to be idolatrous. There was also 
the reorganization of existing churches in order to take account of the 
changes in liturgy. Pulpits were given prominence for preaching, and 
pews installed to allow congregants to listen to lengthy sermons. The 
structure of the Catholic Church, in both its theology and its spatial 
organization, enforced rigid hierarchies, differentiating between lay 
member and priest in the divisions within the church plan.

From the 1530s new Protestant churches were built in the fi rst 
place within the castles erected by German princes who adopted the 
new reformed religion. Such princes took advantage of the religious 
dissention to assert control over ecclesiastical matters. The fi rst newly 
built Protestant chapel was the project of the Saxon princes at 
Hartenfels Castle in Torgau [12]. Prince John Frederick began this 
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Nicholas Gromann, Chapel, 
Schloss Hartenfels, 1543–4, 
Torgau, Germany

The castle was begun in 
1470, and additional wings 
added to it over time. 
Although the chapel was the 
fi rst newly built Protestant 
worship hall, the design 
derives from local types with 
traditional Gothic ornament.
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in 1533 as part of large-scale renovations to the castle by the Saxon 
court architect, Nicholas Gromann, in order to further establish the 
importance of the castle as a centre of the newly reformed religion. 
The chapel incorporated aspects of the reformed religion into its 
design, creating an architectural space ideally suited to the practices 
of worship.6

The space has no aisles; it is one large open space with all attention 
directed toward the simple altar at the far end. The pulpit is given 
prominence along the side of the nave, and the galleries provided space 
for groups of varying ranks to listen to sermons. All attention during 
the Eucharist, now presented directly to the lay congregation, was 
on the altar at the far end of the space. The centrality of the priest, and 
the focus of the event, was reinforced through the architecture, for just 
behind him was a single, unadorned column supporting the two arches 
west of the gallery, immediately below the organ.

The Castle Chapel was dedicated by Luther on 5 October 1544, 
and his sermon praised the ‘new house built for the offi ce of preaching 
God’s word’.7 In contrast to existing churches and cathedrals, the 
chapel was notably plainer and less ornamented, more in fact like a 
house than the rich and otherworldly spaces of Catholic worship. The 
smaller space was better too for acoustics, important for the new 
emphasis on preaching, and it allowed more direct views to the altar 
and preacher. Luther’s reference to a ‘house’, however, also indicates 
his belief in the presence of God wherever his words are heard. No 
special conditions are necessary for his worship, other than a com-
munity of believers and attention to the religious teachings.

Protestant Temples
In 1598, King Henry IV of France signed the Edict of Nantes, ending 
the Wars of Religion (1562–98) and giving Protestants in that country 
limited rights. Huguenots, members of the Protestant Reformed 
Church of France, were allowed to build places to worship on the 
outskirts of cities; these halls could not be called either churches or 
temples, though the latter name would be used later. Almost all of 
these early places of worship were destroyed later, though images 
survive that show the arrangement of the altar, pulpits, and seating 
[13].

In his 1601 book on fortifi cations and architecture, Jacques Perret 
compared the Protestant churches to theatres and assembly halls.

Inside there are three tiers of pews against the walls in the manner of a theatre, 
and in front of them a spacious aisle all the way around. There are chairs for 
the gentlemen and places for the ladies and, in the middle, benches for the 
countrywomen. Above the three tiers of pews galleries line the walls, one toise
in breadth. Here, too, the seats are arranged in the manner of a theatre.8
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Distinctions between classes of people and the genders were embod-
ied in the types of seating described by Perret and seen in the Temple 
of Paradise.

Synagogue
Jewish populations were often segregated to specifi c areas of cities, the 
ghettos, and built their homes, businesses, and communal buildings in 
that area with each forced relocation. (The urban aspects of the ghet-
tos will be dealt with more thoroughly in the chapter on cities.) The 
construction of permanent places for worship was begun as soon as 
possible. From the outside the early synagogues were not readily 
noticeable or particularly grand. This may have been to protect them 
and defl ect attention. It may also have been because the importance 
of the buildings was not on the façades but on the interior, the 
arrangement of sacred spaces and the objects held within. When per-
manent structures were not possible because they were not permitted 
by local regulations, illegal synagogues were fashioned in basements or 
upstairs rooms or places that could be kept well hidden.9 The two 
specifi c elements that shaped the space of the synagogue were the 
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Le Paradis, a Calvinist 
Temple, 1564

Some of the pews are little 
more than wooden slats that 
serve as benches; other 
members of the 
congregation listen to the 
preacher from more 
comfortable pews with backs 
or set against the wall. The 
newly built Protestant 
church, as depicted in this 
painting, resembled a 
meeting room that 
emphasized the communal 
nature of worship. There are 
no religious decorations. The 
only ornament is the coats of 
arms of France and the town 
of Lyons. The straightforward 
building displays the 
supporting beams and 
joinery, a mirror of the tenets 
of the reform faith.
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Torah ark, the cabinet for the holy scrolls, and the bimah, the platform 
from which the Torah was read.10

Given the painful history of the Jews in Europe, with limited civic 
rights, expulsions, and the tragic pogroms and brutality of the Nazis 
in the Second World War, few synagogues survive from this early 
period, and fewer still are now used for their original purpose. Where 
they do remain, those areas have become places of pilgrimage for 
modern-day visitors. One such place is Kazimierz, which was a sub-
urban town in the Grand Duchy of Krakow (Poland).11 This section 
of the city has an important history within Jewish religion and culture 
as a centre for Kabbalistic scholarship and Jewish law as the home of 
Moses Isserles, known as ReMO (1520–72). His synagogue, built in 
1556–7, its interior vaulted and simple in plan, was one of the fi rst 
Polish synagogues built in masonry and incorporating elements of 
Renaissance planning.

The Old Synagogue in Kazimierz is a much larger structure than 
the ReMO synagogue, probably dates from some time after 1494, and 
was much rebuilt around 1570 [14]. The architect may have been an 
Italian, Matteo Gucci, who is associated with many buildings in 
Poland during this time. There is little evidence of Jewish designers 

14
Old Synagogue, 16th 
century, Kazimierz [Krakow], 
Poland

Now the Jewish Museum in 
Krakow, the Old Synagogue 
is one of the best preserved 
synagogues in Poland. King 
Jan Olbrecht I moved all 
Jews from Krakow to 
Kazimierz beginning in 
1495. This separate section 
of the city became a vital 
centre for Jews from Poland 
and beyond, with a 
population of about 4,500 by 
1630. The bimah in the 
centre of the main space is 
original, probably done by 
the metalwork artisans from 
Krakow.
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or builders of synagogues; most were the product of Christian workers 
and masons because of restricted access to building guilds. The changes 
from the late fi fteenth-century building to the sixteenth-century struc-
ture probably refl ected changes in Polish architecture generally during 
this period: the shift away from late Gothic elements such as exposed 
buttresses and rib vaults to a more rectangular profi le and simpler 
details. The interior plan is for a two-aisled building, with three bays, 
a relatively traditional form and common throughout synagogues of 
eastern and central Europe. The general proportions of the building are 
also broader, typical of architecture overall during this period. The 
bimah is towards the centre of the building, marked off by an elaborate 
iron cage. Other interior fi ttings would have included chandeliers, and 
inscriptions and reliefs on the walls. As with many synagogues, a 
women’s gallery was added later, after 1600. This movement to make 
the specifi c ritual spaces within the synagogue more distinctive, and 
readily recognizable for their function, was a corollary effect of general 
trends in the planning of religious and secular spaces of all types during 
this period, a desire to codify and make clearly legible the various parts 
of building through planning, ornament, and materials.

Devotional Buildings: Tempietto, Tresham, Coimbra
In addition to churches, there was also a need for other types of devo-
tional buildings more closely focused on a particular cult or devotional 
practice during the Renaissance. These buildings, often substantially 
smaller than the more public church, were often more visually and 
spatially inventive.

Adjacent to San Miniato al Monte, the Spanish church in Rome, 
was the site where St Peter was believed to have been crucifi ed. 
Ferdinand II, King of Sicily and Aragon, and Queen Isabella of 
Castile and León commissioned a building called the Tempietto (or 
little temple) to commemorate the location and increase pilgrimage to 
the site. The location of the base of the cross in the crypt, visible 
through an opening in the main fl oor above, was the organizing prin-
ciple for the Tempietto and its planned courtyard [15]. Everything 
radiates from this central point. The building is circular, appropriate 
for housing a relic yet also unmistakably related to a number of ancient 
circular temples such as the Temple of Vesta by the Tiber in Rome 
(late second century bc).

From a plate in Sebastiano Serlio’s treatise, we know that there was 
a scheme for the building to be placed within a circular courtyard, 
surrounded by a colonnade. The unrelenting centrality would have 
emphasized the exact location of St Peter’s crucifi xion and added a 
devotional intensity to the building beginning as soon as a visitor 
entered into the space. This setting was never executed.
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Bramante chose the Doric order for the Tempietto, and based all 
dimensions on the diameter of the sixteen columns ringing the central 
space on the exterior. This was the fi rst building after antiquity to be 
built in the Doric order using the full accompaniment of ornament 
with triglyphs and here appropriately with symbols of Christian pas-
sion in the metopes, and it called for meticulous control from the 
architect. The columns, which were spolia, that is, taken from ancient 
buildings, support a continuous entablature with a balustrade above. 
A ring of space surrounds the enclosed room, only 4 metres in diam-
eter. The dome is raised on a tall attic storey, thus increasing its 
prominence. Different parts of the building are connected through 
their refl ection in other parts of the building: columns are mirrored in 
the pilasters against the inner wall, balustrades continue the line of the 
columns, and interior ornamentation is a mirror of what one sees on 
the exterior.

The design’s intensity was Bramante’s calling card in Rome; the 
Tempietto remained his most famous building and has received 
acclaim as a masterpiece of Renaissance architecture ever since. The 
tremendous focus of the building, all centred around the supposed 
spot of St Peter’s crucifi xion, and mediated through the Doric order, 
demanded a kind of looking which was devotional in its intensity and 
made the highest claims on the viewer to match the performance of 
the architect.

Churches and shrines were only one kind of devotional building, 
and individual patrons could include public signs of their faith in more 
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Donato Bramante, 
Tempietto, San Miniato al 
Monte, c.1505, Rome

Bramante’s small temple, 
both ancient and modern in 
conception and execution, 
quickly achieved fame. 
Andrea Palladio included it 
in his treatise among his 
reconstructions of ancient 
temples, the only 
Renaissance building so 
honoured.
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everyday structures. Sir Thomas Tresham was a recusant in Elizabethan 
England, that is he refused to adopt the state faith of the Church of 
England and remained a practising Catholic. Throughout his life he 
was imprisoned for his faith, paying large fi nes, yet continued to 
express his loyalty to the Church of Rome in often public ways. 
Tresham was an avid builder with a large collection of architectural 
treatises in his library. He paid for a new market hall in his town, 
Rothwell in Northamptonshire, and planned several new buildings on 
his extensive properties. In Rushton, he built an elaborate lodge to be 
used in connection with his extensive rabbit warren [16]. In plan and 
ornament, however, the lodge is a statement of religious belief and a 
means for devotional meditation. The Triangular Lodge is an explora-
tion of the symbolism of the Trinity, central to Catholic faith, and a 
simultaneous play on Tresham’s own name and coat of arms: tres
meaning three. On each of the three sides of the building, and on its 
three levels, and three gables on each side, are signs of the Trinity. A 
series of inscriptions run around the building, each a key to a longer 
passage that was frequently used as part of Jesuit meditation, and that 
Tresham knew well.12
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Triangular Lodge, Rushton, 
1595, Northamptonshire, 
England

Sir Thomas Tresham’s motto, 
Tres testimonium dant,
‘There are three that bear 
witness’, is carved over the 
entrance. Made from local 
materials, though with highly 
charged religious symbols, 
the Triangular Lodge is a 
kind of architectural rebus, 
and meant to engage the 
viewer in self-refl ection and 
religious meditation.
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While it may seem strange that this building was used as part of 
Tresham’s rabbit warrens there may be a connection with its religious 
meaning. While the building was not a Catholic chapel or church, 
rabbits were an important symbol in Christian iconography of the 
faithful and of Christ himself. Even more, the prominent place of this 
building alongside a road, and close by Tresham’s house at Rushton, 
indicate its importance for him personally and publicly. Devotional 
buildings did not need to be only churches or shrines; they could exist 
right in the midst of the everyday activities of their users. Rabbits and 
signs of the Catholic Trinity are not obvious neighbours, but their 
coexistence tells us much about the creation of sacred space in the 
everyday.

Such integration of devotional spaces into everyday life was most 
clearly accomplished in the context of religious houses. Following a 
long medieval tradition, the cloister was a space for religious contem-
plation as well as a place for relaxation and the enjoyment of nature. 
In a monastery or convent, all activity was understood to be in the 
service and devotion of God, and the practices of this world were to 
be a mirror of a heavenly world beyond. Fountains, in particular, were 
a rich site of religious meaning in addition to their very worldly func-
tions of providing water for the brethren.13 For example, the fountain 
in the Manga Cloister at the Augustinian monastery of Santa Cruz in 
Coimbra, Portugal, is a multipart structure, a central domed pavilion 
over the water linked by four small footbridges to four outer cells 
[17]. The domed pavilion on columns evokes classical buildings, 
especially garden buildings, in Italy; and King João III, ruler at 
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João de Ruão, Fountain, 
Manga Cloister, c.1535,
Santa Cruz Monastery, 
Coimbra, Portugal

The fountain was probably 
the work of a French 
sculptor, Jean de Rouen 
(called João de Ruão in 
Portuguese; born in Rouen 
1500, died in Coimbra 
1580). He worked 
extensively in Coimbra and 
for the Monastery of Santa 
Cruz, designing funerary 
sculpture, retables, and 
chapels as well as larger 
architectural works. He 
brought a more classicizing 
style to this important 
university town and the 
important patrons connected 
with the intellectual culture 
fostered there. His large 
workshop helped to promote 
these ideas to a wider 
audience.
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the time, was promoting closer ties to the papal court. That classi-
cism, however, is combined with cupolas and an overall plan that is 
both Islamic and Moorish in inspiration. Typically, Portuguese archi-
tecture draws on a variety of cultures and traditions.

Fr. Jerónimos Roman visited the monastery in 1589, fi fty years after 
it was built, and described how the fountain was used for contempla-
tion and solitude. In each of the smaller buildings was an altar with 
relief carvings of an eremitic saint, St John the Baptist, St Jerome, 
St Paul, and St Anthony. The experience of walking up the stairs and 
onto the central island, and moving into the semi-darkness of the devo-
tional cells, was part of a meditational practice facilitated through the 
architecture. All of the senses were engaged in this process, the sound 
of the splashing water and the smells of the garden cloister beyond.

Recreating the Holy Land
A pilgrimage to the Holy Land was an important concept of medieval 
religious practice, and continued into the Renaissance. Journeys to 
holy sites as part of individual devotional practice linked the three 
major religions of Europe, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, creating a 
common experience. Jerusalem and Mecca were the most important 
destinations in order to see the places described in the sacred texts. 
These frequently perilous and always diffi cult journeys were often 
highly social events, as described by Geoffrey Chaucer in The
Canterbury Tales, involving shared religious (and sometimes quite 
secular) experiences along the way. Seeking redemption for sins or 
sometimes healing, the pilgrim hoped for an intense spiritual experi-
ence at the end of his or her journey.14

If Muslim control of the eastern Mediterranean made voyages to 
Jerusalem even more diffi cult, then sites in Europe such as Santiago de 
Compostela remained popular alternatives, though still an arduous 
journey across the Alps into northern Spain. Pilgrimage could also be 
folded into new devotional practices. The Franciscan monk Bernardino 
Caimi (1425–1500) planned a series of chapels in the foothills north of 
Milan that would recreate the experience of a journey to the Holy Land 
and that he called the New Jerusalem (Caimi had previously served as 
patriarch of the Holy Land). Construction of the Sacro Monte, or 
sacred mountain, at Varallo began in 1480, and eventually included 
forty-three chapels set into a dramatic landscape [18]. As elaborations 
of the Stations of the Cross, in each of the chapels is a scene from the 
life of Jesus Christ, including polychrome life-size fi gures, fresco 
paintings, and props such as tables and chairs that make the scenes 
seem as if they are appearing directly in the same space as that occu-
pied by the viewer. As originally planned, visitors to the chapels could 
move into the space, and walk among the sculptures. The spatial 
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ambiguities and lifelike qualities of the sculpture heightened the emo-
tional experience and religious intensity for the visitor, dissolving at least 
temporarily the distance between their everyday experience and the 
presence of the sacred.15 In order to dissolve the distance between the 
sites in Jerusalem and the chapels in Varallo, special attention was given 
to creating the material qualities of the Holy Land. Devotional litera-
ture by Franciscan friars (the same order responsible for the Sacro 
Monte at Varallo) described in great detail aspects of Christ’s life in 
order to encourage the faithful. After his visit to Varallo in 1507, the 
humanist Girolamo Morone wrote to a friend that ‘I never saw anything 
more pious or devout; anything that can move the heart in the same way. 
On this Holy Mountain one is compelled to follow only Christ and to 
forget about everything else. Everything you see here is superior to all 
antiquity.’16 Even the spacing between the buildings recreated the 
original, according to a guide who led Morone through the site.

Sacro monte in various forms developed throughout northern Italy, 
prompted by the expansion of the Muslim empire throughout the 
eastern Mediterranean and into Europe. A secondary threat was per-
ceived from the Protestant reformers to the north, and in this way the 
chapels were also like religious bastions in the foothills of the Alps. 
San Carlo Borromeo, the Catholic religious reformer from Milan, was 
the later patron for many of these sites. Several chapels at Varallo are 
dedicated to scenes from his life.17

Venice and the East
In 1576 over 70,000 people in Venice died from the plague. In thanks-
giving to God for the end of the plague, the Doge and council 
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Sacra Monte, Varallo, Italy

The sequence of chapels 
allowed visitors to move from 
scene to scene, and 
therefore participate in the 
unfolding drama of Christ’s 
life. The experience was 
intended to be deeply 
emotional and engage all of 
the senses through the 
recitation of prayers that 
focused on the physical 
experience of the Passion.
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commissioned a new church dedicated to Christ the Redeemer (Il 
Redentore) to be built on the island of Giudecca, across from the 
Doge’s Palace and San Marco. Andrea Palladio seems to have been the 
only architect considered for the commission of the church Il 
Redentore, probably due to the success of his earlier Venetian church 
of San Giorgio Maggiore (1565) [19].

Each year the Doge would visit the church on the feast day of the 
Redeemer, 15 July, walking across a pontoon bridge from the Doge’s 
Palace to the Giudecca. As a reminder of divine intervention on behalf 
of the city, this festival reinforced the specifi c connection between civic 
authority and religious life in Venice. As the Doge approached the 
church straight on, he and his council would mount a wide, theatrical 
fl ight of stairs, set off against the gleaming white façade. The front of 
the church was made of Istrian stone, and stands out in sharp contrast 
to the brick of the building’s side elevation or the mixed materials of the 
other buildings in the area. The design of the façade itself was a medita-
tion on Palladio’s study of the ancient Roman temples, in particular 
the portico of the Pantheon in Rome [9]. From his studies of tem-
ples when he travelled to Rome and later in his drawings of it for 
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Andrea Palladio, Il 
Redentore, begun 1576, 
Venice, Italy

The classical façade of Il 
Redentore was a theme that 
Palladio had earlier 
developed at Santa Maria 
Maggiore, prominently 
located across the lagoon 
between the Giudecca and 
the Palazzo Ducale. Yet both 
façades were not completed 
until long after Palladio’s 
death in 1580. White Istrian 
stone marked out the façade 
in contrast to the brick side 
elevations.
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his treatise I quattro libri dell’architettura, Palladio had looked atten-
tively at the portico as a model and motif for the use of basilican 
churches. In his book Palladio showed the Pantheon in orthogonal
projection, where it seems to have multiple pediments that intersect. By 
shifting the proportional relationships of the pediment and the col-
umns, making each taller or wider, he could compose a façade of inter-
locking temple fronts. Thus one motif could be used for the parts of the 
façade related to the side aisles as well as for the higher nave of the 
church.

In thinking about the plan of the church Palladio had to take into 
account not only the ceremonial and civic requirements, but also the 
needs of the Capuchin brothers for whom the church was also built 
[20]. The wide nave without aisles could accommodate the procession 
of the Doge and the large number of people in his retinue. For the 
Capuchin brothers, the very plain architecture of the choir, marked off 
from the nave and altar by a screen of columns, was more in keeping 
with the order’s devotion to poverty and serving the poor. Passages 
through the side chapels along the nave allowed the order to worship 
and to move throughout the church without participating in the more 
public patterns of worship.

20

Plan, Andrea Palladio, Il 
Redentore, begun 1576, 
Venice, Italy

The plan shows three 
distinct types of spaces: the 
longitudinal nave, 
semicircular transepts, and 
rectilinear choir.
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All members of the congregation would have been struck by the 
unifi ed and organic ornament on the interior, the reduction of colours 
to a simple grey and white, and the interior fl ooded with light [21]. 
In his treatise Palladio had stated that white was the colour most 
pleasing to God, and that is apparent here in both the white façade 
and the monochromatic scheme on the interior. Even more, however, 
the experience of entering the church is of an interior space fi lled 
with light, as if that light were an almost tangible object. The light 
picks out the refi nement of Palladio’s details in the mouldings and 
ornament of the orders, and all of the interior spaces appear part of a 
unifi ed interior space. What could also be thought as another version 
of the whiteness that Palladio praised, the presence of so much light 
was made possible because large semicircular windows are fi lled with 
clear glass. These were a version of those Palladio had studied in the 
ancient Roman baths in Rome. In Venice, he used them as a suitable 
form along the nave chapels and around the dome. They were also 
an ideal shape to highlight a Venetian manufacturing product. The 
workshops on Murano were renowned for their clear glass, called 
cristallo, whose formula no glassmaker was allowed to divulge. 
In creating a particularly Venetian church, Palladio  transforms 
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Interior, Andrea Palladio, Il 
Redentore, begun 1576, 
Venice, Italy

Palladio used columns and 
classical architectural details 
to unify the space and mark 
out areas of special 
importance. The Corinthian 
columns down the nave, 
supporting the complex 
entablature, evoke the 
procession of the Doge that 
happened once a year. 
Closer to the crossing, under 
the dome, and near to the 
altar, the columns increase 
in number.
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ancient Roman models in order to accommodate very local needs and 
promote Venetian materials.

The simplifi ed and light-fi lled interior, unifi ed ornament, and vis-
ibility of the altar may also have been a response to the effect of the 
Counter-Reformation. Venice had always maintained a more distant 
posture in regards to the authority of Rome, claiming for herself both 
the authority of the ‘new Rome’ and a greater openness to reform 
theology. The Redentore incorporates many of these liturgical changes 
in the plan that allows a clear view of the altar and the unifi ed orna-
ment based explicitly on ancient models.

As much as Palladio looked to ancient Rome for models of orna-
ment or specifi c details, such as the windows taken from ancient baths, 
the local models were particularly strong exempla for the architect and 
framework for a visitor. The palatine church of San Marco, visible 
across the water from the small piazza outside the Redentore, was the 
ever-present architectural authority. Palladio looked to compress the 
richness of individual elements at San Marco into a more simplifi ed 
form, allowing the two buildings to speak to one another as variations 
on similar themes. So, while San Marco has fi ve domes, one over the 
nave and each arm of the Greek cross, the Redentore has one dome 
centred over the crossing of apse and transepts. If San Marco has 
multiple entrances and discrete façades associated with each door, the 

Alberti wrote that churches should be 
dark in order that chapels can be lit on 
specifi c holy days. Lighting contributed 
to the drama of religious practices, and 
all religious buildings took this into 
account. Entering into the darkened 
space of the religious sanctuary created a 
space that was different from the world 
outside, while the lighting of candles or 
lamps had specifi c religious meanings.

Artifi cial as well as natural light was 
an important form of illumination. 
Lamps and refl ective mirror balls were 
hung from the central dome of Otto-
man mosques, and therefore articulated 
the upper space within the lower zone. 
When the lamps were lit at night, the 
mosque would have radiated light from 
its numerous windows out over the 
city. The building itself would have 
become symbolically like a lamp, as in 
the passage from the Koran ‘The lamp 
in a glass, the glass as it were a glittering 
star’ (24: 35).

Stained glass continued to be made 
well into the Renaissance, and as with 
medieval buildings, these windows 
changed the quality of light in the 
interior while also conveying a story for 
those within the building.

A change in lighting was one of the 
effects of the religious reform move-
ments to church architecture. Windows 
were added to existing churches, espe-
cially in Venice, to make the interiors 
brighter and more evenly lit. A more 
luminous interior allowed the mass to 
be more clearly seen by the laity, espe-
cially at the moment of the elevation of 
the host.

Candles were an essential part of the 
liturgy, a major expense for the church 
but often donated by lay groups as part 
of their good works. Their light shim-
mered on the gold and silver plate that 
was an essential part of the service, and 
transformed the space of the church into 
a living and breathing space for the mass.

The Light of God
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Redentore has one door and a series of interwoven temple façades that 
focus attention on the only entrance.

One of the most unusual aspects of the Redentore is the two thin 
bell towers that fl ank the central dome. Seen from the apse end, from 
the gardens of the monastery, the towers are closer to eastern 
Mediterranean examples, and may even be a response to the close 
contact Venice had with Istanbul to the east. The campanili of the 
Redentore recall the minarets of mosques in Istanbul that Marc’Antonio 
Barbaro knew well from his time as Venetian ambassador to the 
Ottoman court in 1568 to 1573. Barbaro was closely involved in the 
commission of the Redentore, with a clear preference for a centralized 
plan that would have recalled, even more clearly, the great mosques of 
the architect Sinan in the Ottoman Empire.

‘Superbissime Fabbriche’: Sinan and Istanbul
Architectural ideas circulated freely around the great cities of the 
Mediterranean. Ambassadors such as Marc’Antonio Barbaro brought 
back reports of the great buildings built by the rulers and courtiers that 
they had seen abroad. Merchants, pilgrims, and even soldiers were all 
conduits for information about architecture in foreign places. So it is 
not surprising that architects knew of the work of their counterparts 
abroad.

Venice and Istanbul shared a long history that made their architec-
tural similarities more likely.18 Both cities were the capitals of great 
military empires. The setting on the sea, with its possibilities for great 
views, inspired architects in both places to make much of the skyline’s 
impact in the design of their buildings. And in the fi fteenth and six-
teenth centuries, both cultures were deeply involved in the crafting of 
Renaissance identities that looked back at earlier buildings for models 
and inspiration.

Sinan (c.1500–1588) was the chief architect for the Ottoman court 
for fi fty years, designing hundreds of buildings throughout the 
empire.19 Trained as a carpenter, and originally serving in the military, 
he developed a style of architecture that was fl exible and visually 
arresting, classical in its simplicity and attentive to the demands of the 
site and the needs of the patron. Marc’Antonio Barbaro described 
Sinan’s architecture as ‘superbissime fabbriche’ (‘extraordinary and awe-
inspiring buildings’), and in particular praised the mosque complex that 
he designed in Istanbul for the Grand Vizier, Sokollu Mehmet Pasha.

Sokollu rose to power through his service to three Ottoman sultans, 
and was rewarded with marriage to the daughter of Prince Selim, 
İsmihan, forty years his junior. When Selim rose to the sultanate in 
1566, Sokollu’s fame also reached its height, and it was in those years 
that he commissioned his most important architecture from Sinan.
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The Friday mosque complex at Kadırgalimanı (1571–2) over-
looks the Sea of Marmara in Istanbul [22, 23, 24]. It was a project 
of both Sokollu and his wife İsmihan, each of whom claims 
patronage for the project in their waqfiyya, or deed, describing the 
conditions for the upkeep of religious buildings and charitable 
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Sinan, İsmihan-Sokollu
mosque, 1571–2, 
Kadırgalimanı, Istanbul

A wide porch of seven 
domes leads into the 
mosque, beyond the onion 
dome of the fountain 
covering. Domes also cover 
each room of the madrasa,
the slightly lower wings on 
three sides as well as on the 
mosque itself. Sinan repeats 
forms, in various guises, 
focusing attention as you 
climb the hill to the plateau 
on the marble courtyard. In 
a similar way, arches appear 
in the façade of the mosque, 
the arcade of the madrasa,
and the porch. Yet each 
architectural element is 
marked by a different type of 
arch that helps to distinguish 
the various functions of the 
building complex.
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Sinan, Plan, İsmihan-Sokollu
mosque, 1571–2, 
Kadırgalimanı, Istanbul

The plan shows the strong 
axial orientation through the 
classroom (2), fountain, 
mosque (1), and the ritual 
hall of the convent (3) at the 
top.
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foundations. Set in a residential area of the city, Sinan used the hilly 
location to his advantage, raising the main courtyard on a substruc-
ture of shops. One enters the mosque complex from below, rising up 
steep stairs to the courtyard with its ablution fountain set on axis with 
the entrance to the mosque. The madrasa, or school, surrounds the 
courtyard on three sides, framing the seven-bay portico leading into 
the mosque itself. On higher ground, and behind the mosque, is 
the convent with thirty rooms for dervishes and various communal 
spaces. Each element of the complex is distinguished by different 
architectural forms and materials. To the street, the exterior is made 
of alternating strips of masonry and brick. The convent uses wood 
and less expensive materials. The mosque and courtyard is built from 
smooth ashlar stone, marble pavements, lead on the roofs (reserved 
for buildings associated with the royal court), and the richest decora-
tion on the interior. Sinan uses both form and materials to mark the 
transition from public space to the sacred interior.

At the İsmihan-Sokollu mosque, Sinan created an interior that 
unifi es structure with ornament, creating a prayer hall with a single 
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Sinan, View of the qibla wall, 
İsmihan-Sokollu mosque, 
1571–2, Kadırgalimanı, 
Istanbul

Ornament is an integral part 
of the mosque’s interior, 
articulating junctures 
between parts of the building 
and highlighting the most 
important areas used for 
religious practice, especially 
on the qibla wall. The 
exquisite Iznik tiles were 
planned in conjunction with 
the painting, stained glass, 
carpets, lamps, and wood 
inlay, incorporating both 
natural and abstract forms 
as well as inscriptions.
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open space, uninterrupted with columns. The dome rises above the 
rectangular ground plan, supported by piers pulled into the lateral 
walls and supported on the exterior by smaller domes and towers. Six 
arches support the dome, with muqarnas marking the transition area 
to the wall below. One hundred windows control the fl ow of light into 
the interior, highlighting the unity of the central space. The clarity 
of the building’s structure is set off with painting and, most impor-
tantly, the highest quality of glazed Iznik tile on the qibla wall and in 
the dome pendentives. Inscriptions throughout the mosque complex 
urge the practice of the faithful as a turning toward God through 
education and prayer. On the classroom door is inscribed ‘Striving for 
knowledge is a sacred duty of all Muslim men and women.’ İsmihan
Sultan’s waqfi yya describes the creation of the universe as a perfectly 
decorated mosque. At the Sokollu Mehmet Pasha mosque, all the 
inscriptions, decorations, and structural choices of her architect, 
Sinan, make that vision a reality.





But how congenial and instinctive the desire and thought for 
building may be to our minds is evident—if only because you 
will never fi nd anyone who is not eager to build something, 
as soon as he has the means to do so; nor is there anyone who, 
on making some discovery in the art of building, would not 
gladly and willingly offer and broadcast his advice for general 
use, as if compelled to do so by nature.

(Leon Battista Alberti, On the Art of Building
(1450), prologue)

In his treatise on all things related to architecture, Alberti identifi es an 
uncontrollable urge to build, or if building is not immediately possible, 
then the desire to think and talk about building. We cannot help our-
selves from thinking about architecture, he writes, and, inevitably, 
from giving our opinion. By the mid-fi fteenth century, when Alberti 
is writing, the interest in architecture was widespread among the edu-
cated classes. Yet Alberti is actually identifying a relatively new social 
phenomenon, the rise of architecture as a topic of conversation. His 
treatise addresses a new audience for architecture: the enthusiastic 
patron, the learned reader wishing to know more about the art of 
building as part of a culture of learning.

Architecture had evolved into its own discipline with publications, 
professional training, and competing theories. Opinions on the best 
form of building were passionately held. Dialogues and debates could 
be followed in the multiple treatises that offered diverse ideas on the 
best models from the antique, variations of ornament, or innovations 
in building technologies. Architects and authors may never have met 
in person but they could communicate via their publications. Readers 
could even communicate with authors long dead: translations of the 
ancient author Vitruvius included the translator’s commentary. 

Theories and 
Practices
The Case of St Peter’s, 
Rome

3

Detail of 25
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With architectural drawings and the architectural treatise new 
methods of architectural communication appeared in the Renaissance. 
While such ways of communicating existed to some degree before, 
they rose to a new level of importance and complexity in the fi fteenth 
and sixteenth centuries. These highly evolved and to some extent new 
forms of architectural communication changed the way that buildings 
were thought about and ultimately designed. Printing, invented 
around the middle of the fi fteenth century, was changing access to 
architectural information that had previously been closely held by 
guilds and craftsmen wary of revealing trade secrets to those outside 
the guild system.

Architectural theory is more properly thought of as part of an 
ongoing conversation about issues at the heart of building on both the 
philosophical and practical level. Architectural discourse developed 
through the study in other disciplines including history, theology, 
antiquarian studies, and especially the scientifi c practices of mathe-
matics, surveying, and fortifi cation design.1

Interest in architecture developed as patrons, architects, and the 
general public increasingly took an interest in major building projects, 
and the possibility of building for their own purposes. The construc-
tion of St Peter’s in Rome, at the epicentre of Christianity, attracted 
the attention of not only the population of the city but also the num-
bers who came to the city on pilgrimages as well as state visits. Like 
the construction of the Süleymaniye mosque in Istanbul in 1550–8 
(built in only eight years compared to the hundreds needed for the 
completion of St Peter’s), imperial building projects engaged the 
attention of a wide public.

At the same time, despite all this intellectual ferment surrounding 
architecture and the remarkable novelty of these designs, actual build-
ing practice changed little. New ideas were generated by the study of 
classical antiquity that had a transformative impact on building design 
through the recovery of classical forms and the study of archaeological 
details, creating projects that consciously echoed ancient buildings. At 
St Peter’s the shell of the new building was greatly expanded, resulting 
in a more stable design (roofed by stone vaults rather than wooden 
trusses). Yet to raise this structure masons continued to employ stand-
ard masonry technology used for centuries in Italy and other parts of 
Europe.

St Peter’s will serve as a case study in this chapter for a discussion 
of the new ways of communicating ideas about architecture in the 
Renaissance (books, drawings, models) and the ongoing practice of 
building that proved amazingly resistant to change [25].
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Vitruvius
Given the deep interest that Renaissance architects had in the build-
ings from the past, it was a mixed blessing that the only treatise to 
survive from antiquity was De architectura libri decem by Vitruvius. 
Written some time around 20 bc, and dedicated to the Emperor 
Augustus, Vitruvius’ text established the topics and organization of 
Renaissance treatises. The ten books covered architectural issues as 
diverse as the training of the architect, the shape and ornament of 
temples and theatres, building materials, ornament, the mythical ori-
gins of architecture, hydraulics, astronomy, and machines. Vitruvius 
offered later readers not only details about ancient buildings, that is, 
how they were constructed or the varieties of ancient temple types, but 
also a more comprehensive theory about the principles for understand-
ing architecture. His proposal that all buildings must satisfy the three 
requirements of fi rmitas (strength), utilitas (utility), and venustas
(beauty) was general enough to be broadly useful and by the same 
token diffi cult to pin down. Through such a broad range of topics, 
Vitruvius set an agenda for architecture as an all-encompassing cultural 
programme that Renaissance writers took as their starting point.

His treatise survived down to the Renaissance through a number of 
manuscript copies, each with variations of the text making an author-
itative version diffi cult to determine. Yet more complicated for a 
Renaissance reader was that it only existed in Latin, and many of the 
technical terms did not have a modern equivalent. Even Renaissance 
readers with a thorough knowledge of Latin, such as Alberti, found 
Vitruvius’ text vague and incomplete. Giovanni Sulpicio da Veroli 
published a modern Latin edition in 1486 in Rome, yet given the 
growing interest in all areas of antiquity, including architecture, there 
was still a need for a translation into the vernacular.

In the fi rst decades of the sixteenth century, Pope Julius II’s desire 
to recreate Rome as the centre of a great Christian empire fuelled many 
projects of classical scholarship. A lavish and large edition of Vitruvius 
by Fra Giovanni Giocondo appeared in 1511, dedicated to Pope Julius 
II, with all the scholarly apparatus of commentary and illustrations that 
was also included in medical treatises and biblical studies [26].2

Although Julius admitted that he himself was not a scholar, he encour-
aged the translation of Latin and Greek texts into Italian editions, both 
scholarly and lavish, for a courtly audience. A group of artists, scholars, 
and entrepreneurs around the artist Raphael began a translation of 
Vitruvius into vernacular Italian, spurred by the earlier edition by Fra 
Giocondo and their own scholarly interests in reconstructing Rome as 
it existed under the ancient Romans. The scholar Marco Fabio Calvo 
was responsible for the translation, supported by Raphael and the papal 
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offi cial Angelo Colocci. The project was never completed, however, 
stopped short by the sudden death of Raphael in 1520.3

The fi rst Vitruvius translation to make it into print was started in 
northern Italy at the court of Ludovico Sforza. Cesare Cesariano, 
described by Vasari as a ‘good geometer and architect’, was also 
inspired by the lavishness and large-scale publication by Fra Giocondo. 
The commentary and accompanying illustrations placed Vitruvius’ 
text in a local context, relating the ancient architectural principles to 
northern Italian architecture. Thus for Cesariano, Milan Cathedral, a 
late Gothic building, illustrated Vitruvius’ triad of fi rmitas, utilitas, and 
venustas, although the building was far from a classical building in 
origin or appearance [27].

Architecture and the Body
St Peter’s was conceived as a shrine to the apostle Peter, and planned 
as a holy covering for his body. Each renovation and new building to 
the church in the Renaissance had at its heart the belief that great 
architecture would further glorify the apostle through the expansion 
of the Church. Christianity, and especially the Church in Rome under 
Pope Julius II, embraced the resurrection of Christ as a tenet that 

25
St Peter’s, Rome

This view from the east 
shows the apse designed by 
Michelangelo with the use of 
the giant order of Corinthian 
pilasters layered over piers. 
He wanted a ‘clear, simple, 
luminous’ design, following 
Bramante’s designs from the 
fi rst stages of the building of 
the new St Peter’s.
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guided not only theology and liturgy but also the Vatican’s cultural 
policy. The rebirth of Christ, therefore, became the paradigm for the 
renovation of Rome from a pagan city, and then a diminished medi-
eval city, into the caput mundi, the centre of the Christian world. This 
almost seamless shift, from religious belief to architectural practice 
and back again, revolved around ideas of the body: the body of Christ, 
the fabric of the city, the corpus of the church building. If Christ were 
raised from the dead, then so too could the city be born again to the 
glory of its classical apogee but now in a purely Christian context.

Architectural theory in the fi fteenth century had already begun to 
equate the building with the body, seeing in the architectural forms 
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Vitruvius, De architectura,
Fra Giovanni Giocondo 
edition, published in Venice 
in 1511

Fra Giocondo used both his 
practical experience as 
engineer and architect as 
well as his knowledge of 
antiquities and ancient texts 
in creating his edition of 
Vitruvius, as can be seen 
here in this image showing 
various systems for 
harnessing the power of 
fl owing water. This, the 
fourth printed edition of 
Vitruvius, included 136 
illustrations as well as a 
glossary of technical terms to 
help the modern reader. In 
France (he was in Paris from 
1495) he designed 
fortifi cations and fountains 
for King Charles VIII. In Italy, 
his projects were equally 
varied. Pope Julius II 
appointed him in 1514 to 
serve with Raphael as 
architect for St Peter’s.
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derived from classical models an equivalent to the human body. The 
Latin cross plan for churches, with its shorter cross arms (or transepts) 
and a longer nave, reiterated the fi gure of Christ on the cross. The 
overlay of body and architectural plan or section, as seen in the treatise 
of Francesco di Giorgio, made the analogy on proportional grounds 
[28]. A beautiful building, also described in the treatise of Alberti, 
followed the proportions of an elegant body. This similarity could be 
extended down to the level of the architectural detail, even in its most 
abstract form.

Individual members of the building could be compared to the 
human form because on a more fundamental level, buildings were 
understood to be objects in their own right, animated and infused with 
life. To begin with, buildings were constructed of objects from 
nature—clay in the form of brick, stone, wood, metal. All these ma -
terials, in the primal form as matter and in their transformed use as 
architectural materials, retained the organic vitality that they had in 
nature. A Renaissance audience then brought this vitalism to the 
buildings themselves. Alberti described this life force as the animans,
the animated organism. Several aspects of Renaissance architecture 
can be understood in these terms. As we have previously seen, the 
forms of classicism were parallel forms to the human physique, the 
cornice like the forehead of the buildings, and so on. Even when fol-
lowing ancient exempla, architects made choices about the invention 
and imitation of classical details. In the garden loggia of the Villa 
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Cesare Cesariano, Di Lucio 
Vitruvio Pollione de 
architectura, Como, Italy, 
1521

Cesare Cesariano published 
the fi rst Italian translation of 
the ancient Latin text, 
Vitruvius’ De architectura
(c.20 BC). In addition to a 
commentary on the text he 
also added detailed 
illustrations, drawing on the 
architecture that he knew in 
his native northern Italy. In 
this illustration he shows 
Milan Cathedral overlaid with 
a geometric diagram, as if 
Vitruvius could offer a 
modern reader a method for 
understanding architectural 
complexity according to a 
series of clearly defi ned 
principles.
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Madama, for example, Raphael used a richly curving pedestal to sup-
port the pilasters [29]. Their swelling and curved forms, right at the 
height of someone standing in the loggia, answer the human body, and 
animate the building and the space surrounding it.

Alberti, following Vitruvius, had described each of the classical 
orders as individuals, corresponding to a Roman god. By personifying 
the orders, Alberti ascribes to each architectural system (the column 
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Francesco di Giorgio, Face 
inscribed within entablature, 
c.1490

The human body was similar 
to architecture not because 
the numerical proportions 
were exactly the same but 
rather because buildings and 
the body shared 
characteristics and qualities 
in common. Bodies and 
buildings both had clearly 
defi nable parts that existed 
in relationship to other parts. 
Although buildings were not 
‘alive’, they were a kind of 
organism with interrelated 
elements, and the power to 
interact with its 
surroundings.
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Raphael, Garden Loggia, 
Villa Madama, Rome

The bases and pedestals of 
the garden loggia are derived 
from ancient sources, 
studied and then 
recombined by the architect. 
As much sculpture as 
architecture, the rhythm of 
convex and concave shapes 
expresses the weight and 
compression of the stone as 
if the building were 
composed out of organic, 
living bone and muscle. The 
loggia was originally open to 
the garden terrace; the glass 
was added later.
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with all of its attendant ornament and proportions) not only a gender, 
thus a body, but also a personality. Buildings employing certain orna-
ment could then be spoken of not only as appropriate for certain kinds 
of uses, the form matching the function, but also as active agents, 
engaging in the world around them. The circle of anthropomorphiz-
ing was complete. Buildings were parallel entities to the people that 
inhabited them, endowed with the same personalities and experiences, 
participants in the world in which they both shared space.

The Development of the Architectural Treatise
The emergence of the architectural treatise, one of the most important 
aspects of Renaissance architecture, disseminated ideas about buildings 
to a wider audience. Through printed books, which could emerge thanks 
to a highly developed printing press, architects could promote their own 
designs and advance the ideas about building that they knew from 
practical experience and study. Treatises allowed for a greater degree of 
communication between architects and their audience than ever before.

Before the fi fteenth century it is diffi cult to say that a genre of 
architectural literature existed, distinct from other topics. Architecture 
was part of a much larger category of books on various related themes: 
descriptions of buildings in history, geography treatises, technical 
aspects of architecture in books on machinery, and so on.

When Alberti published his ten books on architecture, he wrote his 
work in Latin, the language of the educated classes, the international 
language of the elite. It was also the language of ancient Rome, of 
course, and Alberti modelled his treatise on the ancient writer Vitruvius’ 
ten books on architecture. Alberti however made a subtle change in the 
title of his treatise. Instead of De architectura, on architecture, Alberti 
called his book De re aedifi catoria, on architectural things. That subtle 
shift refl ected Alberti’s desire to talk about topics on and related to 
architecture. The book is as much social and political theory as it is a 
book about architecture. For Alberti, architecture is the way that socie-
ties and communities live together, creating the physical domains that 
defi ne them as individuals and groups. That these social ties can be 
defi ned by an architecture derived from antiquity refl ects the impor-
tance of ancient civilization in the formation of fi fteenth-century ideas, 
and also a moral choice about what is the best model to be followed.

If Alberti’s idea of architecture as a part of a broader humanist cul-
ture extended the audience for architecture, then there was an equal 
interest in the technical aspects of building. Francesco di Giorgio’s 
Trattati (written from about 1480 to 1501) exist in two principal ver-
sions in manuscript. The summation of his career as fortifi cation 
designer, engineer, and architect, the treatises demonstrate the level 
to which architecture in fi fteenth-century Italy was understood as a 
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technical art, part of the study of machinery and fortress bastions. Each 
section begins with a review of Vitruvius, but then goes on to present 
the author’s own opinions on the best practices in each area. Although 
remaining in manuscript and never printed, the treatises had a great 
infl uence on later architects, including Leonardo da Vinci and the 
group of architects working on St Peter’s: Giuliano da Sangallo, his 
brother Antonio da Sangallo, and Baldassare Peruzzi [30].4

Textual descriptions, as well as actual ancient buildings with great 
religious importance, served as models for new construction in the 
Renaissance. Many of these models were centrally planned buildings, and 
the profusion of this shape in medieval and especially Renaissance build-
ings recalls and stands in for these sacred predecessors: the Dome of the 

In the Bible, the faithful are builders, 
constructing God’s house on a solid 
foundation and following God as the 
fi rst architect of the faith. In his letter 
to the Corinthians, the apostle Paul 
wrote that ‘By the grace God has given 
me, I laid a foundation as an expert 
builder, and someone else is building 
on it. But each one should be careful 
how he builds. For no one can lay any 
foundation other than the one already 
laid, which is Jesus Christ’ (1 Cor. 3: 
9–11). If Christ is the cornerstone, then 
the Church itself rises on that strong 
foundation (Eph 2: 20–2).

Descriptions of architecture are 
also presented in a more literal way. 
According to the Hebrew Bible, the 
fi rst temple or the Temple of Solomon 

was built in Jerusalem to house the 
Ark of the Covenant. King David 
assembled the materials but it was his 
son, Solomon, who constructed the 
building. In the Book of Kings, there 
is a lengthy description of the size and 
details of the temple (60 cubits long 
by 20 cubits wide by 30 cubits high) 
as well as the costly woods (cedar and 
olive-wood), bronze, gold, and stone 
that were used for its construction. 
The perfectly corresponding measure-
ments and precious materials of the 
building reinforce the religious and 
political importance of the structure 
to the Jews, and its location on the 
Temple Mount marked that place as 
one of great signifi cance that it would 
remain up to the present day.

Bible as Architectural Treatise

30
Attributed to a member of 
the Sangallo family, 
Pseudodipteral temple, 
c.1530–45, pen and dark 
brown ink

This drawing by a member 
of the Sangallo family of 
architects and craftsmen 
supposedly illustrates a 
passage from Vitruvius 
(Bk. III, ch. 2) describing 
the pseudodipteral temple, 
with eight columns on the 
front and back, and fi fteen 
on each side, although the 
columns in the drawing do 
not correspond to the text. 
Vitruvius’ text is translated 
on the sheet into Italian, and 
the drawing was probably 
part of a project to produce 
a new translation of Vitruvius 
with illustrations that refl ect 
the direct study of ancient 
ruins in Rome.
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Rock and the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, the Pantheon and Lateran 
Baptistery in Rome, and the Mausoleum of Theodoric in Ravenna.5

Books and Readers
Treatises implied readers. The expansion in the number of titles, espe-
cially those in the vernacular languages, in contrast to the more 
learned language of Latin, fed a growing market for books on archi-
tecture. The audience was as varied as the variety of books. Some titles 
were intended for craftsmen, eager for new patterns to satisfy clients 
wanting up-to-date designs. Patrons purchased titles that offered 
models of villas or palaces that could be adapted to their own needs. 
Practitioners from allied disciplines, such as military engineers, read 
the increasing number of titles on fortifi cations. Classicists and 
humanists welcomed new editions and commentaries on Vitruvius.

Architects also owned books, and catalogues of their books, 
included in inventories of their estates, show the many topics they 
studied. Books on architecture were kept side by side with volumes on 
history, geography, mathematics and perspective, theological texts, 
poetry, and plays. In some ways this is a reading list of any educated 
individual in the Renaissance, although the professional demands of 
the architect required a more directed reading of topics that were 
thought to contribute to the practice of architecture in all its dimen-
sions. Fortifi cations and military arts, for example, were an important 
area of expertise for Renaissance architects.6 In this way libraries tell 
us much about the learned expectations of the architect, fulfi lling in 
practice as well as in theory Vitruvius’ prescription that the architect 
be educated in the full range of the disciplines.7

Occasionally the actual books survive from an architect’s collection, 
and marginal annotations give an idea of what the reader thought of 
the book and the author’s ideas. Publishers made a practice of printing 
marginal references to other books and learned commentaries. By the 
end of the sixteenth century architects as well as their potential 
patrons had access to a reading list in common that might include 
various editions of Vitruvius, books on the orders and ornament, 
collections of plans for houses, and books on antiquities.

The Professional Architect
A modern ideal of the architect developed in the Renaissance: a 
trained individual, knowledgeable not only in the craft of building but 
also in its cultural implications, and, overall, serving as the supervisor 
of the building project. There are specifi c master masons whose names 
are known from the Middle Ages, who functioned in much the same 
way as this model of the architect, yet we know less about them as 
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individuals and their working method. In fact, Renaissance architec-
ture has been studied, in contrast to that of the medieval period, for 
example, as a series of great architects working for important patrons. 
This attention to individual genius has its origins in the period itself. 
Giorgio Vasari, in his important book on artists and styles, Le vite de 
più eccellenti architetti, pittori, et scultori (Florence, 1550) (The Lives of 
the Best Architects, Painters, and Sculptors), writes about what he under-
stood to be the best in art through a discussion of its most important 
protagonists. The second edition of that book, published in 1568, 
contains several additional biographies of architects. Italian artists 
were predominant but he also included artists from northern Europe, 
grouping individuals based on geographical proximity. Vasari’s infl u-
ence on the writing of art and architectural history was profound. The 
focus on individuals as masters of their art, with Michelangelo as the 
paradigm, who followed the best precepts in the best style (that is, 
according to Vasari, following the antique), shaped the approach to 
Renaissance architecture as a history of the solitary, inventive archi-
tect. Yet even for those most singular architects, they worked in col-
laboration with a team of craftsmen, all of whom had some level of 
control over their work. The architects that Vasari includes in his book 
came to architecture from a variety of backgrounds. Bramante, 
Raphael, and Peruzzi were trained as painters. Michelangelo and 
Jacopo Sansovino (1486–1570) began as sculptors.

In France, Philibert de l’Orme (1514–70) began as a mason (as did 
Palladio), training fi rst with his father.8 In Le Premier Tome de 
l’architecture (1567) de l’Orme drew from his practical experience, 
putting down his opinions on the best methods for building, orna-
mental preferences, and architectural designs [31]. The book was a 
continuation of his practice of training young craftsmen in the best 
working methods, which he asserted transformed French architectural 
practice.

In addition to all that, have I not provided other services, to wit having 
brought to France the method of building well, eliminating barbarous meth-
ods and coarse joins, showing all and sundry how to observe the right meas-
ures in architecture, even training the fi nest workers of our day, as they 
themselves acknowledge? Let it be recalled how people worked before I 
began Sainct Mort [Saint Maur] for Cardinal du Belloy [Bellay]!9

While it was not only architects who wrote about the art of building, 
the desire to codify their experience and enter into a public dialogue 
on architecture, through print, may be one mark of the professional 
architect in the Renaissance.

Outside the Italian peninsula, where the profession of architect was 
more readily theorized, there was no hard division between the master 
mason and the architect. In England, the fi rst use of the term  ‘architect’ 
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was by John Shute, author of The First and Chiefe Groundes of 
Architecture (1563), in reference to himself. Shute was well versed in 
the architectural writings of Serlio, Vitruvius, and Philibert de l’Orme, 
and his book was a synthesis of those writings, adapted for an English 
audience. Yet, Shute did little architectural designing, and his adop-
tion of the term architect seems more a reference to the breadth of his 
learning than a comment on his role as the overseer of any building 
projects. Gradually the term replaced the ancient ‘skylled artyfycer’.10

One way to distinguish between the roles of architect and master 
mason may be the ways in which information was communicated 
between designer and craftsmen. The architect increasingly used 
drawings as a way to ensure the continuity of a design, especially in 
large projects such as St Peter’s that would go forward long after the 
lifespan of any one architect. Print and publication allowed architects 
to disseminate their ideas to a much wider audience. While literacy 
(of text and drawn image) did not supersede the oral communication 
of information, part of the work on the building site, it added a further 
social distinction between those actually working on the building and 
the architect as overseer. On the building site, masters communicated 
‘ad personam’ to their apprentices, relaying information and directing 
the work with words as well as with actions.11

While some architectural authors such as Alberti argued for a clear 
separation between the professional domains of the architect and 
craftsmen, the sculptor and architect Antonio di Pietro Averlino, 
called Filarete (c.1400–c.1469), voiced concern that an architect must 
retain the knowledge of how things were made in order to convey his 
ideas to his workmen.

It would [thus] be necessary for him to know how to do so many things that 
it would be impossible for him. I say that if he does not know how to do them 
with his own hand, he will never know how to show them or to explain them 
so they will turn out well. He must be clever and imaginative in making dif-
ferent things and in showing them by his own hand. In addition to these two 
things, that is, knowing how to do it with his own hand and being inventive, 
it is also necessary for him to know how to draw.12

Filarete insists upon the hand and the knowledge it confers (making, 
showing, knowing, inventing, and ultimately drawing) as the determin-
ing factor in good architectural practice. Through the hand, Filarete 
wrote, comes a kind of architectural knowledge that is essential and 
unique, and accessible only through physical and tactile means. The tacit 
knowledge held by craftsmen remained an essential part of architectural 
practice.13 The ability to judge high-quality materials, determine the 
necessary amounts, select appropriately for each project, and transform 
it into architecture: these were all skills traditionally held by the master 
craftsmen, and developed over years of apprenticeship and practice.
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Philibert de l’Orme, Allegory 
of the Good Architect, Le
Premier Tome de 
l’architecture, Paris 1567

Fiercely nationalistic, 
Philibert de l’Orme studied 
antiquity in Rome in order to 
forge a French architectural 
style and building practice 
that could rival the ancients 
or any other contemporary 
work. His allegory of the 
good architect shows the 
mason as teacher, with three 
hands (for making) and four 
eyes (for seeing). He and his 
young apprentice are 
surrounded by buildings 
based on ancient models.



66 theories and practices

Spolia
Much of the decoration of the early Christian basilica at St Peter’s was 
spolia, that is, architectural elements taken from other, older monu-
ments and then incorporated into the fabric of the church. The shafts 
in the nave of the early Christian building were monoliths, made from 
one piece of stone, and from a rich selection of stones: red and white 
granite, and marbles taken from all over the Roman Empire including 
Africa and Asia Minor. Architects in the Renaissance, such as 
Baldassare Peruzzi, made a meticulous study of all the columns 
including their measurements. They valued both the exotic materials 
of the columns and the richness of their ornament.

Six large twisted columns surrounded the apostle St Peter’s tomb 
[32]. Others were included in the church to mark especially impor-
tant shrines, such as the altar dedicated to St Veronica and the relic 
of her veil. The columns originally came from an ancient Greek tem-
ple, and their twisted vines and naked putti suggest that they were 
connected with a building dedicated to a Dionysian cult, hardly an 
appropriate source for a shrine and basilica honouring one of the 
Christian apostles. The origin of the columns was eventually, some 
time in the twelfth or thirteenth centuries, re-ascribed to the Temple 
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Étienne Dupérac, Twisted 
columns from St Peter’s, 
drawing c.1575

There were originally six 
twisted columns that 
surrounded the tomb of St 
Peter’s, given in the fourth 
century; and another six 
given later in the eighth 
century. About 4.5 metres 
high, they had different sorts 
of decoration, twisted fl uting, 
vines, and naked putti.
Dupérac records fi ve of the 
columns in this drawing, 
showing their animated form 
and variety of ornament. As 
objects with an ancient 
origin, and remarkable 
materials and workmanship, 
they were marvels from the 
earliest stage of the church’s 
history.
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of Solomon in Jerusalem. If the columns were thought to be from 
Solomon’s Temple, then it was possible to connect them even more 
directly with the Jesus Christ who, in John’s Gospel, ‘was walking in 
the Temple, in the portico of Solomon’ ( John 10: 23).

This is the column on which leaned our Lord jesus christ. He stood against 
it while he preached to the people and prayed to God the Father in the 
Temple. Brought in triumph with the other eleven columns here surrounding 
it from the Temple of Solomon, it was placed in this basilica. It expels demons 
and restores those affl icted by unclean spirits to freedom, and it performs 
many miracles daily. Adorned by the most reverend father and lord Cardinal 
Orsini in the year of our Lord 1438.14

This sacred column, believed to be infused with special healing pow-
ers, drew more pilgrims to St Peter’s than to all other pilgrim churches 
in Rome.

The Orders
As spolia, the columns were the very stuff of the ancient world. They 
were also examples of the architectural orders, the combination of 
column shaft, base and pedestal, entablature and capital that served as 
both support and ornament in architecture. From their reading of 
Vitruvius, as well as the study of ancient buildings themselves, 
Renaissance architects and scholars of the ancient culture understood 
that there were different types of orders. They could be thought of as 
families or groups, characterized by their proportions, ornament, and 
use in architecture. Vitruvius had discussed three orders, Doric, Ionic, 
Corinthian, providing explanations for their origins, ornament, and 
proper use. Yet any Renaissance reader of Vitruvius’ treatise would not 
only have found the text diffi cult to understand (there were no illus-
trated examples of the book that had survived from antiquity or the 
Middle Ages), the language technical and with no easy translations 
into the vernacular, but, even worse, not corresponding to what could 
be observed on the ground. Thus, Vitruvius offered not an explanation 
of ancient building, but another parallel source, a textual authority that 
had to be reconciled (and often with diffi culty) with the surviving 
evidence.

Buildings were richer sources of information [33]. Roman build-
ings survived in Rome, of course, but antiquities could also be found 
in many places that Romans had colonized. Thus there were antiqui-
ties to be seen and studied throughout the Italian peninsula, in 
Istanbul (formerly Constantinople) and the eastern Mediterranean, in 
France and Spain, and into northern Europe. Scholars and antiquar-
ians studied local Roman remains, such as Jean Poldo d’Albenas’s 
Discours historial de l’antique et illustre cité de Nismes (Lyons, 1559); 
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and, when possible, made architectural pilgrimages to Rome to see the 
largest collection of antiquities easily available.15 Many architects 
made their pilgrimages to study antiquities as evidence of their seri-
ousness as scholars and, therefore, evidence of the merit and authen-
ticity of their buildings. Andrea Palladio begins his treatise with a 
testimony about his trips to Rome in the 1550s. When architects 
travelled they took time and expense to measure the buildings; it was 
not enough to simply admire them from afar or sketch them as pic-
turesque ruins. Scaffolding was erected, and measurements taken 
which could then be added to drawings [34]. These drawings and 
measurements were subsequently a precious resource.

The use of the orders in Renaissance architecture (and later) has 
been described as the ‘hard spine’ that runs through the history of 
Western architecture.16 The orders give structure and regularity to 
Renaissance architecture, providing a common language based in 
antiquity, with a rich library of associated values, cultural references, 
and authorities. In the history of Renaissance architecture, one could 
look at the use of the orders as the dominant theme of buildings in 
many places and times—and certainly in twentieth-century interpre-
tations. As Renaissance scholars took on a more rigorous study of 
ancient texts, mastering the necessary ancient languages, so too archi-
tects began to approach the orders and architectural ornament of the 
ancients as a language that could be learned and used.17

Yet a rigorous classicism was never the dominant architectural lan-
guage outside of a very small community of architects and scholars 
working in central Italy. As we have seen, it was incorporated within 
local architectural idioms and transformed to suit local needs. In the 
fi fteenth century architects interpreted the orders based on local 
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Amphitheatre, Nîmes, Jean 
Poldo d’Albenas, Discours
historial de l’antique et 
illustre cité de Nismes,
Lyons, 1560

The interest in Roman 
antiquities became 
increasingly localized in the 
16th century. Jean Poldo 
d’Albenas published the 
surviving ancient buildings in 
his birth city of Nîmes in 
order to write the history of 
that place. In addition to the 
amphitheatre, which was 
nearly complete, there were 
several other important 
buildings including the 
Maison Carrée. D’Albenas 
measured the buildings 
himself, and included the 
measurements on his 
extraordinary woodcuts, 
which showed the buildings 
in plan, section, and 
elevation including details of 
important features. Andrea 
Palladio, who never went to 
Nîmes but included the 
Maison Carrée in his treatise 
(1570), used d’Albenas as 
his source of Roman temples 
in France.
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precedent and usage. In Florence, therefore, Filippo Brunelleschi 
looked to local Tuscan buildings as models for the use of the orders in 
his buildings in Florence. If the orders were equivalent to a language, 
then they followed the same predilection to local idiom. It was not 
until the sixteenth century in Sebastiano Serlio’s treatise Regole gen-
erali di architettura (1537) that fi ve Roman orders (Tuscan, Doric, 
Ionic, Corinthian, and Composite) were presented as a unifi ed system 
[35]. Serlio makes explicit the connection between character and 
architectural ornament: ‘the ancients dedicated buildings to the gods, 
matching them to their natures, robust or delicate, accordingly: for 
example, Doric work for Jupiter, Mars and Hercules—these Doric 
forms taken from a man’ (Bk. IV, IIIr).18

For Elizabethan England classicism was a foreign and sometimes 
highly suspect system of ornament, connected as it was to Catholic 
countries with its origins in pagan culture. There is no question that 
architects and craftsmen knew the principles of devising the orders 
based on books that were recorded in libraries. Yet patrons also valued 
invented ornament that came from a variety of sources. When in the 
early seventeenth century an architect such as Inigo Jones desired to 
differentiate his designs from those of others he advocated a masculine 
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Henry Parke, Student
measuring the Temple of 
Castor and Pollux in Rome,
1819

The study of ancient Roman 
buildings was demanding 
and costly work. Architects 
and antiquarians needed to 
pay for the construction of 
scaffolding to reach the 
upper levels, including the 
capitals and entablatures, 
and then proceed to 
carefully record not only the 
form but also the 
measurements for later 
reference. In his treatise, 
Serlio often remarks that he 
has measured the buildings 
himself, and apologizes to 
the reader when he had to 
rely on the work of others.
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architecture, built according to the rules of the orders. Classicism in 
England and elsewhere came to be an architecture of authority and 
gravitas, learned against the local building practices that did not have 
a written theory based on scholarship and scientifi c principles.

In order to understand the origins and authorities relating to the orders 
more fully, scholars and architects stepped up the pace of their antiquarian 
studies throughout the sixteenth century using all of the scholarly methods 
currently available, including the study of manuscripts, coins, textual 
analysis, and archaeological study of the ruins themselves. One of the most 
infl uential of these author-architects was the French scholar and canon 
Guillaume Philandrier (1505–65), who published in 1544 his Annotationes,
an illustrated Latin commentary on Vitruvius.19 By far the most scholarly 
writing on architecture to date, his book had a wide audience among those 
who saw in the use of the orders the opportunity to infuse architecture with 
even more authority as a cultural and artistic language.

Even in the most rigorous of books on the orders that appeared in the 
sixteenth century, including the treatise of Giacomo Vignola, the orders 
were never understood to be a fi xed system; they were always open to 
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Sebastiano Serlio, Regole
generali di architettura
(1537), Bk. IV, 127r

In contrast to earlier authors, 
and indeed to Vitruvius 
himself, Serlio tried to 
formulate more consistent 
rules for the use of ancient 
architectural ornament, 
which he was the fi rst to call 
‘orders’. Here he shows the 
fi ve orders, in a logical 
sequence based on their 
proportions and 
characteristics. Serlio 
assumed, however, that 
while there could be 
standards for their use, the 
orders must be adapted 
based on the specifi c 
conditions of the building 
and the desires of the 
architect and patron.
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interpretation. The limits of that interpretation, however, varied greatly 
depending on local architectural practice and expectations. In England, 
therefore, while the orders were known somewhat through travel and 
mostly through drawings and publications, they were used in an English 
manner as a sign of humanist education and social status [36].
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Gate of Honour, Gonville and 
Caius College, Cambridge, 
England, completed 1575

Reference to ancient 
architecture was particularly 
appropriate for buildings 
connected with colleges and 
universities. While individual 
elements of the gate, 
through which graduates of 
the college passed, are 
derived from Italian and 
French sources, more 
important was the overall 
effect of a learned 
architectural language.

It is worth remembering that all ar-
chitects did not universally hold Rome 
as an architectural and cultural model, 
and other architects, in other places 
throughout Europe, looked elsewhere 
for inspiration. Perhaps as a response 
to the publication of Alberti’s treatise, 
in 1486 the Regensburg master mason 
Matthäus Roriczer (1435–95) pub-
lished a small book on the design of 
pinnacles and fi nials. In laying out the 
method for Gothic building forms, 
Roriczer was promoting northern 

(and specifi cally southern German) 
architectural traditions. The historian 
Paul Crossley has suggested that this 
‘return to the forest’ was drawn from 
Vitruvius’ discussion of the origins of 
architecture from trees tied together 
in the forest.20 Some northern Eu-
ropean buildings around this time 
used ribs and vaulting that resembled 
branches and offered an alternative to 
classicism that derives from references 
to nature, not the architecture of the 
ancients [37]. 

Nature as Model
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The orders provided an armature of structure that allowed for 
variation and invention. In his work for the Gonzaga court in Mantua, 
Giulio Romano (1499?–1546) knew full well the emotional impact of 
the orders, so closely resembling the human form and so ripe for 
manipulation [138]. In Strasbourg, the painter Wendel Dietterlin 

38
Wendel Dietterlin, 
Architectura, Nuremberg, 
1598

By the time Dietterlin 
published his book, there 
was a lively debate among 
authors on the best models 
and canonical forms of the 
orders. Serlio, Vignola, Hans 
Blum, Philibert de l’Orme, 
and Palladio were just a few 
of the authors writing on the 
orders; and their books 
circulated widely and were 
often translated. Dietterlin, 
however, does not offer 
another prototype. His 
inventive and often fantastic 
images suggest an approach 
to design that gives full rein 
to the creativity of the 
craftsmen to devise 
ornament using the orders 
as a guide.
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Erhard and Ulrich 
Heydenreich, Church of Our 
Lady, 1510–20, Ingolstadt

Two systems of vaults are 
used in a group of chapels 
added to the church at 
Ingolstadt. One system of 
tracery against the shell of 
the chapel is geometrical 
and regular, derived from 
late Gothic traditions. The 
other set of vaults that hangs 
below it is derived from plant 
forms, vines and stripped 
tree limbs, and offer an 
alternative view of the origins 
of architectural form and 
subsequently of devotional 
experience that is possible in 
this space.
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(1550–99) published an extraordinary book, Architectura (Nuremburg, 
1598). In 203 engravings, and almost no text, Dietterlin showed the 
full range of decorative and psychological possibilities in the use of the 
orders [38]. Although based on the fi ve orders, his architectural inven-
tions are populated by half-human beasts, nature in all its fecundity, 
and a world where architecture is defi nitely alive.21

St Peter’s, Rome
There was no building in the Renaissance more complex in its design 
process or building history than St Peter’s in Rome [25]. The ancient 

ad 64 Apostle Peter buried in the cemetery on north-west side of the 
Circus of Caligula and Nero

2nd century ad Shrine to St Peter, Vatican
c.324–after 337 Construction of basilica dedicated to St Peter
8th century ad Pope Stephen II built fi rst bell tower
 Pope Gregory I built confessio crypt around saint’s tomb and 

fi xed main altar over the shrine
847–55 Pope Leo IV encloses Vatican area within wall
1309–78 Popes resident in Avignon
1417–25 Pope Martin V restores St Peter’s roof
c.1433–45 Antonio Averlino, called Filarete, makes two bronze doors for 

central portal; commissioned by Pope Eugene IV
1452–4 Pope Nicholas V begins new construction on the west end of St 

Peter’s including new choir, transepts, and crossing
1470s Pope Pius II begins new entrance façade [benediction loggia]
18 April 1506 Foundation stone laid for new St Peter’s
1513 Julius II dies
1514 Bramante dies; Raphael becomes head architect
1519 South choir ambulatory, pier niches, barrel vaulting built
1520 Raphael dies; Antonio da Sangallo becomes lead architect with 

Baldassare Peruzzi as second architect
1527 Sack of Rome
1539–46 Antonio da Sangallo builds wooden model
1546 Antonio da Sangallo dies; Michelangelo becomes lead architect
1548–9 Demolition of south ambulatory
1550–1560s South and north arms of the crossing built
1585–7 Choir demolished in favour of Michelangelo’s project
1558–61 Model of dome (Michelangelo)
1564 Pirro Ligorio and Jacopo Vignola become lead architects
1573 Giacomo della Porta becomes lead architect
1578–1601 Clementine Chapel
1585–7 Demolition of choir by Bernardo Rossellino and Bramante
1588–90 Dome constructed according to plans by Giacomo della Porta
After 1590 New confessio and high altar
1603 Lantern completed

St Peter’s Timeline
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church, built in the fourth century to capitalize on the presence of the 
apostle’s tomb and a growing collection of important relics, was by the 
fi fteenth century in desperate need of repair. Some accounts claimed 
that even a strong wind or a gentle push would topple the basilica. 
When the papacy returned to Rome in 1377 after its nearly century-
long absence in Avignon, the renovation of that church and the Vatican 
Palace became a priority. The papal court moved their primary resi-
dence in Rome from the Lateran to the area on the west of the Tiber, 
at the edge of the city. The building up of this area as a new power 
centre removed the papacy from the immediate city life of Rome, and 
offered the protection of the Castel Sant’Angelo and the defensive 
walls that had been added by Pope Leo IV in the ninth century.

During the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries, a sequence of popes 
issued plans to renovate St Peter’s and the Vatican Palace. But the com-
plexity of the project combined with the stream of architects working at 
St Peter’s stimulated the development of new methods of communicat-
ing their ideas and ensured the continuation of their project long after 
their tenure as architects to the papal court. For they knew that no one 
patron, or architect, would ever live to see the project completed.

Nicholas V
Before Pope Nicholas V began his extensive additions to St Peter’s in 
1452, the church had already had several phases of renovation. But 
Nicholas took a more comprehensive approach to the thousand-year-
old building and planned a greatly enlarged choir and transept arms 
around a dome over the crossing. At St Peter’s this was the western 
end of the church, which was the liturgical focus; the main door was 
to the east. The additional space would have enlarged the capacity of 
the building to welcome pilgrims, increasing the importance of 
St Peter’s as one of the seven pilgrimage churches of Rome. Nicholas 
planned to add chapels along the aisles in order to shore up the outer 
walls, but otherwise to keep the fi ve aisles with arches and vaults sup-
ported by columns from the existing church. The building project 
established the two fundamental concerns of all subsequent building 
at St Peter’s: the creation of a structurally sound building that would 
accommodate large numbers of pilgrims, and the creation of a more 
imperial church appropriate for an expanding papal court.

The projected work was never completed. Even if Nicholas had 
lived longer or had had fewer projects under way, the scope of the work 
at St Peter’s was monumental. Nicholas’s architectural ambitions, how-
ever, set a pattern for all future work at St Peter’s. He projected onto 
the building a vision of new work that was personal and political. He 
was not content with shoring up the past, but desired to build in order 
to establish the primacy of the church as the basis for papal power.
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In the same year that construction began at St Peter’s, Alberti gave 
Nicholas the fi rst draft of his treatise De re aedifi catoria. Yet there is no evi-
dence that Alberti had anything to do with the plans, other than perhaps 
serving as an outside commentator on the technical diffi culties of the build-
ing. The Florentine architect Bernardo Rossellino (1409–64) may have 
been involved, but there is no single name associated with the project.

Julius II
When Giuliano della Rovere became Pope Julius II in 1503, he set a new 
standard and level of ambition for the rebuilding of St Peter’s, and hired 
Donato Bramante as the papal architect. Bramante had only completed a 
few buildings by this time in Rome, but his ability to transform ancient 
architectural models into new imperial uses must have caught the eye of 
Julius II while he was still cardinal. With Bramante’s project we have a 
completely new vision of what St Peter’s might be like, all in keeping with 
Bramante’s earlier projects: a large, spacious, and well-lit building. Julius, 
however, had his own ideas, based on his previous experience renovating 
churches to make them more accommodating to the religious orders. He 
was also quite frugal, and did not want to completely abandon the existing 
early Christian building or the work that had already been done. From 
this point forward the debates and discussions over the various projects 
were often conducted on the level of the drawings and models.

Bramante’s design for the new St Peter’s consciously imitated ancient 
buildings in its use of the dome to create a large vaulted space. The 
Pantheon in Rome (built 118–25) was the best-preserved temple from 
antiquity, and served as a model and a challenge to both architect and 
patron to create a greater Christian temple to supersede the pagan 
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Basilica of Maxentius, Rome, 
in Bernardo Gamucci, Le
antichita della città di 
Roma, Venice, 1569

Guidebooks offered views 
and descriptions of the major 
antique monuments and 
Christian pilgrimage 
churches. The mapping of 
ancient buildings created a 
cult of monuments that 
shaped the creation of St 
Peter’s as the rebirth of the 
pagan city as the centre of 
the Christian world.
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monuments of the Roman Empire [9]. Bramante is said to have wanted 
to place the Pantheon on top of the piers and great vaulted spaces of 
coffered domes and half domes of the Basilica of Maxentius (c.307–12). 
Overlooking the Forum Romanum, the Basilica of Maxentius had 
collapsed in the Middle Ages, revealing its vast, vaulted interior that had 
served ancient Rome for civic and judicial functions [39]. Both architect 
and patron conceived of the new St Peter’s as the triumph of Christianity 
presented in the guise of ancient Rome.

Models and Drawings
Only a small amount of visual evidence survives from the changes to 
St Peter’s initiated by Nicholas V. From Julius’ pontifi cate, however, 
we have numerous models and drawings of the planned renovations. 
Models of the new building were an important way to visually dem-
onstrate the idea of the project. In fact, we know that models of 
St Peter’s were made for designs by Bramante, Raphael, Peruzzi, 
Antonio da Sangallo, Michelangelo, Giacomo della Porta, and 
Maderno throughout the sixteenth century. However, from all of these 
models that were made, the only ones that survive are two by 
Michelangelo and one by Antonio da Sangallo.

The Sangallo model, built by Antonio Labacco (1495?–1567), is 
the largest surviving Renaissance architectural model, and its great 
size and expense were in keeping with the importance of St Peter’s as 
a project [40]. It is large enough to walk into, and gave the viewer a 
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Antonio da Sangallo and 
Antonio Labacco, wooden 
model for St Peter’s, 
1539–46

The model was built at a 
scale of 1 : 30, and is over 7 
metres long and 6 metres 
wide. The number and 
variety of craftsmen 
employed on the model 
rivalled that for a small 
building, and indicate the 
importance given to the 
creation of a model by both 
architect and patron. The 
model was originally painted, 
and a variety of materials 
were used to suggest the 
effect the building would 
have when built.
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rich sense of Sangallo’s ideas in three-dimensional form. The painted 
interior of the model and extensive details of the architectural orna-
ment would have given the viewer a sense not only of the space of the 
building and its external appearance, but also of the experience of 
entering into the space. The attention to the details of the building 
was certainly intended to provide the patron, Pope Paul III, with a 
sense of what the building would have been like when completed, 
right down to the level of the particular ornament.

Michelangelo did not like Sangallo’s plan for St Peter’s and criti-
cized it for reducing the light that was central to Bramante’s design.

One cannot deny that Bramante was as skilled in architecture as anyone since 
the time of the ancients. He it was who laid down the fi rst plan of St. Peter’s, 
not full of confusion, but clear, simple, luminous and detached in such a way 
that it in no wise impinged upon the Palace. It was held to be a beautiful 
design, and manifestly still is, so that anyone who has departed from 
Bramante’s arrangement, as Sangallo has done, has departed from the true 
course; and that this is so can be seen by anyone who looks at his model with 
unprejudiced eyes.

He, with that outer ambulatory of his, in the fi rst place takes away all the 
light from Bramante’s plan; and not only this, but does so when it has no light 
of its own, and so many dark lurking places above and below that they afford 
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Bramante, Project for the 
centring of pier arches, 
St Peter’s, c.1509

One of the few surviving 
drawings by Bramante, this 
shows the integration of the 
scaffolding system and the 
projecting cornices. The 
wooden scaffold required the 
support of the cornice to be 
effective and allow the 
masons to insert the 
keystones to secure the arch.
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ample opportunity for numerous rascalities, such as the hiding of exiles, the 
coining of base money, the raping of nuns and other rascalities, so that at 
night, when the said church closes, it would need twenty-fi ve men, to seek 
out those who remained hidden inside, whom it would be a job to fi nd.22

Sangallo’s model was made of wood, and carpenters or joiners were 
hired to construct what were in effect buildings in miniature. Models 
were also made in clay (Michelangelo for St Peter’s) or even in 
papier-maché (St Maclou in Rouen, France). The choice of material 
was in keeping with the model’s function. For Michelangelo and 
Brunelleschi, models could serve as guides to workmen. Filippo 
Brunelleschi had his models left intentionally incomplete, showing 
primarily the relationship of the walls and other parts of the building. 
When used as part of the design process, as Leon Battista Alberti 
advised, models allowed the architect to understand the building in a 
physical, tangible way.

I will always commend the time-honored custom, practiced by the best build-
ers, of preparing not only drawings and sketches but also models of wood or 
any other material. These will enable us to weigh up repeatedly and examine, 
with the advice of experts, the work as a whole and the individual dimensions 
of all the parts, and, before continuing any farther, to estimate the likely 
trouble and expense.23

Throughout the Renaissance, models were increasingly popular as part 
of the design process, and although few survive, we know from building 
accounts that they were made as presentations to patrons, helping the 
non-architectural expert to envision what the building would be like, 
and ideally to convince him or her to pay for its construction.

Development of Architectural Drawing
As architectural practice became more developed, and especially at 
St Peter’s, drawings came to play an ever more important role in the 
design process. Architects employed new forms of architectural draw-
ings, using perspective, orthogonal projection, and sketches in order 
to explore their ideas and record them on paper. Improvements in 
manufacturing techniques produced a better-quality paper that was 
more readily available and less expensive.24 Compared to the expense 
of a model, drawings were a relatively inexpensive part of the research 
and design aspect of architect, and allowed the architect to test out his 
ideas, imagine them in a visual format, and ultimately develop them 
over time. Not only do a large number of drawings survive from the 
Renaissance, they offer us an even greater insight into the working 
methods of the architect and allow us to see design in action.

Medieval architects made drawings as well, of course, and we 
should not think that drawing was a completely new invention of the 
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Renaissance. A drawing of the Sansedoni Palace in Siena was made to 
accompany the building contract of 1340. The full view of the façade 
of the palace, with its details and dimensions, was part of the legal 
documents for the construction, and ensured that the builders knew 
exactly what was expected.25

Drawings are part of the architectural process, and as architecture 
demanded more skills and a greater range of abilities, drawing methods 
developed in ways that supported the profession of the architect. As 
antique buildings were seen as a more important part of architects’ 
training, architects increasingly drew after antique monuments. Serlio 
advised young architects to learn about antiquities by measuring them, 
and then recording their observations in drawings. The drawings could 
then serve as a record of the ancient buildings, their measurements and 
proportions, and be used in conjunction with treatises, prints, and other 
types of information on antiquity. These kinds of drawings were often 
gathered together by architects into portfolios, combined with draw-
ings of their own inventions of ornaments or complete buildings. 
Collections like these were a valuable resource within the workshop or 
studio and often passed down to sons or apprentices.

In very complex projects, such as the construction of the new 
St Peter’s, the architects used drawings to ensure continuity of design. 
On a practical level, recording ideas on paper or through a model 
ensured that the craftsmen understood what was expected and ensured 
the control of the architect over all aspects of the construction. And 
for a project that was to take generations, a visual record in conjunc-
tion with a contract fi xed the idea into the future.26 Thus the pressures 
of large building projects can explain the increase in the number of 
drawings made for St Peter’s [41, 46, 47]. Yet simple practicality alone 
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Maerten van Heemskerck, 
St Peter’s exterior from the 
north, 1532/6

One of many drawings by 
Heemskerck of St Peter’s 
under construction showing 
the great piers and arches of 
Bramante’s church rising 
above fragments of the early 
medieval basilica.
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cannot explain the appearance of new types of drawings, especially those 
that emerged from the fabbrica at St Peter’s. Drawings by sixteenth-
century architectural tourists, studying the buildings of Rome, recorded 
their experience of seeing these massive piers rising from the rubble of the 
building site amid the remains of the early Christian basilica [42].

What we see over the course of the rebuilding of St Peter’s is an 
increase in the variety of types of drawings. When Donato Bramante 
began the process of designing the new St Peter’s his large drawing of 
half the ground plan established the intention of creating a centrally 
planned church with vast and complex piers to support the massive 
dome. The contrast between this design and the existing longitudinal, 
early Christian church would have presented a dramatic change to the 
patron Julius II. A medal struck at the same time showed the proposed 
building in elevation, with the large central dome with supporting towers 
and smaller domes [43].

The solution for the design of St Peter’s—was it to be a centrally 
planned building or longitudinal?—was debated throughout the his-
tory of the project, well into the second half of the sixteenth century 
when eventually the benefi t of a larger, processional space became 
clear, although the nave was not begun until 1607. The various 
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Cristofo Foppa Caradosso, 
Foundation medal for St 
Peter’s, 1505

Bronze or gold medals were 
struck to commemorate 
important building 
commissions. They were 
placed in the foundation and 
were also given as gifts. This 
medal shows Bramante’s 
design for a centralized 
church, seen from the west, 
with the large central dome 
with a colonnaded drum, 
smaller domes over the 
entrance and in the corners, 
and towers.
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positions were certainly discussed at length, and there are drawings 
that give some evidence of the back and forth arguments by various 
architects. Bramante’s centrally planned church, for example, was 
countered by Giuliano da Sangallo, who advocated a more stable 
design with reinforced pillars that would have reduced the interior 
space.

The development in types of architectural drawings responded to a 
real need to communicate ideas from the architect to the patrons to 
explain what the fi nished product would look like, and many drawings 
survive as a record of the design process. Drawings made by the archi-
tect for the quarry or building site were often destroyed in the very 
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Michelangelo, Drawing of 
blocks for the San Lorenzo 
façade

As part of his order to the 
quarry, Michelangelo drew 
each block needed for the 
façade of the church of San 
Lorenzo (Florence). He 
includes the dimensions of 
the blocks, and the number 
needed of each, on the 
image of the stone, as if he 
were writing on the thing 
itself. Architects had to 
communicate with 
stonecutters and the 
craftsmen who would provide 
the raw materials for their 
projects.
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Baldessare Peruzzi, Bird’s-
eye perspective view of 
project for St Peter’s, c.1535

When Peruzzi became 
architect of St Peter’s, 
alongside Antonio da 
Sangallo, he proposed a new 
plan for the building. This 
drawing was probably 
intended to convince the 
Pope, then Paul III, of the 
merits of his design. The 
elevated view, and ability to 
understand many aspects of 
the building at once (plan, 
elevation, and section), 
would have allowed the 
architect to make a 
convincing argument for his 
project.
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Leonardo da Vinci, Embryo 
in the womb, 1510

Developments in scientifi c 
and technical drawing 
offered architectural 
draughtsmen new modes of 
representation. Through the 
use of section, as Leonardo 
da Vinci does here, drawings 
could show interior spaces 
as they related to exterior 
structure. Drawings, and 
book illustrations, allowed 
architects to communicate 
their ideas more fully and 
persuasively to patrons and 
craftsmen as well as to a 
wider public.
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process of building [44]. Once the project was completed, the draw-
ing, by now often in a tattered state, was thrown away. Other drawings 
might have been kept by the architect as part of a collection of work-
ing tools, as important to him as his pens and instruments.

Drawing techniques developed out of architectural need, as well 
as from related disciplines. In 1514–15 Raphael wrote a letter to 
Pope Leo X responding to the Pope’s request for a drawing of the 
antiquities of Rome. Raphael insisted that architects should use 
three types of drawings: the plan, and views of the exterior and  inter-
ior walls. The plan shows the building at ground level, while the view 
of the outside wall, what we now call the elevation of the building, 
shows the windows, door, and ornament. The view of the inter ior 
wall, called the section, shows what would appear if the building 
could be opened up, and its interior elements displayed to a viewer. 
The section of a building, like the plan, gives a privileged view, one 
not easily if ever observable in the normal course of events. The sec-
tion shared with anatomical drawings, like that of a baby in utero by 
Leonard da Vinci, the sense that the interior was now, miraculously, 
available for study [45]. Each type of architectural view offered dif-
ferent  information, and allowed more aspects of a building to be 
known and compared with its sources of design and other buildings 
of the same type. The immensity of the project at St Peter’s, and the 
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Michelangelo, Drawing for 
dome of St Peter’s, probably 
1546–7

The design of the drum, 
dome, and lantern for St 
Peter’s was ongoing, and 
continued after Michelangelo’s 
death on 18 February 1564. 
Even fundamental questions 
such as the profi le and shape 
of the dome had not been 
settled. Drawings, such as this 
by Michelangelo for the dome 
and drum, give some 
indication of the possible 
options. Here the architect 
evaluates the relationship 
between the dome and the 
drum if the shape of the inner 
and outer domes were to 
change.
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complexity of the design and construction, inspired in their turn 
numerous drawings.

The architect and painter Baldassare Peruzzi (1481–1536) left his 
native Siena, and spent much of his career in Rome, paid through the 
accounts at St Peter’s. His great talents as an architect, painter, and 
fortifi cation designer attest to his broad training and abilities to work 
on any type of project in order to satisfy the demands of his patrons. 
What he  actually contributed to the building of St Peter’s, however, 
is not clear. Throughout his career, Peruzzi used drawing as a means 
to study antiquity as a source for new designs, and to develop modes 
of representation that would express a building’s inherent design and 
visual effect.27 One of the most extraordinary of these drawings is an 
aerial perspective of the interior of St Peter’s [46]. The centrally 
planned design is seen in perspective, as if the viewer were able to 
hover in the air over one corner. From that plan, Peruzzi has drawn 
the structure rising up in gradual steps, as if the construction were 
occurring in real time. Not only does the drawing give a more potent 
impression of what the new St Peter’s would have been like, it adds a 
drama to the building, anticipating the religious drama that would 
eventually take place within.

All architectural drawings were made for a purpose. Architects 
drew to explore design options [47] and to relay information to crafts-
men. Presentation drawings conveyed the idea to a patron and as a 
record of an architect’s intentions; drawings conveyed his intentions 
into the future.

The Building Site
Drawings by the Dutch artist Maarten van Heemskerck (1498–1574) 
in the 1530s give some idea of the scale of the project at St Peter’s, and 
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Piero di Cosimo, The Building 
of a Palace, c.1515–20

In the foreground of this 
painting is the activity of 
building. Stone arrives from the 
quarry, shaped by the masons, 
and hoisted into place on the 
building. The building site is 
where ideas are put into 
action, a sort of architectural 
laboratory or classroom, fi lled 
with masters and workers of all 
ages. The many children in 
the scene at play, or 
imitating the craftsmen, 
suggest that architecture is a 
place of learning.
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the state of the building while it was under construction [42]. The 
great arches of the Bramante project can be seen, but the project at 
this time had been abandoned after the Sack of Rome, the attack on 
the city in 1527 by the troops of Charles V. The building site appears 
deserted, with little chance that work will resume soon. Work did 
begin again under Pope Paul III, with a desire to contain costs and 
speed building along. For Paul III, Peruzzi crafted a plan that he char-
acterized as ‘bella e breve’, beautiful and quick to execute. But it too 
was eventually abandoned in favour of something else.28 The up and 
down progress on St Peter’s was in some ways not surprising for a 
building of that size, although efforts were made from the very begin-
ning to establish controls over the process of design and construc-
tion.

The complexity of the project at St Peter’s existed on every front: 
the demolition of an ancient church and ancillary structures, repeated 
periods of design development, and maintaining construction stand-
ards, all while papal masses needed to continue. These very practical 
requirements demanded greater rigour in the building process. 
Existing structures had to be measured carefully and recorded in draw-
ings. Materials needed to be secured in suffi cient quantity and 
quality.29

Out of the chaos of construction, however, also came innovation. 
Building sites were one of a number of places including libraries, 
observatories, courts, and arsenals where early modern scholars, prac-
titioners, and patrons came together. This sense of the community of 
workers at the building site is recorded in numerous images of the 
cantiere in fi fteenth- and sixteenth-century art. Piero di Cosimo’s 
painting of a double palace sets off the various activities of building 
including the transportation of materials, the carving of stone, sawing 
of wood, laying foundations, and so on against a building which is 
eerily almost complete, as if the work happening in the foreground 
were in another time zone than the product of its labour in the dis-
tance [48]. Yet in that disconnect is also this same working out of the 
two worlds of Renaissance architecture—the labour of the craftsmen 
which goes on in its own domain, guided by long- established practices
and attendant to the materials, and the visionary product of the archi-
tect’s invention.
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Political rule is a spatial reality. For the Renaissance prince, the route to 
power came through the control of his dominion. Moving out from the 
body of the monarch, the fi rst concern was the protection of the sover-
eign; the palace extended his or her presence into the public realm. 
Cities and fortresses project the authority of the palace even further, and 
stand as a sign of political power to others. Political historians talk of 
this embodied authority, and in architectural terms all the buildings of 
political power are integral to the creation and maintenance of rule. The 
court was both a political organization as well as an architectural space.1

Within the court, complex rules of behaviour based on rank, favourit-
ism, and family connections allowed for various levels of intimacy and 
physical proximity to the ruler. All these conventions and practices 
shaped the design of architecture, and buildings functioned as a constant 
reminder to adhere to protocol. We must see architecture in this context 
as an active participant in political rule, projecting the identity of those 
in power and standing in for their physical presence.2

Ferdinand and Isabella’s Spain
When Ferdinand II, King of Aragon and Sicily, married his cousin, 
Isabella of Castile, in 1469, they forged a political alliance that was 
also a union of the varied artistic heritages of Spain. Their emphasis 
on a strengthened monarchy, centralized administration, and religious 
conformity shaped their artistic patronage as well. Isabella was the 
more active patron, with a varied court entourage of scholars, artists, 
and architects from the Iberian peninsula and abroad. Isabella’s con-
fessor, Cardinal Francisco Jiménez de Cisneros (1436–1517), shaped 
the religious conservatism of the Catholic Monarchs. The rigid intol-
erance toward the Moors and Jews, especially those in the kingdom of 
Granada that Ferdinand and Isabella ultimately captured in 1492, 
refl ected Cisneros’s austere religious policies. The imperial aspirations 
of Spain in the Americas and Africa were a further aspect of Cisneros’s 
fervour to support an ascendant Spanish monarchy. The court style of 
Ferdinand and Isabella’s architectural patronage was also imperial, 
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taking elements from all aspects of the rulers’ own ancestry as well as 
elements from the territories they brought under Spanish rule.

Ferdinand and Isabella’s rule was challenged by the claims of Juana 
la Beltraneja, daughter of the previous King of Castile, Enrique IV. 
Isabella, Enrique IV’s sister, eliminated the challenge when her and 
Ferdinand’s forces defeated the Portuguese King Alfonso at the Battle 
of Toro (1476). In thanksgiving for the victory, Isabella founded the 
Franciscan monastery of San Juan de los Reyes in Toledo (1477–1504) 
that was intended to serve as the royal mausoleum [49].3

The plain, undecorated walls of the exterior refl ect Cardinal 
Cisneros’s own stylistic preferences for austere architecture, with few 
external fl ourishes. That restraint, however, is not present in the dec-
oration of the cloister or chapel at San Juan de los Reyes. The church 
has a wide central nave, with four chapels along each side, shallow 
transepts, and an octagonal apse. That relatively simple plan provides 
ample opportunity for the architect, Juan Guas, to glorify the patrons 
through lavish decoration and royal symbols.

The richest decoration is at the crossing between the nave and shal-
low transepts, under the lantern vault where the royal tombs would be 
placed. Throughout the church and cloister the vaulting is of a type 
that was used throughout Europe, combining Gothic forms in a regu-
lar and mathematically composed way. The cimborio has vaulting 
(parallel ribs) like that used at the domes of the great mosque in 
Cordoba. North and south, the walls of the transept are covered with 
the royal heraldry, the sheaf of arrows and the yoke, emblems of 
submission and control. Heraldry spoke a clear language to any visitor, 
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Juan Guas, Chapel, San 
Juan de los Reyes, 
1477–1504, Toledo, Spain

The simple, aisle-less church 
allows the rich carving and 
sculpture to take centre 
stage. Gothic tracery, treated 
as a balustrade, runs along 
the top of the entablature 
above the arches. The 
richest decoration is in the 
crossing with its very shallow 
arms. There sculpture 
including heraldry and 
inscriptions proclaim the 
glory and triumphs of 
Ferdinand and Isabella.
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and would have been supervised by a member of Isabella’s court. That 
responsibility may have fallen to the court humanist Antonio de 
Nebrija, who also composed the Queen’s motto Tanto monta, monta 
tanto, Isabel como Fernando (‘As much as the one is worth, so is the 
other’), thus proclaiming that Isabella’s power was equal to that of her 
husband’s. Shaping the court image, through architecture, was an 
important part of politics.

Juan Guas (c.1430–1496) was the Master of the Royal Works for 
Isabella, and principal architect at San Juan de los Reyes. He was born 
in Brittany (France), the son of a mason, and arrived in Spain at about 
the age of 10. His training in Spain gave him a fi rst-hand understand-
ing of the crafts of building and the coordination of teams of workers 
including sculptors, scholars, artists, and craftsmen.

The ornament at San Juan de los Reyes is a combination of forms 
and techniques from Islamic craftsmen who had been working in 
Spain even after it had been placed under Christian rule (called  mudéjar), 
and Flemish late Gothic architecture, introduced through the 
strong ties to French culture. This Hispano-Flemish style is 
uniquely representative of the mix of cultures in Isabella’s political 
and cultural world. Craftsmen brought with them knowledge of 
building traditions from their own backgrounds, and these were 
combined in the construction and ornament at San Juan de los 
Reyes. Thus, the ceiling in the cloister is a traditional Islamic ceiling 
construction, called artesonado, composed of multiple interlocking pieces 
of wood, here with the emblems of the Catholic Monarchs [50]. This 
combination of traditions in Hispano-Flemish architecture should not be 
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Juan Guas, Upper cloister, 
San Juan de los Reyes, 
1477–1504, Toledo, Spain

One of Guas’s great skills 
was his ability to merge 
architectural traditions and 
techniques from the various 
cultures that inhabited the 
Iberian peninsula. 
Artesonado, a Spanish term 
for the intricately joined 
wooden ceilings, derived 
from North African and 
Spanish building traditions. 
In Islamic architecture, 
artesonado ceilings could 
represent the seven heavens 
of Islam. The technique 
continued to be used into 
the fi fteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, and often 
incorporated, as here, other 
decorative elements such as 
heraldry.
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necessarily seen as a sign of tolerance but rather part of Ferdinand and 
Isabella’s policy of imperial assimilation, combining elements from the 
various cultures and entities under their rule. Much Renaissance court 
art takes a similar approach in creating a style fused from various 
sources as a mark of the ruler’s power to bring all his people into his 
domain. Here the combination may have been as part of a harsh 
political reality, yet the effect preserved the heritage of the Christian 
and Muslim origins of Ferdinand and Isabella’s dominions.

Margaret of Austria
Having survived three marriages, the fi rst to Charles VIII, King of 
France, when she was just an infant, Margaret of Austria (1480–1530) 
spent her last years at the centre of her own court of humanists, poets, 
and artists. She was the daughter of the Holy Roman Emperor, 
Maximilian I, and as was usual for the children of royal and noble 
families, had her life planned through a series of political alliances. 
The marriage to Charles VIII was annulled after only three years, 
when Margaret was 3, but she was then wed to Juan, heir of Castile 
and Aragon, son of Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain. Juan’s sudden 
death in 1497 left her free to marry Philibert II, Duke of Savoy, in 
1501. By 1504 Margaret was a widow once again. Now, however, 
Margaret took up her role as Regent of the Netherlands, and began to 
shape her court and palace at Mechelen.

As with many important female patrons of the Renaissance, 
Margaret had the political savvy to negotiate a life that allowed her as 
much freedom as possible within the accepted behaviour for noble 
women. Books such as De institutione feminae christianae by the 
humanist Juan Luis Vives (1524) prescribed appropriate images of 
women, aligning their image with that of the Virgin Mary.

In 1506 Margaret chose the city of Mechelen for her permanent 
residence, where her close relative, Margaret of York (1446–1503) had 
spent the last thirty years of her life. For the city fathers, the opportu-
nity to welcome Margaret of Austria’s entourage encouraged them to 
support fi nancially the construction of her residence.

The city architect of Mechelen, Anthonis Keldermans I, designed 
the new palace wings for Margaret incorporating existing houses near 
the site, and taking into account a hospital and church that were the 
property of Margaret’s father, Maximilian [51]. Keldermans was a 
member of a large family of architects, masons, and artists working in 
the Burgundian Netherlands.

Brick and stone combined were used for court and noble architec-
ture where stone was at a premium. The distinctive linear patterning 
that runs across the building unifi ed the separate stages of construc-
tion, and marked out the palace as a building of high status through 
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the mixture of materials and the uniformity of its construction. 
Staessen Le Prince, a member of an important family of stonecutters 
and stone suppliers, provided the stone components of the loggia at 
Mechelen.4

Rooms devoted to her collections of art and objects distinguish 
parts of the palace built for Margaret. A thick walled jewellery cham-
ber, deep within the palace, held precious objects, including gold and 
silver plate. A ‘riche cabinet’ in Margaret’s living quarters contained 
objects that established her royal lineage and authority to rule, includ-
ing twenty panel paintings by Juan de Flandres, originally belonging 
to Margaret’s fi rst mother-in-law, Queen Isabella of Castile. Hangings, 
tables, and chandeliers were marked with Margaret’s coat of arms with 
angels and enamelled daisies. The most extraordinary wunderkammer,
however, was the coral cabinet, off the garden courtyard. Margaret 
herself organized the unique and curious objects in the room, includ-
ing over fi fty branches of natural coral, precious stones, religious fi gur-
ines, and scientifi c instruments such as astrolabes, games, and mirrors. 
Many of the objects were adorned with her initials forming an acros-
tic of the French version of her name, Marguerite.5

Here, she used ‘anticse werken’, or antique work, that is, classical 
architecture. The loggia in the main courtyard included a type of 
composite column, four round columns surrounding a square pier, a 
distinctive invention of the architect, Rombout II Keldermans, and 
the mason, Staessen Le Prince. This free interpretation of ancient 
Roman architecture, and modern buildings based on those models, 
created a distinctive local style that could be identifi ed as the mark of 
a particular region or patron. But overall, the very use of classical ele-
ments, understood by the knowledgeable architectural observer to be 
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Anthonis Keldermans I, 
Palace for Margaret of 
Austria, begun 1506, 
Mechelen, northern 
Netherlands

The loggia merged the old 
and new sections of the 
palace, and marked out 
Margaret of Austria’s 
transformation of the existing 
structure. The antique work, 
however, was localized by 
employing regional building 
materials and techniques as 
well as the use of stepped 
gables set against the 
steeply pitched roof.
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derived from antiquity, aligned that building and its patrons with the 
ideals of ancient culture. Humanist scholars, especially those such as 
associated with Margaret’s court, translated ancient texts into the local 
language, offering the knowledge of ancient culture as a model for 
modern life. Architecture based on antiquity did much the same thing, 
serving as a sign of Margaret’s own intellectual prowess and interest 
in the highest forms of learning and culture.

Classical architecture made sense for Margaret of Austria’s palace 
in Mechelen, as it served as a statement of her educational ideas. At 
the same time as Margaret was involved in her palace, however, she 
was also actively directing the construction of her church and tombs 
in Brou, in the duchy of Savoy, chosen for its connection to 
Margaret’s husband, Philibert [52]. There, the choir and tombs for 
Margaret, her husband Philibert of Savoy, and her mother-in-law 
Margaret of Bourbon employ lavish Gothic ornament in the tracery, 
fi nials, and sculptural decoration. This use of Gothic was thoughtfully 
modulated by Margaret and her artists, Jan van Roome and Loys van 
Broghem, both from Brussels. Margaret chose Gothic at Brou only 
after she had considered other options, including a design more 
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Lodewijk van Boghen, Jan 
van Roome, and Conrat 
Meyt, Tomb of Margaret of 
Savoy, 1516–30, Church of 
St Nicholas, Brou, France

In the sixteenth century 
Gothic architecture was 
called ‘modern’ work to 
distinguish it from classical 
architecture, or the antique.
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Italianate and based on ancient Roman models. Lavish ornament at 
Brou is at once a sign of her wealth and a statement of her allegiance 
to a tradition of royal monuments. Margaret had lived in Spain during 
her brief marriage to Juan of Castile from 1497 to 1499, and during 
those years the monastery of San Juan de los Reyes in Toledo was 
nearly completed. Tracery, vegetal ornament, and use of heraldry in 
Toledo all offered an important model for Margaret to adopt in her 
own works.6

Hapsburg Patronage and the Control of Classicism
Given the richness of the architecture of Ferdinand and Isabella, the 
austerity and restraint of the monastery of S. Lorenzo el Real des 
Escorial (1563–84), built for Philip II, is a radical departure for the 
architectural traditions of Spain. It had a threefold function: as a 
monastery for the Hieronymite order; as a church that would serve 
as a funeral chapel for Philip’s father Charles V and the Hapsburg 
dynasty; and as a palace [53]. The very size and dominance of the 
Escorial signals Philip’s less itinerant political policies, especially in 
contrast to his peripatetic father, who claimed that an emperor needed 
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Juan Bautista de Toledo and 
Juan de Herrera, San 
Lorenzo el Real de Escorial, 
1563–84, El Escorial, Spain

Philip II kept close control of 
the architectural planning 
and construction. The 
specifi c choices of plan and 
ornament must refl ect 
therefore his approach to 
building. Overall the building 
evokes the sort of single-
mindedness and clarity that 
one would expect when the 
patron is so involved. The 
temple front on the western 
façade, seen here, does not 
lead directly into the church, 
as one would expect, but 
into the courtyard, with the 
church beyond.
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no other residence than his saddle.7 The church is dedicated to the 
Spanish saint St Lawrence, martyred in the third century over fire, 
and the geometrical form of the gridirons appears on the façade 
of the building and more obliquely in the plan of the complex 
overall [54]. 

Philip’s father, Charles V, had already set a new pattern of building 
in the construction of a palace within the sprawling layout of the great 
fourteenth-century palace of the Islamic Nasrid Dynasty, the 
Alhambra in Granada [55]. There the architect Pedro Machuca had 
devised a plan of a circle within a square, the most constrained of 
architectural compositions, as a counterpoint to the fl uid, experiential 
spaces of the Alhambra. Whereas the Lion Court and the seemingly 
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San Lorenzo el Real de 
Escorial, 1563–84, El 
Escorial, Spain

All three sections of the 
monastery are entered from 
the western façade: the 
monastery to the south, 
church at the centre, and 
the seminary and Colegio to 
the north. Cross-shaped 
divisions incorporate patios 
or courtyards, as seen in this 
seventeenth-century
painting. The palace for 
Philip II was along the 
eastern side of the complex, 
entered through the northern 
façade. The sequences of 
rooms for particular groups 
within this vast building are 
clearly defi ned and legible in 
the plan. Scholars have 
suggested various 
interpretations for the plan 
as the New Jerusalem or 
Augustine’s City of God. The 
highly reduced classical 
architecture, however, 
evokes ideas of a primal 
Christian building type, derived 
from ancient models and 
transformed for modern use.
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Pedro Machuca, Palace for 
Charles V, 1533–61, 
Granada, Spain

Machuca spent his early 
years in Italy, and returned to 
Spain with a thorough 
knowledge of art and 
architecture in Rome at the 
workshop of Raphael. The 
strict geometry of Charles V’s 
palace is a radical departure 
from the fl uid design of the 
Alhambra to which it is 
attached.
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endless sequence of rooms from the earlier Islamic palace have no 
obvious edges, no beginning and no end, the Palace of Charles V 
expresses the most overt geometry. A two-storey courtyard is ringed 
with Doric and Ionic columns, echoing Italian architecture. It is the 
contrast, however, between the cultural past and the political present 
that must have compelled Charles and his architect to create this 
imperial statement of Hapsburg rule, side by side with the Islamic 
tradition that runs throughout Spanish history and culture.

The Escorial sits in the shadow of the rolling hills outside Madrid, 
and that undulating landscape makes the rigid geometry of six quad-
rangles, grid-like and unrelenting, appear even starker. The threefold 
function of the complex is manifest in the building’s plan: the church 
is at the centre of the complex, with palaces for the family to the right 
and a palace for the courtiers to the left. The front quadrangle is 
dedicated to the monastery and university functions.

The fi rst architect was Juan Bautista de Toledo, from Naples, who 
had worked on St Peter’s in Rome as an assistant to Michelangelo. 
Thus he brought to the design of the Escorial an understanding of the 
use of the classical orders as a reference to antiquity and as a way to 
connect new construction to the gravitas and solemnity of ancient 
Roman architecture. As at St Peter’s, however, the models from the 
past were always tempered with new interpretations and local refer-
ences. Philip began the building of the Escorial after he had returned 
from a prolonged time in Flanders, and just as San Juan de los Reyes 
incorporated vegetal ornament from the Gothic tradition, so too did 
he press for Flemish associations here in the pitched roofs and spires 
of the corner towers.

After Juan Bautista de Toledo’s death in 1567, his assistant Juan de 
Herrera (1530–97) became the architect in charge. He worked within 
the general plan laid down by his predecessor yet shaped the ultimate 
appearance of the building through the choice of ornament, use of 
architectural materials, and understanding of the goals of his patron, 
Philip II. Herrera began his career as a member of the army, and his 
expertise gained there in mathematics, scientifi c instruments, fortifi -
cation, and engineering provided valuable expertise to the court. These 
disciplines were also understood to be an essential part of the training 
for any architect, based on classical and humanist writings. The shift 
to architectural design in his role as court architect proved the value 
of science as a fundamental training for architecture or, in fact, any 
practical service at court. This background certainly shaped Herrera’s 
approach to the design at the Escorial. The masses of the building are 
conceived of as geometric solids, punctuated through the use of clas-
sical ornament. The size of the building certainly demanded a thor-
ough understanding of construction techniques and engineering. Yet 
Herrera makes that mathematical process evident in the reduction of 
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ornament to a minimum, and the focus kept on the fundamentals of 
the architecture’s materials and structure.

His architecture continued the classicizing trend initiated by 
Pacheco and developed under Juan Battista, yet his particular feel for 
the essence of classicism led him to shape a style of building which 
subsequently in the nineteenth century came to be called the estilo
desornamentado, or the unornamented style, a negative term that 
historians coined to describe what they saw as severe and restricted 
ornament.8 The pilasters in the church at the Escorial, or the vaulting 
in the hallways throughout the palace, typify an architecture which 
attempts to balance the massing of the structure with an ornamental 
system with enough strength and clarity to infl ect the grey granite 
used throughout.

Philip II’s court historian and librarian, Fray José de Sigüenza 
(1544–1606), was a witness to the building of the Escorial. Around 
1590 he wrote a two-part book about the building, describing fi rst a 
history of the Hieronymite monastic order based there and second an 
analysis of the architecture.9 Sigüenza based his interpretation of the 
restrained style of the Escorial on his knowledge of St Augustine 
(354–430), whose works had a special signifi cance as the founding 
tenets of the Hieronymite order. Using the aesthetic categories 
described by Augustine, Sigüenza praises the Escorial as an expression 
of the rule of Philip.

One of the great beauties of this building is seen in how all its parts imitate 
one another, and how much the whole is in all the parts. The building which 
fails to keep this order shows the poor resources and understanding of its 
architect, in not having bound together or unifi ed the whole body. What we 
call correspondence is none other than the right reason of art . . . with the 
authority not alone of Vitruvius . . . but that of the divine Augustine, doctor 
of the church, who, as a man of high genius, wished, among a thousand other 
matters of learning found in his books, to touch also on this of correspond-
ence in architecture.

As Spain had lost the habits of the fi ne arts in the savagery and wildness 
of the war against the Moors . . . people were astonished to see preserved here 
[at the Escorial] so much correspondence in architecture, and believed that it 
was only the taste or inclination of King Philip, or an idle curiosity, that 
wherever a door or window appeared another should respond to it . . . Thus 
we may say that this Prince, as we learn from Saint Augustine, returned us to 
reason and made us notice that the arts contain reason both in themselves 
and in the proportion they make with our souls.10

A more fl orid ornamental system, such as that used for Ferdinand 
and Isabella, would have been totally out of keeping with the austerity 
desired by Philip II. Classical details at the Escorial are often reduced 
to such a degree, as in the fl uting of a column isolated on a wall or the 
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traces of handrails along the main staircase, that they seem a distant 
echo of the most avant-garde architecture in Italy or elsewhere. The 
most current architectural treatises such as Sebastiano Serlio’s Regole 
generali di architettura sopra le cinque maniere degli edifi ci (Venice, 
1537–51), translated into Spanish by Francisco de Villalpando (1552), 
offered architects options in their interpretation of the orders. Yet the 
innovation seen at the Escorial is a specifi c response to the wishes of 
the patron in light of local traditions and the history of architecture in 
Spain.

The Triumph of Maximilian I
No architectural form better represents royal power than the trium-
phal arch. In the ancient world, free-standing arches represented 
the triumph of ancient Rome and her control over a vast empire. 
Two of the best known arches in the Roman Forum, the arch of 
Septimius Severus (dedicated in 203) and the Arch of Titus (dedi-
cated in 315), celebrated military victories. Their function, there-
fore, was celebratory and commemorative, making a permanent 
urban monument that incorporated the temporary banners of festival 
architecture. Alberti incorporated the form of the local Roman arch of 
Augustus (27 bc) in the exterior of the church of San Francesco in 
Rimini [56, 57]. Even for those places that did not have their own 
Roman arch surviving from the past, the form was well known 
through prints and publications. A triumphal arch was such a power-
ful mark of political power and military triumph that its very appear-
ance gave the imprimatur of the royal presence.

The Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I connected himself to 
these long-standing traditions through the creation of a triumphal 
arch laden with his coat of arms, family portraits, genealogical trees, 
and a display of classical architectural forms. One scene within the 
arch commemorates Maximilian’s rediscovery of a fragment of the robe 
worn by Christ at the Crucifi xion, and long forgotten in the Cathedral 
of Trier.11 Devised by the court artist Albrecht Dürer from about 1512 
on, the arch was not constructed in any permanent material, but rather 
composed of 192 woodblock prints and when assembled was over 7 
square metres. An edition of 700 was made in 1517–18, and sent to 
the councils of imperial cities and loyal princes.12 Its description as an 
Ehrenpforte, or Gate of Honour, refl ected both the long traditions of 
the form and imagery related directly to Maximilian I [58].

The Cultural Benefi ts Of War
For Federico da Montefeltro (1422–82) and his wife Battista Sforza 
the creation of a great court meant the creation of a great city. They 
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transformed Urbino, the small town in the hills west of Rimini, into 
the setting for a magnifi cent court by building convents, monasteries, 
and a cathedral. Their patronage confi rmed their control of the city 
through good works and fi nancial support.
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Leon Battista Alberti, Church 
of San Francesco, enlarged 
1450–6, Rimini, Italy

Alberti wrapped the earlier 
13th-century church, built of 
brick, in a new shell of white 
marble. He modelled the 
arches, attached columns, 
and roundels on the ancient 
Arch of Augustus, not far from 
the church. Sigismondo 
Malatesta (1417–68), 
condottiere and prince, aimed 
to create a cultural centre in 
Rimini through the patronage 
of scholars and artists, and by 
positioning himself as the 
restorer of ancient Roman 
greatness. The cloak of 
classical learning and the arts 
at San Francesco proclaimed 
Malatesta’s cultural ambitions. 
Alberti’s project was never 
completed, and is known 
primarily from the survival of a 
foundation medal that shows 
the building as if it were 
completed.
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Arch of Augustus, 27 BC,
Rimini, Italy

Ancient Roman arches 
commemorated military 
triumphs and were known by 
travellers as well as from 
treatises and guides. The 
form of the arch, with a large 
central arch and smaller side 
arches, became a marker of 
ancient architecture. 
Renaissance architects used 
the a-b-a pattern of the arch 
as a recognizable rhythm on 
building façades, as in 
Bramante’s Belvedere. 
Where there were local 
examples, as in Rimini, 
those often served as the 
models for Renaissance 
builders.
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Federico was Count of Urbino from 1444 to 1482, and then given 
the title Duke of Urbino in 1474 by Pope Sixtus IV, a new honour that 
rewarded him for his service to the papacy as military commander. 
Federico had made his wealth through his role as a condottiere, provid-
ing troops for hire. Military culture therefore dominated all of his 
building projects, either in the form of fortifi cations throughout his 
territory in the Marche region on the northern Adriatic coast of Italy, 
or as symbolic elements in his own palace in Urbino [59]. The court 
residence’s renovation and expansion, beginning in 1450, was attuned 
to its setting within the city and appearance from afar. Federico had a 
piazza, or open space, created on the city side of the palace toward the 
east. Along this façade, doors and windows were to be covered with 
marble revetments, and framed with classical pilasters and surrounds, 
although only parts of this side were completed.

The palace on the edge of the city, rising from the sheer cliffs that 
were the city’s setting, was the main sign of Federico’s magnifi cence. 
Approaching the city from the west, the great walls of the palace 
appear impenetrable. Yet on this side Federico had also built a tower 
with a three-storey loggia of classical arches. Impressive from a dis-
tance and marking the palace as a princely seat, the arches offered a 
commanding view across the landscape. This quality of the visible—
seeing the palace against city and prospect from palace—refl ects the 
complex way this building both defi ned the image of the ruler and 
reinforced his own understanding of his political rule.
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Albrecht Dürer, Triumphal 
Arch of Maximilian I, 1512–18

The invention of movable 
type print in the mid-fi fteenth 
century, and the expansion 
of block printing technology, 
encouraged ambitious 
projects such as this arch for 
Maximilian I. It allowed him 
to control the imagery used 
for his triumphal entries; he 
was not dependent upon 
local guilds or groups to 
create arches in his honour. 
Easily erected, and as easily 
taken down, innovative 
schemes promoted the royal 
image in the absence of the 
ruler himself.
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The grandeur of Federico’s palace, as with many of the great court 
residences in Europe, resides in control of the movement through the 
courtyards and rooms. Here, visitors would climb the great height 
from the city to the palace via a long ramp accessible by horses and 
on foot. The great courtyard entered fi rst immediately signalled that 
here was the palace of a cultured soldier [60]. Arches on composite 
columns, a triumphal architectural form, ring the regular space of 
the courtyard. An inscription in ancient Roman lettering proclaims 
the glory and culture of the patron. The geometric regularity of the 
courtyard and choice of ornament suggest how Federico da Montefeltro 
could control not only his political world but also the shape of its 
architectural setting.

A wide, dignifi ed staircase rises on an axis from the courtyard, lead-
ing to the ceremonial rooms and private apartments on the upper 
storeys [61]. Separate apartments were laid out for the prince and his 
wife, with the rooms becoming progressively smaller as one moves into 
the more private spaces. A separate apartment provided for the 
warmer days of the summer. Battista Sforza’s rooms connected with 
the cathedral next door, offering her direct access to private chapels 
for her devotional practices and masses. Several sequences of rooms 
were planned around a giardino pensile, or hanging garden, with win-
dows in its outer wall giving views across the landscape. Equally 
impressive as the spaces above are the vast service areas in the 
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Urbino, Italy

The town, and the palace of 
Federico da Montefeltro that 
marks its edge, is high on a 
rocky hill, commanding the 
valley below. With the 
architectural advice of 
Luciano Laurana (from 
1468) and later Francesco di 
Giorgio, Federico began an 
ambitious programme of 
renovation and expansion, 
adding extensive wings and 
suites of rooms, gardens, 
towers, and courtyards. The 
two towers, framing arches, 
provide views over the 
countryside and a multi-
storeyed triumphal arch, 
visible to all approaching the 
town.
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60
Luciano Laurana and 
Francesco di Giorgio Martini, 
Cortile d’Onore, 1467–72, 
Urbino

The courtyard forms the 
centre of the palace plan, 
and all activity radiates out 
from it. Laurana treated each 
side of the courtyard as a 
distinct façade, breaking the 
continuity of the arcade with 
strongly articulated piers at 
the corners. Francesco di 
Giorgio completed the storey 
above the arches, and the 
attic storey was added in the 
mid-sixteenth century. 
Laurana was born in Zara, 
Dalmatia (now Zadar, 
Croatia), but knew the 
buildings of Brunelleschi and 
Alberti. Out of their work he 
forged a distinctive style and 
a reputation for refi ned and 
modern palaces.

61
Staircase, Urbino

The planning for the 
staircase probably happened 
early in the history of the 
palace. Its position in the 
main wing of the palace 
affected many other factors 
of the design including the 
location of windows on the 
exterior. The stairs move up 
through the building with 
wide and gracious steps, 
adding exceptional dignity to 
the experience of the 
building on even the most 
basic level.
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substructure of the building, including stabling for hundreds of horses 
and storage for the food and supplies needed for the large numbers 
connected with the court.

Denmark
The Reformation in Denmark and Sweden exacerbated tensions 
between the King, the clergy, and the nobility. In Denmark the exile 
of the Catholic King Christian II in 1523 allowed his uncle, Frederick 
I, to gain control and bring the Lutheran Protestants to the throne. 
The following decades saw fractious manoeuvring for power between 
the monarchy and the nobility, with economic and political control 
fi nally secured in a hereditary monarchy. For the King to maintain his 
rule, however, required a steady source of income. A toll, the Sound 
Dues, levied on all ships passing through the Øresund, the narrow 
straight between Denmark and Sweden that leads to the Baltic Sea, 
provided up to two-thirds of the monarch’s income in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, and remained in effect into the twentieth 
century. Ships were required to pay up to 2 per cent of the value of 
their cargo, risking cannon fi re from both sides of the strait if they 
refused to pay. This toll, fi nancially so important, enabled King 
Frederick II to vastly expand Kronborg, the fi fteenth-century fortress 
in the town of Helsingør, beginning in 1574 [62].13

Impressive from both land and sea, Kronborg encompassed some 
of the earlier structures built on the site in the 1420s by King Erik of 
Pomerania. The castle is situated out on the krogen, or hook, extending 
into the sound, and is set off from the town which was planned and 
developed in the previous century. Such a position enhanced the visual 
effect of the castle, discouraging any merchants trying to thwart the 
King’s taxes.

Frederick II’s fi rst concern was the redesign of the fortifi cations that 
were by the sixteenth century out of date. New bastions and curtain 
walls provided extra protection and an impenetrable appearance. The 
Flemish architect Antonis van Obberghen (1543–1611) was brought 
in to design the fortifi cations, having extensive experience as a military 
engineer and designer in Antwerp, Dresden, Wrocław, and other 
northern cities. Three ranges of the earlier castle were expanded to four 
around a central courtyard with corner towers, thus creating the largest 
castle in Scandinavia. The north wing contained the King and Queen’s 
apartments. State events such as the celebration in 1589 of the mar-
riage of Anne of Denmark, sister of King Christian IV, and King James 
VI of Scotland took place in the Riddersal, or Knight’s Hall [63]. 
Although the hall is missing the rich tapestries that would have been 
hung for any offi cial occasion, the room’s great length and luminous 
interior could not have failed to impress any visitor.
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62
Anthonis Obberghen, Kronborg Catle, 1574–85, Helsingør, Denmark

Rebuilding the medieval brick castle began with the fortifi cations. Frederick II wished to create a great courtly residence, but he 
also needed to ensure his position by collecting taxes from all ships passing through the narrow sound. He added to each wing of
the new palace in turn, adding cannon towers, a chapel (based on the Lutheran model at Torgau), apartments, and grand 
reception halls. From 1580 the castle was resurfaced with white sandstone, giving the appearance of unity to the building that 
had been added to gradually and making it a visual presence on its site, overlooking the sea.
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Riddersal, Kronborg, 1579, 
Helsingør, Denmark

The south wing was raised 
another storey to 
accommodate a new 
ceremonial hall, or throne 
room. At 62 metres long by 
12 metres wide, it was one 
of the largest banqueting 
rooms in Europe. A fi re in 
1629 destroyed much of the 
room’s original decoration 
including its wooden ceiling, 
wall paintings, and 
fi replaces.
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Vladislav Hall, Prague
By about 1500, the Jagiellonian dynasty controlled a vast expanse of 
central Europe from the Baltic to the Adriatic Sea, eastward into 
Russia and encompassing Hungary and Bohemia. Vladislav II Jagiełło 
chose to base his court in Prague, which along with Krakow, Buda, 
and Prague all had a tradition of humanist culture that included all 
areas of the arts and letters. Scholars came from Italy and were 
employed at the court throughout the fi fteenth century.

Vladislav’s decision to occupy the Hradčany Castle in Prague from 
1485 allowed him to associate his rule with the long history of 
Bohemian kings who had held the castle before. He established a 
political continuity that ensured the legitimacy of his reign. The archi-
tect Benedikt Ried was brought in to add onto the existing structure.

The existing hall was, at the time it was completed, the largest 
ceremonial hall in central Europe [64]. Using walls from the earlier 
palace, Ried created a vast vaulted space supported on massive piers 
that reach down into the lower fl oors. Flame-like vaulting seems to 
rise in a miraculous way over the fl oor, creating a royal baldachin 
where the pageantry of state could be performed. Ried varied the 
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Benedikt Ried, Vladislav 
Hall, fi nished 1502, 
Hradčany, Prague

Ried made this vast hall, the 
largest in Europe at the time, 
out of three smaller spaces. 
The vaulting embraces the 
whole of the space, covering 
the ceiling and side walls in 
one large stroke that 
emphasizes the vastness of 
the space.
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vaulting slightly on the Riders’ Staircase that leads to the hall, by 
which knights on horseback could enter. This vaulting type was an 
elaboration of the older, traditional ornament used in the Gothic 
period, and derived from religious architecture. Yet the vaulting goes 
far beyond any specifi c Gothic examples. Its technical virtuosity and 
effect are the mark of a new ruler intent on making a link with the 
history of Bohemian rulers. In doing so, Vladislav sought to align his 
own reign with earlier Bohemian kings.14

Benedikt Ried, however, worked in two different modes at 
Hradčany Castle. As if speaking in two languages he adapted classical 
forms as well as Gothic traditions. Classical architecture, including the 
full vocabulary of columns, entablatures, and mouldings, had earlier 
been used by Florentine architects working in Hungary. This architec-
ture was well known by both Ried and his patrons in Prague, and 
evoked the principles of humanist education that, as we have seen, 
were part of courtly culture. Alongside the Gothic, this other language 
of architecture was used for the exterior of the hall, window frames, 
and entrance doors [65].15

Both traditional and more modern architectural forms expressed 
the complex identity of Vladislav’s rule: a rightful heir to the tradition 
of Bohemian rule, and equally fl uent with the humanist culture popu-
lar in the European courts. Classical architecture, referred to as the 
modern style, was closely associated with the study of the history, 
literature, and natural sciences of the ancient world. The analogy of 
language is useful here. Courts were increasingly international. In 
addition to foreign visitors, diplomats, and envoys, they offered 
numerous employment opportunities for the expertise of scholars, 
scientists and artists. But an interest in humanist culture, as ever, did 
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Benedikt Ried, Vladislav 
Hall, fi nished 1502, 
Hradčany, Prague

The large rectangular 
windows of the hall are 
framed on the exterior with 
classical window surrounds.
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not preclude the importance of local traditions. Vladislav probably 
requested renovations and additions to the castle in Prague from both 
conventions. Art, architecture, and other forms of court display were 
most effective when they spoke to diverse audiences, both in a local 
dialect and in an international language.

Russian Models, Italian Engineering
Under Grand Duke Ivan III (reg. 1462–1505), Moscow became the 
capital of the Russian state. Moscow gained a further status as the 
centre of the Orthodox Church when they broke from western 
European church leaders after the Council of Florence in 1439. At 
that meeting the Byzantine and eastern churches joined with the 
Bishop of Rome in recognizing the power of the Pope and the benefi t 
of joining forces in resisting the threat from the Ottoman Empire. The 
Russian Church, however, refused to cede their independence to the 
Roman Church. On both religious and political grounds Moscow was, 
by the middle of the fi fteenth century, an autonomous power and Ivan 
III initiated a building programme that would provide the appropriate 
setting for the new capital of the powerful Russian state.

The existing walls of the Kremlin were stone, which had replaced 
the earlier walls of oak, but by the fi fteenth century these were dilap-
idated and dangerously weak. Ivan III had the walls rebuilt with 
specially designed bricks that were particularly heavy and strong. 
Twenty towers marked the vulnerable corners and entrances of the 
fortifi cations. Ivan commissioned new palaces and banqueting halls 
within the Kremlin, all necessary additions for the new capital. For the 
walls and other new buildings, Ivan hired both Russian architects who 
knew the regional building traditions as well as foreign architects and 
engineers who had the latest technical knowledge necessary to solve 
specifi c building problems. Pietro Antonio Solari (c.1450–1493) of 
Milan designed several of the towers and the Rusticated Chambers 
(1487–91), a state reception hall.

Ivan III may have known of the technical expertise of Italian archi-
tects from his wife Zoë Palaiologa, a niece of the last Byzantine 
emperor. She had been raised in Rome as a ward of the Pope after the 
fall of Constantinople in 1453. In addition to her promotion of Italian 
building, Italy and Russia had a long history of trade, especially for the 
luxury goods of furs and hawks that ambassadors to the east brought 
back to Italian courts.16

When Ivan III took power in 1462, the Cathedral of the Dormition 
in the Kremlin was near to collapse. The church had a special political 
importance as the site of the crowning of Russian rulers and the 
burial place of Moscow’s princes and metropolitans (the leaders of the 
Church). Metropolitan Philip, an enthusiastic supporter of Ivan’s 
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building programme, began the renovations to the church. He engaged 
two Russian architects, Ivan Krivtsov and Myshkin, and ordered new 
stone from a quarry close to Moscow. The cornerstone for the new 
church was laid on 30 April 1472; by May 1474 the walls and vaulting 
of the new church were complete and the large central drum for the 
main dome begun. An earthquake on 19 May, however, weakened the 
building, which in addition may also have had serious structural faults 
from the use of poor-quality stone, insuffi cient mortar between the 
blocks, and a construction technique of rubble infi ll in the walls. The 
building collapsed the next day.17

That year Ivan sent an envoy to Italy with a mission to hire an 
architect capable of rebuilding this important church. Aristotele 
Fioravanti (1420–85) was known for his work as an engineer design-
ing fortifi cations, straightening towers, and repairing canals. Beginning 
in 1475, he rebuilt the church of the Dormition with deeper founda-
tions and limestone walls [66]. Fioravanti studied other Russian 
churches for the design requirements, yet deviated from his pred-
ecessors in composing a unified exterior and open, lighter interior 
space. Tall pilasters and columns serve as buttresses, supporting 
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Aristotele Fioravanti da 
Bologna, Cathedral of the 
Dormition, Kremlin, c.1476,
Moscow

Italian architects were 
renowned as great 
engineers, and Aristotele 
Fioravanti da Bologna went 
to Russia in order to shore 
up the cathedral then being 
built in the Kremlin. He 
introduced many structural 
innovations, including the 
use of lightweight bricks and 
deep foundations to prevent 
further cracking. Although 
the rebuilt cathedral 
benefi ted from Italian 
engineering, the design and 
function remained true to 
Russian ecclesiastical 
traditions. Aristotele studied 
buildings in Vladimir and 
Novgorod in order to 
understand local traditions 
for this important church 
that was used for 
coronations and imperial 
ceremonies.
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the five domes that are typical of Russian churches. The unifi ed 
appearance of the church comes from the repetition of the zakomary
and blind arcades, an Italian composition of traditional Russian 
elements.

The Italianate interventions in Russian architecture diminished in 
the next generation of building. After an extensive fi re in June 1547, 
architects working for Ivan IV looked again to Russian models for 
inspiration. The onion domes and multiple chapels of St Basil’s 
Cathedral (1555–65) recall Russian wooden architecture. The exterior 
was later painted, and even more domes added over the chapels, fur-
ther emphasizing the effect of the exterior and the church’s appearance 
at the end of Red Square.

Addicted to Building
For King Francis I, building was a personal passion and a matter of 
international policy. At the beginning of his reign, he added a new 
wing at Blois, an ancient chateau that had been earlier renovated by 
Louis XII. In this new wing a three-storey loggia overlooks the gar-
den, with an impressive open stairway that projects into the main 
courtyard. Even in this early building project, Francis set the pattern 
for his later building, incorporating architectural elements from recent 
Italian building. The loggia at Blois recalled the Vatican loggia 
designed by Raphael and completed by 1516. The staircase, however, 
was a grand version of French stairways. Here again a ruler sought an 
architectural language that incorporated classical building with its 
authority from ancient sources within the framework of traditional 
French building traditions.

From 1519, Francis began his grandest building project, the cha-
teau at Chambord [67]. Not far from Blois, along the Chasson River, 
and on the edge of a great forest, the site was excellent for hunting, 
the land was under royal control, and thus free from any encumbrances 
from noble landowners. Francis was here free to build a vast house that 
embodied all the aspirations of his reign.

The general form of Chambord is based on the traditional French 
château-fort, the defensible medieval castle with its corner towers and 
massive walls. The square keep at Chambord recalls that castle type, 
as it rises from one side of a walled in courtyard. First impressions are 
of a vast castle rising out of the lush valley, an image well established 
with French royal building. On closer inspection, however, the forti-
fi ed aspects of the chateau function as a backdrop to ornament of 
pilasters, window frames, and mouldings derived from classical  models
used in architecture in Italy. The plan of the entire chateau is also more 
regular and symmetrical than earlier châteaux-fort; cross-shaped halls 
divide the keep into equal quadrants, each holding a separate  apartment. 
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This recalls the experiments by Italian architects with Greek cross 
plans for church designs, including St Peter’s in Rome.

The mix of Italian and French elements appears most dramatically 
on the roof of the chateau, which seen from a distance looks like a 
fantasy cityscape of towers and turrets rising from the great mass of 
the keep [68]. A silhouette of spires against the sky was an important 
part of medieval architecture, and the mass of the medieval château-
fort was an easily visible sign of seigneurial power in the landscape. 
At Chambord that tradition is amplifi ed into a thousand facets, as 
now the roof sprouts chimneys, towers, and dormers along alleys of 
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Chambord, France

All of the elements used at 
Chambord can be found in 
earlier French chateaux (the 
keep, corner towers, spiral 
stair). Yet their scale and 
combination in a centralized, 
Italianate plan, transform 
these traditional elements 
into something new. Francis 
I spent little time at the 
chateau; its importance for 
him transcended any 
function as a residence. By 
the end of his reign it had 
become a monument to him 
and his rule.
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Roof pavilions, Chambord, 
France

Roofs were well-used spaces 
in grand houses. Small 
pavilions, also called 
banqueting houses, offered 
an escape from the formality 
of the regulated life of the 
main house. These rooms 
offered cool air and great 
views across the landscape 
and the hunt. In these 
intimate spaces, diners 
consumed special 
confections and exotic 
meals.
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walkways. Detailing on these miniature buildings is classical. Yet the 
overall effect is more like the fl amboyant decoration of late Gothic 
design than anything in Italy.

A double spiral staircase is at the centre of the keep, contained 
within a stone skeleton [69]. The twisting form within the building 
breaks through the roof as a lantern and spire, allowing light down 
into the core. A model of Chambord shows the stair as straight fl ights, 
typical in Italian buildings, perhaps an earlier design suggested by an 
Italian designer. The French solution, used here, creates a marvellous 
effect that is experienced only when one is at the centre of the stair. 
Its twisting form, only partially visible at any time, animates the mas-
sive building around its double, entwined spirals. At the top, you enter 
out into light under a stone frame, fi lled with glass, emerging into the 
rooftop pavilions.

Many architects, including Domenico da Fontana and Leonardo da 
Vinci, have been proposed as the designers at Chambord. Francis 
himself, given his interest in architecture, was certainly involved on 
some level in the choices of the site, overall conception, and ultimate 
effect on his royal visitors. A project this complex would have 
employed a vast number of designers and craftsmen, both domestic 
and foreign. A conception based on the châteaux-fort provided the 
framework for countless innovations and modifi cations.

An interplay between French traditions and Italian planning and 
ornament perfectly suited Francis I’s ambitions on the European 
political stage. Francis himself, however, spent little time at this rural 
palace of vast scale. Its function was to express to both French nobles 
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Double spiral staircase, 
Chambord, France

The staircase rises through 
the centre of the keep. At 
the centre of the cross-plan 
it animates the interior of the 
chateau from its highly 
visible location. Like other 
aspects of the chateau, the 
stair is a French form 
amplifi ed in its scale and 
situation.
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and international rivals his understanding of the ways in which archi-
tecture could express political policy.

The Field of the Cloth of Gold
Preparations for a diplomatic meeting in June 1520 between King 
Francis I of France and King Henry VIII of England began months 
in advance. They met in a valley in north-west France, in between 
the towns of Guines and Ardres. For two weeks they held tourna-
ments, jousting and competing in mock battles, to celebrate the 
Treaty of London, a peace agreement they had signed in 1518. Both 
sides planned elaborate but temporary buildings for their retinues 
with all of the luxury of their permanent palaces back home [70]. 
Essentially pavilions, the buildings cost about 200,000 livres (worth 
about £400,000 in today’s money) and required thousands of hours of 
labour.

The French encampment was a group of tents, some as tall as 40 
metres, covered in a cloth woven with gold and silver threads, lined 
with blue velvet, and embellished with the French fl eurs-de-lis. The 
effect of the sun on the metallic fabric must have been extraordinary 
against the green fi elds. Tents evoked the temporary buildings used in 
military campaigns, recalling the chivalric imagery at the heart of 
Francis I’s rule.

The English court held their ceremonial events in temporary Tudor 
palaces, modelled after the many palaces used by Henry VIII in 
England. Brick, easily available nearby, was used for the ground fl oor 
of the main building. The upper storey was made from wood and 
plaster, painted to look like brick. Set into these less precious materi-
als were large double windows with individual glass panes shaped like 
diamonds. The effect of glittering light off the faceted glass rivalled 
the French tents of gold and silver cloth. If France and England met 
to celebrate a diplomatic peace, their rivalry continued in the opulence 
of their architecture.1870

Tent design for the Field of 
the Cloth of Gold, June 1520

Several tents were linked 
together to create a pavilion. 
Royal mottoes (DIEU ET MON

DROIT and SEMPER VIVAT IN

ETERNO), royal ‘animals’ 
holding standards, and the 
repeated image of the Tudor 
rose decorate the tents. 
Although temporary 
structures, the sophistication 
of the imagery and richness 
of the materials were equal 
to any more permanent 
building.
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None of the buildings survives from this diplomatic encounter; 
storms threatened to pull down the French tents and they lasted only 
four days. Yet temporary architecture like this, and the arches built 
elsewhere for triumphal entries, shaped the public perception of a rul-
ing power’s political reach and international importance. Paintings 
and written descriptions recorded the events for an audience far 
greater than the small group who might have seen the temporary 
structures in person.

The expense and effort of constructing elaborate temporary struc-
tures were an extension of a wider cultural policy pursued by both 
monarchs of using architecture as part of their political rule. Both were 
insatiable builders. At the end of his life Henry VIII claimed nearly 
fi fty houses, castles, and lodges throughout England.19 And with each 
new building project, Francis I too reaffi rmed his power and  presence.

Good Advice
On his accession, Duke Albrecht V of Bavaria (1528–79, reg. 1550–
79) moved his capital to Munich. He added buildings to the Residenz, 
transforming it into an appropriate setting for his growing collection 
of paintings, coins, and ancient sculpture. In his collecting, as well as 
in the design of the building, Albrecht V sought the advice of Hans 
Jakob Fugger, a member of the important banking family of Augsburg. 
Hans Jakob, however, had little interest in the family business and 
spent much of his time instead cultivating his own knowledge in the 
arts and supporting painters, sculptors, craftsmen, and architects who 
were sympathetic to his rarefi ed tastes. One of Fugger’s agents in 
Europe was the antiquarian and artist Jacopo Strada. Fugger surely 
recommended Strada to the Duke, and in 1567 Strada was in his 
native Mantua making measured drawings of the Ducal Palace and 
the Palazzo Te, both belonging to the Gonzaga family [138].20 The 
Gonzaga palaces were ideal models for this type of building venture 
because of the reputation of the court as important patrons of the arts, 
well known to Strada and thus Fugger as well.

Around this time, the Duke was beginning to make plans for the 
construction of an Antiquarium, a display room for the collection of 
antiquities he had bought using Strada as agent [71]. In his role as 
antiquarian to the Duke, Strada offered his knowledge on all aspects 
of ancient culture and it was probably his idea to make the Antiquarium 
a long, low room, 69 metres long, under barrel vaults like a Roman 
cryptoporticus, supporting a library above.21 The room was more 
cavern-like than it is now; the fl oor was lowered at the end of the 
sixteenth century when the artist Frederick Sustris painted the walls 
and ceilings with grotesque ornament.
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Many rulers employed scholars within their court, men able to offer 
practical advice on culture as well as military tactics, religious practice, 
and political policy. Strada served Fugger and Duke Albrecht, as well 
as his other clients, by transforming his scholarly knowledge into use-
ful information. From his base in Vienna, Strada worked on numerous 
publications, including books based on his own drawings of buildings 
and the work of artists such as Titian and Raphael, as well as supervis-
ing the projects of others. In Lyons in the 1550s Strada had met the 
architect Sebastiano Serlio and purchased his unpublished manuscript 
that he later had printed and published. As Imperial Antiquary, Strada 
was an agent and promoter, supervising projects as diverse as court 
festivals, silver table services, and artistic programmes for his wealthy 
and powerful patrons.
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Jacopo Strada and Bernhard 
and Simon Zwitzel, 
Antiquarium, Residenz, 
begun 1569, Munich, 
Germany

The long and low shape of 
this room derived from an 
ancient Roman model, the 
cryptoporticus, a covered 
walkway or passage. The 
barrel vault shape was 
meant to provide support to 
an upper structure, as it 
does in this case as well. In 
ancient times the space 
might have been used for 
storage. In the Residenz in 
Munich, the decoration was 
added later by Frederik 
Sustris beginning in 1586. 
The grotesque work, again 
modelled after ancient 
Roman rooms, changes the 
character of the room, 
making it lighter and less a 
focus on the ancient 
sculptures that were the 
original intention.





Detail of 77

May it please God, my devout wish is that the rich burghers, 
merchants, fi nanciers, and others who enjoy a wealth of property 
in all affl uence and beyond all measure, would sooner give them-
selves to the founding of hospices or colleges for relief of the poor 
and public utility, rather than build a mound of superb and mag-
nifi cent houses that only bring them envy and misfortune, as 
usually transpires.1

(Philibert de L’Orme, L’Architecture (Paris, 1567))

One function of architecture in early modern Europe was the creation 
and presentation of image and identity. Groups such as confraternities, 
guilds, religious orders, and civic governing bodies often served as 
architectural patrons commissioning buildings for both functional and 
propagandistic purposes. In this there was a complex interplay between 
the projection of the body and the desires of the individual, the expres-
sion of collective coherence, and the playing out of social hierarchies. 
A key aspect of Renaissance studies has been the notion of self- 
fashioning, the ways in which individual identity was created and 
displayed, often through visual cues. For the historian Jacob Burckhardt, 
writing in the nineteenth century, one fundamental characteristic of 
the Renaissance was the importance and public presence of the indi-
vidual. According to this view, strongly held by scholars and the gen-
eral public alike, the Renaissance was a period of great men who 
through their individual talents rose above the mass of nameless peo-
ple to produce the great works of the age. However, individuals could 
also act in groups, working together to create a lasting and potent 
expression of their aims and aspirations.2

Certainly there were people who were recognized in their day as 
remarkable individuals, though there are several problems with this 
view. On the simplest level, this approach to the period leaves women 
and the history of non-European peoples out of the equation; the 
achievements of men tended to be the only ones recognized. While 
women did not normally assume a professional role as architect, they 
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frequently served as patrons of major building projects, either on their 
own or continuing projects after their husbands’ deaths. Within even 
the relatively strict confi nes of monastic life, women were able to 
shape their spaces to their preferences.

Casting a wider net also takes into account the importance and 
prevalence of social interaction within society and in its works. Even the 
most remarkable individuals worked with others, collaborating, inter-
acting, and identifying themselves as members of groups. The architect, 
as overseer of any building, would also have had to work closely with 
guilds of craftsmen, and may even have been a member of one of those 
groups himself. At any given moment one person might have identifi ed 
with a variety of groups simultaneously. Filippo Brunelleschi, for exam-
ple, was an architect, a member of the silk guild, an offi cial of the fab-
brica (offi ce of works) of the church of Santa Maria del Fiore, a citizen 
of Florence, and the head of his own family. Social historians suggest 
the importance of these often contradictory and ambiguous identities in 
understanding social relationships in this period.3 And as I hope previ-
ous chapters have shown, architecture is nothing if not a social art, the 
product of human interactions, identities, and desires.

Works of Mercy
For the wealthy, taking care of the poor was a benefi t in this life and 
a way of ensuring that after death time in purgatory would be brief. 
In fi fteenth-century England, chantries were created as a benefi t to 
the community in exchange for the saying of the Divine Offi ces, 
prayers for the souls of the benefactors. In 1437, William and Alice 
de la Pole, the Earl and Countess of Suffolk, received permission from 
King Henry VI to found an almshouse in the village of Ewelme 
(Oxfordshire) where they had built a grand palace [72]. Alice de la 
Pole was the granddaughter of the poet Geoffrey Chaucer, and inher-
ited property there. The almshouse was to serve two chaplains and 
thirteen poor men, in exchange for prayers for their patrons. The 
statutes of the institution, to be called God’s House, are explicit in 
describing the duties of the residents:

We, William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk, and Alice my wife, Duchess of 
Suffolk, desire health in body, grace in soul, and everlasting joy . . . Because all 
Christian people, meekly and devoutly considering how, by the upholding 
and maintaining of Divine Service and by the exercise of works of mercy in 
the state of this deadly life [shall], in the last dreadful day of Doom, with the 
mercy of Our Lord, take their part and portion of joy and bliss with them 
that shall be saved; [therefore all Christians] ought of reason have a great and 
fervent desire, and a busy charge in mind to uphold and maintain Divine 
Service, and to exercise, fulfi l and do works of mercy before the end of their 
mortal life.4
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The cottages were arranged on a hillside in the village, around a clois-
ter as in a monastery; the pattern of life for the almsmen was regular-
ized by the times of prayer during the day and the demands of 
communal life. The church of St Mary was also substantially rebuilt 
by Alice de la Pole and her husband, and is connected to the alms-
house by a covered stairway. Although the life was rigorous, the sur-
roundings for the residents were luxurious given the conditions that 
were usual for the poor in fi fteenth-century England. The regulariza-
tion of the layout and the choice of materials, the unusual use of brick 
at this time, asserted the high standards provided by the patrons, a 
fi tting counterpart to the wealth of their own manor house nearby.

The almsmen said their prayers in a chapel within the church 
dedicated to St John that also served as a burial chapel for Alice de la 
Pole and her parents [73]. Texts from the Vulgate edition of the Bible 
and the Christian monogram ‘IHS’ were painted on the wall. The 
main ornament to the space was the tomb of Alice de la Pole, with 
two fi gures of the Duchess. On top of the burial chest was an idealized 
image of her, with all the marks of her favoured royal status. 
Underneath was another sculpture of the Duchess as she might have 
appeared after her death, her body withered and shrivelled. The chapel 
recorded her two physical and spiritual states, much as the almsmen 
were instructed to pray for her in this life and the next.

Although not mentioned in the original licence, the complex also 
included a school for the children from Ewelme manor, to be run by 
one of the priests. Education was often one of the functions of per-
petual chantries, and the school at Ewelme may have been inspired by 
Henry VI’s own foundation of college, almshouse, and school at Eton 
not far away at Windsor.5 Chantries, such as that at Ewelme, provided 
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Almshouse, 1437, Ewelme, 
England

As with the Oxford colleges, 
not far away, which were 
also descended from 
monastic institutions, the 
residents of the almshouse 
at Ewelme formed a 
community, centred around 
the courtyard. The rooms are 
connected by a covered 
walkway or cloister. A service 
wing, adjoining the 
residences and attached to 
the school, provided 
kitchens and communal 
dining spaces.
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a single setting for the everyday physical, social, and spiritual care of 
the poor and the young—and, of course, for the eternal spiritual wel-
fare of the rich.

Grammar Schools
Before the Reformation in England, schools were, as at Ewelme, under 
the control of chantry foundations or monasteries. After Henry VIII 
broke with the Church of Rome, local communities took more imme-
diate control over the education of the young in their immediate area. 
Political loyalty and religious conformity could be shaped through 
education, and there was a growing need for well-trained young men 
from the gentry classes who could enter into government and public 
service. Local schools took over the responsibility for shaping children 
as useful members of their society and class. As a part of the town, there 
was thought given to how the post-Reformation school should be laid 
out and organized. In his treatise on education, Positions (1581), 
Richard Mulcaster advised locating schools on the edges of towns:

 . . . neare to the fi elds . . . there might not be much want of room . . . To have a 
faire schoole house above with freedome of aire for the tongues, and an other 
beneath for other pointes of learning, and perfi ting or continuing the 
Elementarie entrancres, which will hardly be kept, if they be posted over to 
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Chapel of St John, St Mary 
the Virgin, 1437, Ewelme, 
England

Alice de la Pole is 
entombed in a separate 
chapel dedicated to St John 
the Baptist. Her alabaster 
tomb, surrounded by 
weeping fi gures holding 
coats of arms, lies between 
the chapel and the chancel.
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private practicing at home: to have the maister and his familie though of some 
good number conveniently well lodged: to have a pretie close adioyning to 
the schoole walled round about, and one quarter if no more covered above 
cloisture like, for the children’s exercise in the raine weather, as it will require 
a good minde and no mean purse.6

The grammar school in Berkhamsted (begun c.1544) represented a 
new model of school as community incubator, with lodgings provided 
for the schoolmaster and usher as part of the extended school build-
ings [74].

Housing ‘Like Sorts’
Like the Medici of Florence, the Fugger family of Augsburg amassed 
great wealth that they used not only to glorify their own family but also 
to benefi t the residents of their native city. Jakob Fugger II (1459–1525) 
developed the family’s cloth business into banking and mining through 
privileges granted by the Holy Roman emperors. He spent time in 
Rome and Venice in 1477–8, managing the family’s interests there. 
In Augsburg, he commissioned a burial chapel (1509–13) in the 
monastic church of St Anna with sculpture by Albrecht Dürer, 
Sebastian Loscher (fl. 1510–48), and Hans Daucher that incorpo-
rated classical ornament in combination with exuberant Gothic 
vaulting [75]. In addition to studying the stylistic work in Italy, Jakob 
Fugger may also have seen urban developments in Venice, including the 
housing built in 1395 for old and disabled shipbuilders, the Marinarezza.7

Communal housing offered patrons the opportunity to benefi t their 

74
Old Hall, Berkhamsted 
School, begun c.1544,
Hertfordshire, England

The various functions of the 
school building, hall and 
residence, are distinguished 
in the exterior.
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city, contributing to the fi nancial and social security of the citizens, 
while also doing good works in their family’s name.

In 1517 Fugger began a social housing project in Augsburg, the 
Fuggerei, planned by Thomas Krebs (fl. 1513–23), the most important 
builder in Augsburg [76]. There were fi fty-two houses in the fi rst 
phase of the construction, completed in 1523, each with their own 
kitchen and garden, as well as streets and wells. The entire complex 
was walled with three gates, making it an enclave within the larger 
urban setting. The Fuggerei was intended for working families, and 
continues to function in that role today. The rent was prescribed by 
Jakob Fugger as one Rhenish guilder per year (currently, a bit less than 
one Euro), and was never to increase.

In contrast to perpetual chantries, public housing complexes were 
more socially prescriptive and aimed their benefi cence at specifi c 
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Attr. Sebastian Loscher, 
Drawing for Fuggerkapelle 
(consecrated 1518), St 
Anna, Augsburg, 1509–10?

The Fuggers’ Catholic artistic 
patronage took many forms. 
At their chapel in Augsburg, 
they brought together artists 
working in both Italianate 
styles and regional modes. 
The drawing, perhaps by 
Loscher (one of the sculptors 
working in the chapel), 
shows the Gothic foliate 
vaulting as well as the 
classical triumphal arch wall 
arrangement and all’antica
carving on the pilasters.
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groups of society, and were often associated with a guild. In Middelburg 
(the Netherlands), a small street near the harbour was built as housing 
and workshops for the city’s coopers. The Kuiperspoort (from the mid-
sixteenth century) consolidated the power of the guild in that particu-
lar area of the city [77]. The tall, narrow houses solidifi ed group 
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Thomas Krebs, Fuggerei, 
1517–23, Augsburg, 
Germany

Jakob Fugger fi rst acquired 
property for his public 
housing project in 1514, and 
further land in 1516. That 
year he also received 
permission from the city to 
begin building, and a 
favourable judgement 
reducing his taxes on the 
land. More than simply 
housing, the Fuggerei was a 
complete urban 
development with 
regularized streets, gardens 
for the residents, and a 
chapel and infi rmary added 
later in the century. Modern, 
twentieth-century, architects 
have long admired the 
houses for their rational, 
unornamented architecture 
that derives from functional 
concerns. Similar projects 
were built throughout 
Europe, including the new 
living quarters for the navy in 
the Nyboder in Copenhagen 
(1631).
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Kuiperspoort, Middelburg, 
Holland

This type of narrow street 
lined with workshops on the 
ground storey with housing 
above can still be found in 
many cities. Workers of 
similar professions tended to 
reside in close proximity, 
facilitating what were often 
communal aspects of their 
individual businesses. 
Guilds, such as the coopers 
here, may have regulated 
business practices in each 
area, including apprentice 
programmes and trade, even 
if the houses were 
individually owned.
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identity and provided additional economic strength for that group 
within the complex city structure. A remarkable number of social hous-
ing experiments, including those discussed here, are still occupied and 
functioning as their donors intended. These architectural experiments, 
motivated through faith and a desire to ensure salvation, attest to the 
public benefi t of communal architectural projects.

Higher Learning
The number of universities expanded in the Renaissance, with some, 
like Paris and Bologna, attracting students from throughout Europe. 
The range of studies during this time was essentially unchanged, with 
theology, law, and medicine as the main areas of the curriculum, 
increasingly shaped by rhetorical practices adapted from classical texts. 
While a career in the clergy was the usual end for most students, 
increasingly university education was understood to be a route to 
public life, in addition to whatever family responsibility was demanded 
for young men from the upper classes. While some universities had an 
international student membership, wars and eventually religious dis-
sent closed that option for many. The Anglo-French Wars, for 
example, of the late twelfth century spurred the development of the 
university at Oxford, which slowly shifted its architectural planning 
away from monastic-based halls toward a new system of colleges.

In the late Middle Ages, Oxford University was a loose organiza-
tion of colleges and halls, with some common facilities and buildings. 
The many monastic foundations around the city attracted students 
who wished to study law, the main topic of study in the thirteenth 
century. As the university grew and the number of students increased, 
academic halls (usually owned by the monasteries) provided room and 
board for students. The halls were transformed into versions of what 
are now colleges, supported by benefactors in part as perpetual 
chantries for the saying of mass for the patron’s soul. The earliest col-
leges (Merton, Balliol, and University) evolved organically, with build-
ings added or converted to new use as needed. While some 
accommodations were made for the needs of scholars, most of these 
early plans followed the monastic prototype of the open quadrangle or 
cloister from which the college descended.8

While all the elements were already there in embryonic form, the 
foundation of New College by William Wykeham in 1379 estab-
lished the type of the Oxford college from which all others emerged. 
Planned on the site of fi fty-one deserted tenements on the edge of 
the city, the college was created as a coherent architectural whole with 
a hall, kitchen, chapel, chambers for fellows, and residences for the 
head of the college [78]. The single, great quadrangle had residences 
on three sides, and the chapel and hall on the fourth side. The 
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codifi cation of all the elements required for a university college added 
dignity and grandeur to the everyday elements of academic life.

The impetus to build a new divinity school began around 1423 with 
a long process of fundraising. Land in the centre of the city had been 
given by Balliol College; and the college wrote to bishops, deans, and 
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New College, 1379–86, 
Oxford, England, in David 
Loggan, Oxonia illustrata
(1675)

The site for the new college 
was long and irregular, and 
bordered the city walls on 
the north; see on the left-
hand side of Loggan’s 
engraving. A gatetower on 
the west led into the 
quadrangle, similar in plan 
to a courtyard house or 
castle. The residential ranges 
are to the south and east, 
with little decoration or 
differentiation. To the north, 
however (seen on the left in 
the print), is the cloister with 
the chapel beyond. The hall 
extended from the chapel 
but has a different type of 
window to distinguish it from 
the other parts of the 
college. The garden 
quadrangle (at the top of the 
print) was added in the 17th 
century.
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William Orchard, Divinity 
School, begun 1420, 
continued 1480–3, Oxford, 
England

The two dominant features 
in the Divinity School are the 
elaborate but regular 
vaulting, and the absence of 
almost any wall structure. 
The effect therefore is of an 
architecture devoid of weight 
and dissolved into pattern 
and light from the vast 
windows that run along both 
long sides of the building. 
The single space, encased in 
repeated patterns of vaulting, 
is marked by the hanging 
pendants from the ceiling 
and the ribs that span from 
wall to wall.
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chapters across England soliciting funds to begin building. Progress 
on the building was slow, due both to the lack of fi nancial support and 
the elaborate work by the fi rst mason, Richard Winchcombe [79]. He 
had been appointed in August 1430 and remains of his work shows 
his preference for rich and complex ornament, especially in the 
mouldings, all of which added to the cost of the project. When 
Thomas Elkyn was later appointed, he was told to simplify the orna-
mentation as a cost-saving measure.

By 1440 the building had only reached a few feet off the ground on 
the south side. However, a large gift of books and money in 1444 by 
Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, gave new energy to the project in 
order to make it a showpiece of the university buildings. The elaborate 
lierne vault of the ceiling was probably the work of the architect 
William Orchard, who also worked on Magdalen College, Oxford, 
from 1468. Numerous extra ribs create a net-like pattern of lines 
across the ceiling, subsuming the structural vaulting system in a virtu-
osic fl ourish. The vaulting spreads out over the roof, providing a dra-
matic counterpart to the side walls that are almost entirely fi lled with 
glass. Armorial details and monograms at the intersections of the ribs 
record the many donors to the building, whose presence is now per-
manently a part of the building.9

Pilgrims, Plagues, and Children
Hospitals in the Renaissance provided a range of services, all deriving 
from the ancient notion of offering shelter to guests (hospes). 
Ferdinand and Isabella funded the construction of a hospital to house 
pilgrims on the main square in Santiago de Compostela [80]. Many 
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Antón and Enrique Egas, 
Hospital Real, 1501–11, 
Santiago de Compostela, 
Spain

The pilgrimage to Santiago 
ends at the cathedral on the 
main square. Next to the 
church is the hostel, built 
around four courtyards. 
Fountains provided clean 
water for residents, and a 
chapel at the centre allowed 
for the required prayers of all 
residents.
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almshouses gave refuge for the poor and homeless. Hospitals directed 
at specifi c physical infi rmities increasingly explored ways of providing 
better care for all aspects of illness.10

Caring for the sick meant not only attending to their physical infi r-
mities but also worrying about the health of the soul. Thus, from the 
Middle Ages, wards were connected to chapels so that the patients 
could see, or at least hear, the saying of the mass and the daily prayers. 
Specifi c spaces for the ill were included in many medieval monasteries, 
such as at Cluny Abbey (twelfth century), where the multi-chambered 
infi rmary was located near to the church apse.

When Nicholas Rolin and Guigone de Salins founded their hospi-
tal, the Hôtel de Dieu, in Beaune, France (1443), there were several 
important examples not far away [81]. The hospital at Tonnerre, for 
example (built at the end of the thirteenth century), was a large and 
important institution connected to a monastic order. There was no 
specifi c religious order involved in the construction at Beaune, how-
ever. This may have been an incentive for Rolin to found his hospital 
where he might shape the new buildings and their institutional con-
nection as he wished. The city was also at a major crossroads, so the 
hospital would be very visible and Rolin’s generosity well known. The 
income was ensured through the donation of land and vineyards that 
provided wine that could be sold under the hospital’s name. The exte-
rior of the building was plain, though built of the very fi nest and well-
crafted ashlar masonry. From the courtyard, the magnifi cence of the 
building was clear in its size, vast pitched roofs, and quality materials. 
In order to provide fresh water, and a sanitary system of waste disposal, 
the Bouzaise River was diverted from its usual course to run under the 
building.11
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Hôtel de Dieu, 1443–51, 
Beaune, France

In his forty years as 
Chancellor to Duke Philip 
the Good, Rolin amassed 
vast properties and great 
wealth. The building turns 
inward; there is almost no 
sense from the street of the 
multi-gabled courtyard with 
timber walkways connecting 
the rooms for the sick and 
service areas.
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The centre of the hospital was a large courtyard, protected from 
the city by the high walls and rooms that ring the perimeter of the 
building. Covered loggias around the courtyard connected the rooms 
on the various fl oors. Opening directly onto the courtyard, however, 
was the main room for the patients, a large room, the Grande Salle 
des Pauvres, with a high barrel-vaulted roof including a system of 
openings along the top to provide fresh air [82]. Originally tables 
down the centre were for the stronger patients to take their meals, 
and all beds faced the chapel at the far end. The best local craftsmen 
were hired to work on the hospital and all its fi ttings, including the 
furniture, chests, tapestries, and the ornamentation of the chapel.

There were two main innovations in the design of hospitals during 
the Renaissance: the portico along the street, and the cruciform plan. 
The covered portico space offered a protected place on the street, and 
contributed to the magnifi cence of the building by providing a public 
amenity. As public works, paid for by civic groups or private benefac-
tors, hospitals had a broader audience than just those housed inside 
their walls. The Ospedale degli Innocenti, or the Foundling Hospital, 
designed by Filippo Brunelleschi and funded by his guild, included a 
graceful and majestic portico along the side of the Piazza SS 
Annunziata in Florence [83].12 The plan of the complex was estab-
lished by 1419–24 with a new symmetry and regularity, all 
expressed in the public spaces by the relationship of the building 
to the street. Earlier buildings, including a medieval hospital not far 
from Florence, had previously incorporated porticos in the design, but 
Brunelleschi revised the local tradition through his use of a classical 
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Grande Salle de Pauvres, 
Hôtel de Dieu, 1443–51, 
Beaune, France

The vast vaulted room, 
modelled on earlier 
examples including the 
13th-century hospital at 
Byloke in Ghent, allowed for 
the circulation of air. The 
long space, culminating in a 
chapel at the end, was 
church-like, satisfying both 
the devotional and health 
needs of the patients.
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vocabulary of ornament. Corinthian columns supported semicircular 
arches and deep entablatures. Instead of medieval vaults, Brunelleschi 
used shallow domed or sail vaults. Roundels in the spandrels of the 
arches had terracotta relief sculptures of babies in swaddling, giving an 
explicit identifi cation of the building’s function in the public arena. 
The Ospedale spoke both to local traditions and the most current 
interest in the vocabulary of ancient building, all in a calm and digni-
fi ed voice.

Renaissance plans for hospitals follow the theory, and often the 
practice, for domestic space.13 Alberti had described the hospital as a 
great private palace shaped by ideas of social order, gender, and class 
relations. The plan of the Ospedale Maggiore in Milan by Antonio 
di Pietro Averlino, called Filarete (1400–69), for Duke Francesco 
Sforza and Duchess Bianca Maria Sforza incorporated many struc-
tural innovations including a complex system of wastewater removal 
and ventilation [84]. Only part of the hospital was ever constructed 
as disagreements between the architect and hospital administrators 
led to a stalemate. Had the entire complex been built, the careful 

83
Filippo Brunelleschi, 
Ospedale degli Innocenti, 
1419–24, Florence, Italy

Brunelleschi expanded and 
refi ned the plan for hospitals 
in Tuscany with an open 
loggia along the façade, and 
courtyards within. His 
decorative solution of 
columns supporting arches 
for a loggia of shallow domes 
was widely imitated for 
buildings of all types. As with 
all of his architecture, he 
transformed the building 
type through careful optical 
and functional adjustments 
in design and plan.
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segregation of the sexes into separate wings and the codifi cation of 
functions would have constituted a new prototype for the hospital 
that would have attended to all the perceived illnesses of the corpo-
rate body and its social condition.

Like-minded Souls
Throughout Europe, groups of Catholic laypersons came together 
for spiritual practice, good works, social kinship, and civic pride. 
Known variously as guilds, companies, scuole, or confraternities, they 
offered members an organized spiritual life through communal 
activities such as civic processions, public penitence, good works, and 
artistic patronage. Some were intended for foreigners within a city, 
others for members of a specifi c trade or profession, still others were 
connected with new religious orders such as the Theatines or the 
Jesuits. As organized groups they had a strong public presence, with 
an overt political infl uence, and their religious focus made them an 
important factor in the everyday devotional life of many.14 In the 
face of pressures from Protestant reform groups, they reaffi rmed the 
central tenets of Catholic faith, acting, as Francesco Sansovino wrote 
in 1580, much like ‘an Academy or in public schools, where one 
learns and practises Christian deeds, to the benefi t of the souls of the 
brethren, both alive and departed [and] they are of great benefi t to 
the poor, and to the glory of God’.15 Artistic and architectural 
patronage was a suitable and effective form of public expression, and 
ensured a permanent home for group activities. The architecture 
could take various forms. In England, guilds often funded parish 
churches and elaborate open spaces, such as the Merchant Adventurers 
Hall in York (begun 1357), that were used for meetings and social 
occasions [85].

By the end of the fi fteenth century in Venice, there were fi ve scuole
grandi that built elaborate buildings adjoining monastic houses, as 
the lay counterpart to the religious orders. All classes of citizens could 
become members of the scuole, mediating between the government 
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Antonio di Pietro Averlino 
called Filarete, Ospedale 
Maggiore, 1456–65, Milan, 
Italy

Filarete adopted 
Brunelleschi’s scheme of 
columns on arches in his 
design for the hospital for his 
patron in Milan, Duke 
Francesco Sforza, now much 
altered. The project for the 
Ospedale Maggiore, however, 
derived from the architect’s 
careful study of earlier 
hospital buildings. He 
rationalized the plan around 
two parallel cruciform wards, 
integrated with sanitation 
systems and the needs of 
the patients depending on 
their age and illness.
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structure and the ordinary citizens. Because the scuole mirrored civic 
institutions, it is not surprising that they aspired to buildings that 
would have as strong a public presence as the palatine chapel of San 
Marco or the Doge’s Palace. The Scuola Grande di San Marco was 
dedicated to the national patron, San Marco, giving it prestige by 
association and necessitating an important site [86].

Within the building were a series of halls used for meetings of the 
members, and an especially ornate room on the fi rst storey, the albergo,
where the governing board met. But the main attention at the Scuola 
di San Marco was on the façade design, which would set a standard 
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Great Hall, Merchant 
Adventurers Hall, 1357–61, 
York, England

The vaulted hall gave a 
newly formed group of 
mercers in York a dedicated 
room to meet and conduct 
their business. Architecture 
helped to establish their 
autonomy and status within 
the vibrant mercantile centre 
of York.
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Pietro and Tullio Lombardo 
and Giovanni di Antonio 
Buora, Antonio Rizzo, and 
Mauro Codussi, Scuola di 
San Marco,1489– , Venice, 
Italy

A fi re in 1485 offered the 
confraternity the opportunity 
to rebuild on a larger and 
more ornate scale on the 
same site. A few sculptures 
could be saved from the 
earlier building, but the new 
building offered the 
opportunity to invent new 
forms and especially new 
decorative schemes. Pietro 
Lombardo’s son Tullio carved 
the panels at ground level. 
On either side of the door 
are low relief sculptures of 
the Lion of St Mark, posed 
within perspectival frames 
that relate to the hall one is 
just about to enter. The two 
panels to the right are of St 
Mark Healing Anianus and 
St Mark Baptizing Anianus. 
The building is now the 
public entrance to the city 
hospital of Venice.
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for lavish and inventive architecture for other scuole. It was begun by 
Pietro Lombardo and Giovannni Buora in 1489, with Mauro 
Codussi continuing the work after 1490. San Marco provided the 
model for the lunettes along the upper storey and the rich use of 
marble in pictorial and decorative patterns. The façade was really in 
two sections. To the west, on the left, was the taller three-bay sec-
tion, with the large salone or hall on the ground fl oor. To the right 
was another three-bay section, though lower, that contained the 
albergo, or governing board meeting room, in its upper storey. The 
sections were treated as related though distinct parts of one building 
(something made necessary by the complexity of the site, the multi-
ple functions of the building, and the various changes in designers), 
yet still managed to emphasize the singleness of purpose of the 
building as a whole.

The great effect of the façade as a backdrop to the campo, or 
open square, on which it sat was the multiple and distinctive 
voices of its decoration. It was not an expression of a single idea 
but rather an expression of the range of possible solutions available 
in Venice at that time. On the ground storey, the ornate carving, 
marble inlays, and two sets of perspective scenes on either side of 
the doorway were executed by Pietro Lombardo’s son Tullio. 
Codussi probably changed the tenor of the decoration on the first 
and upper floors, with the local reference to San Marco in the 
lunettes and the contrasting references to ancient architecture in 
the triangular and segmental arches over the windows on the first 
storey.16

The experience within the building was equally remarkable through 
the design of a double-branched staircase that leads up to the salone.
This innovative internal staircase (when most stairs in Venice were 
still on the exterior of buildings) would have added a further grandeur 
to the activities of the scuole, and contributed to the ritual importance 
of the group’s events.

‘The Common Convenience of the Learned’
The increased importance of humanist education in the Renaissance 
made the storage of manuscripts, and later printed books, a con-
cern for both individuals and groups such as monasteries and uni-
versities entrusted with their care. Those with small collections 
might have been fi ne keeping them in trunks. However, as the 
number of items went into the thousands, more permanent and 
organized spaces were required. Even private libraries had a public 
dimension and individuals were often allowed limited access to the 
collections. The function of the Vatican Library was expanded in 
1450 when Pope Nicholas V established a library ‘for the common 
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convenience of the learned’. A scholar, Bartolomeo Sacchi (called 
Platina), became the fi rst librarian at the Vatican at the end of the 
fi fteenth century. Pope Sixtus V commissioned his architect 
Domenico Fontana to build a great wing as the library in 1585–90, 
where it still remains, bisecting Donato Bramante’s Belvedere 
courtyard.

Questions about the plan and appearance of the library were an 
ongoing concern and the type evolved as thinking about the use of the 
library changed. Michelozzo’s long twelve-bay, three-aisle library at 
the Florentine monastery of San Marco (after 1438) established a 
model that later architects adapted. The Ionic columns support cross 
vaults in the side aisles that open through arches into the barrel-
vaulted main space [87].

San Marco was a project of the Medici in Florence, and they 
supported another library commission in the early sixteenth cen-
tury as the repository for their own collection. The sheer number 
of manuscripts meant that the library could not be located on the 
same site as their urban palace. Moreover, it was also important 
that the building be located somewhere with easy public access, 
thus reinforcing the family’s status as benefactors of scholars. A 
new library was planned by Medici Pope Clement VII, and corre-
spondence between him and his architect, Michelangelo, began in 
1524. The Laurentian Library was to be built as the second fl oor 
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Michelozzo di Bartolomeo, 
Library, after 1438, 
Monastery of San Marco, 
Florence

The long, three-aisled space 
is divided by delicate Ionic 
columns. The two side 
spaces have groin vaults that 
end in ornamental brackets 
high on the wall; the central 
space is undivided and 
covered by a barrel vault. 
These subtle differences add 
to the stillness of the space, 
appropriate for the study of 
manuscripts kept here. This 
fi rst purposely designed 
library was understood to 
contribute to the activities of 
the monastery and the 
devotions of the Dominican 
brothers.
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on top of the existing monastic buildings at the church of San 
Lorenzo, Florence. This followed the scheme of the second-fl oor 
monastic library at San Marco by Michelozzo, and established a 
link with the earlier Medici project as well as simply repeating a 
practical solution to keeping books close at hand yet away from the 
damp, and providing good light for readers. The lower-storey walls 
were not to be reinforced in any signifi cant way, and thus the upper 
storey with the library had to be as light as possible. The reading 
room, over 46 metres in length, went through numerous design 
changes by Michelangelo, eventually arriving at a system where the 
bays created by the pilasters on the side walls were repeated in the 
ceiling panels [88]. The entire ornamental system in the reading 
room emphasized the planes and fl atness of the walls, and the 
lightness of the structure. The reading desks, designed by 
Michelangelo, projected at right angles from the wall, serving as a 
support, a visual buttress, to the long and unrelenting wall and 
window openings. As was typical in medieval and Renaissance 
libraries, the books were chained to the desk for security. Everything 
in the room is thus held in check, giving it the quiet atmosphere 
necessary for study.

The vestibule to the library was as unnerving as the reading 
room was calm [89]. Changes to the project increased the height 
of the room to over 14 metres, nearly twice that of the reading 
room. From early designs, Michelangelo had always conceived of 
the room as being shaped by groups of columns set in between 
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Michelangelo Buonarroti, 
Reading Room, Laurentian 
Library, 1525, San Lorenzo, 
Florence

The use of the classical 
orders to defi ne the space 
was done earlier [87], but 
the subtle modulations of the 
pilasters on the side walls, 
framing inset windows, 
create a more powerful 
effect. The windows are high 
on the wall and frequent 
down the length of the room, 
lighting the desks for optimal 
study conditions. Each 
element of the interior 
reverberates with the others. 
The pilasters on the short 
end walls, used in a 
triumphal arch rhythm, 
continue in the divisions of 
the ceiling. The architectural 
elements of the side walls, 
the pilasters and window 
panels, begin just above the 
height of the desk, 
integrating furniture and 
ornament within the same 
system.
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tabernacles on all walls, above head height upon entering. As the 
project developed, however, the technical limitations of the build-
ing, i.e. its relatively thin foundations, did not allow the columns 
to be set in front of the wall, as was typical in a Renaissance build-
ing. Rather Michelangelo inset the columns into recessions in the 
wall, as if they were embedded within the structure and only partly 
revealed. From a technical standpoint, this allowed Michelangelo 
to use the monolithic stone columns as structural components of 
the building, much as Gothic piers were not ornamental but part 
of the structural system.17 This went against expected Renaissance 
architectural practice, as did almost every other aspect of the ves-
tibule. Although derived from a variety of ancient and modern 
sources, the details were used in an unexpected way.18 Everything 
conspired to set the visitor on edge, to prick his attention and mark 
off this space as a zone of transition between the world outside and 
the serene space of the reading room beyond.

The reading room was three metres above the fl oor level of the 
vestibule, and stairs were needed to make that transition [90]. An early 
idea by Michelangelo was to have the stairs follow the walls, leaving 
the centre of the space open. The solution, designed by Michelangelo 
though executed after his death by Bartolomeo Ammanati (1511–92), 
was for a free-standing stairway. The central fl ight fl owed out from the 
stairs in curvilinear forms, in contrast to the side fl ights that were all 
straight angles. The viewer was left to traverse this variety of experi-

89
Michelangelo Buonarroti, 
Entrance vestibule and stair, 
Laurentian Library, begun 
1533–4, San Lorenzo, 
Florence, Italy

The patron, Pope Clement 
VII, urged Michelangelo to 
fi nd ‘some new idea’ for the 
design of the library. Almost 
every aspect of the vestibule 
is unexpected and 
surprising. The stairs rise up 
in three fl ights, and join at 
the fi rst landing. The 
contrast between the oval 
shapes of the centre and the 
rectilinear side fl ights 
reinforces the uneasy 
junction between other 
elements of the room. Dark, 
monolith columns are 
entombed in tight recesses 
along the wall. Heavy frames 
surround blank aedicules, 
beneath linear frames on the 
wall just above. The effect is 
compelling but strange, all 
composed of elements well 
known from other, earlier 
buildings but never 
composed in this way 
before.
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ences with care, much as they negotiated the stairs, which do not have 
side railings, with caution.

All of the visual interest in Michelangelo’s library was on the in -
terior spaces, and the sequence of experiences for the viewer 
between the vestibule as he entered the reading room. Jacopo 
Sansovino’s design for a library in Venice was, in contrast, a very 
public and urban expression of the wish of the Procuracy of St 
Mark’s to glorify the main public space through the construction of 
a great repository of learning [91].19 The project for the library, the 
building of which was begun in 1537, started a half-century earlier 
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Section, Laurentian Library, 
San Lorenzo, Florence, Italy

The library is located on a 
level above the cloister of the 
monastery, and a fi rst set of 
stairs brings you to the 
vestibule. The effect, 
however, is that one is 
entering from underground: 
the main storey of the 
vestibule, with the embedded 
columns, is above you when 
you enter. Even the climb up 
Michelangelo’s unusual stairs 
does not allow you to access 
the upper storey of the 
vestibule, visible yet out of 
reach. That sense of arrival, 
yet thwarted, is achieved in 
Michelangelo’s design 
through both spatial and 
ornamental means.
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Jacopo Sansovino, Library 
San Marco, begun 1537, 
Venice, Italy

Building began at the end 
closest to the piazza, and 
was set back from the 
Campanile, thereby opening 
up the square. Sixteen bays 
were completed fi rst, with 
shops on the ground fl oor 
and civic offi ces and the 
library above. Sansovino’s 
rich façade, based on motifs 
of Serlio and Sansovino’s 
own sculptural ability, 
created a classical façade 
that could resonate with the 
Byzantine Gothic details of 
the Doge’s Palace across the 
piazzetta. The festive details 
of the library proclaimed its 
important place on the 
public square.
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with the gift of a great collection of Greek and Latin manuscripts 
by Cardinal Bessarion in 1468. The collection languished, mostly in 
its original crates in rooms in the Doge’s Palace, while an appropri-
ate site was selected and acquired near to San Marco as stipulated in 
Bessarion’s bequest. The sixteenth-century librarian and historian 
Cardinal Pietro Bembo urged the project forward with his concern 
for the state of the books and desire to further promote classical 
learning. Part of the project was the incorporation of a school for the 
sons of the nobility in the vestibule of the library, drawing on the 
rich holdings contained there.

The richness of the interior decoration, drawing directly on 
ancient descriptions of libraries as covered in stucco and gilding, 
with columns and lavish ceiling ornament, was also projected into 
the public space of the piazzetta onto which the building faces. The 
exterior was a two-storey façade, eventually completed with twenty-
one bays. The Doric columns on the ground storey and Ionic on the 
upper level competed with ancient models of libraries with hundreds 
of columns, built as great demonstrations of public benefi cence and 
magnifi cence. Bessarion intended that the library and its collections 
would be open to any reader, and that sense of communal benefi t was 
projected not only through the actual contents of its collections but 
also through the ancient architecture of its façade on the public 
square.

Religious Camps

The monastery is a form of religious military camp, where a number of men 
(such as those who dedicate their lives to religion, and who take the holy vow 
of chastity) may come together for a life of piety and virtue. (Leon Battista 
Alberti, De re aedifi catoria, Bk. V: Works of Individuals, 127)

Once monastic communities were established in the early Middle 
Ages, the pattern of buildings and related functions changed little into 
the Renaissance period. A collection of buildings dedicated to prayer 
and communal living allowed like-minded individuals the opportunity 
to pursue their religious goals drawing strength from shared ideals and 
practices. The idealized plan of a monastery made for the Benedictine 
monastery of St Gall, probably in the ninth century, showed the 
number and complexity that would be necessary. In addition to the 
central abbey church were cloisters, residences, refectories, hospitals, 
gardens, lavatories, rooms for visitors, and a full range of subsidiary 
buildings that allowed the residents to function as a nearly autono-
mous community. There were inevitable variations between the differ-
ent religious orders, but the monastic buildings represented ideas of a 
city in miniature.
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Monasteries continued to be built and renovated in the Renaissance, 
although new religious pressures directly affected their planning and 
viability. The Council of Trent (1545–63) reinstated early medieval 
regulations governing monasteries and convents in an effort to increase 
the spiritual atmosphere of the communities. The concern that monas-
tic houses were too worldly, and independent of the central authority 
of the Church, was part of broader concerns about splinter religious 
groups and the effects of reform movements. The increased controls 
had only limited effect. If the Council of Trent wanted to strengthen 
the notion of clausura, a separation from the world, especially for female 
religious organizations, members of those religious houses found vari-
ous ways to assert their own authority. Nuns might have an active role 
in selecting their own imagery. They also advocated spaces best suited 
to their religious and personal practices, such as private chapels, sepa-
rate apartments, and visiting spaces for family members.20

On 7 July 1497, shortly before departing on his voyage around the 
Cape, Vasco da Gama stopped to pray at Santa Maria de Belém, Our 
Lady, Star of the Sea, a church at the port on the outskirts of Lisbon 
in Restelo. Prince Henry the Navigator had recently ordered that the 
church should be enlarged and dedicated to the needs of sailors. The 
Hieronymite order was responsible for the new foundation and con-
struction began on the Feast of the Epiphany, 6 January 1501 or 1502, 
the day commemorating the arrival of the Three Kings bringing riches 
from afar. The connection between Vasco da Gama’s stop at Belém, 
and the discovery of the sea route to India which brought increased 
wealth to Portugal, was intertwined in the history of the monastery.

The vast and lavish building was the very physical and visible pres-
ence of Portugal’s success in trade to India. Niches in the walls of the 
church were intended, according to the programme for the church writ-
ten in 1510, to contain imagery directly related to Portugal’s ex plorations 
and discoveries in India, references to the ships that left from the port, 
Restelo, ‘which put to sea with the Cross of Christ on their sails . . . borne 
by angels, with the name of each vessel on the side’.21

The complex, with its cloister, church, and dormitories, was laid out 
by Diogo Boitaca, and construction continued under his direction to 
around 1517. During this fi rst phase great quantities of dressed white 
and black stone arrived on site, workers made progress on the clois-
ter, and several of the exterior walls were built, though not yet deco-
rated at this stage. In 1517, the project took a different turn under the 
direction of João de Castilho. More workers were employed, including 
foreign carvers specifi cally brought in to work on the important south 
portal to the church. Castilho was a master at managing the scale of 
the project and the teams of craftsmen working on each aspect of the 
building. In the church, the ceiling has elaborate and innovative vault-
ing that rises above the almost cubic space [92].
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The Jerónimos Abbey is an extraordinary example of the combi-
nation of political and religious imagery, fused in the creation of an 
architectural complex for the benefi t of a corporate group. The 
cloisters, the product of both Boitaca and Castilho, are rich in 
Manueline ornament (so called because it is associated with work 
completed during the reign of King Manuel I, Prince Henry’s suc-
cessor) [93]. 

In some countries the power of religious communities rivalled that 
of the state, in their control of land and resources, and the architecture 
of large monasteries also rivalled palaces in their size and grandeur. In 
England, King Henry VIII dissolved all monastic communities in 
1536 as part of his break with the Church of Rome and the establish-
ment of the Church of England.22 The dissolution of hundreds of 
monastic houses changed the nature of communal religious practice 
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Diogo Boitaca and João de 
Castilho, S. Maria de Belém, 
Jerónimos Abbey, 1501–22, 
Belém, Portugal

Six octagonal piers support 
the vaulted roof that covers 
the nave and aisles of this 
hall church. The piers are 
the starting point for the rib 
vaulting system, emerging 
from the tops of the columns 
in a net-like system that 
gives the greatest unity to 
the space below. The 
smooth surface of the walls 
beneath the clerestory 
windows is only broken by 
the twelve doors of the 
confessionals that are 
embedded into the walls and 
entered by the priests from 
the cloister. In light of pre-
Reformation ecclesiastical 
policy, a unifi ed space would 
unite the congregation in 
their devotional practice. The 
large congregation, entering 
the church as individuals, 
would worship as one 
corporate body, awed by the 
grandeur of the space.
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and released a vast amount of buildings and building materials for 
private use. Henry VIII bestowed the monastic properties on his 
nobles in order to further ensure their loyalty. The monastic buildings 
then became like quarries for their recipients, disassembled to varying 
degrees and reused in the construction of some of the great country 
houses of the Tudor period.
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Diogo Boitaca and João de 
Castilho, Cloister, Jerónimos 
Abbey, 1501–22, Belém, 
Portugal

When Castilho took over the 
design of the cloisters in 
1517, he transformed the 
project already under way. 
He changed the shape of the 
lower supports, creating 
piers where Boitaca had 
cylindrical supports, and, 
more signifi cantly, adding a 
dense layer of sculpted 
images throughout the 
cloister. In addition to 
symbols of the reign of King 
Manuel I (his coats of arms, 
cipher, emblems of the 
armillary sphere), images 
centred on the life of Christ 
are integrated into the 
cloister on both levels. 
Cloisters were traditionally 
spaces for quiet 
contemplation. In pre-
Reformation Portugal, and 
especially within court 
circles, the practice of the 
devotio moderna encouraged 
meditation on the suffering 
of Christ. Images as in the 
cloister at Belém could serve 
as mnemonic devices, 
reminding the viewer of texts 
read earlier and recalled in 
the course of gentle walking 
and religious practice.
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Some cities grew up organically during the Middle Ages with build-
ings added as populations grew, taking up any available open space 
within the city and expanding outside the protection of the walls when 
necessary. The street pattern emerged as the city expanded, and into 
the Renaissance proved remarkably resistant to change. It is not sur-
prising that this was so. Property owners had little incentive to sell 
buildings in order to accommodate a prince’s wish to regularize the 
city plan, which was understood by both the general populace and the 
city groups to provide the ruler with an easier time controlling crowds. 
The winding streets favoured the very local population in each quarter 
of the city, cities within cities, who maintained a great deal of auton-
omy over their local domain.

At the same time, the survival of Roman street layouts, as in Autun 
(France), provided a model for the shaping of new cities as well. New 
towns in southern France, bastides, established trade centres for rival 
lords in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.1 New towns in the 
territory controlled by Florence were organized around central squares 
and built to strict regulations. Buildings within the city followed hier-
archical standards, larger houses along the main street and lesser 
buildings behind.2

Private houses were built out over the street on upper levels, taking 
advantage of every possible opportunity to create more usable (and 
rentable) space. The ground fl oor of artisan and merchant houses 
might include a shop front onto the street, opened up with the simple 
lifting of a large window that created a shelf for the display of goods 
[94]. Religious images were embedded into the fabric of buildings 
throughout the city reinforcing the everyday, and everywhere, pres-
ence of the divine. Although many cities today, such as Bruges, Siena, 
Venice, York, and Talinn, retain the essential footprint of their medi-
eval origins, it is more diffi cult for the modern visitor to capture the 
fl uidity of experience that the early modern city offered, where there 
was no clear division between public and private, sacred and secular, 
commerce and culture.

Shaping the 
Renaissance City

6
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One approach to cities in the early modern period sees them as 
primarily centres of trade and commerce, growing and changing as 
economic conditions shifted. Therefore, the consolidation of squares 
in the sixteenth century that we see in many cities, Venice, Seville, and 
London to name just a few, emerged from trade conditions rather than 
any abstract notion of perfect architectural form. Although writers 
such as Francesco di Giorgio and Filarete proposed ideal city plans, 
they proved almost impossible to implement in any existing city.

New World Cities
When John White, an Elizabethan gentleman, travelled to North 
America around 1580 he found a world rich with natural resources 
and inhabited by people with exotic habits. He tried to make sense of 
what he saw: the customs of dress and family life, the ways of hunting 
and agriculture, and even the curious habit of preserving the deceased 
elders of the community as part of their spiritual practice. In the archi-
tecture and villages of the Algonquian, he tried to reconcile their way 
of living with what he knew from his own experience. His drawings 
of the Algonquians in what is now North Carolina included views of 
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Brunetto Latini, Le Livre du 
trésor, 1450–75

In this manuscript the 
ground fl oor of houses opens 
to the street, with wide 
shelves that could 
accommodate the display of 
goods. The upper storeys 
were usually the residence of 
the artisans shown in their 
shopfront. It is in this urban 
setting of goods and 
exchange that the women 
perform their good works 
and engage in their 
devotional practices.
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two of the towns along Pamlico Sound, Secotan and Pomeiooc [95]. 
White showed how buildings were made of bark or reed mats, with 
rounded, arched roofs that gave the buildings stability. Although there 
were similarities to the layout of English villages, including the con-
nection of the houses to the agricultural land around them, White 
seemed equally interested in showing how the houses were connected 
to the rituals of the people. Although the Algonquians were certainly 
thought to be exotic, he depicted their civic life in a way that would 
resonate for his audience with English customs.

The longhouses, a type common to the North American native 
peoples, all face into the centre, and were organized into two concen-
tric circles. White showed the houses with some of the end walls 
removed in order to give a view into the interiors with their sleeping 
benches. The houses were organized around a central open space 
where White showed people gathered around a fi re. Thus the orienta-
tion of the houses, differentiated according to their function or the 
status of the inhabitants, depended upon shared rituals. Fire was also 
the explanation the ancient writer Vitruvius had given for the origins 
of architecture. Whether or not White knew that text, he recognized 
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John White, Town of 
Pomeiooc, 1585

Pomeiooc, inhabited either 
by members of the Secotan 
or Roanoke tribes, was a 
palisaded village. In the 
inscription White records 
that the houses are ‘covered 
and enclosed some with 
mats, and some with barks 
of trees. All [en]compassed 
about with small poles stuck 
thick together instead of a 
wall.’
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what could be some common elements between the native organiza-
tion of civic space, and what he knew back at home.

The houses were also ringed ‘about with small poles stuck thick 
together instead of a wall’. That is, the communal life and its buildings 
were protected by a stockade, much as a town in England or Europe 
would be encircled with a protective wall and fortifi cations.

Walls and Enclosures
For Europeans seeing native settlements for the fi rst time, the wooden 
stockade fence was comparable to what they knew at home from city 
walls yet seemingly primitive compared to the new stone walls in 
European cities, designed to withstand the force of modern warfare. 
Cities varied greatly in size, but nearly all had walls that defi ned the 
boundaries of the city and protected its inhabitants. Although native 
settlements were vastly different from the stone-built architecture of 
Europe, the common currency of cities was the desire to distinguish 
the built space from the world outside and to offer protection from 
invaders.

It was walls, in fact, that defi ned a city, no matter its size. The town 
secretary of Eisenach (Thuringia) wrote in 1399 that ‘what has a wall 
around it, that we call a city’.3 The construction of walls was the most 
expensive public project for any city, and often took many decades or 
even centuries to complete. Civic leaders and courtly princes believed 
walls to be essential to a city’s existence, and therefore worthy of the 
time and expense. Massive stone walls discouraged attacks, and 
offered the city’s inhabitants a sense of security. Movement of people, 
goods, and potentially disease could be controlled, to some extent, 
through city gates. And walls defi ned the area of a city, limiting 
growth and creating an urban density that was important to both 
safety and commerce [96]. Venice is the exception that proves the rule. 
The Republic’s great navy protected the city from attack from the sea, 
and the long span of open loggias across the Ducal Palace asserted a 
confi dence that attack was unlikely across the expanse of water.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the population of cities 
grew as trade and economic wealth increased. For some cities such as 
Paris and Florence, this growth required new walls that expanded the 
perimeter. In London, the two distinct centres of the city, Westminster 
as the court capital to the west, and London to the east, merged as 
growth fi lled in the open fi elds between them. Walls also remained 
even when populations shrank. In Rome, the ancient walls enclosed 
large tracts of empty land in the medieval era and into the sixteenth 
century as the popes worked to re-establish the size and magnifi cence 
of the city.
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In many cities walls are now destroyed or hidden behind buildings 
that give no hint of their importance. Medieval and early modern city 
walls were no match for modern warfare. And where they do survive, 
the suburbs have expanded and made the walls only an outmoded 
artefact that no longer carries the symbolic weight or civic function it 
once did.

City Gates
Walls were the main form of protection for cities. Gates allowed for 
controlled access in and out of the city centre. From the Middle Ages 
they were often designed with complex twists and turns, over a series 
of ramps and bridges that were intended to prevent anyone (human or 
animal) sneaking through the gate undetected. This didn’t always 
work, of course. Walls and gates were highly permeable membranes 
that permitted a fl ow of people and goods, in and out.

Gates were an important part of urban control but they were 
equally signs of a city’s status and independence in their imposing 
size and symbolic decoration. The great Holstentor in Lübeck 
(1464–78) marked the western flank of the city [97]. It is the only 
surviving part of a complex gate system that was begun in the thir-
teenth century and extended by additional gate structures to increase 
the security leading into the city. The various interior spaces in the 
gates provided rooms for the toll collector and the city offi cial in 
charge of the streets and fortifi cations. The desire for an impressive 
entrance became more important as Lübeck’s role in the Hanseatic 
League increased. The Holstentor has different façades to the interior 
and exterior, as did many city gates. The side toward the fi elds had few 
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Dubrovnik, Croatia

The walls and bastions 
around Dubrovnik were 
extended in two campaigns 
during the Renaissance. 
Michelozzo di Bartolomeo 
and Giorgio da Sebenico 
designed the fortifi cations on 
the land side of the city in 
1464–5 in response to the 
Turkish capture of Bosnia in 
1463. New fortifi cations were 
added along the sea 
throughout the 16th century 
in anticipation of an attack 
by the Venetians.
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windows whereas the city side had rows of windows that link the two 
towers. The brick construction, conical roofs, and stepped gable in 
the centre were all distinctive to architecture along the Baltic gener-
ally, and typical of the buildings in Lübeck. The gate was thus a sign 
of civic and regional identity, immediately recognizable to anyone 
entering the city.

The importance of gates as a symbolic gesture in the city increased 
as new forms of urban protection were developed. In the sixteenth 
century, fortifi cation design began to favour earthen ramparts, pro-
tected behind deep ditches. Walls, therefore, became a less important 
sign of civic status and authority and gates took on that role. The Porta 
Nuova in Verona (begun 1533), designed by Michele Sanmicheli 
(1487–1559), was an interpretation of an ancient Roman triumphal 
arch applied to a fortifi ed gate [98]. The central opening had engaged 
Doric columns supporting a pediment, with classical ornament and 
Venetian coat of arms that spoke to the city’s identity as a modern 
version of ancient Roman ideals. The structure itself, however, was a 
fully realized defensive structure, strong enough to support guns on 
the roof.4

Pienza
Soon after he was elevated to the papacy, Pope Pius II returned to his 
native town of Corsignano in Tuscany, about 30 miles south-east of 
Siena. Most of the residents of the small town made their living from 
agriculture, farming the rich landscape in the valleys below the town 
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Holstentor, 1464–78, 
Lübeck, Germany

By the end of the Middle 
Ages, brick rivalled stone in 
its status as a building 
material in northern 
Germany. Lübeck, along with 
other cities controlled by the 
Hanseatic League, was 
developed in the 12th and 
13th centuries with the 
construction of important 
religious and civic buildings 
in the local brick, fi nished 
with various glazes. The 
Holstentor incorporated the 
stepped gable façade used 
elsewhere in the city between 
twin towers and steep conical 
roofs, a Baltic version of the 
triumphal arch as gateway.
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centre. When Pius II returned there in 1459, the ageing population 
and modest buildings evoked his own sense of time passing. By trans-
forming Corsignano into his namesake Pienza, the town’s most 
famous native son could establish a lasting monument to his own 
cultural ideas and to the fame of his family.
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Michele Sanmicheli, Porta 
Nuova, 1533, Verona, Italy

In addition to the technical 
innovations, Sanmicheli also 
introduced rustication and 
the simple Doric order as 
appropriate forms and 
ornament for civic 
fortifi cations. Both ancient 
and modern in inspiration, 
all of the details of the gate 
are carefully calculated to 
reinforce both the image of 
impenetrability and dignity 
appropriate for this building.
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Pienza, Italy

The cathedral and the 
Palazzo Piccolomini, seen 
here, were largely completed 
by 1462 when Pope Pius II 
returned to Pienza. He then 
ordered additional buildings 
added to the square: a 
bishop’s palace, a town hall 
(through whose arches this 
photo is taken), housing for 
the canons, and housing for 
the poor. Each building was 
designed according to 
designs appropriate for its 
type. Together, however, they 
create a total architectural 
experience of variety within a 
defi ned architectural 
language of classical forms. 
The layout of the piazza, 
opening out toward the view 
behind the cathedral, 
creates a dynamic space 
that sets off each individual 
building.
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Through his architect, Bernardo Rossellino (1409–63), Pius II cre-
ated an open space in front of the cathedral, fl anked by the family 
palace, episcopal palace, and communal palace [99]. Designed in a 
language that refl ected the most current experiments by architects in 
Florence including Filippo Brunelleschi and Leon Battista Alberti, 
the buildings formed a unifi ed whole that was greater than each of the 
individual parts. A single extraordinary building added into the urban 
fabric would not have had the same effect as the aggregate, whose 
effect seems to radiate out through the town.

Pius II elevated Pienza into a bishopric, vastly increasing its impor-
tance for him and his family, the Piccolomini. The transformation of 
Corsignano into Pienza was part of a much larger campaign to pro-
mote the family’s status through architectural projects, including 
numerous new palaces, loggias, and piazzas in nearby Siena. For the 
residents of Pienza, however, the transformation of the city into a cult 
centre honouring the Pope was far from painless. In three large buying 
campaigns from 1459 to 1464, the Pope and his associates acquired 
12 per cent of the city’s property. Many residents did not want to sell, 
and had no hope of fi nding alternative residences in the built-up town. 
The effect of the rapid and massive urban gentrifi cation was an eco-
nomic and cultural shock to the stable pattern of life in Pienza. The ideal 
urban centre, as it was conceived by Pius II, required a brutal interven-
tion, now subsumed in the clarity and elegance of what remains.5

The City of God
In a fi fteenth-century painting from Bruges, the Virgin and Child sit 
in a rose garden, surrounded by female saints [100]. Behind them is a 
walled city, and beyond that mountains that echo the shape of the 
city’s towers, extending into the distance. The city is unmistakably 
Bruges, identifi ed by the church spire on the left belonging to the 
Cathedral of Notre-Dame and the bell tower of the Halle on the right 
where boats were unloaded containing the goods that made the city 
rich in the Middle Ages. Both the city and the garden are perfectly 
enclosed spaces, holy places in a religious and perhaps also in a worldly 
sense, echoing themes explored in Augustine’s City of God (started 
410).

At the end of the Middle Ages Bruges was indeed a blessed city in 
economic terms, enjoying all the advantages of wealth from foreign 
trade. Nearly a third of the city’s income was spent on civic infrastruc-
ture including walls, paved streets, water systems, and public buildings. 
The fi rst bourse, or public trading market, in Europe was built in Bruges 
to corral and consolidate the great infl ux of merchants into the city.

By the time this painting was made, probably around 1485, Bruges 
had passed her economic and political prime. The Zwin, the river that 
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allowed ships to come into Bruges, bringing goods from all over 
Europe and beyond, had begun to silt up. By 1460 the deep-water port 
of Sluys, near to Bruges, was no longer open to ships. The natural 
threats to the city were compounded by the political pressures exerted 
by Emperor Maximilian I. The independence of Bruges was a chal-
lenge to his authority and in 1488 Maximilian gave incentives for 
foreign merchants to move their business and trade to Antwerp.

Yet the painting gives no indication of any of those problems. The 
city is the mirror of the holy scene in the foreground, as timeless as 
the female saints in their walled garden. All of the attributes that make 
Bruges recognizable, including the cathedral tower and belfry, identify 
the city as unchanging even though everything in its recent history 
told a very different story.

In this painting Bruges appears like a model, placed in a diorama. 
City models were in fact made in order to represent a specifi c place, 
often for a royal patron. The craftsman Jakob Sandtner (fl. 1561–74) 
made a group of city models for Duke Albrecht V of Bavaria 
(1528–79) [101].6 Carved from limewood, the same material used 
to make religious sculpture, and painted to convey the sense that 

100
Master of the St Lucy 
Legend, Virgin of the Rose 
Garden, 1475/80

Although clearly identifi able 
as Bruges, the view of the 
city was not an objective 
image of the city but an 
idealized rendering—much 
as the saints are depicted in 
the foreground. The 
specifi city of the city also 
served as a type of proof of 
authenticity for the painting, 
a mark of its origins from a 
city renowned for the quality 
of its artistic production. The 
city of Jan van Eyck and 
other great early Flemish 
painters from the beginning 
of the century, the 
association with Bruges 
validates the artistic value 
of this painting.
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here was the city in miniature, the models offered a unique view 
into the city space. Reproductions of the streets and buildings, 
enclosed within the fortifi ed walls, allowed the Duke to view his 
Residenzstädte, or seats of government, from within his palace in 
Munich. The models were part of his collection of marvels. The 
perfectly ordered model cities affi rmed his quixotic sense of com-
plete political power.

City views could give less idealized views, historical snapshots, in 
an age before the camera, of distant and exotic urban environments 
known only through travellers’ accounts. Prints and even paintings 
were transportable. Images of the Holy Land were a specifi c type of 
these images, often including important pilgrimage sites such as the 
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem that few would have seen in person.

City Halls
As a city grew in wealth and importance, there was a need for an 
architectural presence that would serve the political and judicial needs 
of the city as well as marking, in a permanent way, the city’s increasing 
status. The origin of town halls owes much to the rising strength of 
the guilds in towns after the thirteenth century. While some town 
halls, especially in the north, may have included an open loggia on the 
ground fl oor to be used as a market, as trade increased and greater 
space was needed for government and trade, city offi cials as well as 
guilds separated these functions out into different structures.

New town halls, or major renovations to existing ones, seem to have 
spawned in clusters. There was competition between neighbouring 
towns for the most richly decorated exterior, with the grandest interior 

101
Jakob Sandtner, Model of 
the city of Munich, 1570

Models offered Duke 
Albrecht V of Bavaria a 
bird’s-eye view of the cities 
under his control. Crafted 
out of limewood, and painted 
to enhance the realistic 
effect, these models allowed 
for effective military 
strategizing. Many of these 
cities had newly built 
fortifi cations, prominently 
displayed in the models. As 
immediately useful as these 
models may have been, they 
also offered a unique and 
god-like view of the Duke’s 
territories that reinforced his 
sense of political and military 
control.
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meeting rooms. And it is because of these inevitable rivalries that 
groups of extraordinary town halls, all built around the same period, are 
found in cities of the southern Netherlands, for example, with lavish 
buildings in Leuven, Brussels, Ghent, and Middelburg. This series of 
buildings culminates in the Antwerp Town Hall (1561–5), designed by 
Cornelis Floris and Willem Paludanus, which dwarfs the surrounding 
houses of the square [102]. As with many town halls, throughout 
Europe, there was a desire to incorporate lavish decoration with tradi-
tional and regional aspects. In Antwerp, there was a classical frontis-
piece at the centre, breaking up the long façade along one side of the 
square, with classical columns. The use of antique ornament, recogniz-
able by the educated elite of the city as a reference to widely held 
humanist cultural ideals, was juxtaposed with the steep roof and tall, 
rectangular windows characteristic of the local Flemish architecture.

The Flow of Goods
The wealth from goods, fl owing in and out of cities, or transformed 
from raw goods into marketable products, shaped the urban space. In 
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Cornelis Floris and Willem 
Paludanus, Town Hall, 
1561–5, Antwerp

As Antwerp grew in 
population, wealth, and 
importance in the 16th 
century, there was a clear 
need for a new town hall. 
One attempt was made to 
build in the 1540s, but that 
was delayed and the 
materials used for new city 
fortifi cations. The sculptors 
Floris and Paludanus worked 
on the design of the façade, 
formulating the design that 
had been agreed upon by a 
committee convened for the 
purpose. Classical 
architectural forms, anticse
wercken, are annexed onto a 
relatively traditional form. 
The specifi c details of the 
orders come from the recent 
translation (1539) of 
Sebastiano Serlio’s Book IV 
on the architectural orders 
from Italian into Flemish by 
Pieter Coecke van Aelst.



152 shaping the renaissance city

a desire to regulate and control market activities, some cities con-
structed more grand and permanent buildings to house trade. The 
Royal Exchange in London (begun 1565) and the Cloth Hall in Ypres 
(completed 1304) are just two examples of monumental buildings that 
brought merchants and their customers together in an architectural 
space that could be better regulated.

The vast quantity of goods could require buildings to store them 
until they went to market, or were transported on to their fi nal desti-
nation. In Venice, a series of fondaci, or warehouses, were operated by 
various trade groups within the city. These large, often regularly built 
structures were placed close by the market, and with ease of access to 
transport. Towns along the Vistula River in Poland grew from the 
grain trade as it was shipped by boat northward towards the port at 
Gdańsk. Granaries in the town of Grudzia ̜dz rise up from the river to 
the town centre, high on the bank [103]. In Venice, the warehouses to 
hold the salt stores adjoined the Piazza San Marco and are along the 
Giudecca Canal. Such functional, semi-industrial buildings are often 
overlooked in the attention on the palaces of the wealthy, the civic 
monuments, or the towering church spires. Yet these buildings defi ned 
cities as centres of wealth and prosperity, and with an importance that 
extended far beyond their own borders.

The triumphant city
Almost all of the buildings that survive from the pre-modern era were 
intended to be permanent structures, built out of solid materials. But 
we must also imagine the city as a changing landscape, periodically 
transformed by temporary buildings erected for festivals and pageants. 
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Granaries, 15th–18th 
centuries, Grudziądz, Poland

These granaries are built into 
the high embankment 
alongside the Vistula River. 
From the city side they are 
two or three storeys high. 
From the river, they project 
an image of the city that is 
both prosperous and secure, 
serving as protective 
defences and evidence of 
the city’s role as a centre of 
trade.
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Saints’ days and the ecclesiastical calendar dictated religious celebra-
tions which often included the erection of banners, display of relics, 
and the decoration of buildings which transformed the city with a new 
costume of religious garb. Religious plays, enacted in public squares 
and in front of major public buildings, recast those sacred dramas in 
the everyday space of the city. What was unremarkable became 
extraordinary when the story of Christ’s Passion came to life in the 
same space as the market or the city hall.

When rulers visited cities within their domain, their arrival was 
described in the printed accounts as ‘joyous’, though the imagery was 
closer to that of a military triumph. Civic groups erected temporary 
arches made of painted canvas at important points along the parade 
route. These temporary arches recalled ancient Roman arches and 
marked a political fealty of the city to a ruler. King Henry II (1519–59) 
and his wife Marie de’ Medici (1519–89) entered Paris on 16 June 
1549 as one part of an elaborate celebration that included the corona-
tion of his wife as queen, a mock naval battle on the Seine, and a 
tournament. The events and decoration were recorded in a book that 
included woodcuts of the temporary architecture [104]. For Henry II’s 
entry into Paris (and a year later into Rouen), the temporary arches 
were decorated with classical fi gures representing the King as wise, the 
nobility blessed by his patronage, and the people loyal to his power.

Most festival architecture was never intended to be permanent. 
Accounts for payment to craftsmen include details about the instal-
lation and removal of the object after the event ended. If the event 
lived on in the descriptions and woodcuts of publications, the actual 
materials were recycled whenever possible. The lumber could be 
reused and the canvas cut up and distributed to artists for another 
festival or purpose. Festivals did have a lasting effect though on the 
design of more permanent buildings. Not only were the designers 
often the very best architects and artists of the day. Almost every 
architect of note in the Renaissance was involved in the festivals for 
their court patrons and their native cities. Temporary architecture 
offered the opportunity to invent decorative schemes and visual 
effects that were perhaps too unconventional, impractical, or simply 
extravagant to be made out of more permanent materials. Festivals 
were thus a kind of experimental laboratory for art, architecture, and 
craftsmen that moved projects from the drawing board to the urban 
theatre.

Triumphal entries were also the opportunity to embellish existing 
buildings, and transform them for the event as well as an urban ben-
efi t. An existing fountain in Paris at the corner of the rue Saint Denis 
and the rue aux Fers had already served as an important focus for 
processions through the city. When the sculptor Jean Goujon collabo-
rated with the architect Pierre Lescot, they transformed the Fontaine 
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des Innocents into a celebration of the city. The water emerged 
from the ground level of the pavilion; the upper storey was an 
open loggia where the Parisian elite could watch the procession as 
it passed through the city and be watched by the citizens and 
royalty alike [105]. Goujon’s low-relief sculptures of water 
nymphs, dressed in ancient costume, reinforce the allegorical 
theme of the fountain as a mark of the city’s bounty and sanctifi-
cation. As the historian Henri Zerner suggests, however, given 
Paris’s paltry supply of water, the theme of water was a hopeful 
one for the citizens.

The Fontaine des Innocents was also as much a work of urbanism 
and architecture as it was of sculpture.7 The platform at ground 
level, with the loggia above, articulated an important intersection in 
the city. Lescot framed Goujon’s sinuous sculpture with a composi-
tion of fi nely wrought classical architecture, making the ornament 
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Arch of the Saint-Denis Gate 
for the entry of Henry II and 
Catherine de’ Medici into 
Paris: C’est l’ordre qui a 
este tenu a la nouvelle et 
ioyeuse entrée, que . . . le roy 
treschrestien Henry 
deuxieme de ce nom, a 
faicte en sa bonne ville [et] 
cité de Paris (Paris, 1549)

Most temporary decorations 
for triumphal entries have 
been lost; they were 
intended to be destroyed 
after the event. However, this 
remarkable small book is 
one of a handful of printed 
and published records of the 
arches and fountains for a 
royal entry. The sculptor 
Jean Goujon designed this 
arch, and its classical form 
and details refl ect the style 
of the new buildings at the 
Louvre, just being built at 
this time. The designer of 
this plate for the book, 
possibly Goujon himself, also 
shows how the arch would 
have appeared in situ, set 
against the existing and well-
worn wall.
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usually reserved for temporary architecture a permanent part of the 
urban scene.

Towers
Landmarks from afar, and marvels close up, the great spires of 
churches announced the wealth of urban centres. If other buildings 
such as markets, town halls, and walls served a growing population, 
spires were not the product of an immediate spatial or functional need. 
Churches could get by with shorter or less ornate towers. Yet the tall-
est and most ornate spires expressed the ambitions of a city in the 
impossibility of their construction, the sheer excess of labour, resources, 
and skill in attempting so much.

The view of Strasbourg by Hartmann Schedel in the Liber 
 chronicarum (1493) is dominated by the north tower of the cathedral, 
rising far above the rest of the church and the city [106].8 The cathe-
dral was begun in the twelfth century, and the tower completed up to 
the platform level in 1399. A master mason from Ulm, Ulrich von 
Ensingen, moved to Strasbourg to complete the tower. His design was 
remarkable for its octagon shape and interlaced vaults, and the corner 
stair turrets that run up the full length of the fi rst storey of the tower. 
After Ulrich von Ensingen’s death in 1419, the mason’s lodge was put 
under the control of the Cologne mason Johannes Hultz. The pinnacle 
and spire, in the shape of a pyramid, were covered with fi fty-six 
smaller towers. By drawing on a sequence of earlier, late medieval, 
towers, and condensing them into a strict geometrical regularity, the 
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Jacques Androuet du 
Cerceau, Fontaine des 
Innocents, 1550–75

The fountain was added to 
an existing building; one can 
see how Lescot connected 
the mouldings into the 
adjacent building. From the 
elevated viewing platform, in 
the open arcades, the 
privileged spectators could 
view the royal procession as 
well as the city that served 
as the all-important 
backdrop for the event. The 
fountain no longer exists 
though some of Goujon’s 
sculptural panels have been 
preserved in the Louvre 
Museum.
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masons at Strasbourg created a tower that is both a fi tting completion 
to the church below and a sculptural object in its own right. The 
tower at Strasbourg was the tallest masonry structure of its time, and 
remained so for several hundred years.

Like the churches and public buildings they rose above, great spires 
were the ultimate sign of a local identity.9 They marked the specifi city 
of a place, identifying its uniqueness in an age increasingly fascinated 
by the knowledge of distant worlds.

Cleanliness
The experience of the early modern city engaged all the senses. 
Massive stones, rough to the touch, marked out the towers of the 
important family. Bells ringing from the local church measured out 
the day in the hours of prayer. Statues of the Virgin embraced by small 
shrines on many street corners reinforced the presence of the sacred in 
public space. Location, time of day, identity: these were all aspects of 
the city that residents understood with all of their senses.

Smell was one of the most profound experiences, and Alberti 
advised where artisans should be located within the city depending on 
the nature of their craft.

The charm of a city will be very much enhanced if the various workshops are 
allocated distinct and well-chosen zones. The silversmiths, painters, and 
jewellers should be on the forum, then next to them, spice shops, clothes 
shops, and, in short, all those that might be thought more respectable. 
Anything foul or offensive (especially the stinking tanners) should be kept 
well away in the outskirts to the north, as the wind rarely blows from that 
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Strasbourg from Hartmann 
Schedel, Liber chronicarum,
1493

Rising high above the body 
of the church and projecting 
even into the block of the 
text, the spire of the 
Strasbourg’s cathedral was 
the city’s dominant feature in 
the woodcut for Schedel’s 
Nuremberg Chronicle. This 
chronicle of the world 
combined religious history as 
a part of a comprehensive 
history played out in specifi c 
locations. Strasbourg is just 
one of the modern cities 
included alongside biblical 
sites. The interest in city 
views, of known and exotic 
locations, was part of a wider 
fascination in cosmography 
and geography.
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direction, and when it does, it gusts so strongly as to clear smells away, rather 
than carry them along. (Alberti, VII, 1, p. 192)

Early industries polluted the air, just as did the everyday waste prod-
ucts of human and animal habitation. Manure from the night was 
often emptied into the street, and could make just walking a danger-
ous proposition. But not all cities took this approach. When 
Leonardo Bruni praised Florence in his Laudatio Florentinae urbis
(1404) he began with a lengthy description of the city’s cleanliness. 
‘Now what is more marvellous in a populous city than never to have 
to worry about fi lth in the street?’10 The streets had adequate drain-
age, Bruni goes on, and your feet never got wet, even after a great 
rainstorm. The streets and squares of Florence were equal to the 
rooms of great palaces in other cities, and the fi rst evidence of the 
city’s magnifi cence and importance. Bruni’s account of Florentine 
sanitation was also a metaphor for a praiseworthy civic culture. 
Cleanliness is essential for urban harmony, Bruni states, and one part 
of the Florentine political system that brings all members of the 
society together for the greater good. Clean streets are also a sign for 
Bruni of the high standards of Florentine language, the norms of 
self-presentation of her citizens, and the cultural supremacy that 
Bruni felt defi ned Florentine citizens.

If Florence was praised for her cleanliness, other cities did not fare 
as well. The Venetian ambassador Francesco Guicciardini condemned 
Spain, writing that her cities are not only fi lled with ugly buildings, 
but also full of ‘mud and fi lth’ (‘di fango e di bruttura’).11 Spanish cit-
ies may have been just as clean as those in Italy, and Guicciardini’s 
comments may well therefore refl ect more his dislike of the foreign-
ness of Spanish culture and the different customs and appearances he 
found there. What is not familiar feels unclean, an assault upon the 
senses.

Political Theatre
In the warm climate of Italy, citizens spent a great deal of their time 
out of doors in the open piazzas or squares that served as the com-
munal spaces for cities and towns. In any city of size, there might be 
several squares, some devoted more to markets, some connected with 
an adjoining church. In Florence, the Piazza della Signoria offered 
the citizens ample opportunity to gather in the shadow of the city’s 
great town hall. The Palazzo della Signoria loomed over the square; 
her great rusticated stone façade and tower were a dominant pres-
ence of the civic authority and political force that shaped the life of 
Florence’s citizens. In contrast to the dominant architecture, how-
ever, the square was inherently a less controlled arena where citizens 
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might meet. In the fourteenth and fi fteenth centuries, the Florentine 
government was eager to show its increasing openness and even-
handed treatment of its citizens. As with other moments of political 
change, these transformations appeared in aspects of the urban 
design. The construction of the Loggia della Signoria (1374–82) 
offered one such protected space within the square for the enactment 
of public ceremonies such as inaugurations and the reception of 
dignitaries [107].

Benches around the loggia offered citizens a place to sit and watch 
proceedings.12 In the fi fteenth century civic authorities also added 
three tiers of benches in the piazza itself, recalling the seating of both 
council halls and theatres. The seating in the Florentine piazza was 
the most extensive of any city on the Italian peninsula, perhaps refl ect-
ing the government’s desire to make a public acknowledgment of the 
importance of this square in the political life of the city.

Loggias in Venice, Verona, and other cities in and outside Italy 
offered a discrete space that was both public yet semi-removed from 
the general space of the square. The Florentine government found that 
as the political mood shifted in the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
the freedom of the piazza and the ability of the city’s citizens to gather 
could also result in a very public display of dissent that could not eas-
ily be controlled.
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Loggia della Signoria, 
1374–82, Florence

The covered space of the 
loggia offered an 
appropriately dignifi ed 
location for the governing 
body of Florence, or the 
Signoria, to welcome visiting 
dignitaries and perform 
ceremonial functions.
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When the Medici created a new palace that would affi rm their 
status within the political sphere of Florence, their architect Michelozzo 
di Bartolomeo (1396–1472) appropriated the language of public 
architecture [108]. Massive blocks of stone recall the rustication of the 
Palazzo della Signoria, and benches along the Via Larga created seat-
ing along the streets. The great innovation at the Medici Palace was 
Michelozzo’s appropriation of aspects of civic architecture into a pal-
ace for a private family.

The Benefi ts of Luxury Trades
As cities came to take on an ever-greater role as the engines of eco-
nomic wealth in the Renaissance, their prosperity often came from 
trade. Merchants increased in status as their fi nancial power grew, 
and that income could then be used on the tangible signs of their 
status: clothing, household goods, civic patronage, religious endow-
ments, and architecture. Soon after the French merchant Jacques 
Cœur was elevated to the ranks of the nobility in 1441, he began a 
series of architectural projects in his hometown of Bourges. In addi-
tion to the purchase of chateaux and the embellishment of churches, 
he began a great house that would also serve as the centre for his 
business [109].

Jacques Cœur made his wealth through trade, adding to the repu-
tation of Bourges as a European centre of luxury goods.13 At the 
height of his company’s power, Cœur had six galleys that transported 
rugs from Persia, silk and porcelain from China, pearls from Ceylon, 
and spices from Sumatra. His knowledge of the Mediterranean, and 
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Michelozzo di Bartolomeo, 
Palazzo Medici, 1444, 
Florence

The arches at the corner of 
the Palazzo Medici were 
originally open and offered a 
loggia onto the street. 
Michelangelo designed the 
windows that were added to 
the palace in the sixteenth 
century. Unlike many other 
palaces of the time, the 
Palazzo Medici does not 
have shops on the ground 
storey to provide additional 
income for the family to 
offset the cost of building or 
upkeep.
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personal wealth, encouraged King Charles VII to appoint him fi nance 
minister in 1434, adding further to his stature.

His house in Bourges was both innovative in plan and conservative 
in imagery.14 The turrets, pinnacles, trefoil panelling, and irregular 
elevation recalled the late medieval chateaux of the area, especially 
those owned by Jean, Duc de Berry, the great noble of the previous 
generation. The aura of an ancient castle was consciously incorporated 
into Jacques Cœur’s house, built in one concerted building campaign 
from 1443 to 1451. His economic resources allowed him to build such 
a grand house so quickly; even nobles with more status than money 
usually had to build bit by bit, giving their houses the piecemeal look 
that Jacques Cœur consciously built into his new house.

The house sits atop the ancient Gallo-Roman wall that encloses the 
city, and bends in the middle to follow the existing street. The entrance 
to the house, on the city side, is through a large double door under a 
canopy where a statue of the King once sat (now destroyed). On the 
upper storey of the square entrance block is the chapel marked off by 
a large window with Gothic stone tracery. The ornament, sequence of 
windows, and tower turrets all create a public face, which fi rmly 
connects Jacques Cœur to the architectural ancestry of local French 
nobility. Throughout the interior Cœur pays homage to the King by 
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Courtyard, House of Jacques 
Cœur, 1443–51, Bourges, 
France

The tower with its blind 
arcades and tall dormer 
windows recalls a medieval 
chateau, including the castle 
of Mehun-sur-Yèvre 
(destroyed) that the Duc 
owned nearby. Staircases, in 
the tall narrow towers that 
project into the courtyard, 
connect the main public 
rooms on the ground storey, 
and the suites of personal 
chambers on the upper 
fl oors. Although the 
courtyard façade seems 
irregular, there is a careful 
alignment of the vertical 
elements in the window bays 
and in the horizontal 
mouldings that tie together 
each range of rooms.
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including elements from the royal coat of arms, including fl eurs- 
de-lis and hearts. Equally prominent are the marks of Cœur himself, 
his wife, his agents, and close friends and family. In this way the 
house was a sign of political connections, family fealty, and econo-
mic resources.

Although the imagery of the palace recalled the great chateau of 
Jacques Cœur’s predecessor, Jean, Duc de Berry, the plan and scheme 
of the palace included several innovations [110]. The galleries, which 
were usually just passages from one suite of rooms to the next, became 
prominent rooms in their own right. Cœur, and his masons, gave more 
attention to these transitional rooms in the house, adding elaborate 
vaulting and fi replaces, which in later French architecture would take 
on a major role as spaces appropriate for decoration and ritual. The 
private apartments were set at the back of the house and accessible 
only through a series of antechambers (garde-robes) and up half-hid-
den stairs and passageways, offering an additional separation of public 
and private spaces in an urban palace.

Jacques Cœur’s profi table trade throughout Europe and the East 
provided the capital to fi nance his grand house in his hometown. For 
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Plan, House of Jacques Cœur

The house was built into the 
city walls of Bourges, seen to 
the left of the plan, along the 
west. The round towers are 
incorporated into the house 
plan, and the main rooms 
are placed along this curve 
of the wall and entered 
through the courtyard. 
Access to the rooms is from 
the stair turrets, along 
narrow passageways. The 
experience, therefore, of the 
house plays off surprise and 
controlled movement from 
place to place. The main 
entrance to the house, from 
the city and under the main 
tower, offers a wider passage 
for horses and a narrower 
door for foot traffi c.
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others, wishing to build grandly, their houses might have been 
fi nanced through the lease of shops at street level. The Palazzo Caprini 
in Rome (completed 1510), designed by Donato Bramante for 
Adriano Caprini, the Bishop of Viterbo, incorporated an innovative 
design that used rustication on the ground fl oor and paired Doric 
columns for the residence level [111]. The palace, now destroyed and 
at one time the residence of the artist Raphael, sat on the busy via 
Alessandrina that led to St Peter’s Basilica. Palaces in Italian cities 
often included shops when their location offered enough traffi c to 
ensure a steady fl ow of business.15 The lease from the shops supported 
the construction of the palace and ensured the family a steady income 
for its support.

Merchant Housing
The economist and sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920) observed 
that cities are mostly composed of the residences of their citizens.16

Weber certainly wasn’t thinking about the grand palaces that domi-
nate by size though not in number. Most residences in the early mod-
ern city were those of the workers, merchants, and artisans. In all 
cities these houses varied greatly in size and comfort, though in each 
place they tended to follow local traditions [112]. The most important 
factor that determined their appearance was the available materials as 
well as locally established techniques and practices. These buildings 
refl ected economic choices, but also the desire to identify with a place. Social 
and economic security grew out of the power of the group. Permission 
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Donato Bramante, Palazzo 
Caprini, 1510, Rome

This sketch, by an 
anonymous 16th-century 
draughtsman, shows the 
bold rustication of the 
ground fl oor and the Doric 
columns of the main level of 
the residence. Bramante’s 
design established a new 
type of palace façade, rich 
and sculptural, using the 
orders and ornament to 
project an image of the 
owner. The ground fl oor 
included spaces for shops, 
framed by rusticated 
voussoirs, and storage in the 
mezzanines for the 
shopkeepers’ goods. The 
palace was destroyed, and is 
known from drawings like 
this by architects who 
studied its design.
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to work as a craftsman, for example, was contingent upon acceptance 
into the appropriate guild after years of training and loyalty to the 
group. That same sense of group identity was present in the choice of 
architecture that aligned, more or less, with the common practice in 
any city.

In Lower Saxony, for example, one is struck by the continuity of 
materials: many of the fi fteenth- and sixteenth-century houses in that 
area of Germany are made using half-timbering, or fachwerk. Wood was 
easily available in the nearby Harz Mountain forests and local craftsmen 
developed expertise in transforming materials based on patrons’ eco-
nomic wherewithal and preferences. The Latin School in Alfeld, for 
example, is an elaborate example of the local type, built from wood but 
decorated with a highly elaborate series of images of the Christian 
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Sebastiano Serlio, City 
dwellings for artisans in the 
Italian and French manner

This page from Serlio’s book 
on domestic architecture 
shows houses for a ‘better-
off’ artisan (the upper two 
examples) and those for a 
rich artisan or good 
merchant, below. On the left 
are houses appropriate for 
Italy, with smaller windows 
for the warm climate, hipped 
roofs, and loggia as a respite 
from the heat of the day. On 
the right are houses in the 
French manner, for colder 
and darker climates, with 
steep roofs and large 
windows.



164 shaping the renaissance city

virtues. As with painted façades, common in Trento (Italy), for example, 
fachwerk allowed builders to easily incorporate fi gural imagery and text 
into the building’s decoration [113]. Entire streets survive of fachwerk
houses in Einbeck, especially along the Tiedexerstrasse, where most of 
the houses were made in the years around 1540–60. Wood, painted to 
emphasize the geometric carved patterns, allowed for variety on all 
levels of social and economic status.

Houses must be appropriate to their owners, according to Andrea 
Palladio in his architectural treatise I quattro libri dell’architettura (The
Four Books of Architecture; Venice, 1570). Architects should take special 
care to build a house that is suitable (commodo) to the patrons, choos-
ing the form and ornament that best represents the ‘status of the 
person who will have to live in it and of which the parts will corre-
spond to the whole and to each other’. Houses represent their owners 
in the public domain, and are therefore active agents in projecting 
their builders’ wishes and desires. The power of architecture to shape 
public perception, building grandly to appear grand, is a dangerous 
proposition and one which the architect would do well to avoid yet 
may be powerless to stop. For as Palladio writes, ‘the architect is fre-
quently obliged to accommodate himself to the wishes of those who 
are paying rather than attending to what he should’.17

Meat and Fish
As cities grew in size and population, offi cials sought to control the 
display and sale of foodstuffs.18 One concern was hygiene and cleanliness. 
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Latin School, 1610, Alfeld-
an-der-Leine (Germany)

The fachwerk on this school 
building is combined with 
brick. On each level, the 
polychrome panels are 
carved with scenes that were 
meant to be instructive to 
the students: scenes of the 
virtues, arts, and senses 
along with evangelists and 
saints from the Bible and 
modern times. The 
inscription that runs in 
between the fi rst and second 
fl oors refers to the story of 
Jacob’s ladder (Genesis 28) 
but also asks for God’s 
blessing on this school, built 
by the town but with the 
Church’s support.



shaping the renaissance city 165

The sale of fi sh in particular was organized into open areas, with lim-
ited days and times for the market to be in operation. In the Low 
Countries, where fi sh was an important staple of the diet of all social 
classes because of its ready availability, market areas were under open 
porticos or temporary stalls that could serve a large number of people 
and allow for easy cleaning after the market closed [114]. Markets for 
meat required a cool and dark location to preserve the freshness 
as long as possible. Butchers could slaughter the animals on their 
own property but the division of the meat into smaller, retail-size 
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Hendrick Martensz. Sorgh, 
De Vismarkt, c.1650

Fish markets were often 
outside to minimize odours. 
Some cities even kept 
domesticated storks with 
clipped wings in order to 
clean the market spaces 
after they closed for the day. 
One stork can be seen at the 
far left in this painting of an 
open-air fi sh market.
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Groot Vleeshuis, 1409, 
Ghent

As guilds and towns sought 
to regulate trade, they built 
large and prominent halls. 
The control of foodstuffs was 
especially important, given 
their role in the peaceful 
functioning of the city.
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portions had to be done under the control of the butcher guild and in 
a centralized place. Butchers could rent a board in the meat hall, where 
only beef or mutton were sold. Pig was considered unclean and sold 
elsewhere. Meat halls in the Low Countries were often part of a 
multifunctional guildhall, as in Bruges where the vast Halle was an 
economic centre for a variety of civic and merchant purposes.

The availability of high-quality meat was an important marker of a 
prosperous city, however, and buildings devoted to that purpose testi-
fi ed to the prestige of a city and its people. The Groot Vleeshuis 
(Great Meat Hall) in Ghent was begun in 1409, one of the several 
new guild houses built during this period [115]. Its central location, 
stone façade, and great open wooden hall all marked its civic and 
economic status in the city.19

Regulating Trade
Uncontrolled trade could threaten the authority of a city. In major 
ports like Venice, Antwerp, London, Gdańsk, and Dubrovnik, urban 
authorities sought to regulate trade to ensure a fair and orderly market. 
New buildings were designed to oversee trade by collecting tariffs, 
regulating goods, and ensuring standard weights and measures.

Dubrovnik’s political independence, political stability, and strategic 
location promoted its role as an important trading centre in the 
Adriatic.20 In 1516, the Senate there accepted the design by Paskoje 
Miličević for a new customs house. The rectangular building included 
galleries around the interior courtyard, recalling the fondouks of 
Ottoman architecture, one of their major trading partners [116].21

Around the central open space were offi ces for the collection of duties 
for goods transported through the city as well as the mint, treasury, 
and weigh hall that verifi ed standard units of measurement for the 
Republic. This centralized all these activities in one civic building, 
prominently located within the city and with an elaborately decorated 
façade onto the square.

As with many buildings in Dubrovnik, Miličević combined Gothic 
and classical ornament in the design of the Divona Palace. Round-
headed arches resting on composite columns formed the loggia on the 
ground storey, but the windows on the piano nobile had pointed arches 
with quatrefoil tracery in the central, three-light opening. The upper 
storey had square-headed windows with a pedimented aedicule hold-
ing a statue of St Blaise, the patron saint of the city.22

Ghetto Nuovo
As goods came in and went out of the city, they travelled with their 
agents, the merchants, ambassadors, pilgrims, and soldiers from places 
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as close by as the world outside the walls and as distant as the other 
side of the earth. The density of the early modern city placed these 
diverse people side by side with the more permanent residents and 
fellow travellers. As in modern times, to speak of the inhabitants of 
Paris one must include not only native ‘Parisians’ but also all those 
who were in Paris for a brief or lengthy visit [117].23

Inevitably, the close proximity was at times uneasy as much as it was 
inevitable. In the twelfth century, the Catholic Church had decreed 
that Jews should live alongside Christians, although in practice few 
local authorities made legislation that enforced that ruling. Specifi c 
circumstances, however, forced governments to act. When the War of 
the League of Cambrai threatened Jews who were living on the main-
land of the Veneto, they fl ed to the city of Venice to seek refuge. In 
1516 the Senate required them to live together, on a separate island, 
called the Ghetto Nuovo. The term ghetto, which came to be more 
widely used, referred specifi cally to the nearby copper foundry (gettare
means to pour or cast). Yet the reality of a specifi c, restrictive area 
where Jews were required to live was expanded in the wake of the 
Counter-Reformation.24

The sense that Jews were imprisoned, under surveillance, is 
confi rmed by the description of the ghetto by Zaccaria Dolfi n in 
1515:

Send them all to live in the Ghetto Nuovo which is like a castle, and to make 
drawbridges and close it with a wall; they should have only one gate, which 
would enclose them there and they would stay there, and two boats of the 
Council of Ten would go and stay there at night, at their expense, for their 
greater security.25
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Paskoje Miličević and Nikola 
and Josip Andrijić, Sponza 
Palace, 1516–21, Dubrovnik, 
Croatia

At the centre of the city, the 
Sponza Palace served as the 
customs house, and an 
inscription on an inner 
courtyard attests to the 
accuracy of the city’s 
measurements (‘Our weights 
do not permit cheating or 
being cheated. When I 
measure goods the Lord 
measures with me’). 
Stylistically, the palace is a 
combination of Venetian 
Gothic designs, in the 
windows of the second fl oor, 
and classical forms in the 
ground-fl oor loggia and 
upper storey. This 
combination was typical in 
Croatia, as in many places 
throughout Europe, and 
spoke to the varied 
international community 
present in this important city.
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In Venice about 700 Jews were moved into the Ghetto in 1516, 
enclosed on the island by drawbridges, and restricted from leaving the 
area at night. Windows facing out from the island were shut up, and 
balconies on the exterior side of houses removed.

Urban Interventions
In his treatise, Filarete describes Sforzinda, an ideal city laid out 
within strict geometrical lines and designed for Francesco Sforza, the 
lord of Milan. Each aspect of city function was represented in the 
design, including churches, royal palaces, markets, and merchants’ 
shops. The design represented a tenuous balancing of civic and polit-
ical powers, each given a precise designation within the urban land-
scape. Filarete’s scheme laid out the problem of urban design that 
would occupy theorists and builders into the modern age: how to 
reconcile urban experience with the possibility of urban reform. Ideal 
urban schemes appear in numerous architectural writings throughout 
the sixteenth century. The absolute quality of Sforzinda and the geo-
metrical exercises by Francesco di Giorgio would eventually inspire a 
burgeoning industry in the design of cities that incorporate the latest 
in defensible design and military architecture [118].

Few new cities were built in the fi fteenth or sixteenth century. Yet 
the desire to improve existing cities did take place. The older, medieval 
part of Ferrara stretches along the banks of the Po River in northern 
Italy. Ferrara was a court city, ruled by the Este family. The city 
reached a political and artistic height in the fi fteenth century, expand-
ing its residences in the Palazzo del Corte (begun 1242) and the 

117
Houses of foreign 
merchants, Bruges, from A. 
Sanderus, Flandria
illustrata, 1641

Foreign merchants were 
usually well organized, 
seeking connections with 
local religious groups or civic 
organizations in order to 
facilitate their trading 
activities. Bruges was one of 
the most important trading 
cities in the north, and 
merchants from Italy, Spain 
and Portugal, England and 
France, Germany, Turkey, 
and Armenia all operated 
there. While many foreign 
traders stayed in inns, some 
nations had designated 
houses, such as these facing 
onto the central bourse, or 
market. The two houses 
marked out here belonged to 
the delegations from Genoa 
and Florence.
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moated castle in the city centre. It was the city itself, however, that 
received the most important additions by the Este. Borso d’Este 
(1413–71) enclosed open land to the east, along the river, in 1451. His 
brother Duke Ercole I (1435–1505, reg. 1471–1505) transformed 
Ferrara beginning in 1492 by more than doubling its area, adding new 
walls designed to resist the latest in military attacks [119]. Streets were 
added across the enclosed lands that extended the medieval city to the 
edge of the walls. The Este castle, originally on the northern 
boundary, was now in the centre of the city and streets were planned 
to radiate out from its place in the realigned urban fabric. The 
Corso Ercole I, running north from the castle, and the Corso Porta 
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Zamosc, founded 1580, 
Poland

Located on the important 
trade route between L’viv 
and Lublin, Zamosc was 
intended to capitalize on the 
movement of goods and 
people through the eastern 
regions of the Polish empire. 
Jan Zamoyski (1542–1605) 
engaged the Italian architect 
Bernardo Morando in 
developing the design, based 
on city plans known in 
treatises and widely 
recognized as optimal plans 
for defence and commerce. 
As Royal Secretary and 
Chancellor, Zamoyski 
envisioned the new city as a 
benefi t to the King and a 
personal triumph in 
honouring his own name 
and reputation. The grid of 
streets extended out from 
the central square (planned 
to be 100 m × 100 m), all 
protected with the latest 
developments in 
fortifi cations.
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Plan, Ercole additions, 
Ferrara

The darker lines show the 
additions to Ferrara by Borso 
d’Este in 1451 (to the lower 
right, along the river) and by 
Ercole d’Este (beginning in 
1492) to the north. Ercole’s 
additions included major 
streets that linked up with 
the existing roads, and 
extended the residential 
quarters of the city to the 
new city walls.
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Po met at almost right angles. Ercole, in consultation with his archi-
tect, Biagio Rossetti (1447–1516), included a new open space just to 
the east. The Piazza Nuova (now Piazza Ariostea) created a new urban 
focus in the ‘addition’ around which new houses would be built and 
public space given over to markets and shops.

Visually, the Addizione Ercole achieves much of its effect because 
of the contrast with the earlier part of the city [120]. The wide, open 
streets of the new section give an uninterrupted vista out to the walls, 
making the city seem even larger than it is. Movement feels unim-
peded and nearly aristocratic. Walking through this part of the city 
has the aura of a procession, as if the princely characteristics of court 
life were extruded out into the public sphere.

The new architecture continued Ferrarese building traditions. 
Brick was the dominant material for the two- to three-storey houses. 
Ornament was mostly moulded terracotta friezes. The colour of the 
city overall, therefore, is a warm red-brown, repeated in the small-scale 
buildings and used throughout in the consistent pattern of decoration. 
Rossetti embraced the dominant local style in planning the ‘addition’, 
using that vernacular building practice as the backdrop against which 
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Corso Ercole I, 1492, Ferrara

This main street moves out 
into the new sections of the 
city from the d’Este castle. 
Although most buildings are 
brick and terracotta, the 
architect Biagio Rossetti 
included fi nely carved 
marble pilasters at important 
intersections. These white, 
refi ned details are elegant 
moments in the streetscape, 
and tie the disparate 
buildings together, creating a 
common language which is 
based on local precedent 
and classical architectural 
forms.
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to craft a new urban language of accent and emphasis. At the intersec-
tion of minor streets, for example, are white Istrian stone pilasters, 
with classical fl utings and capitals at street level. As a practical matter, 
the stone pilasters protected the more fragile brick from damage from 
carts. As part of the urban experience, however, the white stone serves 
as a form of punctuation in the long straight streets. They mark out 
the edges of the urban grid, relieving the repetition of the brick 
façades, and add a dignity to the city that was to embody the refi ne-
ment of the Este court.

Along with the new square, churches, and the wall embracing the 
subsumed land, important palaces were planned in signifi cant places. 
Four related palaces were to have been placed at the major road junc-
tion. Only the Palazzo Diamanti was completed to any extent [121]. 
In stone, not brick, the faceted masonry blocks recall glittering gem-
stones as much as they do fortifi ed military architecture. Classical 
grotesque images on the corner pilasters on both levels of the palace, 
and the projecting balcony, all address the palaces on the other three 
corners of the intersection that were planned but only ever partially 
completed.

Much of the urban ‘addition’ in Ferrara remained empty at the 
end of the sixteenth century. Not all streets had been built out to 
the plan enacted by Ercole d’Este and his architect. In contrast to 
the urban schemes of Filarate and Francesco di Giorgio, Ferrara was 
planned as a fl exible and open-ended solution to a specifi c urban 
condition. It derived from existing building traditions, amplifi ed and 
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Biagio Rossetti, Palazzo 
Diamanti, begun 1493, 
Ferrara

Built for Sigismondo d’Este, 
the Palazzo Diamanti was 
intended to work with 
palaces on the other corners 
in order to mark this 
important intersection within 
the city. The faceted 
stonework and delicately 
carved corner pilasters, and 
even the overhanging 
balcony on the upper fl oor, 
all contribute to the 
scenographic effect on the 
street.
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reinvented in order to create a new city built on the principles of 
existing practice.

Genoa and the Strada Nuova
In sixteenth-century Genoa, on the Ligurian coast, a group of old 
patrician families put away their long-standing rivalries, and joined 
together to develop a street of palaces.26 Genoa was a famously feudal 
city-state, with each of the major families holding onto areas within 
the walls, marked out by towers and palace groups. In the late Middle 
Ages, new noble families and middle-class merchants had challenged 
the political power of the more established families. Under the leader-
ship of Andrea Doria (1466–1560), the older families once again 
asserted their dominance in the city. Their decision to create a new 
residential enclave of palaces presented a unifi ed front in architectural 
terms [122].

They petitioned the Senate of the Republic to clear land for a 
monumental street on the north edge of the city. The location was 
signifi cant. High on the Valletta di Soziglia, directly over the port, the 
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Strada Nuova, 1550–8, 
Genoa

The transformation of the 
Castelletto, an area of Genoa 
with important historical 
signifi cance, gentrifi ed a 
disreputable part of the city 
into a fashionable urban 
enclave. The regular street is 
lined with palaces, several 
by Galeazzo Alessi (Perugia, 
1512–72), whose restrained 
designs captured the 
sentiments of his prominent 
patrons.
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Castelletto area was visible throughout the city. It was also the site of 
a ruined twelfth-century fortress that was associated for the Genoese 
with domination by French troops, overthrown by a revolt led by 
Andrea Doria in September 1528. A new street, planned and occupied 
by the ancient families of Genoa, was to be a political statement of the 
city’s liberty and independence. By the middle of the sixteenth cen-
tury, a street lined with classical palaces, all of a type, was also under-
stood by its patrons to be a type of urban stage, a theatre on which to 
enact their own sense of seniority and ancestry. Ideal city views, some-
times presented as stage sets as in Sebastiano Serlio’s L’architettura,
equated scenery appropriate for different types of theatre with varying 
architectural styles [123]. Classical architecture was tied to tragic 
drama that made for ‘great personages’. Originally the Strada Nuova 
was a closed-off street, reinforcing the residents’ desire to create a 
distinct neighbourhood, a district for the city’s nobility. From the 
moment they were completed, the palaces along the street served as 
the setting for both private opulence and public ceremony. Architects 
responsible for the individual palaces looked back to traditional, medi-
eval Genovese palace types, adapting them within a very narrow band 
of variety. While individual differences are clear in each palace, they 
used a similar vocabulary of classical ornament and layout that identify 
them with local traditions. In the seventeenth century, urban entrepre-
neurs and princes would go on to shape the city by developing areas 
for particular social groups, as in Paris at the Place Royale for the 
French aristocracy (1612) and in London at Covent Garden for mer-
chants and rural gentry (1630s).

123
Sebastiano Serlio, Tragic 
Stage Set, from his De
perspective: Il secondo libro 
di prospettiva, Paris, 1545

The ancient Roman writer 
Vitruvius had described 
three different types of stage 
sets: comic, tragic, and 
satiric. Serlio included 
illustrations of these in his 
book on perspective. Serlio’s 
teacher, Baldessare Peruzzi 
(1481–1536), created stage 
sets for festivals in Rome, 
recorded in his drawings. In 
the Tragic Stage Set, Serlio 
shows a street in perspective 
lined with a variety of 
classical buildings. Obelisks 
and gates like triumphal 
arches further defi ne the 
space. If architecture 
modelled on antiquity was 
appropriate for historic 
drama, it was also thought to 
be fi tting for noble patrons 
and heads of state.
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Clean, Fresh Water
All cities needed a regular supply of clean water. Their growth was 
dependent upon it. If the supply to the cities was destroyed, as hap-
pened in Rome when Goths attacked the aqueduct system in 537, 
the populace could not survive. Businesses such as tanneries and 
potteries required a steady supply of water for their production. And 
the cleanliness and sanitation of the city depended upon water for 
washing and waste removal. For a millennium, from 537 until the 
middle of the sixteenth century, Romans used the Tiber River as the 
major source of water. But the river fl ooded regularly, and was over-
used and subsequently seriously polluted. A few natural springs 
provided better drinking water but most of the fountains and col-
lecting pools in the city had been destroyed by centuries of neglect 
and war.

The restoration of Rome to her former glory of antiquity required 
the restoration of the water supply. Pope Pius V (reg. 1566–72) con-
tinued the renovation begun by Pope Nicholas V in 1453 of the aque-
duct called the Aqua Virgo (now called the Acqua Vergine) in 1570 
to bring water to the Campus Martius in the centre of the city. He 
established the Congregazione cardinilizia super viis pontibus fontibus,
the Congregation of cardinals in charge of streets, bridges, and foun-
tains, to supervise the enormous project, with the city architect, 
Giacomo della Porta, as technical adviser.27

The restoration of the Acqua Felice (in ancient times called the 
Aqua Alessandrina, restored in 1587) and the Acqua Paola (1612) 
brought water to the hills of the city, and supported the rapid urban 
growth sought by the Vatican as part of its programme to consolidate 
power in Rome. Water moved from the springs in the Roman coun-
tryside along the raised stone aqueducts, a marvel of engineering. 
From the hills the water fl owed into fountains that were built or 
restored as central distribution points [124]. Water was a commodity 
in the city, as important as food, and more diffi cult to provide in suf-
fi cient measure. If in Rome the popes initiated the restoration of the 
ancient aqueduct system, this also stimulated economic entrepreneur-
ship further down the economic ladder. Watersellers, in Italy called 
acquaroli, were licensed to collect water from the newly built fountains 
to sell door to door.

The availability of water in Rome spearheaded urban development. 
Pope Sixtus V followed the restoration of the aqueducts with the 
establishment of new thoroughfares throughout Rome. The Via 
Felice, opened in 1585, linked the church of Sta Maria Maggiore with 
the church of Trinitá dei Monti, and marked the important intersec-
tions of streets with obelisks. This was just one of a series of new 
routes through the city that created a practical and visual order in the 
urban landscape.
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Abundant, pure water was a sign of a city’s prosperity and greatness; 
and rulers understood the public and personal benefi ts of promoting 
urban infrastructure projects. In the epic poem The Lusiad (1572), the 
Portuguese poet Luís de Camões (c.1524–1580) praised the Água de 
Prata (Aqueduct of Silver Water) in Évora for ‘Two hundred arches, 
stretch’d in length, sustain | The marble duct, where, glist’ning to the 
sun, | Of silver hue the shining waters run’ (Bk. III). The aqueduct in 
Évora was ancient in origin, built when Rome founded the city, and 
just one of several important Roman monuments that testifi ed to the 
city’s ancient and noble past. King João III restored the aqueduct in 
1531–7, employing the military architect Francisco de Arruda who 
had built the Belém Tower at the mouth of the Tagus River, at the 
entrance to the harbour in Lisbon, and near to the Monastery of the 
Jerónimos [92, 93, 145, 148].

124
Domenico Fontana, Fontana 
dell’Acqua Felice, 1587, 
Rome

As papal architect to Sixtus 
V, Fontana took on the full 
range of urban projects 
including work at the Vatican 
and throughout the city of 
Rome. The extraordinary feat 
of moving obelisks to mark 
new street junctures and the 
piazza in front of St Peter’s 
was recorded in Fontana’s 
books Della trasportatione 
dell’obelisco vaticano (1590 
and 1604). Equally 
important in his career, 
however, were his works in 
consolidating the urban 
infrastructure of Rome, 
encouraging new residents 
to reside in less desirable 
areas and setting out what 
would become the modern 
city.
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Who would want to live anywhere out of the country? Here we 
have complete peace, real freedom, tranquil security and sweet 
repose. We can enjoy pure air, shady trees with their abundant 
fruit, clear water, lovely valleys; we can make use of the fertile 
farmland and the productive vines, as well as appreciating the 
mountains and hills for the view, the woods for their charm, the 
fi elds for their spaciousness and the gardens for their beauty.

Another source of enjoyment is being able to watch the hard 
work of the farmers and the obedience of their teams, as they 
skilfully plow and sow the fi elds, and then the crops growing well 
and being harvested; and also to hear the songs of the peasants, 
the pipes of the shepherds, the rustic bagpipes of the cowherds, 
and the sweet singing of the birds.

(Agostino Gallo, A discussion between the noble gentlemen Messer 
Giovanni Battista Avogadro and Messer Cornelio Duccio in the 

month of May 1553 on the delights of the villa and how it is better 
to reside there than in the city (Venice, 1566))1

For the Renaissance patron, building in the country satisfi ed multiple 
desires. A signifi cant house established land ownership and projected 
a seigneurial presence in the region. Landownership provided fi nancial 
security, escape from the health risks of the city, political advantage, 
and the pleasure of nature. Life in the country offers pleasures in every 
domain, says Messer Avogadro: clean air, fertile agriculture, beautiful 
sights, and the labouring peasantry.

Rural residences usually consisted of a number of buildings, some 
for the habitation of the owners, others for animals and the storage of 
equipment, others for the collection of the agricultural products that 
provided wealth to the patron and employment to his labourers. If the 
countryside was rich with wildlife, life in the country offered the 
pleasures of hunting and an escape from the demands of city living. 
With a great house and fertile land, the owner could entertain for the 
pleasure of their company and the possibility of political profi t if the 
guests were members of the royal court or powerful families.

Architecture in 
the Natural World

7
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As a building type, the country house responded to the social, 
political, and economic changes in the fi fteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries. If protection was no longer as central a concern with the end to 
some local struggles, then houses could open to the landscape with 
larger windows and fewer of the defensive moats and walls needed in 
an earlier time. Yet, traces of architectural elements such as towers 
continued to be popular elements of even newly built houses as a sign 
of a noble past and family ancestry.

If the fortifi ed house or castle was one precedent for country houses 
the agricultural farm offered a local model. Simple rural houses were 
often cubic in shape and enlarged or rebuilt as the needs of the owners 
changed. These types of buildings changed slowly, often impercept-
ibly, over many centuries. Their construction and appearance evolved 
out of local circumstance, and availability of regional materials. This 
core of building tradition coexisted with other aspects of rural crafts 
and meshed with the rural economy of production and use. Builders 
and craftsmen were often the owners themselves. The continuity of 
rural building tradition, on the one hand, resisted change when none 
was needed or expected. When patrons and architects had the fi nancial 
resources and the desire to build afresh, building in the country offered 
the opportunity to innovate in ways that urban density did not allow.2

Perhaps the most signifi cant change in the history of the country 
house was the increasing desire by owners of property to live there. As 
Agostino Gallo writes in the passage that began this chapter, rural life 
could be fi lled with pleasurable activities that the city did not offer. 
Part literary fantasy, part cultural shift, the ideology of the country life 
captured the contemporary interest in the natural world and the pleas-
ures of leisure. The specifi c look of rural houses, and the activities that 
took place there, varied based on local traditions, conditions, and 
especially the climate. In Scotland, leisure pursuits tended to involve 
much more activity to counter the cold than in the hot climates of 
Spain or Italy.3

There is in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries a new attitude 
toward life in the country. The creation of a Renaissance villa 
ideology, or set of beliefs about the pleasures and benefits of coun-
try living, shaped the perception of even the most traditional of 
structures. Building in the country was as old as architecture itself, 
and Vitruvius says that architecture began when people huddled 
by a fire and built shelters [125]. Rural life continued in the same 
ways as it had essentially before, yet as with the urban palace, 
Renaissance patrons and architects believed that architecture 
could project the ideals and aspirations of the owners. The country 
house was an extension of the individual and the family out into 
the world.
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Protection and the Castle
At the start of the fi fteenth century, country houses for nobles were 
geared toward protecting the owners and an extended household, and 
establishing claims to property and agricultural land. The medieval 
houses of the ruling classes were primarily designed as places of pro-
tection that established their authority over the land. Within feudal 
society landowners needed to protect their family, dependants, and 
property from the attack of other landowners seeking to expand their 
holding, or the invasions of foreign powers. Thus the early history of 
castles, up to the fi fteenth century, is directly connected with the his-
tory of feudalism that bound vassals to their lords through primarily 
military service. As the residence for the lords, castles were the locus 
of their power and prestige. The defensive quality of castles in the 
medieval era was a fundamental aspect to their design, but they were 
also private residences of the lord.

The fi fteenth century marks a turning point in the history of rural 
building as patrons became increasingly interested in the comforts of 
their life as well as the protection of their assets. When Sir Edward 
Dalyngrigge built Bodiam Castle (East Sussex, England, 1386–8) he 
had returned from fi ghting in the Hundred Years War against France 
[126]. Many of the features of Bodiam Castle refl ected his experience 
in France such as the towers which recall the French donjon, or castle 
house.

125
Vitruvius, origins of building 
from Jean Martin, 
Architecture, ou Art de bien 
bastir de Marc Vitruve 
Pollion Autheur (Paris, 
1547)

Jean Martin (d. 1553) 
translated the 
Hypnerotomachia Poliphili
(1499) and the treatises of 
Sebastiano Serlio, Leon 
Battista Alberti, and Vitruvius 
into French. Singlehandedly, 
he made the seminal works 
of architectural classicism 
available to a wide audience 
in France. Many interested 
in ancient culture and 
humanist learning praised 
Martin’s careful and 
scholarly translations. In the 
second half of the sixteenth 
century, however, others, 
including Philibert de l’Orme, 
argued for a more national 
style, derived from French 
precedents and attuned to 
native forms. The sculptor 
Jean Goujon provided many 
of the illustrations to Martin’s 
text, freely interpreting the 
text in order to provide a 
more pictorial commentary 
on Vitruvius’ work.
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The square castle, impressively high, sited in the middle of a pro-
tective moat, makes any assault on the building more diffi cult while 
also amplifying the size and importance of the building against the 
gentle landscape of Sussex. A single road leads to the entrance gate, 
and controls access to the castle’s interior. A rhythm of round corner 
towers, bastion walls, and rectangular towers is reminiscent of the 
great walls surrounding many cities, including the medieval walls 
around Constantinople or even London.

Dalyngrigge received permission ‘to crenellate’ his house from King 
Richard II, that is, to add the symbolic and functional battlements 
along the roofl ine in order that the castle might serve ‘in defense of 
the adjacent country and for resistance against our enemies’. Like 
earlier medieval castles, the towers tie this building in with the tradi-
tion of tower houses used as protective fortresses by individual families 
in the English countryside. Dalyngrigge incorporated many of the 
latest inventions in defensive architecture used by other patrons, and 
developed during the long period of war in the previous century.

Bodiam was a city unto itself, and was intended to accommodate 
the large company of family and friends that made up the extended 
household. Dalyngrigge gave special attention to his own accommo-
dations and those of his servants and retainers. Separate suites of 
rooms were included for men of standing and class, as well as the 
service rooms across from the gatehouse needed to feed and entertain 
the fl ow of people in the castle. Kitchen, pantry, and buttery served 
the needs of the hall in the towers and gatehouses. Landowners were 
required to provide appropriate levels of hospitality for important 
visitors to the castles as well as the families who worked the lands 
attached to the castle.

126
Bodiam Castle, 1386–8, 
Sussex, England

By the end of the 14th 
century, fortifi ed castles 
already evoked a military 
past that was no longer 
relevant. Bodiam Castle still 
has all the elements of a true 
fortifi ed house in the towers 
and protective moat. Yet the 
attention to a powerful and 
unforgettable visual effect 
was equally important in its 
design and construction.
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Dalyngrigge built Bodiam to satisfy his desire for a house that 
would refl ect his status and serve his social and political needs after 
his retirement from war. The need for protection went hand in hand 
with the desire to appear fortifi ed (through features such as a tall 
profi le, multiple towers, crenellations along the wall, and the moat), 
which served both to reinforce the patron’s desire to be identifi ed with 
his military occupation and the ideals of chivalry.

Throughout the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries builders contin-
ued to use the architectural language associated with military archi-
tecture in houses for which there was no immediate defensive purpose. 
The architecture of chivalry represented the aspirations and noble 
genealogy of the patrons through the familiar forms and ornament of 
fortifi cations. Battlements, towers, and even moats were incorporated 
into country houses throughout Europe even when the function of 
those houses was now more directed toward the enjoyment of country 
life or the agricultural and economic production of land and its 
resources.

Good Air
Plagues began in the cities, and country life provided an escape from 
the fetid air that was thought to carry disease. Health, from a 
Renaissance perspective, was understood to be a careful balance of the 
four humours: blood, yellow bile, phlegm, and black bile. If any were 
present in too strong a concentration, then the health of the individual 
would be compromised. In a Renaissance context, the circulation of 
air was understood as part of a larger concept of the pneuma, an 
ancient Greek term that encompassed ideas of health and breathing, 
the energetic matter of the universe, and the spirit. Simply moving out 
of the city, with its overcrowded streets, poor hygiene, and damp air, 
could be enough to improve one’s health. Fresh air countered the 
dangers of excessive dampness, and thus disease. In the country the air 
could circulate freely both outside and within the house, preventing 
disease from entering the body.

In the cities there was little opportunity to change the location of 
buildings. In the country, however, patrons could select the best site 
for a new house. Alberti advised ‘a gentleman [to choose a site] some-
where dignifi ed, rather than in a particularly fertile stretch of land, 
where it could enjoy all the benefi t and delight of breeze, sun and 
view’.4 A beautiful view, so often praised in architectural writings on 
the villa and the landscape, was an aesthetic pleasure that ensured a 
healthy location for living. Builders should thus avoid swampy land, 
or building close to a river or pond. Among their other skills, archi-
tects needed to know the local geography and the patterns of the 
seasons. When did the land fl ood? What were the prevailing winds?
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Land reclamation projects, including the draining of swamps and 
fens, increased the usable acreage for cultivation and made it healthier 
for habitation. In his treatise on The Art of Living Long (Discorsi della 
vita sobria, 1558), Alvise Cornaro describes his own villa outside of 
Venice.

[I]t is, indeed, a very different place than what it was formerly, having once 
been marshy and of unwholesome atmosphere—a home fi t rather for snakes 
than for human beings. But, after I had drained off the waters, the air became 
healthful and people fl ocked thither from every direction; the number of the 
inhabitants began to multiply exceedingly; and the country was brought to 
the perfect condition in which it is today.5

In the organization of rooms, the planning of the villa could also 
mitigate the threat of cold and dampness. Rooms with windows on 
more than one wall allowed for better circulation, and deep porticos 
shielded the interior from the heat of the summer sun [127]. The 
Villa Capra, one of Palladio’s most studied villas, has porticos on the 
four sides and a large room at the centre under a domed ceiling. Hot 
air rises toward the dome, and out through the opening at the top 
(now covered over). Air can circulate freely through the four porches, 
and into the rooms off the central space.

127
Andrea Palladio, Villa Capra, 
begun 1565, Vicenza, Italy

The Ionic columns of the 
porch are enclosed by walls 
pierced with tall narrow 
arches. This combination of 
column and wall recalls a 
type of ancient temple in
antis. This detail, typical of 
Palladio’s adaptation of an 
ancient motif to a 
contemporary use, 
accentuates the geometrical 
clarity of the four temple 
fronts and their simultaneous 
connection with the main 
body of the building and 
their relationship to the 
landscape.
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Houses for Different Sorts
Throughout the Italian architect and writer’s Sebastiano Serlio’s long 
life (Bologna 1475–France 1553/5) his multi-volume treatise refl ected 
his changing architectural ideas and the fortunes of his career. Each 
book of the treatise appeared individually, and the whole project was 
probably intended to include seven books covering all necessary topics 
for the practising architect including geometry and perspective, an -
tiquity, the orders, temples, and unusual circumstances in building. 
His attention to the unplanned aspect of building, that is the realities 
of architecture, refl ects Serlio’s own work as an architect, though few 
of his actual projects survive. His greatest legacy is certainly his trea-
tise, which was widely read and translated.

Palladio’s Villa Capra (begun 
c.1565–6) was a villa suburbana, built 
just on the outskirts of the city of 
Vicenza for Paolo Almerico, a papal 
envoy who returned to his native city 
after a career in Rome. The house is 
on the edge of the hills, overlooking 
open fi elds, and within easy walking 
distance of the city centre [128]. The 
plan is the most closely 
controlled of any of Palladio’s villas, 
with four porches arranged on the 
cardinal axes [149]. Each 
porch is a temple front, reached by

wide stairs that lead to a landing and 
entrance into the central domed space. 
In terms of function, Palladio does 
not include it among the villas as it 
is so close to the city, and it served a 
different function from other country 
residences. It also comments most 
directly on the landscape through the 
four porticos. It is not subservient to 
the landscape, but takes and moulds 
it, addressing it through its rigorous 
geometry and monumental dome. 
The building is self-consciously 
architectural in the face of nature.

Palladio’s Villa Capra

128
Andrea Palladio, Villa Capra, 
begun 1565, Vicenza, Italy

The main entrance to the 
Villa Capra was originally 
along this axis from the road. 
This view shows how the 
house articulates the rise of 
the hill in the form of the 
dome.
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Not all of his ideas made it into print. Book VI, known only 
through two manuscript copies, showed domestic architecture in the 
city and country [112]. Serlio began it around 1541, soon after he and 
his family, including his wife and several children, moved to France to 
work at the court of King Francis I, and it is dedicated to Henry II, 
son of Francis I. It refl ects both his background and initial training in 
Rome, central Italy, and Venice, and his growing knowledge of French 
architectural practice and styles. He includes existing buildings, 
though often modifi ed, and other more general schemes. In the serv-
ice of the French royal court, Serlio was responsible for work on the 
palace at Fontainebleau and there built a palace for the Cardinal of 
Ferrara (built 1544–6), which he included in Book VI. The Château 
of Ancy-le-Franc (designed from c.1541, Burgundy, France), the best 
surviving building by Serlio, is represented in the book as a ‘House of 
the Illustrious Prince in the Style of a Fortress’. Built for Comte 
Antoine de Clermont-Tonnerre, the four wings surround a courtyard, 
and, along with the corner towers, retain the air of the fortifi ed house 
[129]. Classical pilasters on the exterior and in the courtyard were, 
according to Serlio, the desire of the patron, although in the drawing 
for the book Serlio shows the ground fl oor of the exterior with the 
rough stones of rustication (see the discussion of rustication later in 
this chapter) as surrounds for the door and window. In praising the 
patron on the one hand for his ‘three qualities: knowledge, will, power’ 
he also disowns some of the aspects of the building as built, for the 
use of columns was ‘in part made according to the wishes of the 
patron’.6

Although Ancy-le-Franc incorporates pilasters over the surface of 
the exterior, in more ways the building refl ects French architectural 

129
Sebastiano Serlio, Ancy-le-
Franc, 1544–50, near 
Tonnerre, France

The pilasters on the exterior 
of the chateau mark out two 
different rhythms, one on the 
main range of rooms, the 
other on the two towers on 
the corners. The overall 
effect is of aesthetic 
restraint, with the use of a 
limited palette of ornament 
and materials and subtle 
gradations of shadow and 
the contrast of the white 
stone against the dark roof. 
In the courtyard Serlio used 
a greater variety of ornament 
and materials, perhaps at 
the insistence of his patron.
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practice in plan, form, and style. The steep roofs are appropriate for 
the northern climate. A sequence of rooms with minor apartments on 
one wing and staterooms on the other is consistent with French plan-
ning, which Serlio particularly admired. And even the pilasters, the 
most obvious sign of central Italian architecture, were redistributed on 
the façade in a French manner. The pilasters for example in the corner 
towers are brought in close to the windows, giving a more vertical 
appearance in those blocks rather than the more horizontal distribu-
tion of the orders on a comparable Italian building. In his treatise, as 
well as in his practice, Serlio shows options for both city and country 
architecture based on national differences.

The most innovative aspect of Book VI, however, may be Serlio’s 
presentation of domestic building as a progression from the simplest 
architecture for the poorest workers to castles suitable for kings and 
tyrants.7 His country architecture, in particular, shows a one-room 
house, with a basic porch with column supports, as appropriate for 
rural workers. Italianate villas included rich references to classical 
architecture, both ancient and modern. The sequence of architectural 
options shows Serlio exploring the relationship between building type 
and national distinctions as well as social and economic difference.

Antiquity
The remains of ancient villas outside Rome fed a Renaissance interest 
in the houses of the ancients. Poggio Bracciolini, a fi fteenth-century 
historian, described what could be seen of the ruins.

There are many pools and reservoirs . . . there are aqueducts . . . there are broken 
columns and various kinds of marble scattered through the fi elds; also stones 
visible in huge piles leave intimations of great things in our minds. There still 
exist very large remains of quite a few villas fi lled with various bits of orna-
ments and fragments of statues; there are arches and vaults of subterranean 
passages and cellars so large that some of them stretch for more than a sta-
dium . . . there are also some promenades, beautifully built and still whole.8

These elements of ancient buildings, evocative though they were, did 
not produce a template for Renaissance architects or patrons but 
rather a group of features that evoked a past way of life.

It was in the literary descriptions in ancient texts that Renaissance 
readers had a vision of ancient rural life, tempting in its descriptions 
and maddeningly vague in its architectural details. Pliny the Younger 
(ad 61–112) described in his letters the leisurely life he enjoyed away 
from the demands of the city.

For besides the attractions of the place which I have mentioned the greatest 
is the relaxation and carefree luxury of the place—there is no need for a toga, 
the neighbors do not come to call, it is always quiet and peaceful—advantages 
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as great as the healthful situation and limpid air. I always feel energetic and 
fi t for anything at my Tuscan villa, both mentally and physically. I exercise my 
mind by study, my body by hunting. My household too fl ourishes better here 
than elsewhere: I have never lost a retainer, none of those I brought up with 
me.9

Poggio a Caiano
Both patrons and architects shared an interest in ancient villas which 
affected the design of new buildings. Giuliano da Sangallo (c.1445–
1516) won a competition to design a villa for Lorenzo de’ Medici 
(1449–92) on property he had recently acquired [130]. The land, 
about 20 km west of Florence, was a fi nancial investment made by 
Lorenzo in order to diversify family holdings away from banking and 
toward real property. However, the purchase also allowed Lorenzo to 
build anew, working closely with the architect on the design and plan-
ning of the villa and its property.

The basic shape of the villa is a simple cubic form, reminiscent of 
local Tuscan farmhouses. Here the block-like form is amplifi ed and 
like Bodiam placed against the landscape, raised on a podium evoking 
the great substructures of ancient villas as described by Bracciolini. 
This building was calculated to be seen, and to see from—a place to 
look out over the landscape and to impose on the landscape.

On the main façade, which originally would have been approached 
by two straight stairs, is the main entrance, marked by a vestibulum,
an entrance hallway, set off by a loggia with classical columns and a 130

Giuliano da Sangallo, Poggio 
a Caiano, begun 1485, near 
Prato, Italy

Lorenzo de Medici intended 
his new villa to be a modern 
interpretation of the villas of 
the ancients, and express 
his own interests in humanist 
learning. At the end of the 
fi fteenth century, Poggio a 
Caiano marked a turning 
point in the design of rural 
residences in central Italy 
after decades of 
experimentation. The 
practical concerns of land 
ownership, agricultural 
economy, and traditional 
building practices remained 
the most important concerns 
of patrons and architects 
alike; and most builders 
eschewed innovative design 
in favour of time-tested 
formula.
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pediment above. In ancient buildings, these elements would have been 
used on Roman temples; that is religious buildings, a completely differ-
ent type of building from a villa. Yet a pediment served as a mark of 
ancient Rome, easily transferable from one building type to another. It 
conferred upon the building a sign of antiquity, and thus an aura of 
scholarship that could be associated with the patron. Yet there is no 
attempt to make an easy transition from the rest of the building to the 
pediment; the windows are crowded in on the left side, and the pedi-
ment surprisingly seems an afterthought, an addition meant to appear 
distinct. This fi rst use of the pediment in a secular building would become 
a powerful sign of the owner’s status, much like the family coat of arms 
in the pediment or the general theme of the villa’s frieze, which suggested 
the cyclical return of time and the benefi cent rule of the Medici.

Planning of the Ancients
In the last years of his life, Raphael was working on plans for a villa 
on Monte Mario in Rome for Cardinal Giulio de’ Medici (1478–
1534), later Pope Clement VII. Close to the Vatican Palace and the 
dense city centre, the Villa Madama was placed on the side of a hill, 
with views across the city [131].

Superintendent of works was the architect Antonio da Sangallo 
(c.1460–1534), brother of Giuliano da Sangallo. The centre of the villa 
was to be a large round courtyard off which were the main rooms. A 
vast complex, it may have been intended as a great reception residence 
for foreign dignitaries coming into the city for the theatre. 
Stabling for 200 horses, and a hippodrome with gardens, provided 
amenities for the great retinues expected [132]. From the south a 

131
Raphael, Antonio da 
Sangallo, Giulio Romano, 
and others, Villa Madama, 
from 1517, Rome

A vaulted substructure 
supports the upper terrace 
of the garden, reminiscent of 
ancient remains visible in 
Rome and the surrounding 
landscape. Springs from the 
hillside collected in 
fi shponds on the lower level.
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great open stairway was planned, leading up from the Vatican and 
connecting the building with the city. The building was never fi nished, 
and what was constructed was damaged during the Sack of Rome 
(1527), and only recently has it been renovated. Its present name was 
acquired when the villa passed into the hands of Margaret of Parma, 
the daughter of Charles V, in 1536.

There were both ancient precedents and modern examples of this 
kind of villa planning that fused architecture and natural forms. 
Ancient Roman villas had often, as here, been built into the sides of 
hills with arched substructures to support the building. And the 
recently completed Belvedere by Donato Bramante incorporated vast 
terraces running across the hill to connect the Vatican Palace to exist-
ing buildings on the Mons Vaticanus [133].

132
Villa Madama, plan

Only a small part of the villa 
was built but a surviving plan 
by Antonio da Sangallo 
(redrawn here) shows the 
sequence of rooms and 
planned outdoor spaces. The 
axial plan, running alongside 
the length of the hill, opens 
and closes into larger and 
smaller spaces, creating an 
unfolding experience that 
cannot be anticipated from 
one room to another.

133
Donato Bramante, Cortile 
del Belvedere, begun 1505, 
Vatican

A vast building project, on 
the scale of the work of the 
ancients, the Cortile del 
Belvedere connected the 
Vatican Palace with the 
Belvedere of Innocent VIII 
(elected pope in 1484) with 
its newly completed 
sculpture garden (completed 
1506). From the papal 
apartments in the Vatican 
Palace, the Belvedere 
offered an unparalleled view 
of the performances and 
pageants that were also 
viewed from the terraces that 
lined the garden on both 
sides. Bramante carefully 
considered the movement 
from level to level, arranging 
ramps and stairs to take 
advantage of the change in 
height and view.
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The complex bears witness to a desire to recover not only the forms 
but also the planning of ancient villas. For symmetry does not order 
the villa plan, as it had in the quattrocento villas for the Medici; or as 
the Belvedere had so grandly attempted to make order and sense out 
of the existing structures on the Vatican. The Villa Madama was laid 
out on the axes of a cross, each arm of the plan independent in its 
adaptation to the site and terrain. Thus the proposed theatre was to 
be built into the hill and only seen when one arrived at it, not to be a 
part of a whole scenic perspective, as in the Belvedere which relies on 
a strong visual perspective. Nor is it a building to be taken in at one 
glance, like the compact cubic forms of Tuscan villas, as at Poggio a 
Caiano. Instead the Villa Madama is experienced as a sequence of 
spaces and rooms. Architecture here takes a turn toward a different 
kind of spatial experience, a potent idea about architectural space and 
its emotional and psychological possibilities, as Pliny himself had 
described his villas as a succession of varied rooms, views, and experi-
ences.10 This seems to propose a relationship of architecture and 
nature, in which nature makes architecture into a series of disjunctive 
moments disrupting the boundaries between the natural and the man-
made world [29].

134
Raphael, Antonio da 
Sangallo, Giulio Romano, 
and others, Garden Loggia, 
Villa Madama, from 1517, 
Rome

When Raphael died in 1520, 
much of the villa remained 
without decoration and the 
project was left to Giovanni 
da Udine and Giulio 
Romano. The ornament on 
the walls and vaults imitated 
what Renaissance artists had 
seen in the remains of 
ancient buildings, and called 
alla grottesca for its 
appearance in underground 
grottoes. The scenes 
incorporate the Cardinal’s 
coats of arms in a range of 
mythological motifs. The 
work was done in stucco, a 
revival of an ancient 
technique that allowed for a 
rich, sculptural decoration 
that could be moulded over 
less precious building 
materials such as brick.
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The terrace gardens demonstrate this [131]. Water from springs on 
the hillside collects in three niches hollowed out of the retaining wall 
of the main terrace, and then runs down into fi shponds on the lower 
terrace. The grouping of arches and niches follows a triumphal arch 
pattern. As architecture and nature were to be united in the villa, so 
too were all the arts to be present in the decoration and design of the 
villa. In the garden loggia, the boundary space between inside and 
outside, the decoration closely reproduced the decoration of ancient 
Roman building in the grotesque work [134].

The Politics of Proximity
Very often villas are grouped together, one family building near 
another in the same area (suggesting the almost tribal nature of coun-
try house building). This is true in the Veneto where families from 
Vicenza, Verona, and Venice moved into the terra fi rma, reclaiming 
land through drainage and other technological improvements, and 
establishing rural residences there. The need to be close enough to 
travel back into the city or town where business was conducted dic-
tated a certain relative distance between city house and country resi-
dence. However, the connection to other families, the need to maintain 
ties to the same group as in the city, was important for economic and 
political reasons.

Ideas from Italy, known from the publication of villas as in Andrea 
Palladio’s I quattro libri dell ’architettura (1570) and travellers’ 
accounts, offered new models to patrons and their architects through-
out Europe, yet the importance of these books should not be over-
stated. Smaller country houses, in contrast to the royal examples, 
remained fi ercely loyal to local precedents. Within the framework of 
the smaller house, economics dictated that builders use predomi-
nantly local materials, and rely on local talent. Moreover, within a 
particular region, houses were in dialogue with one another. As 
refl ections of their owners, houses were understood to be both part 
of a social network yet marking out their individuality from that 
same group. Patrons looked to other houses nearby as models to 
emulate, and surpass.

Architects who worked for a family in the city were also hired to 
build their country estates, and often worked for a group of families. 
This phenomenon is well known in the Veneto, but was also an 
important part of the concentration of country houses in areas such 
as the Loire Valley of France, prized by Francis I and his ministers 
for the excellent hunting, the Weser River Valley (Germany), or the 
county of Northamptonshire in England. There was often competi-
tiveness between families, a desire to outdo the other in elaborate 
houses.
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Proportionality
Of all the architects who designed country houses, Andrea Palladio 
(1508–80) is certainly the best known, and the most studied by later 
architects and patrons. His reputation spread quickly in his own life-
time, based on the quality of his building as well as through the pub-
lication of his own designs in his treatise. His buildings were already 
a destination for visitors to the Veneto soon after they were built. In 
the early seventeenth century, Thomas Coryat describes the elegance 
of their decoration and construction. And in 1613–14, the English 
architect Inigo Jones made a careful study of his architecture with 
Palladio’s own treatise as a guide to his visits [149].11 Architects to the 
present day have continued a fascination with Palladio’s buildings, 
especially his villas, fi nding them rich and compelling models that 
reward careful study. The characteristics that attract architects and 
visitors to Palladio’s buildings—they are among the most visited 
buildings in the Veneto—may stem from their elegant classical details, 
used with restraint and unity. It may also be the careful attention 
Palladio gave to the buildings’ location: aligned axially to fi elds, set 
against a vista of hills, alongside the canal or river. Many of Palladio’s 
villas are lavishly decorated in the interior, a contrast with the self-
possession of the exterior ornamentation. It is also, certainly, that a 
visit to more than one of his buildings brings a sensation of a repeated 
theme, heard again but with subtle changes and variations.

The unique quality of Palladio’s architecture, diffi cult to pinpoint 
even if it is possible to pick out particular features, has been described 
by scholars as Palladio’s attention to proportion. Rudolf Wittkower in 
a detailed analysis of Palladio’s use of mathematical proportion in all 
aspects of his buildings (plan, elevation, ornamental details) ascribes 
to Palladio a highly refi ned use of proportional relationships in his 
buildings, a characteristic that Wittkower thought gave them a uni-
versal aesthetic appeal.

Once [Palladio] had found the basic geometric pattern for the problem 
‘villa,’ he adapted it as clearly and as simply as possible to the special require-
ments of each commission. He reconciled the task at hand with the ‘certain 
truth’ of mathematics which is fi nal and unchangeable. The geometrical 
keynote is, subconsciously rather than consciously, perceptible to everyone 
who visits Palladio’s villas and it is this that gives his buildings their convinc-
ing quality.12

For Wittkower, number was a Platonic truth that emerged through 
the rigour of Renaissance scholarship. Palladio’s use of mathematical 
proportions in his buildings was evidence of his intellectual sophisti-
cation applied to the problem of building, a demonstration of theory 
applied to practice. The popularity of Wittkower’s ideas in the context 
of twentieth-century architectural modernism, which most likely 
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stimulated his own ideas, has since been challenged. Few, if any, of 
Palladio’s buildings follow any rigorous mathematical systems.13

However, if Wittkower held to a fundamental belief in the role of 
numbers in the creation of a universal architecture that we now fi nd 
too rigid, it is still possible to see Palladio’s interest in number and 
proportion as an essential part of his architecture. For numbers do, as 
Wittkower suggests, lie at the heart of Palladio’s architecture. 
Throughout the treatise, Palladio takes special care to insert numbers 
into the illustrations so that the careful reader can see not only the 
overall effect of the design but also its relative parts. For example, villa 
plans are marked with their dimensions, so that readers could trans-
pose that design into their own local system of measurement. Yet to 
stop at this level does not take Palladio’s understanding of the implica-
tions of number far enough. If number does exist on the semi- 
conscious level as Wittkower suggests, then it surely is also present in 
the very real and immediate demands of architecture as it mediates 
between people, places, and things.14 Let us take one of Palladio’s vil-
las as an example.

Villa Emo in the village of Fanzolo belonged to Leonardo Emo, a 
Venetian noble whose family had owned property here since the fi f-
teenth century [135]. There was an older house on the property, and 
the land still shows traces of its ancient Roman heritage in the layout 
of the fi elds and the presence of a Roman road. Palladio sites his 
villa, and its adjoining buildings, to take full advantage of this agricul-
tural heritage, aligning the main entrance to the house along a domi-
nant axis through the fi elds and elevating the entrance one storey 

135
Andrea Palladio, Villa Emo, 
begun 1559, Fanzolo di 
Vedelago, Italy

The residence is connected 
to the farm buildings yet 
distinguished by its raised 
elevation and classical 
temple front. The service 
buildings to the side have 
simpler arches wide enough 
to accommodate a farm cart. 
The deep porch provides 
shade, and thus cooler air to 
circulate into the living 
quarters.
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above ground level. Leonardo Emo commissioned Palladio in con-
junction with major land reclamation work on the property, draining 
fi elds in order to farm grain in the area.

The agricultural function of the building is clear: the main house, 
the casa di villa, is attached to the barchesse or service buildings by 
arcades which stretch out like arms toward the landscape [136]. The 
covered portico not only serves to aesthetically tie the house to the 
farm buildings, but also to provide further storage area for the farm 
with a protected area for equipment, produce, and animals. The ramp 
that goes from ground level to the main entrance to the house most 
likely served as an area for threshing the grain, close to the barns and 
storage areas.

If mathematical number is at the heart of the Villa Emo it is 
expressed in the lucid way Palladio attends to the mass of the building 
and its ornamentation. The main block of the building is almost 
entirely devoid of ornament (there are not even any cornices or mould-
ings around the windows) except for the Doric portico. The pure wall 
of the house makes the classical elements all the more striking, and 
serves to demarcate the elevated status of the house over the more 
functional buildings at the sides. While rigorous in its simplicity, and 
therefore mathematical by implication, the architecture of the villa 
should also be appreciated for its corporeal qualities.

Finally, the interior of the villa is surprising in its rich painted 
decoration that interacts and responds to the building. The artist 
Battista Zelotti executed the paintings as he had done for other villas, 
an aspect of the building that Palladio did not attempt to dictate, and 

136
View through loggia toward 
fi elds, Andrea Palladio, Villa 
Emo, begun 1559, Fanzolo 
di Vedelago, Italy

The columns of the porch 
frame the long vista through 
the fi elds. The painted 
decoration by Battista Zelotti 
extends the structural beams 
of the ceiling, and creates a 
rich and imagined 
landscape.
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In villas and gardens the most successful 
architecture, according to the principles 
developed in the Renaissance, responded 
to its setting in the landscape. Nature 
was a potent force, a living presence 
that shaped the experience as well 
as the form of building. Not only 
were the materials understood as the 
product of organic processes that must 
be cultivated and shaped before they 
could be incorporated into a building, 
ornament itself might refl ect that same 
fecundity of the earth. Rustication, 
a term derived from the Latin ‘rus’ 
meaning ‘country’, was rough stones 
that may in fact have been carved to 
look that way, allowing architects to 
express the vital character of the natural 
world in buildings themselves. The 
Grotte du Jardin des Pins (1541–3) at 
Fontainebleau has arches with un-
hewn stone serving as the voussoirs and 
Atlantids, mythical giants embedded in 
the rock [137]. 

Rustication was a mode of build-
ing, according to the writer Serlio, and 
was most often used in combination 
with either the Doric or Tuscan, the 
simplest of the classical orders. It had a 
powerful effect when used in com-
bination with more refi ned masonry, 
playing off the fi nish of the capitals and 
mouldings against the rough stones. 
At the Palazzo Te, a villa suburbana on 
the edge of the city of Mantua (begun 
in the mid-1520s), Giulio Romano 
exploited the full expressive potential of 
rustication [138] Rough stones appear.

appear almost to grow out from the 
surface of the building or break through 
the pediments over doorways. The vi-
sual puns work because they play on the 
expectations of the viewer who might 
expect a more regular and sedate use of 
the orders, with no surprises.

Serlio wrote that rustication agreed 
with the character of a soldier or ‘a 
scholar or a merchant with a robust 
life’ (Bk. IV, p. 332) and was particu-
larly appropriate for the architecture 
of a fortress. Rustication may have 
been no more impenetrable than 
regular stone, and in fact would be 
easily damaged by cannon fi re, but its 
character evoked strength. This quality 
of protection made rustication peren-
nially popular for any building that 
was to appear fortifi ed. In Florence, 
rustication was used on the façade of 
the Palazzo Medici (1444) and the 
Palazzo Pitti (from 1457), continuing 
a local tradition in Tuscany, though 
updated in combining smooth and 
rough surfaces in a play on the medi-
eval precedents.

By the sixteenth century, as archi-
tects and theorists sought ancient 
Roman precedents for current practice, 
models in the perimeter wall of the 
Forum of Augustus (dedicated in 2 
bc) and temples from the time of the 
Emperor Claudius (10 bc–ad 54) 
were cited as authorities that justifi ed 
the growing interest in the evocative 
and emotional power of architectural 
forms.

Rustication
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Grotte des Jardins des Pins, 
1541–3, Fontainebleau, 
France

This rusticated arch leads 
into a grotto, originally inlaid 
with shells and crystals and 
decorated with mythological 
paintings. That play with 
nature and artifi ce is still 
present in the exterior 
arches, with stones 
consciously carved in rough 
blocks. Male fi gures form 
part of the architecture, their 
well-developed muscles 
appropriately formed by 
rocks still replete with all 
their natural vitality. The 
Grotte des Jardins des Pins 
is variously ascribed to 
Francesco Primaticcio 
(1504/5–1570) and 
Sebastiano Serlio. Both 
worked at Fontainebleau and 
designed architectural works 
with a rich vocabulary of the 
orders and rustication.
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it is again the contrast between the parts—exterior to interior—that 
provides the effect for both owner and visitor.

One way we might think about proportion in Palladio’s architecture 
is not to see it as a covert aspect of the architecture, waiting to be 
revealed through complex and erudite texts or the explication of archi-
tect and patron. Rather, proportion is an aspect of building that sees 
elements in relation to one another, this is to that, as one would parse 
out the mathematical ration of, say, 2 : 3. That ratio may defi ne the 
dimensions of a room, or the diameter of a column to its height. Ratios 
are also shorthand for describing objects in dialogue with one another. 
Silvio Belli, a contemporary of Palladio who was a fellow member of 
the Accademia Olimpica in Vicenza, published a book, On Proportions 
and Proportionality, in 1573 where he described proportion as a fun-
damental property ‘of beauty and of health’.15

If we look again at Palladio’s villas we can see how that idea of 
objects in dialogue can apply to elements of the architecture in the 
relationship of the building to the landscape, the house to the barns, 
the ornament to the structure, and the book to the building. Decorum, 
a central issue in Palladio’s architectural approach, dictates the suita-
bility of a house to its owner, and places the building in an active role 
between patron and architect.

Remarkable Women, Remarkable Builders
Women played an important role as the direct or indirect patrons of 
architecture. If the male head of the family, having commissioned a 
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Giulio Romano, Palazzo Te, 
from 1524, Mantua, Italy

In his work for the Gonzaga 
in Mantua, Giulio Romano 
served as court architect and 
artistic adviser. He developed 
a highly personal use of the 
orders and especially 
rustication, adopting an 
architectural vocabulary 
based on the nature of the 
building and its intended 
audience. For Federico 
Gonzaga (1500–40), Giulio 
Romano renovated and 
expanded the Palazzo Te on 
the edge of the city. The 
building amazed and 
delighted its owner and his 
guests. Each room offers a 
different architectural 
experience, painted with wild 
banquets of the ancients or 
portraits of the Duke’s 
beloved horses. The 
rustication on the exterior 
and along the walls of the 
courtyard is unexpected and 
sophisticated.
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building, dies before its completion, the widow may push on with the 
project, as often happened with Palladio’s patrons. Palaces built for 
female royalty, as in the palace at Mechelen for Margaret of Austria, can 
be directed to refl ect her wishes, within certain limits of court protocol. 
There are, however, cases where women are able to take the lead, conceiv-
ing of a project from its start through to the end, working with the 
architect, asserting their own personality directly into the project as con-
structed. Often, this sort of direct architectural involvement, for both 
male and female patrons, took place with architecture in the country. 
Away from the limits (social and spatial) of the city, rural building offered 
patron and architect more freedom to invent new solutions for traditional 
problems. How much of these innovative buildings can be ascribed to 
the dynamics of gender is diffi cult to determine, though it can be seen 
where the issues of imagery and inventive planning come to the fore. 
This section will look at two remarkable women and their remarkable 
buildings: the chateau at Anet by Philibert de l’Orme for Diane de 
Poitiers, the mistress of Henry II (1547–53); and Hardwick Hall, the 
great house by Robert Smythson for Elizabeth Shrewsbury (1590).

Diana, the Hunter
The country houses of Francis I and Henry VIII were primarily hunting 
lodges, built on an extremely grand scale. They were designed to take advan-
tage of the rich reserves of game in the woods and valleys of the Loire Valley 
or the southern counties of England. In an age when the skills of hunting 
came ever more to defi ne masculine status, in part as a replacement for the 
military tests on the battlefi eld, the houses were the setting for display of 
masculine identity, now codifi ed through ‘new’ medieval castles and grand 
lodges. Yet, the taste for the hunt was not restricted to men.

For Diane de Poitiers (1499–1566), widow of Louis de Brézé 
(d. 1531) and mistress of Henry II, Philibert de l’Orme designed 
an extra ordinary chateau at Anet, about 75 km west of Paris 
[139]. Like the great parks owned by Francis I, the woods at Anet 
were excellent for hunting, a passion shared by Diane de Poitiers. 
What had been a modest house, created under an earlier architect, 
was now expanded into a multi-courtyard residence that projected 
Diane de Poitiers’s elevated status once Henry II ascended to the 
throne in 1547. Each element of the chateau, of which only a part 
remains after much was destroyed in the French Revolution (1798–
1811), reveals de l’Orme’s interest in creating an architecture which 
is innovative in its projection of a French style, perfectly suited to his 
royal client. In the invention of the trompe, the richness of the décor, 
or the complexity of the chapel’s dome, each element of the chateau 
was a tour-de-force, a gem that refl ected the talent of the architect 
and the prestige of the patron.
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In the entrance gate to the chateau, de l’Orme engages every avail-
able aspect of architectural and ornamental language to create a French 
building that explicitly represents his patron [140]. While the gate has 
the form of a triumphal arch, along with the attention to material con-
sistent with classical building (regular blocks, fl at and fi nely fi nished 
ashlar masonry), there are few explicit classical details. Only the Doric 
columns on either side of the entrance derive from a classical vocabulary. 
At the same time, the architect brings in architectural citations from 
older French buildings: the curved wings recalling the turrets of fortifi ed 
houses and the pierced parapets that were common on Gothic houses. 
Yet the smooth surface of the stonework with its regular stringcourse 
and the geometrical patterns of the balustrades have the feel of archi-
tecture derived from a classical source. In the tympanum is a bronze 
sculpture by Benvenuto Cellini. The over-life-size plaque, created for 
the chateau of Fontainebleau but never installed there, was given to 
Diane by Henry II. The reclining nude, with one arm draped over the 
neck of a stag, in this context becomes Diana, the huntress. The explicit 
imagery of the sculpture projects the patron, in her allegorical identity, 
crafted as with the architecture from sources both classical and French.

Bess of Hardwick
Through a series of four strategic marriages and great political savvy, 
Elizabeth, Countess of Shrewsbury (1521–1608), became the second 
most powerful woman in England (after Queen Elizabeth I). Although 
the Queen descended from a lineage of great builders (her father 
Henry VIII had over fi fty country estates), Elizabeth herself built lit-
tle. In order to ensure the loyalty of her nobles and solidify her 
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Drawing by Jacques 
Androuet du Cerceau, 
Chateau of Anet, before 
1576

This drawing was ultimately 
engraved and included in 
Androuet du Cerceau’s book 
of houses, Les Plus 
Excellents Bastiments de 
France (1576–9), a 
celebration of national style 
and the infl uence of French 
patrons and architects. The 
birds-eye view shows the 
buildings of Anet with its 
protective walls and 
enclosed gardens. The 
corner towers, prominent in 
Androuet du Cerceau’s 
drawing, recall earlier French 
chateaux, an aspect of the 
building that reinforced its 
historic ties. The symmetry 
of the design, an aspect of 
the overall planning by 
Philibert de l’Orme, is 
evident from the alignment 
of the entrance gate with the 
three-storey frontispiece in 
the main courtyard. Anet 
evoked both new Italianate 
tastes and the importance of 
building within the national 
traditions.
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political power, she encouraged her courtiers to build grandly in 
anticipation of a royal visit. These royal progresses required vast estates 
to house the Queen and her retinue in grand style.

Elizabeth Hardwick employed the most important architect of 
the era, Robert Smythson (1534–1614), to design her new house.16

She purchased Hardwick, her ancestral home, around 1583. 
Although she spent time having the existing house restored 1587–
65, after the death of her fourth husband, George Talbot, 6th Earl 
of Shrewsbury (?1528–90), she employed Robert Smythson to 
design a new house [141]. The new Hardwick Hall was nearly 
adjacent to the old hall, and the side-by-side juxtaposition of family 
home and new home was a practical decision that reinforced her 
own family heritage.

Four corner towers recall English fortifi ed castles. Yet the house is 
nothing like English medieval houses. Much of the surface of the 
house is windows, increasing in size on the upper fl oors. The amount 
of glass, originally set in faceted, undulating patterns that would have 
caught the light, dematerializes the façade and asserts the patron’s 
wealth in her use of such a costly material. The patron’s initials and 
coat of arms, prominently displayed along the roofl ine, identify the 
house as Elizabeth’s alone.

Both Smythson and Elizabeth Shrewsbury owned architectural 
books, including Palladio’s recently published treatise (I quattro libri 
dell ’architettura, 1570). The plan at Hardwick is symmetrical, fol-
lowing the general schemes in Palladio, with a large hall at the 
centre [142, 149, 151]. Halls were a traditional part of an English 
country house, the space where hospitality was given to guests and 
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Philibert de l’Orme, Gate, 
Chateau d’Anet, 1552, 
Eure-et-Loire, France

The architect imagined the 
gate like the entrance façade 
of a Romanesque cathedral, 
an architectural type that 
prepared the viewer for the 
full experience of the 
building through a consistent 
narrative. The story here is 
not religious but mythological 
and personal: Diana as 
huntress. Each aspect of the 
building can be read as 
referring to her and an 
aspect of her life story. The 
sum of all the architectural 
parts is the residence for a 
member of royalty, but the 
details lay out a biography 
connected only to Diane de 
Poitiers.
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the extended household. In the hall, as in the enclosed courtyard of 
an earlier castle, visitors were received and the family was on dis-
play.17 At Hardwick, however, the plan was designed so that the 
traditional longitudinal hall, found in great houses like Penshurst 
Place (dating from the fourteenth century) or even the nearly con-
temporary Wollaton Hall, was now turned to go across the plan, a 
cross-hall plan. This allowed Elizabeth to direct and observe the 
events of the household from the bridge on the upper fl oors that 
linked her bedroom to the adjacent chamber. In this way she was 
able to be present and keep a watch over the house, while being 
separate from it.18

The upper fl oor is the grandest in the house, with the fewest and 
largest rooms, all intended to impress the Queen should she visit the 
house. The great upper chamber was designed to hold a set of tapes-
tries purchased for the house. The long gallery, one of the largest in 
England at the time, provided a place to exercise in inclement weather, 
and a room with tremendous views over the land controlled by 
Elizabeth Shrewsbury [143].19 It also held portraits of both Elizabeth, 
other members of her family, and the Queen, who never visited the 
house and was here only in her image.

Garden, Landscape, Territory
Houses in the country always interact with nature, but the garden was 
a formal construction that tempered nature to particular ends. In this 
way, gardens are a close relative to agricultural land and the hunting 
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Robert Smythson, Hardwick 
Hall, 1590–7, Derbyshire, 
England

Set against smooth ashlar 
walls, the windows at 
Hardwick Hall increase in 
height on the upper fl oors. 
The experience of moving 
through the house, therefore, 
is a passage from darkness 
into light as the rooms 
increase in importance and 
grandeur. Cresting and 
Elizabeth Shrewsbury’s 
initials appear along the 
roofl ine, a variation on the 
medieval tradition of the 
pierced parapet. Robert 
Smythson was well aware of 
developments in continental 
architecture, including the 
work of Palladio, Serlio, and 
Philibert de l’Orme, and the 
theory and practice of the 
orders. Yet the orders only 
appear here in carefully 
prescribed locations: at the 
entrance and on the hall 
screen in the hall.
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park. Yet the garden existed, like architecture itself, both in the world 
and in the mind of its beholders. In addition to kitchen gardens, medi-
eval houses had other gardens, walled in, and symbolically connected 
with the biblical garden of Eden or the Holy Jerusalem as a sacred site. 
From its medieval sources, the Renaissance garden was already 
endowed with a functional role and a symbolic potential [100]. 
Contemporary with changes in rural architecture, the Renaissance 
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Plan, Hardwick Hall

The plan is loosely 
symmetrical around the 
central hall, and the rooms 
increase in size and 
importance on the upper 
fl oors.
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garden could evoke ideas of ancient gardens, known from Roman texts 
by Pliny the Younger, Cicero, and Varro. These classical associations, 
however, were at heart yet another route for Renaissance patrons to 
promote their own power and erudition.

Descriptions of gardens in ancient writings and religious books 
offered a context for a symbolic reading of the garden. The garden 
itself, however, might include sculpture, inscriptions, and statues that 
linked it to well-known mythological stories and ancient precedents. 
In its narrative and images, Francesco Colonna’s Hypnerotomachia 
Poliphili (1499) [5] presented a garden populated by fantastic crea-
tures, half-living, half-sculpture. Nature and artifi ce coexist there, and 
the garden is a major character in Colonna’s story of longing, adven-
ture, and delight.

The design of gardens went in tandem with a study of nature in all 
its diversity and wonder. Not all gardens depended upon a deep 
knowledge of exotic varieties of plants, though some did, but gardens 
were one site of knowledge, much like the library or the laboratory in 
the early modern period.20 Plants were traded and collected, and 
received as diplomatic gifts.

The use of symbolism in gardens might be explicit. When Philibert 
de l’Orme created the chateau at Anet for Diane de Poitiers, the 
design included extensive gardens to the north of the moated house 
[139]. Twenty-four parterres are planted in patterns that depict the 
patron’s initials and emblems. The garden continued the strong central 
axis from the gateway and through the house.

The labour expended upon gardens, in their creation and mainte-
nance, rivalled that of architecture for it was often on a larger scale and 

143
Long Gallery, Hardwick Hall, 
1590–7, Derbyshire, England

The gallery extended the full 
length of the house, with 
views out over the landscape 
from the tall windows along 
the eastern wall. This was a 
space for movement, 
important in a cold climate 
where it is better to keep 
active even indoors, and a 
highly social space. There 
was ample opportunity for 
conversation while walking, 
and time to admire the work 
of the full-height fi replaces, 
carved out of rich materials 
and displaying the owner’s 
coat of arms.
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demanded greater resources to see it through to completion. When 
Donato Bramante planned the Cortile del Belvedere at the Vatican 
Palace, he was transforming the landscape into a defi ned outdoor 
space that would rival ancient constructions in Rome [133]. The 
Belvedere served later sixteenth-century architects as a model for the 
architectural garden, shaped through man-made structures into a vast 
earthworks that extended control out into the landscape. Raphael’s 
Villa Madama, built not far from the Vatican, was a similar type of 
garden, using the steep hillside as an important feature of its design 
[29, 131, 132].

The view over the landscape was a sign of ownership. In the 
early seventeenth century, Sir Henry Wotton described a ‘royaltie of 
sight . . . [a] ranging, and imperious, and . . . usurping Sense, [that] 
can endure no narrow circumscription; but must be fed, both with 
extent and variety’.21 The roof terraces at the chateau of Chambord 
(1519–50) [68] offered a view into the wood and hunting park, and 
extended the royal prerogative out into the distance. The develop-
ment of theories of perspective offered scientifi c theories for this 
control of nature (and the urban landscape) through rationalized 
vision.22

Palladio’s use of the temple front on his rural houses identifi ed the 
residence of the villa with appropriate dignity. The elevated platform 
and columns framed the view of the agricultural lands that surrounded 
the house. In that way, the order of the architecture repeated, as at the 
Villa Emo, the regularity of the fi elds and created a dialogue between 
architecture and nature [136].

The history of the garden at Castello, just north-west of Florence, 
is typical of many rural estates of the sixteenth century. It was pur-
chased in the late fi fteenth century by the Medici, and inherited by 
Cosimo de’ Medici in the early sixteenth century. At the time, there 
were a range of agricultural features including vineyards, farmlands, 
olive orchards, and a residence referred to as a ‘palace’.23 Niccolò 
Tribolo designed the garden that extends beyond the house, though 
not initially on a direct axis with the building. Situated on a slight 
hill, backed up to Monte Morello and overlooking the basin of the 
River Arno, the house and garden could be seen from the distance 
and reinforced the position of the Medici as the rulers of this terri-
tory. In contrast to the earlier Medici villas and gardens, Tribolo 
included sculpture that referred to the local geography of the moun-
tains and rivers, tamed and brought under the control of Medici 
rule [144].

In the grotto, carved into the hill of Monte Morello, barrel-vaulted 
niches frame basins over which are sculptures of animals. The walls 
and ceiling drip with stalactites carved from sandstone. Much of this 
decoration was supervised by Giorgio Vasari, working at Castello 
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1565–72, and the extraordinary decoration of inset marble, shells, and 
cut stones was his design. All known animals are here in the grotto, 
some recalling exotic gifts given to the Medici, others native species, 
and still others newly discovered in explorations to the New World. 
Here, they all live in the bounty of natural harmony, a mirror of the 
world in the arrangement of the garden.24
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Niccolò Tribolo and Giorgio 
Vasari, Grotto of the Animals, 
Villa Medici, 1538, Castello, 
Italy

The grotto at Castello was 
covered with stalactites from 
the hill of Monte Morello 
nearby, recreating nature in 
this carefully controlled 
environment. Stones like 
this, rough and unfi nished, 
were described as 
‘congealed water’ and were 
evidence of the fl uidity and 
fecundity of the natural 
world. Water was an 
important part of the design 
of the gardens at Castello for 
Duke Cosimo de’ Medici. 
The fountains and plantings 
allude to the mythological 
and ancient origins of the 
city of Florence nearby. The 
animals in the grotto, along 
with the riches of stones and 
minerals used in its 
decoration and the startling 
effect of water that could be 
sprayed from the fl oor, were 
evidence of the vastness of 
nature brought together and 
tamed in this garden.
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One theme of this book has been the variety of European architecture, 
the power of national difference and local custom in the creation of 
not one style of Renaissance architecture but a series of Renaissance 
practices. Yet this is not enough. What is needed now is a book that 
encompasses the study of the Renaissance across the globe and looks 
at building as one product of a series of exchanges between cultures in 
and out of Europe. That book would need to take account not just of 
the buildings in China, for example, that were constructed at the same 
time as the Medici were building in Florence. But rather it would see 
these distant and different art and architectural cultures as they relate 
to one another.

I have touched on the close connection between Venice and the 
Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century, showing how Palladio and 
Sinan built similar religious structures that solved similar problems, 
yet doing so within the scope of their own religious and architec-
tural traditions. In the tradition of Fernand Braudel’s work on the 
Mediterranean as a region, architectural historians have studied how 
architectural ideas travelled much as other goods did as objects of 
exchange of knowledge and power.1 Architecture was a commodity, 
both in its material requirements for the raw goods out of which it was 
made, and as the product of increasing wealth. New buildings appear 
along many of the same routes as other goods, and can be traced, for 
example, in the towns along the Vistula River in Poland, in cities made 
rich by the grain trade.2 The Baltic Sea is another such region, and the 
importance of the Hanseatic League as a conduit for architectural 
ideas and as an impetus for building has not yet been fully studied. 
Given its long reach into Asia and Africa, and across the Atlantic, the 
architecture of Portugal in connection with those trading partners and 
ultimate colonies is a powerful example of the two-way exchange 
between European and other building traditions [145].

Looking beyond Europe in a more concerted fashion, and with an 
attention to the routes of cultural exchange, offers an opportunity to see 
what identifi ed architecture as regionally specifi c. For example, when 
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ships left Spain and travelled to the New World in the sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, they often brought with them crates (some-
times numbering in the hundreds) of tiles produced in the workshops of 
Triana, a suburb of Seville [146, 147]. The tiles were then incorporated 
into buildings in Santo Domingo, Lima, Cuba, and Mexico. Even when 
tiles could be produced in the New World, and would be a reasonable 
facsimile for those produced in Spain, priests and local governors 
insisted upon tiles produced in the Seville workshops.3 Was it an aes-
thetic quality that they preferred? Or was it a belief in the authenticity 
of that architectural material and its local manner of manufacture that 
gave Triana tiles a special authority as being Spanish?

The turn toward global interpretations has certainly been inspired 
by our current age with the excitement and simultaneous anxiety over 
a world whose parts are increasingly interdependent. Our current situ-
ation leads us to use that lens to view the past. While there are certainly 
similarities, it is also true that the period from the fi fteenth to the 
eighteenth centuries was profoundly different from today, and nowhere 
do we see that more than in attitudes toward architecture. Renaissance 
viewers, those lovers of architecture that I mentioned in the Introduction, 
brought to architecture expectations that we no longer have.

145
Francisco de Arruda, Tower, 
1514–21, Belém, Portugal

The tower at Belém marks 
the entrance to the city of 
Lisbon from the sea. Here 
ships would depart to India, 
Africa, and the New World. 
The architect, Francisco de 
Arruda (1480–1537), had 
designed bastions in North 
Africa, and at Belém he 
incorporated innovations in 
fortifi cations to resist attack 
from more powerful artillery. 
In addition to the technical 
innovations, Arruda created 
a monument to Portuguese 
exploration and trade. The 
lobed domes over the small 
corner turrets are an Islamic 
motif, known to Arruda from 
his work there. Ornament on 
the tower includes shields 
with the cross of the Order of 
Christ and a loggia with 
column capitals in the form 
of turbans. The tower is near 
to the Jerónimos Monastery, 
built with the wealth from 
Portuguese voyages and 
dedicated to prayers for 
Portuguese sailors and 
ships.
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Nationalism and Restoration Practices
Because architecture, for the most part, exists in the world far longer 
than the time span of its makers, it stands to reason that the interpre-
tation of buildings would evolve and change, as the world changes 
around it. We see this in the changing fortunes of interpretation in the 
scholarly literature and the public perception as well as in patterns of 
historic preservation. Manueline architecture produced in Portugal 
during the reign of King Manuel I (1495–1521) is an interesting case 
[148]. The term has been used to defi ne a national Portuguese style of 
ornament that combines multiple traditions (Moorish, Islamic, 
Gothic, classical) into a rich decorative language. Yet, the term 
‘Manueline’ was invented in the nineteenth century by Francisco 
Adolfo Varnhagen, writing a short history of the Hieronymite 
Monastery in Belém (see Chapter 5). His book, Notícia histórica e 
descriptiva do mosteiro de Belém (‘Historical and Descriptive Notes on 
the Monastery of Belém’), appeared in 1842.4 Varnhagen listed the 
major characteristics of what he defi ned as the Manueline style, 
including ornate, fl ower-like ornament, avoidance of simple repeti-
tion, and absence of straight mouldings. The term fed into a period of 
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Casa de las Pilatos, rebuilt 
from 1509, Seville

Don Fadrique Enríquez de 
Ribera began renovations to 
his family’s palace in Seville 
soon after he returned from 
a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 
1520. The house became 
the beginning of a 
processional route that 
recreated the Via Dolorosa in 
the Holy Land, based on 
Don Fadrique’s careful study 
of the monuments he saw 
there. On his journey, 
however, he also spent 
several months in Italy. 
When the religious 
procession in Seville, called 
the Via Crucis, became so 
popular that the participants 
could no longer be 
accommodated in the palace 
chapel, Don Fadrique 
commissioned a sculptor 
from Genoa to create a new 
doorway to the palace as the 
starting point for the local 
pilgrims and columns for the 
courtyard. Work continued 
on the house up to Don 
Fadrique’s death in 1539, 
combining Isabelline 
ornament from the older 
building, local mudéjar
traditions in the plaster, 
woodwork, and tile, and 
elements from Italian 
architecture that he saw on 
his travels.
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147
Tiles from Casa de las 
Pilatos, Seville

As Don Fadrique Enríquez 
de Ribera rebuilt the house 
that came to be called Casa 
de Pilatos (after Pilate’s 
House in Jerusalem, 
supposedly a model for the 
gateway added in the 1520s) 
he employed numerous 
craftsmen to embellish the 
rooms with wood panelling, 
stucco, paint, gilt, and, 
especially, tiles. Many rooms 
in the house, including the 
courtyard and stairway, have 
tile dados up to a height of 
5.3 metres, in a range of 
patterns. The master tile 
maker Polido signed a 
contract on 1 October 1538 
agreeing to provide 2,000 
tiles a week. A new 
technique, cuenca (meaning 
‘hollow’), allowed for a richer 
vocabulary of images on the 
tiles, including the 
incorporation of Moresque, 
Isabelline, and Italian 
classical motifs.
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Detail: Cloister, Jerónimos 
Monastery, Belém

Sculptures of ships and 
exotic animals reinforce the 
association of the Jerónimos 
Monastery with the triumphs 
of Portuguese trade and 
exploration in the 
Renaissance. Technical 
analysis and conservation of 
the stonework, however, has 
shown that many of these 
details were added during a 
nineteenth-century
renovation.
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Romantic nationalism in the nineteenth century, and inspired an 
interpretation that associated that architecture with the great age of 
maritime exploration. The lizards and twining foliage, twisted mould-
ings, and invented classical forms were then seen as images of this 
golden age of Portugal’s past, made manifest in architectural orna-
ment. In 1857, a French historian, Edgar Quinet, gave his impressions 
of Portuguese architecture.

This is God’s house, but it is adorned like a ship about to set sail. On enter-
ing the church, one sees the fruits and plants of newly discovered continents, 
harvested and gathered together in bas-reliefs . . . Here, Gothic sirens swim in 
an alabaster sea; there, climbing apes from the Ganges swing at the end of 
the nave of the Church of São Pedro. Ostriches from Brazil fl ap their wings 
around the Cross of Golgotha. Tears fl ow from coats of arms. Marble mappae
mundi, astrolabes and set-squares appear alongside crucifi xes, nautical axes, 
shields and ladders . . . 5

When the monastery at Belém was restored after the Portuguese 
Civil War (1828–34), the architects and masons quite naturally 
interpreted the damaged parts of the building in light of what their 
own generation understood the ornament to represent: the maritime 
exploration and trade of the sixteenth century. In the late nineteenth 
century  restoration, important parts of the building were removed 
that had been built (in the later sixteenth century) in a more classi-
cal, non- Manueline, style. All of the ornament that now seems to 
refer directly to maritime exploration, such as the ropes, ships, and 
astrolabes, is in the parts of the building restored in the nineteenth 
century.

Conversations with the Past
By the year 1600, publications and travel shaped a canon of architects 
worthy of study. Vasari’s treatise was the fi rst such listing of excellent 
artists and architects, but the emerging architectural treatises in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries created a further group. For the 
English architect Inigo Jones (1573–1652), engaged in a self-directed 
programme of study of the best in European and classical architecture, 
Sebastiano Serlio, Philibert de l’Orme, Michelangelo, Jacopo Barozzi 
da Vignola, and Andrea Palladio could all be studied without leaving 
London. He owned books by, or about, all these architects, in addition 
to an extensive library of books on ancient culture. When he travelled 
to Italy in 1613–14, he studied the buildings of Palladio, travelling 
with Palladio’s treatise in hand [149].6 By the fi rst decades of the 
seventeenth century, architects saw that in the previous century the 
experiments with ornament, and the development of building types, 
offered their generation a range of models which was as varied and 
rich as antiquity itself.
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Training for architects had also evolved. Royal and private acad-
emies were founded that offered aspiring architects a formal counter-
part to the apprenticeships available to craftsmen. Training might 
involve periods of study in Rome, deemed ever more important for 
intense study of antiquities as part of a classical training. François 
Blondel (1628–86) published the lectures he gave to the Académie 
Royale d’Architecture as Cours d’architecture (1675), making available 
his scientifi c explorations of the principles of architectural beauty.7

Debates between architects such as that on best principles between 
Blondel and Claude Perrault could now be played out on a more pub-
lic stage given the increased status and visibility of architects designing 
public commissions, and the easier access to print.
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Andrea Palladio, Villa Capra, 
I quattro libri 
dell’architettura, Venice, 
1570, with annotations by 
Inigo Jones

Jones read and annotated 
Palladio’s treatise before he 
ever saw the buildings of 
Palladio in Italy. The book 
allowed Jones to study the 
plan and details of Palladio’s 
architecture, and then to 
compare the printed image 
with the building itself. In his 
annotations, Jones made 
much of the discrepancy 
between Palladio’s treatise 
and Italian building practice. 
For other architects and 
patrons who never travelled, 
architectural treatises 
allowed them to study 
ancient architecture and 
modern designs. A growing 
audience emerged in the 
sixteenth century, eager for 
each new book that 
appeared on ornament and 
the orders, antiquities, 
modern practice, and 
architectural culture.
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In the changing intellectual and scientifi c climate of the seven-
teenth century, the place of the allied disciplines also shifted in rela-
tion to architecture. New areas of investigation in statics, biology, civil 
engineering, and even astronomy all affected not only architectural 
theory but also its practice. Architecture had always, since the time of 
Vitruvius, been understood to draw on virtually every discipline. Yet 
those aspirations were never fulfi lled in any tangible way. By the sev-
enteenth century academies and royal societies brought together 
practitioners of various interests, and the similarities between disci-
plines offered rich areas for exchange. Christopher Wren, trained in 
mathematics and astronomy, brought that evidence-based approach to 
his work in architecture.

In the architecture and engineering projects of the seventeenth 
century, the scientifi c principles of Renaissance building encouraged 
construction on a larger scale, with ever more ambitious schemes pro-
jecting out into the surrounding landscape, a physical manifestation of 
the self-aggrandizing power of their patrons. The palace at Versailles, 
for example, transformed a small hunting lodge into a vast complex 
with the fi gure of the King at its conceptual centre. The most astound-
ing development at Versailles, however, was the hydraulics systems 
created to fi ll the cisterns for the garden fountains. The Machine de 
Marly used fourteen paddlewheels to power 250 pumps to bring water 
from the Seine to the dry plains at Versailles by way of the Louveciennes 
Aqueduct [150].8

150
Machine de Marly, 
completed 1684, France

Only traces of this 
engineering marvel survive. 
The pumps, aqueducts, 
holding tanks, reservoirs, 
and pipes provided water for 
the fountains and gardens at 
Versailles.
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Relevance to Contemporary Practice
The period I have covered in this book, the fi fteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, is often referred to as part of the early modern period. 
That designation has the advantage of side-stepping some of the 
limitations in the term ‘Renaissance’: its implied exclusion of the 
merchant and labouring classes and concomitant focus on elite cul-
ture, its Eurocentrism, and its tendency to overlook factors such as 
the development of technology. The use of the term ‘early modern’ 
also suggests that the fi fteenth to the eighteenth centuries can be 
seen as the precursor to modern culture. In the fi eld of architecture 
and architectural history, this certainly has advantages. Alberti marks 
out, in his De re aedifi catoria, a new attitude toward building as a 
process that begins fi rst in the mind with the conceptualization of 
architecture, a psychological construction that includes both the 
practical aspects of planning but also the creation of the imaginary 
spaces of the psyche.

The work of the sixteenth-century architect Andrea Palladio has 
since the Renaissance received more attention than that of all other 
architects, on account of his seemingly rational and systematic develop-
ment of architectural plans. If Palladio’s architecture represented some-
thing essential for modern architects, then other fi fteenth- and 
sixteenth-century architects were understood as more ‘particular’ and 
‘individual’ talents. Before the Second World War, for example, the 
architecture of Giulio Romano (?1499–1546) in and around Mantua 
was largely ignored. His idiosyncratic use of ornament seemed an 
anomaly in a classical tradition that began with Brunelleschi. Yet build-
ings such as the Palazzo Te (from the mid-1520s) found new advocates 
in a climate that embraced a post-Freudian psychological interpreta-
tion of art and architecture.9 Changing attitudes toward Renaissance 
architecture reveal as much about the changing interests of contem-
porary culture as they reveal about the buildings themselves.

Modern architects found in their studies of particular building 
types, such as the villa, models for the systematic invention of new 
rational architectural forms. Palladio’s variations on a few limited 
plan types for domestic architecture served as one prototype for 
architects such as Le Corbusier in his design for a modern villa. In 
an essay on the relationship between the work of Andrea Palladio and 
the modern architect Le Corbusier, the critic Colin Rowe wrote this 
in 1947: 

As a constructor of architectural fugues, Palladio is the convinced classicist 
with a sixteenth century repertory of well-humanized forms; and he translates 
this received material with a passion and a high seriousness fi tting to the 
continued validity that he fi nds it to possess. The reference to the Pantheon 
in the superimposed pediments of the Malcontenta, to the thermae in its 
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cruciform salon, the ambiguity, profound in both idea and form, in the 
equivocal conjunction of temple front and domestic block; these are charged 
with meaning, both for what they are and what they signify; and their impres-
sion is poignant. By such apparatus the ancient house is not recreated, but 
something far more signifi cant is achieved: a creative nostalgia evokes a 
manifestation of mythical power in which the Roman and the ideal are 
equated.10

Rudolph Wittkower and Colin Rowe saw the value in Alberti and 
Palladio’s architecture through the lens of current issues in twentieth-
century architecture. In the simple geometries and formal rigour of 
Renaissance buildings they found the origins of modern architectural 
values [151]. For both, Renaissance design was not simply a process 
of stylistic recreation, or even a desire to make the past live again. In 
the references to antiquity and the rigour of formal planning, Rowe 
saw in Palladio a model, though an uneasy one, for the project of 
modernism. Embodied in Renaissance building was the poignancy of 
a past lost and only partially recovered, antiquity assimilated yet always 
incomplete. Whether or not we agree with Rowe’s interpretation of 
Palladio’s goals is beside the point. We cannot help but agree that 
Renaissance architecture is ‘charged with meaning’, while simultane-
ously knowing that that interpretation is always subject to change.

151
Andrea Palladio, Villa 
Foscari, begun c.1558,
Malcontenta di Mira, Italy

Built for two brothers, Nicol’ 
and Alvise Foscari, the Villa 
Malcontenta (as it is called) 
rises above the River Brenta 
on a tall podium, reminiscent 
of ancient temples. Unlike 
most of Palladio’s other 
villas, this building has no 
agricultural connections: it is 
a regal retreat, easily 
accessible from Venice by 
boat. References to ancient 
architecture include the 
temple front on the main 
façade and the thermal (or 
half round) window on the 
back elevation. The memory 
of the front façade and Ionic 
porch is recalled in the 
pediment that embraces the 
thermal window and marks 
out the high entrance hall on 
the interior.
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Date Political and religious Culture and architecture

1350 c.1237–c.1450: Domination of the 
Golden Horde

1334–60: Bell tower built for the 
Florence Cathedral

1309–77: Papacy based at Avignon 1338–90: Alhambra, Granada
c.1322–1547: Grand Principality of 
Moscow (Muscovy)

1357: Merchant Adventurers Hall, 
York

1328–1589: Valois rule in France
1337: Hundred Years War between

1374–82: Loggia della Signoria, 
Florence

England and France begins 1379: New College founded
1348: Black Death 1386–8: Bodiam Castle
1369–1477: Duchy of Burgundy
1385: Portuguese victory over the 
Spanish at the Battle of Aljubarrota
1386–1572: Jagiellonian Dynasty, 
Kingdom of Poland and Grand 
Principality of Lithuania
1397–1523: Kalmar Union uniting 
kingdoms of Denmark, Norway, and 
Sweden
1390s: Manuel Chrysoloras (c.1353–1415) 
travels to Italy and teaches at the 
University of Florence

1400 1403: Lorenzo Ghiberti 
(c.1378–1455) wins a competition 
that secures a commission for the 
bronze doors of the Baptistery of 
San Giovanni, Florence
1404: Leonardo Bruni’s Laudatio 
Florentinae urbis published
1405: Christine de Pisan 
(1365–c.1434) publishes La Cité des 
dames
1409: Groot Vleeshuis (Ghent)

1410 1416: Prince Henry ‘the Navigator’ 
(1394–1460), youngest son of João I of 
Portugal (reg. 1385–1433), establishes 
a naval base and a school of navigation 
at Sagres

1418: Beginning of rebuilding of 
San Lorenzo, Florence

1420 1420: Pope Martin V settles in Rome
1429: King Eric of Pomerania 
institutes Sound Dues for ships in the 
Øresund

1423: Gentile da Fabriano 
(c.1370–1427) paints his Adoration 
of the Magi

Timeline

(continued )
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Date Political and religious Culture and architecture

1430 1430: Capture, trial, and execution of 
Joan of Arc

1432: Jan van Eyck completes the 
Ghent Altarpiece

1430: Philip the Good creates the 
Order of the Golden Fleece

1436: Completion of dome for 
cathedral in Florence

c.1430–c.1520: Infl uence of the 
Hanseatic League

1437: William and Alice de la Pole 
establish an almshouse in Ewelme

1439: Union of Florence

1440 1443: Alfonso V, King of Aragon and 
Sicily (reg. 1416–58), is named King 
of Naples
1444: Federigo da Montefeltro 
(1422–82) becomes Duke of Urbino
1444: Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, 
donates books and money to Oxford
1447: Nicholas V (reg. 1447–55) 
elected pope

1440s: Nicholas V initiates 
restorations of Vatican Palace, 
St Peter’s, and Senators’ Palace in 
Rome
1440: Juan Guas arrives in Spain 
from Brittany
1443: Nicolas Rolin establishes the 
Hôtel-Dieu at Beaune
1444: Michelozzo begins Palazzo 
Medici, Florence
1445: Filarete creates bronze doors 
for old St Peter’s Cathedral
1446: Rucellai Palace, Florence

1450 1449–1783: Khans of the Crimea 
(vassals of the Ottoman Empire, 
1475–1783, annexation by Russia, 
1783)

1450s: Leon Battista Alberti 
(1404–72) writes De re aedifi catoria
1451: Completion of house for 
Jacques Cœur (Bourges)

1453: Ottomans capture 
Constantinople

1452: Leonardo da Vinci born in 
Tuscany

1453: The Hundred Years War ends. 
Calais is the only English possession 
on continental Europe

1455: Johann Gutenberg prints the 
fi rst of his bibles on his new 
printing press

1455: The Wars of the Roses begin in 
England

1459: Pope Pius II (1458–64) visits 
his birthplace, Corsignano

1460 1462: Ivan III crowned in Moscow
1469: Isabella, Infanta of Castile

1461–4: Filarete (c.1400–c.1465) 
writes his Tratatto di architettura

and heir to the throne, and 
Ferdinand of Aragon are married at 
Valladolid (Spain)

1462: Corsignano renamed Pienza
1464: Work begins on the 
Holstentor in Lübeck

1470 1474: Federico da Montefeltro given 
title of duke

1473: Work begins on the Sistine 
Chapel

1477: Mary of Burgundy’s marriage to 
Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian 
I (reg. 1493–1519) and she becomes 
regent of the Low Countries 
(reg. 1477–82)

1474: An earthquake destroys the 
Cathedral of the Dormition, 
Moscow
1475: Aristotele Fioravanti arrives 
in Moscow from Italy

1478: The Pazzi Conspiracy, 
where members of the Pazzi family 
and Pope Sixtus IV devise a plot to 
oust the Medici from power in 
Florence

1476: Construction begins at 
San Juan de los Reyes, Toledo 
(Spain)

1479–1516: Kingdom of Castile and 
Aragon
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1480 1482: Maximilian I of Hapsburg, 
Archduke of Austria and Holy Roman 
Emperor from 1493 until 1519, 
becomes ruler of the Low Countries

1482: Leonardo da Vinci leaves 
Florence for Milan, entering the 
service of Ludovico Sforza
1482: Francesco di Giorgio 
(1439–1501/2) writes his 
architectural treatise
1483: Raphael born in Urbino
1483: Hugo van der Goes’s Portinari 
Altarpiece is sent to the church
of Sant’Egidio, choir of the hospital 
of Santa Maria Nuova, in Florence
1485–99: Giuliano da Sangallo 
appointed architect for the church 
of Santa Maria delle Carceri, Prato

1483: Tomás de Torquemada 
(1420–98) is appointed to the post 
of inquisitor-general for Castile and 
Aragon
1483–91: Margaret of Austria serves 
briefl y as Queen of France
1485: The Wars of the Roses end and 
the Tudor dynasty begins

1486: Matthäus Roriczer publishes 
his book on Gothic architecture

1490 1492: Granada falls to Ferdinand and 
Isabella; and Jews expelled from Spain

1492: Duke Ercole I begins 
construction in Ferrara
1493: Liber chronicarum published
1499: Hypnerotomachia Poliphili 
published in Venice
1499: Donato Bramante settles in 
Rome

1494: Charles VIII of France 
(reg. 1483–98) invades Italy and 
seizes Naples
1494: Medici expelled from Florence
1494–1559: Hapsburg–Valois Wars
1495: Cardinal Francisco Jiménez de
Cisneros (1436–1517) expels Muslims 
from Granada
1497–9: Vasco da Gama (c.1460–1524) 
travels to India

1500 1503: Giuliano della Rovere is elected 
Pope Julius II (reg. 1503–13)

1500: Bramante arrives in Rome
1501: Michelangelo carves David

1504: Emperor Charles V (reg. 1519–56) 
accedes to Hapsburg throne

1501: Construction begins at the 
monastery at Belém

1506: Margaret of Austria moves her 
court to Mechelen
1508–16: War of the League of 
Cambrai

1502: Construction begins on 
Bramante’s Tempietto at San Pietro
in Montorio, Rome
1502: Vladislav Hall completed, 
Prague
1505: Work begins on the Cortile 
del Belvedere in the Vatican
1506: Foundation stone laid for 
new St Peter’s, Rome
1508: Jan Gossart (c.1478–1536) 
visits Italy

1510 1510: Martin Luther visits Rome
1512: Medici return to power in

1511: Fra Giovanni Giocondo 
publishes new edition of Vitruvius

Florence
1515: Francis I comes to power and

1512: Albrecht Dürer devises 
triumphal arch for Maximilian I

rules until 1547 1514: Bramante dies
1516: Kingdom of Spain under 
Hapsburg rule
1516: Erasmus (c.1466–1536) 
publishes his edition of the New 
Testament in Greek and Latin

1514–15: Raphael writes to Pope 
Leo X about drawings and 
antiquities
1517: Jakob Fugger begins housing 
project in Augsburg

(continued )
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Date Political and religious Culture and architecture

1516: Venetian Senate requires Jews 
to live together in the Ghetto Nuovo

1519: Château Chambord begun
1519–34: Michelangelo designs the
New Sacristry for San Lorenzo, 
Florence

1520 1520: Francis I and Henry VIII meet 
in France
1520–66: Reign of Süleyman
1527: Sack of Rome
1528: Francis I establishes Paris as 
principal residence
1528: Andrea Doria leads revolt 
against the French in Genoa

1523: Michelangelo begins the 
vestibule for the Laurentian 
Library
1527: Francis I (reg. 1515–47) 
undertakes the expansion of his 
hunting lodge at Fontainebleau
1529: Guillaume Budé (1467–1540) 
publishes his Commentaries on Greek 
Language

1530 1531: Stock exchange established in 
Antwerp
1536: John Calvin completes The

1530s: Maarten van Heemskerck 
travels from the Low Countries to 
Italy

Institutes of the Christian Religion
1536: Henry VIII begins the

1531: Restoration of the aqueduct 
in Évora (Portugal)

dissolution of the monasteries 1533: Protestant chapel built at 
Hartenfels Castle, Torgau
1539–46: Antonio da Sangallo 
designs new model for St Peter’s, 
Rome

1540 c.1540: Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556) 
and his followers found the Society of 
Jesus, or Jesuits

1540: Metalsmith Benvenuto 
Cellini (1500–71) is invited to Paris 
by King Francis I

1545–63: Council of Trent
1549: King Henry II and Marie de’

1541: Palladio makes his fi rst trip 
to Rome

Medici arrive in Paris 1549: Joachim du Bellay (1522–60) 
publishes his Defense and 
Illustration of the French Language

1550 1550: Duke Albrecht V moves his 
capital to Munich

1550–7: Construction of 
Süleymaniye in Istanbul by Sinan

1550s: John Calvin initiates religious 
reforms in France
1556: Charles V resigns the crown, 
divides the vast territorial holdings of 
the Hapsburgs between his brother 
Ferdinand, who succeeds him as 
emperor, and his son Philip, to whom 
he gives Naples and Milan (1554), the 
Netherlands (1555), and Sicily and 
Spain (1556)

1550–8: Strada Nuova, Genoa
1552: Work begins at Anet for 
Diane de Poitiers
1558: Alvise Cornaro, Discorsi della 
vita sobria
1559: Construction begins at El 
Escorial

1558: Elizabeth I crowned
1559: The Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis, 
by which rule of Sicily and Milan is 
granted to Spain

1560 1560: John Calvin’s Institutes of the 
Christian Religion published in Dutch

1560: Giorgio Vasari designs the 
Palazzo degli Uffi zi
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1561: Philip II establishes Madrid as 
capital
1568–73: Marc’Antonio Barbaro serves

1561: Philibert de l’Orme 
publishes his Nouvelles Inventions 
pour bien bastir et à petits fraiz

as ambassador from Venice to the 
Ottoman court

1563: The fi rst art academy, the 
Accademia del Disegno, is founded 
in Florence
1563: John Shute publishes The 
First and Chiefe Groundes of 
Architecture (London)
1566: Villa Capra
1567: Juan de Herrera becomes 
architect at El Escorial
1569: Work begins on the 
Antiquarium in Munich

1570 1572: Catherine de’ Medici (1519–89) 
orders the assassination of Huguenot 
leader Admiral Gaspard de Coligny in 
an attempt to maintain Catholic 
hegemony in France

1570: Publication of Andrea 
Palladio’s I quattro libri dell’
architettura (Venice)
1572: Luís de Camões publishes 
The Lusiad

1579: the northern provinces and 
some southern territories form the 
Union of Utrecht and declare 
independence from Spain in 1581

1580 1580: John White travels to North 
America

1580: Andrea Palladio dies
1580s: Michel de Montaigne 
(1533–92) publishes his 
three-volume Essays

1588: Philip sends 130 ships to 
England in an attempt to overthrow 
Elizabeth’s rule
1589: Anne of Denmark marries King 
James VI of Scotland at Kronborg 
Castle, Denmark

1590 1598: Edict of Nantes grants 
Protestants freedom of worship under 
Henry IV (reg. 1589–1610)

1590: Fray José de Sigüenza 
publishes a history of El Escorial
1590–7: Hardwick Hall, England

1598: Philip II dies

1600 1609: Thomas Coryat leaves England 
for France

1611: English translation of 
Sebastiano Serlio’s L’architettura
1613–14: Inigo Jones travels to 
France and Italy
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From the nineteenth-century Germanic 
tradition, the history of Renaissance 
architecture has primarily been a history of 
Italian buildings and their architects. And 
still today, the majority of new scholarship is 
on central Italy. Therefore, the literature on 
those places and people is larger and 
growing. To understand the reasons behind 
this one must look both to the priority given 
to the history of classicism as well as the 
institutional structure of European and 
North American universities where this 
material is studied and taught. A good 
introduction to this topic is by Tod Marder 
in his article ‘Renaissance and Baroque 
Architectural History in the United States’, 
in E. B. MacDougall, ed., The Architectural 
Historian in America, National Gallery of Art, 
Studies in the History of Art 35 (Washington, 
DC, 1990), 161–74.

Two ongoing projects approach 
Renaissance architecture as a European 
phenomenon. Since 1983, André Chastel 
and Jean Guillaume began the publication 
of essays and monographic studies in the 
series De architectura, produced by Picard in 
Paris. More recently, Krista De Jonge and 
Piet Lombaerde have edited the series 
Architectura moderna: Architectural Exchanges 
in Europe, 16th–17th Centuries, published by 
Brepols in Turnhout (Belgium). These 
essays, and the conferences out of which 
they are gathered, have reshaped the study 
of Renaissance architecture and 
encouraged more studies with a broader 
geographical scope.

In addition to the book-length study, 
specialized articles are an important source 
for further information. The Journal of the 
Society of Architectural Historians (USA) 
publishes articles on all areas of 
architectural history, including the 
Renaissance, as does Architectural History, 
the journal of the Society of Architectural 
History of Great Britain.

The Centro Internazionale di Studi di 
Architettura di Andrea Palladio, based in 
Vicenza, Italy, the centre of Palladio’s 
building activities, produces many 
exhibitions and books on Renaissance 
architecture, on Palladio as well as many 
other architects of the early modern period. 
They also publish Annali di architettura, a 
yearly journal on architecture in early 
modern Europe.

Grove Art Online, a comprehensive 
encyclopedia and available through Oxford 
Art Online, is an excellent starting point 
for further information on specifi c 
architects and buildings.

The list of titles below includes works 
primarily in English that I have found 
essential in writing this book, in addition to 
the references cited in the footnotes. 
Foreign-language books are included when 
there is nothing comparable and more 
recent in English, or it is too essential to 
ignore for its references, primary 
documents, or images.

History and Cultural Background
Aston, Margaret, ed., The Panorama of the 
Renaissance (New York, 1996). Excellent 
images, organized by topics.
Barkan, Leonard, Unearthing the Past: 
Archaeology and Aesthetics in the Making of 
Renaissance Culture (New Haven, 1999).
Brown, Alison, The Renaissance (London, 
1999).
Burckhardt, Jacob, The Civilization of the 
Renaissance in Italy (New York, 1958).
Burke, Peter, The European Renaissance: 
Centres and Peripheries (Oxford, 1998).
—— The Renaissance Sense of the Past 
(London, 1969).
Chartier, Roger, ed., A History of Private 
Life, iii: Passions of the Renaissance 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1989).
Findlen, Paula, ed., The Italian Renaissance 
(Oxford, 2002).

Further Reading
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Grendler, Paul F., ed., Encyclopedia of the 
Renaissance, 6 vols. (New York, 1999). An 
essential resource.
Hale, John, The Civilization of Europe in the 
Renaissance (London, 1993).
—— A Concise Encyclopedia of the Italian 
Renaissance (New York, 1981).
Huizinga, Johan, The Waning of the Middle 
Ages: A Study of the Forms of Life, Thought, 
and Art in France and the Netherlands in the 
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries (London, 
1924).
Jardine, Lisa, Worldly Goods: A New History 
of the Renaissance (New York, 1996).
Lestringant, Frank, Mapping the Renaissance 
World: The Geographical Imagination in the 
Age of Discovery (Cambridge, 1994).
Muir, Edward, Ritual in Early Modern 
Europe (Cambridge, 1997).
Porter, Roy, and Teich, Mikuláš, eds., The 
Renaissance in National Context (Cambridge, 
1992).
Richie, Robert, Historical Atlas of the 
Renaissance (New York, 2004).
Rublack, Ulrika, Dressing Up: Cultural Identity 
in Renaissance Europe (Oxford, 2011).
Ruggiero, Guido, ed., A Companion to the 
Worlds of the Renaissance (Malden, Mass., 
2007).

Guidebooks

Drawing on the knowledge of conservators 
and curators who know the buildings from 
the ground up, guidebooks are invaluable 
resources to specifi c buildings and local 
traditions. Often only available on site or 
through the local historical commission, 
these books offer the most up-to-date 
information. For English architecture, for 
example, the books published by English 
Heritage and the National Trust of 
buildings under their care often include 
essays by leading scholars, excellent 
photographs, an inventory of objects, 
genealogies of the owners, excerpts from 
archival documents, and a bibliography. 
The following have been especially 
relevant for this book.

Favière, Jean, L’Hôtel de Jacques Cœur à 
Bourges (Paris, 1992).
Girouard, Mark, Hardwick Hall (London, 
1989).
Mikkelsen, Birger, Kronborg (Helsingør, 
1997).
Pedrosa Dos Santos Graça, Luís Maria, 
Convento de Cristo (Lisbon, 1994).
Pereira, Paulo, Jerónimos Abbey of Santa 
Maria (London, 2002).

Primary Texts

There is a list of treatises, their editions, 
and translations in Hanno-Walter Kruft, 
A History of Architectural Theory from 
Vitruvius to the Present (Princeton, 1994). 
A few are listed below.

Alberti, Leon Battista, On the Art of Building 
in Ten Books, trans. Joseph Rykwert, Neil 
Leach, and Robert Tavernor (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1988).
Colonna, Francesco, Hypnerotomachia 
Poliphili: The Strife of Love in a Dream, trans. 
Joscelyn Godwin (1499; London, 1999).
Dee, John, ‘Mathematical Preface’, in 
Elements of Geometrie, by Euclid and trans. 
Henry Billingsley (London, 1570).
Dürer, Albrecht, The Writings of Albrecht 
Dürer, trans. and ed. William Martin 
Conway (New York, 1958). Contains 
selections from Dürer’s writings on 
proportion and fortifi cations.
Filarete, Antonio, Treatise on Architecture, 
ed. J. R. Spencer (London, 1964).
Palladio, Andrea, The Four Books on 
Architecture, trans. Robert Tavernor and 
Richard Schofi eld (1570; Cambridge, 
Mass., 1997).
Scamozzi, Vincenzo, Vincenzo Scamozzi, 
Venetian Architect: The Idea of a Universal 
Architecture. Book III, Villas and Country 
Estates, ed. K. Ottenheym, trans. 
P. B. Garvin, M. J. Obbink, and 
H. J. Scheepmaker (1615; Amsterdam, 
2003).
—— Vincenzo Scamozzi, Venetian Architect: 
The Idea of a Universal Architecture. Book VI, 
The Architectural Orders and their Application, 
ed K. Ottenheym, trans. Patti Garvin 
(1615; Amsterdam, 2008).
Serlio, Sebastiano, Sebastiano Serlio on 
Architecture, trans. Vaughan Hart and Peter 
Hicks, 2 vols. (New Haven, 
1996–2001).
—— Serlio on Domestic Architecture, ed. Myra 
Nan Rosenfeld (New York, 1978).
Shute, John, The First and Chief Groundes of 
Architecture (1563; London, 1972).
Vitruvius, Ten Books on Architecture, trans. 
Ingrid D. Rowland (New York, 1999).

General Renaissance Architectural 
Surveys

The following books include buildings 
from across Europe.

Beltramini, Guido, Burns, Howard, Forster, 
Kurt W., Oechslin, Werner, and Thoenes, 
Christof, eds., Palladio and Northern 
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Europe: Books, Travellers, Architects (Milan, 
1999).
Benevolo, Leonardo, The Architecture of the 
Renaissance, trans. J. Landry, 2 vols. 
(Boulder, Colo., 1978).
Burckhardt, Jacob, The Architecture of the 
Renaissance, ed. P. Murray (London, 1985).
Busch, Harald, and Lohse, Bernd, eds., 
Buildings of Europe: Renaissance Europe 
(London, 1961).
Markschies, Alexander, Icons of Renaissance 
Architecture (Munich, 2003).
Millar, John Fitzhugh, Classical Architecture 
in Renaissance Europe 1419–1585 
(Williamsburg, Va., 1987). Book of drawings 
of buildings across Europe.
Murray, Peter, Renaissance Architecture, 
History of World Architecture (Milan, 1978).
Pauwels-Lemerle, Frédérique, and 
Pauwels-Lemerle, Yves, L’Architecture à la 
Renaissance (Paris, 1998). A broad survey, 
with up-to-date text and excellent 
photographs. Only available in French.
Swaan, Wim, The Late Middle Ages: Art and 
Architecture from 1350 to the Advent of the 
Renaissance (Ithaca, NY, 1977).
Tafuri, Manfredo, L’architettura 
dell’umanesimo (Bari, 1969). An important 
study, to date only available in Italian and 
French translations.
—— Interpreting the City, Princes, Cities, 
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