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Museum provides a view of a partial bay, in less than its 
full height (fig. 3). he illustrates the main features of 
the wall – its double columns and double brackets, its 
tabernacle, the profiles of the moldings – but he does 
so in abbreviated note form, as if the rest were obvious, 
requiring no further specifications.
the graphic record of the project provides few clues 
as to how Michelangelo arrived at the final design. his 
surviving drawings are as striking for what they do not 
include as for what they do. Several of the most visu-
ally arresting drawings he ever made are among them, 
but they include few of the essential pieces of informa-
tion about the structure’s plan, elevation and details. 
the drawings do not account for the most significant 
visual features of the vestibule: the depth of the wall 
and the relation between the plan, elevation, and stair-
case. A few of the early studies for the library include 
both plans and perspectives, but the drawings that cor-
respond most closely to the library as it was completed 
show only select details or sections of the interior. For 
example, there is no complete elevation drawing. Yet 
to the extent that the drawings mirror Michelangelo’s 
design process, their fragmented character anticipates 
the way the space is experienced. thus, ironically, while 
the drawings fail to render the complexity and spatial 
depth of the structure, either in the intricacy of its de-
tails or in its volumes, they succeed in conveying, at least 
in a loose way, the visitor’s perception of the space in 
distinct parts3.
in his designs for the Medici Chapel, Michelangelo had 
drawn various permutations of the full-scale tombs. 
these compositional studies brought together his ideas 
for the figurative and architectural components of the 
tombs, but they excluded the surrounding architecture 
of the chapel itself. his tendency to take on design prob-
lems in a piecemeal fashion became more pronounced 
in the drawings for the Laurentian Library. While sev-
eral early studies demonstrate his thoughts about the 
plan and room arrangements overall, the majority of the 
surviving drawings are devoted to smaller elements of 
the design.
Among the intriguing early drawings is one unlike any 
that came later. A small sketch at haarlem, it shows the 
room in perspective from the far angle, with the stairs in 
the corner (fig. 4). Although the design would undergo 
substantial changes over time, the sketch is significant 
in its attempt to encapsulate the entire space. in con-
sidering the relation of the plan, elevation, stairs and 
entrance to the vestibule, it reveals a more thorough 
analysis of the way the different components of the li-
brary fit together than any subsequent drawing.
Surprisingly, there is no indication among the surviv-
ing drawings that as the scheme evolved and changed, 

e questo è certo: che molte cose sono da fare le quali la 
penna e disegno mostrare non può1.

Architects design what they can draw. this claim, which 
follows from essays by Wolfgang Lotz, robin evans and 
others, implies that as techniques and technologies of 
drawing change, they open up avenues of design ex-
ploration for architects2. Conversely it also suggests 
that radical change in architecture depends on new ap-
proaches to drawing.
regarding the relation between drawings and the ar-
chitecture they represent, the question of causality is 
one of the most complicated. Does the particular way 
a drawing represents a design determine the nature of 
the design itself? And furthermore, do buildings invite 
or preclude their representation according to certain 
drawing conventions? Lotz famously asserted a connec-
tion between conventions of representation and design, 
but much remains to be understood about this nexus. 
Michelangelo’s graphic record for the Laurentian Li-
brary further complicates these questions because there 
is a real disjunction between the surviving drawings and 
the building (figs. 1-2). the idiosyncrasy of the Library 
in both the drawings and the architecture confound the 
categories scholars have used to describe the relation-
ship. Drawings of the same project by contemporaries 
and later architects demonstrate the inherent difficulty 
in capturing the novelty of this architecture. While anal-
ysis of the Laurentian Library drawings does not resolve 
the puzzle of the relation, it does offer insight into Mi-
chelangelo’s working method and conceptual approach 
to architecture.

drawing in fragments

Michelangelo’s studies for the Laurentian Library reg-
ister a number of significant shifts in his approach to 
architectural drawing. in terms of materials, he moved 
from the use of red and black chalk, employed in his 
drawings for the Medici Chapel, to pen and ink with 
wash. in subject matter, his drawings focus more con-
sistently on details than on the whole composition.
Although in appearance Michelangelo’s drawings for 
the Library are distinctive, they do not include new 
conventions of representation to match the novelty of 
his architecture. they suggest a number of consistent 
preoccupations: with light, with architectural details, 
and with the flexible morphology of windows, doors 
and tabernacles.
As the design grew more elaborate, Michelangelo’s 
drawings became more specific, dealing with only por-
tions of the wall. For example, a pen study at the British 
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about himself, that he was first a sculptor, conceiving 
of both figural and architectural projects foremost in 
terms of the individual figure or isolated element. in 
the Laurentian Library, this procedure has the effect of 
drawing the visitor’s eye to the details, and – at least in 
the vestibule – making the entire composition difficult 
to comprehend at a glance. Both in the realm of figures 
and of architecture, the effect of Michelangelo’s method 
was to create works that read as assemblages of indi-
vidual parts. experientially, this is most striking in the 
vestibule, where – as contemporary critics noted – the 
eye is drawn to elements such as the tabernacles and the 
brackets. Michelangelo encouraged this distinct mode 
of perception so that the beholder would gradually take 
in his compositions one element at a time.
the lack of correspondence between the elaborate na-
ture of Michelangelo’s design and the scarcity of his 
drawings suggests several possible explanations: his 
spatial imagination outstripped his ability to represent 
complex interior volumes on paper; or his ideas were 
recorded in ephemeral form – on the walls, in clay mod-
els, or orally, through on-site communication.
Broadly, the lacunae in the graphic record underscore 
how little we know about the way Michelangelo was 
able to bridge the gap between his fragmentary draw-

Michelangelo revisited the problem of how the various 
parts would come together. each seems to have devel-
oped as an independent element with the result that 
the total effect of the library is notably disjointed. this 
process of working out particular details in isolation 
from the entire composition mirrors Michelangelo’s ap-
proach to figurative schemes.
Despite the number and range of narrative projects 
Michelangelo undertook, from the Battle of Cascina 
to the Sistine Ceiling, the Last Judgment and the paul-
ine Chapel, the graphic record of these works focuses 
overwhelmingly on individual figures and gestures. this 
emphasis is also apparent in the finished works, so that 
in a number of cases the narrative meaning, or the re-
lationship between the figures, is less prominent than 
the particular poses. Michelangelo’s contemporaries 
noticed this: other artists tended to imitate individual 
figures from his work rather than entire compositions, 
and critics noted his overwhelming interest in the figure 
to the point of neglecting the historia4.
the architectural analogue for this practice is not pre-
cise. But as his architecture critics also recognized, 
Michelangelo concentrated much of his energy on the 
conception of distinctive details5. in this sense it may be 
that there was some accuracy to Michelangelo’s claim 

1. Michelangelo, Laurentian Library, vestibule, Florence
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figure in the marble; whether or not we take this literally 
it does seem likely that a degree of spontaneity and re-
sponse to the materials was part of his method9. there-
fore it is not difficult to imagine that when he turned to 
architecture, he sought to replicate some of the imme-
diacy of his sculptural practice.
it is not simply that Michelangelo had a fragmentary 
approach, or that he eschewed perspective, but that 
his conceptual ambitions – the spatial ideas he had in 
his head – outstripped his own (and others’) ability to 
represent them graphically. this suggests a move into 
potentially treacherous territory: the realm between im-
agination and rendering. the absence of key drawings 
from the record raises the question of whether an archi-
tectural idea can exist outside of its representation any 
more than ideas can exist without the words to express 
them. in the case of the Laurentian Library, one is at 
least forced to conclude that ideas developed outside 
the realm of drawing.
While it is possible that models bridged some of the 
distance between what Michelangelo drew and what he 
built, his use of clay as a modeling material lent itself 
to the shaping of solids, but not voids. the scarcity of 
plans and perspectives among Michelangelo’s drawings 
also points to an architectural feature of the vestibule: 

ings and the realization of a complex and coherent built 
project. this may suggest, as William Wallace’s work 
has revealed in detail, that Michelangelo maintained a 
close working relationship with a set of stonemasons 
and builders who understood his methods well enough 
that he could direct them on-site and they could proceed 
when he was not present6. the drawings discovered on 
the walls of the Medici Chapel and on the convent out-
side the library suggest that Michelangelo’s approach 
involved a degree of improvisation, and that he modi-
fied or clarified ideas as the building took shape (fig. 
5)7. these on-site drawings, together with a great deal of 
direct oral communication, would have been necessary 
to convey his ideas clearly to the masons and builders.
of course it is only possible to speculate about the exact 
nature of the communication that took place between 
Michelangelo and his masons. however, considering his 
experience as a sculptor, it makes sense to imagine that 
direct, on-site participation was an important compo-
nent of his process. As evans described, a major distin-
guishing feature of architecture compared to the allied 
fields of painting and sculpture is its reliance on inter-
mediaries: the architect does not personally make the 
building, as the painter or sculptor does8. As a sculptor, 
we know that Michelangelo at least claimed to find the 

2. Michelangelo, Laurentian Library, reading room, Florence



136

cammy brothers
Michelangelo’s conception of it as a conjunction of sol-
ids, and the absence of a substantial sense of space.

painterly drawings

When Michelangelo began to work on the project for 
the Laurentian Library, he had primarily been making 
elevation drawings in chalk and pen. these methods 
were ill-suited to his purposes in the Laurentian Li-
brary, especially the vestibule. they could effectively 
render the composition of the wall, but a crucial fea-
ture of the library is relief – high relief in the vestibule 
and low relief in the reading room. While for some ar-
chitects perspective might have offered an alternative, 
Michelangelo’s disdain for it is well known10. his way 
around this conundrum was to adopt extensive use of 
the brush and of ink wash, allowing him to modulate his 
orthogonal drawings and to reveal the depth of surfaces 
he envisioned.
in his study for the papal tombs in San Lorenzo, Mi-
chelangelo used wash to indicate depth, and included a 
plan immediately below the elevation and aligned with 
it. his drawings for the library are less systematic and 
often leave more room for ambiguity. two wall studies 
for the library continue this practice in a limited way, 
including partial plans on the same sheet of the inset 
columns, the most difficult portion of the composition 
to understand through an elevation drawing alone (figs. 
6-7). in another drawing, too, the delicate application of 
wash over the moldings compensates for the absence of 
perspective (fig. 8).
Although other draftsmen also relied on wash, Michel-
angelo made it an essential component of his design 
process. An unfinished study for a door reveals how in 
some cases he began his drawings with wash (fig. 9). 
typically, draftsmen would apply wash as a last step, 
over pen lines. his reversal of the typical sequence, 
moving directly from pencil to brush, suggests that he 
was essentially thinking and designing with light. in 
this regard, peruzzi probably offers the closest paral-
lel. his drawings suggest that he worked with both pen 
and brush close at hand, and they provide a strong in-
dication of the priority he placed on light as a design 
component. there is, however, a crucial distinction. in 
most cases, peruzzi’s primary interest was for the spa-
tial effects of light on the interior of a building whereas 
Michelangelo’s drawings suggest more concern with the 
play of light on surfaces, and less in voids.
Michelangelo’s approach also shared features with that 
of Antonio da Sangallo and palladio: both consistently 
employ orthogonal drawing, but there are circumstanc-
es in which they supplement it by the use of wash to 
clarify spatial relationships. For instance, in Antonio’s 
elevation of Saint peter’s, he illustrates the curve of the 
exedra by showing the columns clustered tightly togeth-
er, and by drawing receding lines within the windows 
(fig. 10). the distinction is that Antonio and palladio 
sought to illustrate their compositional and spatial ideas 
with maximum accuracy and clarity. Michelangelo’s 
drawings do not suggest excessive concern with either 
of these qualities, nor with overall compositions, either 
linear or spatial. his use of wash serves a narrower set 

3. Michelangelo, Drawing for the Laurentian Library vestibule 
wall, London, British Museum, 1895,0915.508r [Wilde 36, 
Corpus Tolnay 528r]

4. Michelangelo, Sketch of Laurentian Library vestibule, 
Haarlem, Teylers Museum, A33 bis v [Corpus Tolnay 219v] 
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the Laurentian Library provides an illustration of an 
inverse relationship to the one these authors propose. 
As already mentioned, Michelangelo made only one 
comprehensive perspective sketch of the vestibule at an 
early stage, and – as a consequence or not – the vesti-
bule is impossible to take in from one viewpoint or in a 
single glance. it defies any draftsman’s attempt to render 
it in perspective. the reading room’s repetitive lines of 
pilasters might have provided the potential anchors of 
a perspective grid, but the density and triangular shape 
of the unexecuted rare books room would have made it, 
like the vestibule, a challenging subject for perspective 
rendering.
in The Principles of Art, heinrich Wölfflin introduced 
a category he referred to as «painterly architecture», 
by which he meant architecture composed to favour 
and frame particular views14. Although the concept 
never enjoyed wide use and has its flaws, it has de-
scriptive value15. the library resists easy categorization 
because Michelangelo’s vestibule lacks framed views, 
but it does emphatically feature movement – a quality 
Wölfflin associates with the painterly. Wölfflin makes 
further suggestive statements that inhibit a reading of 
Michelangelo’s architecture as «painterly»: «the dead-

of goals, conveying his interests in the projection and 
recession of the wall surfaces and ornamental details of 
the library.

unpainterly architecture

Architectural historians have never fully established a 
link between an architect’s proclivity for making per-
spective renderings and a tendency to organize the de-
sign according to the logic of perspective. Lotz proposed 
such a connection, suggesting that Bramante’s skill as a 
painter and perspectivist caused him to design buildings 
to be seen from a single, fixed point11. Similarly, evans 
describes the close affinity between palladio’s consist-
ently orthogonal drawings and his executed buildings, 
observing that they share an emphasis on linearity12. 
this was certainly among the qualities that facilitated 
palladio’s rendering of his projects in woodcut prints, 
as well as their broad imitation by architects who had 
never seen his buildings. it is also true, as scholars have 
often noted, that much of the play of light and volumet-
ric effects of palladio’s façade architecture was lost in 
these transitions between two and three dimensions13.

5. Florence, Medici Chapel, cappelletta, wall drawing with architectural details
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Lotz claims that it is the conception of the wall as a 
decorative surface that led Leon Battista Alberti to his 
statement about the inappropriateness of perspective 
for architectural drafting. he writes, «once wall and 
space are considered as possessing bodily volume, Al-
berti’s reservations prove invalid; under these condi-
tions space can be rendered in perspective just as can 
a body itself; indeed it can only be so rendered»19. Mi-
chelangelo thus offers a strong counterexample to the 
hypothesis Lotz presents – his architecture is emphati-
cally volumetric but he renders it without perspective.
Lotz also elaborates on the idea of painterly or picto-
rial architecture (without reference to Wölfflin). he 
argues that a significant transition takes place between 
Bramante’s tempietto and raphael’s School of Athens, 
positing a close connection between modes of represen-
tation and conceptions of design20. As alluded to above, 
he asserts that Bramante designed the tempietto to be 
seen from a single, fixed vantage point (not unlike the il-
lusionistic San Satiro in Milan). he goes further in asso-
ciating this shifting conception of space with a changing 
mode of architectural representations. he relates the 
high horizon line, fixed vantage point and «artificial pic-
ture plane» of perspectival sections in the Codex Coner 
(which he associates with Bramante) to the conception 
of «interiors that are primarily conceived as a picture 
the elements of which are optically related to a vantage 
point set at a certain distance»21. he also suggests that 
a lack of a sense of scale is characteristic both of this 

ly enemy of the painterly is the isolation of the single 
form» . this isolation is precisely the quality of the li-
brary recognized by sixteenth-century commentators 
such as Francesco Bocchi, who in his account focused 
especially on the brackets17. rather than providing the 
visitor with a single, clear, or fixed view of the library 
or vestibule, Michelangelo attracts the visitor’s gaze to 
individual components of great visual interest. Apply-
ing Wölfflin’s category, then, the unpainterly character 
of Michelangelo’s architecture helps to account for the 
peculiar difficulty of capturing his interiors through any 
representational medium.
in the transition from Michelangelo’s earliest archi-
tectural projects to this one – that is from the façade 
of San Lorenzo and the Medici Chapel to the library 
– Michelangelo moved from an architecture primar-
ily concerned with planar composition to one defined 
by its volumes18. in the Laurentian Library, the design 
barely contains planar surfaces; the architecture of the 
vestibule in particular defies the traditional conception 
of the wall as static. Michelangelo was working under 
similar constraints as he had been in the Medici Chapel, 
in that the footprint of the library had to conform to 
that of the existing convent. in the chapel, the need to 
conform to the model of the old Sacristy had the re-
sult of confining most of Michelangelo’s innovations to 
the zone of the tombs. But in the context of the library, 
Michelangelo broke from the paradigm of the wall as a 
surface for linear composition.

6. Michelangelo, Laurentian Library study, Florence, Casa 
Buonarroti, 48Ar [Corpus Tolnay 527r] 

7. Michelangelo, Laurentian Library study, Florence, Casa 
Buonarroti, 42Ar [Corpus Tolnay 541r] 
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the Lille Codex (long known as the Libro di Michelan-
gelo) contains a significant number of studies of pro-
jects by Michelangelo, including the Chapel of Leo X 
at Castel Sant’Angelo, the kneeling windows of palazzo 
Medici, and nineteen drawings of the Laurentian Li-
brary. in creating a thorough compendium of Michelan-
gelo’s buildings alongside ancient monuments, raffaello 
implicitly made a case for their equal value as models, 
much as Bernardo della Volpaia had interspersed repre-
sentations of Bramante’s designs with those of roman 
ruins in the Codex Coner24. While raffaello’s drawings 
remain relatively close to the conventions employed by 
his contemporaries – if not by Michelangelo himself – 
those in the Scholz Album are substantially more pre-
cise and analytical than anything Michelangelo himself 
drew. the album features drawings of Michelangelo’s 
projects from throughout his career in Florence and 
rome, including the New Sacristy, the Laurentian Li-
brary and the portal of Sant’Apollonia in Florence, as 
well as of Saint peter’s and palazzo Farnese in rome. 
the drawings of the Laurentian Library include an 
exhaustive set of details of the windows, doors, taber-
nacles, cornices and capitals of almost every part of the 
vestibule and reading room.

type of perspective drawing and of Bramante’s interiors. 
By contrast, the space raphael creates in his School of 
Athens cannot be taken in by a single glance, «but only 
through multiple perspective» . Lotz thus suggests that 
Bramante, an architect known for the monumentality 
of his buildings, created pictorial architecture, while 
raphael created a work of greater spatial complexity 
than a building.

reception and documentation

Michelangelo’s contemporaries and followers drew the 
library extensively, and the way in which they did so 
demonstrates the range of possible approaches to its 
representation and the distinctiveness of his own draw-
ings. in particular, drawings of the library by Michelan-
gelo’s contemporary raffaello da Montelupo at the Mu-
sée des Beaux Arts, Lille, and by the anonymous author 
of the Scholz Album at the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in New York, provide a sense of how the complex 
architectural forms of the library could be documented, 
given a distinct set of representational tools and inter-
ests23.

8. Michelangelo, “Modello” of a door, Florence, Casa Buonarroti, 
111Ar [Corpus Tolnay 555 r] 

9. Michelangelo, Door study, Florence, Casa Buonarroti, 96Ar 
[Corpus Tolnay 551r]
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10. Antonio da Sangallo, elevation of St. peter’s, Florence, GDSU UA 66

11. Raffaello da Montelupo, Drawing of vestibule interior, Lille, 
Palais des Beaux-Arts, 78 bis 

12. Raffaello da Montelupo, tabernacle of the Laurentian 
Library, Lille, palais des Beaux-Arts, 81v



141

michelangelo and the laurentian library

brary is a study of one of the tabernacles in the vestibule 
(fig. 12). the use of central point perspective allows him 
to illustrate its most salient feature: its shallowness. At 
the same time, the frontal view gives appropriate em-
phasis to the tabernacle’s ornamental details. Michelan-
gelo’s only surviving study of the vestibule wall includes 
an extremely rough sketch of the tabernacle (fig. 3). 
however, he did make presentation drawings of doors 
for the library that allow for a closer comparison to raf-
faello’s drawing (fig. 8). rather than show the depth 
of the design directly as raffaello does, Michelangelo 
makes subtle use of wash on the right side to indicate 
the depth of the moldings. here as in his later designs 
(for example for the windows of palazzo Farnese and 
the porta pia), Michelangelo sidesteps the need for per-
spective through the use of painterly techniques.
raffaello’s drawings include measured profiles of archi-
tectural details, which he treats with a degree of atten-
tion typically reserved for ancient monuments (fig. 13). 
the existence of these studies confirms the claim of his 
champion, Francesco Bocchi, that his architecture es-
tablished his own rule («altra regola») equal in authority 
to that of the ancients26. there is a certain irony to this 
reverential attitude, in that Michelangelo himself avoid-
ed the disciplined exercise of measuring ancient roman 
details, and his own detail drawings for the library are 
quick, loose, freehand sketches or rough, full scale cut 
outs of the kind given to masons to produce the built 
work (fig. 14)27.
raffaello also seems to have copied drawings from Mi-

raffaello drew the vestibule shortly after it was con-
structed, probably around 1535-154025. he was a dedi-
cated draftsman, but not particularly adept, and several 
of his drawings of the library demonstrate the difficulty 
he encountered in rendering the complicated volumes 
of the reading room and vestibule.
raffaello’s drawings also bring into focus the types of 
drawings that Michelangelo did not make. in this cat-
egory is a fascinating and perplexing drawing of the 
interior wall of the vestibule (fig. 11). At first glance, 
it appears that raffaello has drawn the complicated 
inset columns according to two alternative conven-
tions. however, looking more closely at the variations 
reveals that the columns to the left also include a pier, 
indicating that the draftsman was in fact representing 
the corner of the vestibule, flattened out. he shows the 
bays to the right orthogonally, with the exception of the 
brackets, which are seen from an angle. raffaello has 
also added his own attempt to regularize and rationalize 
the relation of parts in the vestibule’s wall composition 
by inserting two small pilasters in the lower part of the 
central section of the wall.
the awkwardness of raffaello’s drawings reveals more 
than his own limitations, however: it suggests that the 
peculiar qualities of the Laurentian Library’s walls and 
their varied depth relationships were genuinely difficult 
to draw according to any available convention. this in-
directly helps to explain the apparent idiosyncrasy of 
Michelangelo’s own drawings.
Among raffaello’s most illuminating drawings of the li-

13. Raffaello da Montelupo, Measured profile of architectural detail, Lille, Palais des Beaux-Arts, 83r
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both to the tabernacle and the surrounding wall. the 
section illuminates the complex relationship between 
the implied fluted pilasters that frame the tabernacle, 
the pilaster behind it, and the pier behind that. these 
are elements that none of Michelangelo’s drawings rep-
resent in detail. the inclusion of the section is particu-
larly striking because, despite the sectional complexity 
of Michelangelo’s designs, his drawings rarely include 
such views30.
While the Scholz Album drawings are meticulous, they 
are not comprehensive and never represent the entire 
space. this probably indicates the nature of draftsman’s 
interests, but it may also reflect the difficulty, even for 
someone with this level of skill, of rendering the entire 
space.
in comparing the detailed drawing from the Scholz 
Album of the vestibule tabernacle with Michelangelo’s 
own renderings of windows, tabernacles and doors, an 
apparent contradiction emerges. the tabernacles are re-
markable not only for their overall conception – a typol-
ogy-defying cross between a statueless niche and a blind 
window – but equally for the tremendous complexity 
of their details. Difficult to name or describe because, 
like the tabernacle they adorn, they do not belong to 
established typologies, nonetheless they contribute sub-
stantially to the lasting intellectual and visual interest 
of the vestibule overall. But the contradiction emerges 
in the discrepancy between the attention these details – 
guttae hanging from the shadow capitals, tapered pilas-
ters, impost blocks – afforded by the Scholz draftsmen 
and their virtual absence from Michelangelo’s graphic 
record. Drawings of windows and tabernacles empha-
size overall light effects and morphology, while provid-
ing few hints about the moldings or ornamental details 
that would form such a distinctive part of the finished 
work (fig. 17). the few surviving drawings that do focus 
on details concentrate on base profiles. While these are 
distinctive, they belong to a familiar typology. For the 
details adorning the tabernacle, for example, there are 
no drawings.

it is rare in the history of architecture that drawings 
documenting a project after its execution are more de-
tailed and thorough than those made by the architect 
himself. that this should be the case for the Laurentian 
Library testifies both to the fame of the project and the 
eagerness of other architects to emulate it, but also to 
the anomalous record left by Michelangelo. For many 
architects, an incomplete set of design drawings can be 
attributed to the vagaries of history. of course this is 
undoubtedly also true for Michelangelo, but in this in-
stance the character of his drawings is so particular that 
it has broader implications for his overall approach.
the unusual relationship between Michelangelo’s draw-
ings and the completed design invites a range of possi-
ble interpretations. Although the ambitions and subject 
matter of Wölfflin, Lotz, and evans are diverse, each 
provides insight into this puzzle. Among the apparent 
contradictions that emerge from a comparative read-
ing of these texts is that the architecture of the vesti-
bule is not painterly according to Wölfflin’s classifica-
tory system, yet Michelangelo’s drawings employed the 
techniques of a painter. this is possible because while 

14. Michelangelo, template for Laurentian Library door, 
Florence, Casa Buonarroti, 60Ar [Corpus Tolnay 537r]

chelangelo, for example a ground plan of the vestibule 
with the representation of an oval staircase (fig. 15)28. 
Michelangelo’s surviving drawings do not typically rep-
resent the staircase in the context of the room, but only 
as an isolated object. in raffaello’s drawing, the scale of 
the oval staircase seems remarkably small relative to the 
scale of the room, and relative to the size the staircase 
would take in its final version. the drawing suggests 
that the vestibule, differently configured, might have 
had a generous sense of interior space, rather than its 
present condition, of space squeezed around a monu-
mental object.
Despite the obvious challenges, the drawings in the 
Scholz Album, a vast, little studied collection of anon-
ymous drawings typically dated to the 1560s, suggest 
that it was indeed possible to represent at least the de-
tails of Michelangelo’s architecture in an accurate and 
clear manner. While the identity of the draftsman is 
unknown, the drawings of Michelangelo’s Florentine 
works appear to be faithful copies of drawings by gio-
vanni Antonio Dosio at the Uffizi29. they dissect the 
architecture of the library, considering it in great sec-
tional detail. in one remarkable drawing, the draftsman 
represents a tabernacle of the vestibule with rare preci-
sion, including a plan, section and elevation of the tab-
ernacle, the drawing provides an indication of the infor-
mation necessary to fully describe it (fig. 16). A partial 
insertion of perspective elements does not compromise 
the elevation view, and only a limited amount of shading 
is employed. the plan, positioned immediately below 
the elevation, clearly illustrates the protruding pedestal, 
the most surprising component of the design, in relation 
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15. Raffaello da Montelupo, plan of vestibule of Laurentian Library, Lille, Musée des Beaux-Arts, 78v
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is possible that in this regard it is worth heeding his in-
sistence that he was fundamentally a sculptor – because 
in sculpture there is no horizon, no recession, and no 
single point of view)31.
this essay began with the assertion that architects de-
sign what they can draw. As we have seen, Michelan-
gelo’s library presents a puzzle in this regard, because 
of the indirect relationship between what he draws and 
what he builds. We lack the material evidence to know 
precisely how Michelangelo bridged the gap between 
the minimal information supplied by his drawings and 
the complexity of his buildings – whether through mod-
els, oral communication, on-site drawing or all of these. 
But the character of the drawings does predict certain 
features of the library – its fragmentary nature, its em-
phasis on details, and the lack of hierarchy in the pres-
entation of distinct elements. Michelangelo’s example 
does not resolve the question of the causal connection 
between drawings and the designs they generate, but it 
complicates it in constructive ways.

Wölfflin had in mind the painter’s encapsulation of a 
particular view, Michelangelo used painterly techniques 
to offset the flatness of his drawings and give a sense of 
the depth of his details.
relative to the analysis presented by Lotz, Michelange-
lo’s example is largely consistent with his idea that there 
is a relationship between drawing and design. Lotz 
discusses Bramante’s embrace of single point perspec-
tive, raphael’s adoption of multiple point perspective, 
and Antonio da Sangallo’s use of orthogonal drawings. 
Michelangelo’s drawings do not adhere to any of these 
paradigms. instead, his drawings reflect his shifting at-
tention – from a bracket to the surfaces of a molding to 
a fragment of the wall. More importantly, Michelangelo 
brings into question the essay’s implication that an ar-
chitect’s limitations as a draftsman could determine the 
shape his architecture would take. his early sketch at 
haarlem and his drawings of the stairs demonstrate that 
he could make perspective renderings if he chose to. 
But looking at the architecture of the vestibule, it makes 
sense that he did not appreciate perspective drawing: 
perspective prizes the single view, while Michelangelo’s 
architectural compositions (much like his figurative 
ones) generate multiple points of interest. Just as in 
painting, Michelangelo avoided landscape and perspec-
tive not out of inability but from lack of inclination. (it 

16. Drawing of Laurentian Library tabernacle, Scholz Album, 
New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 49.92.38r

17. Michelangelo, Window and tabernacle studies, Florence, 
Casa Buonarroti, 96Av [Corpus Tolnay 551v]
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of following the model of Brunelleschi’s old Sacristy essentially 
confined the zone of his invention to the walls. his drawings for 
the chapel focus on the tomb and its sculptural and architectural 
components, not on the architecture of the room.
19 Lotz, 1977 (as in n. 2), p. 13.
20 With reference to the pictorial quality of Bramante’s tempietto, 
Lotz writes: «[…] the building itself and its iconographic sig-
nificance as a monument erected over the very spot where the 
apostle suffered his martyrdom would have been revealed at a 
glance. the beholder would have had a true view of this image 
in its totality only by standing away from the building at a certain 
distance, on the central axis of the courtyard near the portal lead-
ing into it». Ibid., pp. 14-15.
21 Ibid., p. 24.
22 Ibid.
23 the attribution of the Lille Codex to raffaello da Montelupo, 
which has received wide support, is from A. Nesselrath, «Das 
Liller Michelangelo Skizzenbuch», in: Kunstchronik, XXXVi, 
1983, no. 1, pp. 46-47 and «il Libro di Michelangelo a Lille», in: 
Quaderni dell’Istituto di Storia dell’Architettura, XXiV, 1994, 
pp. 35-52. it is also believed to contain drawings by a second 
hand, identified as Aristotile da Sangallo (F. Le Merle, «Livre de 
Dessins de Michel-Ange», in: Catalogue des Dessins Italiens: Col-
lections du Palais des Beaux-Arts de Lille, ed. by B. Brejon de 
Lavergnée, paris 1997, p. 284). A. ghisetti giavarina attributes 
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vue du Louvre et des Musées de France, XLVii, 1997, pp. 47-57.
24 on the Codex Coner, see t. Ashby, «Sixteenth-Century Draw-
ings of roman Buildings Attributed to Andreas Coner», in: Pa-
pers of the British School at Rome, ii, 1904, pp. 1-96; t. Bud-
densieg, «Bernardo della Volpaia und giovanni Francesco da 
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«Studi di cornici romane e di una facciata romana», in: Michel-
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number of the ideas presented here build on C. Brothers, Michel-
angelo, Drawing, and the Invention of Architecture, New haven/
London 2008.
3 g. Maurer has also commented on the relation between the 
library’s design and the viewer’s perception in Michelangelo – Die 
Architekturzeichnungen. Entwurfsprozess und Planungspraxis, 
regensburg 2004, pp. 136-139.
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