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WHAT DRAWINGS
DID IN
RENAISSANCE ITALY
Cammy Brothers

Drawing architecture became a commonplace activity in sixteenth-century Italy, and
many of the functions and habits associated with it today had their origin in Renaissance practices. With the increasing availability of paper, it became possible for architects to use drawing as a means of both arriving at new ideas and communicating them
to patrons and builders.1 While a few medieval drawings survive, and scattered examples can be found in earlier periods and diverse cultures, it was not until the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries that they became a standard component of
architectural practice.2 Architectural drawing expanded throughout Europe during
the sixteenth century, and new research on Netherlandish, German, Spanish, French
and English draftsmen will allow a more inclusive picture of the diversity of graphic
modes across the continent.3 However, the greatest quantity of drawings that have
surfaced thus far are Italian, and they will form the focus of this chapter.
Despite the wealth of information contained in Renaissance drawings, several
factors have clouded their study. First, scholars often view them through an anachronistic lens, mistaking their similar appearance to modern architectural drawings
for equivalence in scope and function, and thereby misconstruing their achievements and failings. Second, drawings are often considered exclusively in relation
to a completed building and are thus seen as a means to an end. In other words,
their significance is often presumed to lie in the information they can yield about
what is construed as the actual locus of interest – the building. The corollary to
these attitudes in relation to drawings of existing buildings, principally antiquities,
is the expectation that they adhere to modern standards of archaeological precision
and thereby provide accurate information about the buildings they represent.
A third problem within discussions of architectural drawings has been a tendency
to read them through the theoretical texts that describe them. Scholars repeatedly
cite a small number of key passages from a few texts as if they described practice,
which in general they do not.
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2 Architecture and its Culture
In contrast to these approaches, the focus here will be on the varied functions of
drawing in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Italy. I will argue that drawings should
be considered not merely documents but also agents: of education, memory,
thought, communication, and transmission. Through drawing, one can often
see the evolution and transformation of an architect’s understanding of ancient
models and his approach to design. The creation and preservation of drawings
allowed architects to build up an archive of their own ideas, to be utilized as needed
for a range of projects. It is thus more than an accident that architects such as
Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564) and Andrea Palladio (1508–80) who left a
large number of drawings are also the ones who developed such a consistent lexicon of forms and solutions for their designs.
Even anonymous drawings could function as agents for the replication, variation, and circulation of ideas. Scholars have credited printed books and their illustrations with the diffusion of knowledge about ancient monuments, as well as of
the principles of architecture in general. However, examination of the corpus of
anonymous Renaissance architectural drawings reveals the way in which architectural ideas and forms circulated through the practice of copying both before and
after the advent of the printed, illustrated book.4

The Materials and Surfaces of Drawing
The materials and methods of architectural drawing varied considerably over the
course of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Fifteenth-century drawings were often
made on parchment rather than paper, with draftsmen typically using stylus lines
(fine incisions) as a first layer to establish guidelines. Black chalk would sometimes
be employed over it, and also as underdrawing. Pen and ink, often with wash, comprised the final layer. Colored ink washes appear occasionally, as in the drawings of
Francesco di Giorgio (1439–1502) and Giuliano da Sangallo (circa 1443–1516), but for
the most part the ink used was brown or black.5 Architectural drafting materials intersected with those employed for figurative drawings, and the choices draftsmen made
often reflected their training in other media. Red chalk, for example, surfaces almost
exclusively in the drawings of architects first trained as painters, such as Donato Bramante (1444–1514), Baldassare Peruzzi (1481–1536) and Michelangelo, and they are
also the ones who make more extensive use of brushwork.6
The emergence of inexpensive paper in the late fifteenth century facilitated the
practice of drawing, and more sheets survive from this period. The majority of
fifteenth-century drawings on paper are executed in the traditional manner described
above for parchment. The surviving record suggests that sketching, or the direct use
of pen or chalk without underdrawing or other preparation, becomes more common
in the early sixteenth century, with figures such as Baldassare Peruzzi and Michelangelo. Both made frequent use of red chalk, and employed wash with great freedom.
Donato Bramante also employed red chalk on several studies for the church of
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St. Peter’s, but so few of his drawings survive that it is difficult to speculate about his
practice more broadly.
The surfaces on which architectural drawings were made varied widely, reflecting the range of their uses and audiences. In many cases, they were made for purely
instrumental reasons on fragile surfaces not meant for preservation. Michelangelo
routinely drew on the back or sides of sheets he was using for calculations, drafts of
letters, or other mundane tasks; by chance, a few examples of this practice have
survived.7 During the transitional period from parchment to paper, in the late fifteenth century, a draftsman’s decision to draw on parchment signaled a desire to
create a luxurious and lasting object. The two books of drawings by Giuliano da
Sangallo (the Codex Barberini and the Taccuino Senese) and the manuscript treatises of Francesco di Giorgio are prime examples.8 The thickness and durability of
parchment permitted multiple corrections, and encouraged the reuse of sheets; in
these examples it is possible to see in raking light an earlier image that has been
rubbed out and replaced.9 By the early sixteenth century, paper had replaced parchment even for the most precious volumes. For example, the Codex Escurialensis, a
beautifully executed book of drawings that was similar in content to the codices of
Giuliano and Francesco but dates to the first decade of the sixteenth century, was
drawn on paper.10
Even after the advent of paper, drawing was still subject to material limitations
with regard to the size of available sheets.11 To compensate for this, architects frequently assembled drawings from multiple pieces, pasting them together to build a
surface large enough for their purposes. The high level of investment in the
resources of both paper and time favored the creative adaptation of sheets, so that
sections might be cut out and replaced with corrections rather than beginning a
new sheet. Giuliano da Sangallo’s façade drawings from the second decade of
the sixteenth century are a prime example: although they appear coherent and
whole, close inspection reveals them to be intensively reworked surfaces made
up of multiple sheets, small and large, overlaid to create the appearance of a synthetic design.12
Unlike figurative drawing, the vast majority of architectural drawings include
some type of notation, whether a scale, measurements, or written notes about
the function of a room, the name or location of a monument, or other information.
Mostly, the notes and measurements are scrawled, of interest primarily for the
draftsman himself. In a few cases, however, such as Codex Coner, a volume of
early-sixteenth-century drawings of Roman monuments by Bernardo della Volpaia
(1475–1522), the draftsmen’s annotations in capital letters indicate a didactic purpose.13 While Volpaia’s annotations are typically limited to an identification of the
name and location of the fragment, his use of a Roman font indicates his desire for
legibility. Giuliano da Sangallo’s annotations in the Codex Barberini are often more
extensive, indicating the original function of the monument he depicted.
Whether noted directly in numbers or indirectly through the inclusion of a scale,
measurements can pose a conundrum because of the coexistence of many different
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systems. The Roman foot, the Vicentine foot, and the Florentine braccia were all in
simultaneous use, posing practical hurdles for the itinerant draftsman. As result,
quite often the use of a system of measurement different from the draftsman’s
usual choice can indicate that a drawing has been copied from another source.
There are of course notable exceptions both to the use of annotations and of
measurements. Michelangelo’s drawings, for example, sometimes contain written
notes, but these rarely concern the architectural drawing itself. Even his studies of
ancient monuments – copied from Bernardo della Volpaias Codex Coner – omit
measurements and identifications.14 His drawings of marble blocks do frequently
contain notations of measurements (mostly intended for the stone cutters at the
quarries), but otherwise his architectural drawings primarily concern matters of
composition, detail, or ornament rather than measure.

Writing about Drawing
The varied graphic legacy of Renaissance architects makes it a challenge to generalize about drawing practice. Thus, past scholars have often turned to a select number of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century texts that refer to drawing. Although these
sources are important, there is a risk of reading the drawings through the texts. The
relationship between the practice of drawing and the theory of architecture has
been complicated by several factors. Most fundamentally, there is the question
of whether writers such as Francesco di Giorgio, Leon Battista Alberti, and Raphael, as well as their ancient source, Vitruvius, were describing practice as they
observed it or hoping to reform it through their writing. The loss of drawings over
time makes it impossible to answer this question definitively, but some observations may be ventured based on what does survive.
One of the most cited passages, and also most complicated to interpret, occurs in
Alberti’s treatise De re aedificatoria (1485). Here Alberti claims that perspective is
the province of painters alone, and is inappropriate for architects.15 While it is difficult to know Alberti’s motives for making this statement, it clearly does not
describe the practices of his contemporaries, and it is strikingly at odds with abundant visual evidence of the proximity between artistic and architectural culture at
this moment. It is also perplexing because although it is not certain exactly when
Alberti took up his study of Vitruvius, the ancient author specifies that scaenographia – broadly interpreted as some form of perspective – is one of the three main
forms of representation available to an architect. Considering that Alberti’s statement contradicts both the practice of his contemporaries and the theories of Vitruvius, I would argue that scholars have given it undue emphasis.16
Another frequently cited passage occurs in Raphael’s Letter to Pope Leo X
(1514–15), in which he describes the three types of drawing appropriate for recording Roman monuments in a way that has been interpreted as corresponding to the
plan, section and elevation we know today.17 Until recently, there was very little
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evidence that the techniques Raphael described in his letter to Leo X corresponded
to architectural practice. The rigor and consistency that he advocates appear to have
little correlation to the wide range and variation of approaches to be found among
surviving drawings. However, in 2005, a small volume of drawings now known as
the Codex Stosch came to light, providing new insight into the relationship
between Raphael’s proposal and the activities of his contemporaries and followers.
The book, persuasively attributed to Giovan Battista da Sangallo (1496–1548) by Ian
Campbell and Arnold Nesselrath, consists of 23 folios, drawn on recto and verso, of
ancient Roman temples.18 Its content is not unusual in itself – many loose-leaf drawings as well as books of drawings contain representations of the same temples – but
both the coherence of the content and the consistency of the representations are
striking. Each temple is represented according to a strictly orthogonal view, both
from the front and side, as well as in plan, several with additional details as well.
Probably part of a larger collection of lost drawings, those that remain are enough
to suggest that at least one draftsman did follow Raphael’s prescriptive guidelines.
Despite this discovery, however, it is clear that architects in general drew in a much
broader variety of ways, and with a greater range of aims, than any descriptive or
theoretical text could encapsulate.

Drawings as Education
Prior to the establishment of schools of architecture, drawings functioned both as a
form of auto-didacticism and of credentialing.19 The idea of drawings as agents of
thought may be the most contemporary, in that it corresponds to current conceptions of sketching. Drawings functioned as a form of communication with patrons,
builders, and members of the workshop. They could also facilitate the dissemination of ideas through the mechanism of copying. Although copy drawings are often
dismissed for their presumed lack of originality, and also as a result of their frequent
anonymity, they were an important mode through which ideas about architecture
were conveyed and transformed.
From the enormous number of drawings of ancient Roman ruins that survive,
one can deduce that for aspiring architects, traveling to Rome and drawing its ruins
became de rigueur preparation for a professional career. It accomplished two interrelated ends: the process of making the drawings trained architects’ memories in
the details and compositions that would inform their designs; and the physical
existence of the drawings allowed them to display their knowledge of Roman models to potential patrons. For example, in his Lives of the Artists (1550 and 1568) Giorgio Vasari tells us that Bramante made drawings of antiquities, and that when
Cardinal Carafa saw them, he offered Bramante his first important commission
in Rome (the courtyard of Santa Maria della Pace).20 While the first generation
of architects to travel to Rome in the fifteenth century relied on their own interests
to guide them toward appropriate subjects for their drawings, later architects could
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rely on a growing consensus regarding the most important models. Despite their
ubiquity and importance, drawings of ancient Rome occupy a marginal place in
architectural history, typically written about by a handful of specialists.21 Archaeologists examine the drawings for their factual value, and often see the modifications architects made to what they saw as arbitrary, distracting changes rather than
as the architects themselves must have seen them – as improvements.
The subjects of these studies could be entire monuments, seen in plan, section,
elevation, or perspectival view. But more often, draftsmen focused on details. Bases,
columns, capitals, and architraves occupy a large number of sheets, perhaps for ease
of access, since important fragments might be studied and measured while lying on
the ground, or because of the predominant fascination with the architectural orders.
Both painters and architects collected details assiduously, with parallel aims of putting together a set of models for reuse. Assemblages of highly ornamented capitals
and bases often blur the boundary between copying and invention, demonstrating
the way in which the exercise of copying allowed draftsmen to internalize a set of
forms to recombine according to their own imagination (Figure 4.1).

Drawing, Memory and Design
Drawing’s role in the formation of an architect’s visual memory – key to developing his imagination – is not explicitly described in the texts of the period but
emerges from observation of the relation between drawings of antiquities and
new designs. Architects looked to Rome to acquire a formal lexicon and develop
a repertoire of models that they could internalize through repetition and through
the act of drawing itself. The various stages of this process, from the rendering of
existing monuments to the transformation of them into novel details and typologies, are apparent in the graphic oeuvre of Baldassare Peruzzi, Antonio da Sangallo
the Younger (1484–1546), Michelangelo, and Palladio, among others.22
It has been suggested that the arrival of the printed, illustrated architectural book
supplanted the need for architects to go to Rome to make their own drawings.23
With the publication of the treatises of Sebastiano Serlio (1475–1554) beginning in
1534, the argument goes, architects – especially those living far from Rome – would
have had a ready reference for classical forms without the necessity of producing
one themselves. However, the evidence from the large number of drawings of
Roman architecture produced throughout the sixteenth century suggests that
drawing did not become redundant with the advent of print. The Scholz Album
and the Goldschmidt Albums in the Metropolitan Museum of Art both demonstrate that French architects continued to draw Rome through the last decades
of the sixteenth century.24 Even within Rome itself, the practice remained vibrant:
a prominent example is Alberto Alberti (circa 1525–98), who left an abundant record of large-scale drawings of ancient Roman ruins, all dating from the last decades
of the sixteenth century.25 While the size of the sheets sets them apart from earlier
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Figure 4.1 Oxford Master (formerly attributed to circle of Jacopo Ripanda), six capitals
and six reliefs, pen and ink wash, 33.2 × 23.4 cm., Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, KP
668, fol. 6r, 1512–17 © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.
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sixteenth-century drawings, their content is remarkably similar, and indicates that
architects continued to find reasons to draw monuments well beyond the arrival of
the architectural treatise.
Most sixteenth-century architects left only a scattered record of their production,
making all but a speculative reconstruction of their activities impossible. But for a
handful, such as Peruzzi, Sangallo the Younger, and Palladio, there are enough studies both of existing buildings (mainly antiquities) and of designs to enable some
understanding of the relation between them. Such examples demonstrate how
these architects used drawing as a form of research, investigating the materials,
ornaments, orders, and compositions of ancient buildings and in the process assembling a toolkit of reusable ideas. In making the drawings, the architects were also
reinforcing their own memory of the monuments, so that they compiled both a
physical and cognitive archive. The preservation of drawings of antiquities, many
of which are of such a notational character as to be barely legible to non-architects,
in itself indicates that they were regularly employed in the studio. The materials and
modes of representation these architects used for their drawings of existing buildings and their design drawings were often indistinguishable, facilitating the transfer
of ideas and information between the two realms.
Over time, architects began to adopt conventionalized modes of recording antiquities, and to arrive at a de facto consensus over which monuments merited
special attention. A few Roman monuments, such as the Coliseum, the Theatre
of Marcellus, and the Pantheon surfaced regularly in numerous loose sheets and
codices, often from a limited set of favored viewpoints. Similarly, specific ornamental details were often repeated, more often for their fine aesthetic qualities than for
their adherence to Vitruvian norms. Preferred modes of representing details also
emerged – cornices in isometric projection, as in the Codex Coner (Figure 4.2);
capitals shown in elevation and plan; and bases rendered in bisected elevation,
grouped together according to type.
Although some studies of the antique took on a pictorial quality, their function
was always more than decorative. They supplied a lexicon of details to be repeated
or modified, as well as a conceptual starting point for plans of palaces, convents,
and churches. The mismatched typologies of ancient and modern buildings (temple and church; domus and palazzo) nonetheless allowed for the selective adaptation of details.
By nature, design studies were more personal, and they vary in appearance and
technique much more than studies after the antique do. In this arena even more
than in others, the architect’s background and training had an impact on how he
drew. Peruzzi and Michelangelo, for example, both painters by training, often
emphasized light in their drawings, typically rendering it with wash. Peruzzi’s
use of wash for this purpose is especially striking, because he employs it at multiple scales, both for sectional studies and for details. In a sheet of church and
chapel studies, he inserts two quick perspectival sections – one almost entirely
painted – alongside the plans, indicating his preoccupation with volume and light
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Figure 4.2 Bernardo della Volpaia, Codex Coner, trabeation of the Theatre of Marcellus,
pen and ink wash, c. 23 × 17 cm., Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, fol. 76, c. 1514.
Courtesy of The Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum. Credit: Ardon Bar-Hama.
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(Figure 4.3). By contrast, Palladio, who was trained as a mason and thus familiar
from an early age with the conventions of the section, rarely employed perspective. Instead, he often made quick sketches to work out the multiple permutations
of a design either in section or plan, as seen in his study of twenty variations on a
palace plan (Figure 4.4).26
Peruzzi left a rich and varied graphic record, including almost equal numbers of
design drawings and studies of antiquities.27 The quantity and range of his surviving drawings provides insight into his interests and methods, and the many areas of
overlap between his research into ancient building types and materials and his
design thinking. He was an avid student of Vitruvius, and accounts by his contemporaries indicate that he was preparing a treatise.28 However, his drawings make
clear that he was not limited by any theoretical constraints.29 Although we know of
Peruzzi’s treatise only indirectly, it provides a telling example of the way in which
research into the antique could serve ends beyond those of self-education or building a repertoire of models.30
Peruzzi employed an exceptionally broad range of representational modes for
both design drawings and studies of antiquities. Among his most compelling design
drawings is the representation of St. Peter’s, which is at once a splayed perspective,
a section showing multiple cuts, and a perspectival view of the plan (Figure 4.5).31
The drawing’s vanishing point is so far in the distance that it also resembles an axonometric rendering – a convention not widely used until the nineteenth century –
and a bird’s eye view. As a section, it shows both vertical and horizontal cuts,
revealing the limits of a traditional section as just one among hundreds of possible
cuts in both registers. It also contains a temporal idea, in that it suggests a building
in the midst of construction. It shows the design simultaneously in the phase of
conception (as a plan); of construction (the view of the piers being erected); and
of execution (the section of the back wall).
Peruzzi knew the rules of perspective, and of orthogonal drawing, extremely
well. He was a master of scenography, a painter, and a designer of stage sets,
all of which depended on and displayed his skills in this arena. He was also the
author of an extremely precise and impressive section drawing of the Pantheon.32
When he chose to bend the rules, he did so not out of naiveté, but from the point of
view of someone with enough mastery of the conventions to be able to see and
challenge their limitations.
In general, drawings that architects made for themselves, for their patrons, for
builders, or for members of their workshop can be distinguished from one another
by their appearance. Drawings for patrons, sometimes called presentation drawings, are typically referred to in documents and texts as “modelli,” which can
indicate either a finished drawing or a three-dimensional model. The term “presentation drawing” can be misleading, because it implies a level of finish and completeness that is rarely evident in the drawings themselves.33
The drawings used to communicate with patrons varied depending on the
nature of that relationship. Among the best-documented examples are the drawings
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Figure 4.3 Baldasarre Peruzzi, studies for the Cathedral of Carpi, pen and ink wash,
29.8 × 19.8 cm., Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe Degli Uffizi, Florence, 529 Ar, 1514–1515.
By permission of the Ministry of Heritage and Cultural Activities and Tourism.
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Figure 4.4 Andrea Palladio, plans for the renovation of the palace of Camillo Volpe,
Vicenza, graphite or black chalk, pen and dark brown ink, 31.5 × 39.2 cm., RIBA
Library Drawings & Archives Collection, Royal Institute of British Architects, London,
XI/22r, late 1560s.

and letters exchanged between Michelangelo and Pope Clement VII (1523–34) during the construction of the Laurentian Library. The Pope was fluent in the language
of architecture, and the drawings Michelangelo sent to him are informal, closer in
appearance and function to working drawings. Several sheets are drawn only in red
chalk, and even the drawings in pen often omit the final layer. These qualities indicate the level of mutual understanding that existed between architect and patron, as
well as Clement VII’s insistence that he be involved in all aspects of the design, and
at every stage.34 Based on the tone of the letters and the surviving drawings, it can
be inferred that he placed greater value on being privy to Michelangelo’s design
process than on receiving highly polished drawings.
By contrast, a number of façade designs by Giuliano da Sangallo at the Uffizi
demonstrate a high level of finish, with everything from the ornamented capitals
to the reliefs fully articulated. Although frequently characterized as a unified series
of designs made for Leo X for the façade of San Lorenzo, the reality is more complicated: close examination of these drawings reveals that they were physically
layered composites as well as products of workshop collaboration, and that not
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Figure 4.5 Baldassare Peruzzi, design for Saint Peter’s, pen and ink, black and red chalk,
stylus, 53.8 × 67.7 cm., Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe Degli Uffizi, Florence, 2 Ar, c. 1506. By
permission of the Ministry of Heritage and Cultural Activities and Tourism.

all the designs were originally for San Lorenzo. Furthermore, stylistic and material
evidence indicates that Giuliano did not execute all parts of the drawing himself,
but rather that he relied on collaborators in his workshop, including his son
Francesco; that he did not make an entirely new set of drawings for each project
but in some cases reworked older drawings originally made for other projects; and
that several of the drawings are physically comprised of multiple sheets, literally
becoming works of pastiche and collage.35 Collaboration within painters’ studios
is well established and often well documented, as in the case of Raphael: But
the practice of collaborating on complex architectural drawings has yet to be
examined.
An open question, about which tantalizing details have recently emerged, concerns the connection between the use of drawings and the use of three-dimensional
models. The model for the Palazzo Strozzi (1489–90), long considered a “finished”
model executed for the patron, Filippo Strozzi, in fact contains not only alternative
solutions for the upper story that can be inserted into the model, but also multiple
drawn details within the model itself, illustrating ideas for doors, windows, and so
on. Despite its level of finish, these features indicate that it was meant to generate
discussion.36
As compared with drawings made for patrons, which are more likely to have
been preserved because of their finished qualities, probably only a small fraction
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of drawings made to communicate with builders and masons survive. In some
cases, such as in drawings by Antonio da Sangallo the Younger and by Michelangelo, these are full-scale templates for details such as bases, intended for direct use
by masons in cutting the stone. Michelangelo’s drawings also include rough diagrams of the shape and dimension of marble blocks to be cut from the quarries,
but these are exceptional.37

Drawings and the Transmission of Knowledge
Narratives of Renaissance architecture have typically focused on printed treatises as
the privileged agents of transmission of architectural ideas.38 But drawings also
circulated and were frequently copied, both before the arrival of the treatise,
and after. Fifteenth-century modelbooks played a key role in this history, though
they can be difficult to characterize due to their rarity, their ambigious function,
and frequently their anonymity. Another challenge emerges from the convergence
of pictorial and architectural culture, making it difficult to distinguish between
drawings made by painters and those made by architects.
Antiquarianism presented a field of shared interest between painters and architects, especially in the late fifteenth century, in Florence, Rome, Venice, and the
Northern court cities. This surfaced in the borders and backgrounds of their paintings, but it was fed by drawings, often compiled into books that were compendia of
ancient Roman details, and monuments. Although not yet fueled by the reading of
Vitruvius or any other author, the similarity in the content of these books suggests
an unspoken consensus about subjects worthy of inclusion. The books feature a
consistent repertoire, regardless of whether their author was a painter, sculptor,
or architect. This often included sarcophagi, figurative capitals, decorated pilasters,
ancient style helmets, grifffons and other hybrid animals, and triumphal arches.
The triumphal arch, perhaps the most readily identifiable type of ancient monument, commonly employed as a model for both the composition and figural sculpture of Renaissance tombs, as a symbol for ancient civilization in Renaissance
paintings, and as a source for ornamental details of architectural designs, especially
palace and church façades.39 Many of these details are included in the Oxford album
formerly attributed to Jacopo Ripanda, the Taccuino Senese by Giuliano da Sangallo, the Codex Escurialensis, and the “Northern Italian Album.”40 Typically, historians have accounted for these similarities by speculating on a lost source. But in
the absence of a theory regarding how multiple draftsmen would have had access
to such a source, and without the source itself, this seems an unsatisfying solution.
Instead, it suggests a convergence of taste almost as strong as in the decades that
followed the rediscovery of Vitruvius. The distinction, of course, was that this consensus was not guided by a text. Its character must be discerned by observation,
based on the repetition of motifs and their appearance in other places, such as
in the backgrounds of paintings and in architectural details.
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The grotesque drawings in the Codex Escurialensis, Taccuino Senese, Ripanda
Sketchbook, Codex Coner, and elsewhere represent an unusual and significant category within these books, one that reveals the intentions of the draftsmen and functions of the books. Parallel in many regards to the drawings of figurative capitals,
these drawings occupy a place between imitation and invention. Possible sources
for the grotesque motifs are the paintings of the Domus Aurea in Rome, stucco
reliefs from ancient tombs along the via Appia and elsewhere, pilasters, altars,
and sarcophagi. The books of drawings mentioned above include an array of these
objects, as well as independent drawings of grotesques, in which the line between
imitation and invention becomes blurred.
Within this group, the “Northern Italian Album” poses a challenge to existing categories (Figure 4.6). Made up of cityscapes including elaborate, largely invented structures that bear a distant relationship to both known monuments and contemporary
designs, it seems to hover between the world of the architect and the painter. While at
first glance it may seem naive, it includes references to the work of Bramante and
Francesco di Giorgio, and allusions to ancient Roman monuments. Recent analysis
has confirmed that the traditional association of the drawings with the workshop of an
intarsia artist is correct. As such, it offers a useful illustration of the expansion of architectural culture and knowledge to arenas beyond the strictly architectural.
Another significant example of a late-fifteenth-/early-sixteenth-century book of
drawings that is poised between the cultures of painting and of architecture is the
Codex Escurialensis. Attributed since the nineteenth century by Heinrich von Geymüller to the circle of Domenico Ghirlandaio (1449–94), recent attributions have
associated the volume with Baccio Pontelli (circa 1450–92), Giuliano da Sangallo, or
Mantegna (circa 1431–1506).41 Thus, after centuries of study scholars still cannot
even agree on whether the author was a painter or an architect. The contents could
point in either direction; interspersed among elevations and plans of ancient monuments are depictions of Roman sculpture, sarcophagi, ornamental details, and a
series of highly pictorial views of Rome (what would later be called vedute). In
my view, the representations of architecture, both in these views and on other
pages in which monuments are represented in elevation, reflect a painter’s interests
in ornament and overall composition. Although the drawings are detailed, there is
little attention to proportions, structure, or construction, or to the relation between
elevation and plan. By contrast, in the Codex Barberini and the Taccuino Senese,
Giuliano da Sangallo represents many of the same monuments, reliefs, details, and
views, but takes an explicitly architectural and analytic approach. In these volumes,
the sheets often pair elevations and sections with plans, and include both overall
views of the monuments and details of the orders, as well as notes concerning construction methods, materials, and measurements.
Another central point of reference for the transmission of architectural ideas
through drawings is Francesco di Giorgio. In his prolific activities as a writer and
draftsman, he created the prototype for the architectural treatise. While his drawings did not directly illustrate his text, in the sense that they were not labeled or
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Figure 4.6 North Italian Album, a castle and a tower, colored inks white heightening and
wash, 31.6 × 21.5 cm., Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, c. 1500. By courtesy of The
Trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum.

numbered in relation to it, in subject they were closely linked to his descriptions and
principles. His drawings have qualities of both abstraction and specificity, encompassing both through their minimal details, on the one hand, and their multiplicity,
on the other. His palace plans provide an excellent example of these qualities. Represented as mere line drawings, with no indication of wall thicknesses or window
openings, they seem to be conceptual designs, unmoored by any specific site or commission. His drawings of machines, cogs, and wheels were widely copied, by figures
including Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) and Giuliano da Sangallo.42

Anonymity and Copies
Anonymity poses challenges for the traditional approach to architectural drawings.
A large number of anonymous drawings survive from the Renaissance, and they have
received a disproportionately small degree of scholarly attention, much of it devoted to
efforts to associate them with a known architect. The other motive for studying these
drawings has been archaeological; in cases in which anonymous drawings document
Roman monuments, the drawings have been studied for their value as evidence.
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Other possible avenues for exploring anonymous drawings of this kind have yet
to be fully considered. Did architects or amateurs make books of copies, and why?
How did their authors identify and gain access to their sources? Often anonymous
drawings, whether direct copies of identifiable sources or not, register the diffusion
of particular ideas that may otherwise seem limited to a single architect or draftsman. The category of the “copy book” itself merits reconsideration, because the
name suggests a lesser genre and invites dismissal.43
The traditional conception of copying and its mechanistic associations has
implied that the practice was primarily governed by the logic of information: artists
and architects copied drawings so as to acquire knowledge of models they could
not draw first-hand themselves. Yet examination of these drawings reveals a different scenario, one in which the content of what is copied is as much style as anything
else. Among the most intriguing examples of this is a series of drawings emulating a
compositional format that Giuliano da Sangallo introduces in the “Libro Piccolo,”
the earliest part of the Codex Barberini (probably dating from circa 1465). Even in
its original appearance, it is surprising: details are shown overlapping, variously
arranged on the page so as to create the fiction of a casually composed sketchbook.
Giuliano groups similar types of details on the same page, all originating from different sites (Figure 4.7). The mode of overlay he adopts on these pages encourages
comparison between the details, but it also confounds it: with each detail shown at
a different scale, the comparisons can be misleading and imprecise. Giuliano’s overlay style of presentation was widely imitated: by Cronaca (the moniker of Simone
del Pollaiuolo, 1457–1508); by the author of the Mellon Codex; and by Alberto
Alberti, in drawings from the last decades of the sixteenth century
(Figure 4.8).44 Each of these draftsmen found the style particularly suitable for
the representation of bases, but rather than using it to copy the precise bases in
Giuliano’s Codex Barberini, they made their own selection.
At a broader level, drawings by anonymous or little known draftsmen offer
insight into how particular ancient monuments became canonical, how some fifteenth- and sixteenth-century buildings achieved an almost equal status, and
how modes of representing architecture were copied and adapted. The repetition
of particular monuments, both ancient and modern, in books of drawings also
suggests how a consensus about important monuments could develop over time,
forming the background to their inclusion in printed books such as those by
Sebastiano Serlio, Andrea Palladio, Jacopo Barozzi da Vignola (1507–73), and
others.45
Bramante’s Tempietto offers a case in point.46 Included in the Codex Coner
among other buildings designed by Bramante, it also appears in an anonymous
drawing at the Uffizi, in the Codex Mellon, and later in the treatises of Serlio
and Palladio.47 While the Tempietto’s architecture is obviously significant, and
its resemblance to ancient round temples might in itself justify its inclusion alongside the ancient examples, there were other important fifteenth- and sixteenthcentury buildings that did not make it into these collections. In other words,
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Figure 4.7 Giuliano da Sangallo, Codex Barberini, detail studies, pen and ink wash, stylus,
detail studies, 27 × 39 cm., Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Barb. Lat. 4424, Rome, fol. 12 r,
c. 1485 © 2016 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.

inclusion bestowed stature, and this could be enhanced through the mechanism of
repetition.
Canonization happened differently through drawing than it did through print,
and could have distinct objectives and consequences. In the context of fifteenthcentury books of drawings, the repetition of particular capitals or bases (such as
the Pegasus capital of the Temple of Mars Ultor, or its base) demonstrates how aesthetic criteria could take hold independently from any textual sanction. In this case,
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Figure 4.8 Alberto Alberti, Istituto Nazionale per la Grafica, 1595–97 46 × 36.3 cm, vol.
2501; post 1546, ante 1599, black chalk or graphite, pen and ink wash. With permission of
the Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali e del Turismo.

highly ornamented details that never would have been sanctioned by Vitruvius but
were beloved for their richness became well known to architects through their
repeated representation. Although Peruzzi identified and annotated his representation of the Temple of Mars Ultor Pegasus capital as “the most beautiful and most
beautifully made capital in Rome,” most versions did not even identify its location,
since this topographic information was secondary to its aesthetic qualities.48
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Conclusion
Despite the influence of Wolfgang Lotz’ 1956 essay, “The Rendering of the Interior
in Architectural Drawings of the Renaissance,” architectural drawings have occupied a marginal place within the history of architecture until recently. While frequently employed for their value as evidence – of an architect’s first idea for a
project that changed course, or of a date or attribution – they have much less often
been studied as objects of independent interest. In particular, drawings of ancient
Rome and anonymous drawings remain the province of specialists. A number of
recent conferences and publications, however, suggest that this status may be changing, and that scholars are beginning to address broader set of topics.49
The question of what drawings do has become urgent at a moment in which
their purpose and role in architectural culture is undergoing profound change in
response to the digital revolution. Many architecture schools are reevaluating
the purpose of training in architectural drawing, as students are under pressure
to acquire a complex array of digital skills. The examples discussed here are
specific to the era in which they were made, but in illustrating the multiple
functions drawings have played in the making of architecture, they suggest that
it may be neither necessary nor desirable for digital techniques to supplant all of
these roles.
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New York; and Alberto Alberti’s drawings are at the Istituto Nazionale per la Grafica
in Rome.
These treatises are all available in modern editions. Andrea Palladio, I quattro libri dell’architettura di Andrea Palladio (Venice, 1570); Robert Tavernor, ed., Palladio, The Four
Books On Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997); Sebastiano Serlio, Il terzo libro
di Sebastiano Serlio (Venice, 1540); Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks, ed. and trans., Sebastiano Serlio On Architecture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996); Jacopo Barozzi da
Vignola, Regola delli cinque ordini d’architettura di M. Iacopo Barozzio da Vignola (Rome,
1562); Branko Mitrovic, Canon of the Five Orders of Architecture, facsimile edition with
commentary (New York: Acanthus Press, 1999).
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46. It is discussed by Alexander Nagel and Christopher Wood, Anachronic Renaissance
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2010) 139, 172–4, 188–94 and Jack Freiberg, “Bramante’s
Tempietto, the Roman Renaissance and the Spanish Crown” (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014).
47. Serlio, Book II On Antiquities, in Hart and Hicks, Sebastiano Serlio on Architecture 131–4,
[67r, 68v], facsimile edition (Ridgewood, New Jersey: Gregg Press, 1964); Tutte l’opere
d’architettura et prospetiva (Venice, 1619); Palladio, Book IV on Antiquities, Chapter XVII,
in Tavernor and Schofield, 276–8; Licisco Magagnato and Paula Maini, eds, I quattro libri
dell’architettura (Milan: Edizioni Il Polifilo, 1980), 324–6. Notably, Bramante’s work
does not appear in Giuliano da Sangallo’s Codex Barberini, perhaps because he considered Bramante a rival; instead, Giuliano includes several plans by Brunelleschi.
48. Clarke, “La più bella e meglio lavorata opera.” The base and capital were drawn extensively in the Renaissance, as well as reproduced in printed treatises. Examples include:
Peruzzi UA 632v and 633 r (fig. 9.2 in Clarke); in the Codex Coner, fol. 124 (95); Antonio da Sangallo the Elder, UA 1879; Aristotile da Sangallo, Uffizi UA 4337v; Giorgio
Vasari the Younger, Uffizi 4337v (all mentioned by Ashby, “Sixteenth–Century
Drawings,” 61); Serlio, Book 3, fol. 84v and book 4, fol. 185 in Tutte l’opere d’architettura
et prospetiva di Sebastiano Serlio deviso in sette libri (Venice, 1619); Palladio book 3, fol. 22,
232 in Tavernor, Palladio.
49. Recent conferences include the University of Washington in Rome Symposium,
“Drawing and the Renaissance Architect,” Rome, December 2011; “Is Drawing
Dead?,” a symposium at the Yale University School of Architecture, February, 2012;
and numerous conference sessions over the past five years at the Renaissance Society
of America and the College Art Association annual meetings.
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