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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation is a comprehensive and analytical study of drawings and prints 

produced by artists and architects between the fifteenth and early seventeenth centuries 

showing Roman ruins. The unprecedented interest in classical antiquity that emerged in 

the fifteenth century, which came to define the artistic, architectural, and cultural 

evolution of the Renaissance, was the catalyst for the production of such ruin-based 

images, of which thousands of examples survive. Because these drawings and prints were 

all inspired by and depict Roman ruins, they have often been treated as a single, cohesive 

genre of image. In this dissertation, however, these ruin-based images are categorized as 

architectural or archaeological studies, vedute of ruinous land- or cityscapes, architectural 

treatise and guidebook illustrations, topographical maps, and imaginative reconstructions 

of antique monuments. They are examined according to distinct criteria such as media, 

methods of representation, and the different purposes for the creation of said works. As 

a result, a better understanding of the complexities of early modern antiquarian interests 

is revealed, especially in regards to the contributions of artists and architects to the early 

study of ancient architecture. This dissertation addresses how artists and architects were 

innately fascinated with the architectural remains of ancient Rome, and how the medium 

of drawing proved to be the ideal method for studying, understanding, and interpreting 

ruins. The reciprocal relationship between artists, architects, and antiquarians is also 

addressed with the result that many extant ruin-based images found in museums and art 

collections throughout the world can now be understood as an integral part of a 

widespread antiquarian movement that shaped the Renaissance and early Baroque 

periods, especially in Rome.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 
 

Introduction 
 
 
 

 
 It was in 2007 that I first came across the fascinating architectural drawings of the 

little-known sculptor-turned-architect and antiquarian draughtsman Giovanni Battista 

Montano (1534-1621, figure 1). Montano, whose corpus of graphic works is composed 

of hundreds of individual drawings and engravings made after them, dedicated much of 

the last third of his life to drawing reconstructions of ancient Roman buildings. Although 

many artists and architects had been recording Rome’s crumbling ruins since the 

fifteenth century, Montano’s works proved unlike any others I had previously 

encountered in my studies. Unequivocally imaginative in their interpretation of antique 

Roman buildings and executed with exceptional architectural draughtsmanship, 

Montano’s works testify to the enthusiasm and imagination with which antiquarian-

minded artists and architects were approaching the study of classical Roman architecture 

by the turn of the seventeenth century (figures 2 and 3). At this specific period of time in 

Rome, artists and architects active in the city’s antiquarian circles were no longer satisfied 

with simply recording the architectural remains that they observed in Rome with 

“archaeological” accuracy. Instead, graphic illustrations of Roman ruins exuded 

creativity, reflected personal design preferences, and were outlets through which artistic 

licence was not only expressed, but accepted and applauded.  
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The practice of drawing ancient Roman ruins, however, had not always been 

approached in this manner. In fact, throughout the Renaissance, ruins were often 

represented with the aim of precisely recording and understanding the architectural 

remains of the ancient Romans, with accuracy being a chief objective. Such drawings 

preserved for posterity the physical appearance of ruins that were deteriorating at rapid 

rates, but at the same time they were useful resources for practicing architects. Yet at 

some point between the late-fifteenth century and the turn of the seventeenth century, 

Figure 2    
Giovanni Battista 

Montano, Unidentified 
Tomb on the Via Appia, 
 post 1580- ante 1621, 
pen and ink with ink 

wash, 268.5 x 161 mm, 
Volume 124, folio 13r,  

Sir John Soane’s 
Museum, London, 

England. 
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ruin-based drawings were freed from the shackles of accuracy, and, as a result, attempts 

to imaginatively interpret and reconstruct ancient buildings in drawings became 

widespread and popular. Montano’s drawings are among the best exemplars of this new 

trend in antiquarian drawing of the time, but how had the artistic study of ancient 

architecture come to this point by the turn of the seventeenth century?  

 As I continued to study Montano’s unexpected use of motifs such as juxtaposed 

convex and concave walls and over-the-top sculptural ornamentation, I noted how 

Figure 3    
Giovanni Battista 

Montano, Reconstruction 
of the Mausoleum of 

Hadrian, post 1580- 
ante 1621, pen and ink 
with ink wash, 276.5 x 
181 mm, Volume 123, 

folio 8r, Sir John 
Soane’s Museum, 
London, England. 
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unusual these interpretations of Roman ruins truly were. Montano’s depictions of ancient 

Roman buildings, which were based upon his own foundational knowledge of the 

hundreds of ruins scattered throughout Rome, show reconstructed buildings that in no 

way acknowledge the true damaged state of the city’s ruins in the early modern period. 

Although efforts to produce images that reimagined the original forms of Rome’s most 

famous ancient ruins had been made earlier in the sixteenth century (by individuals like 

Giuliano da Sangallo and Antonio Labacco), Montano’s works possess a unique 

character: his corpus of drawings communicate an antiquarian curiosity that was not 

constrained by the goal of “archaeological” accuracy. His drawings are based upon the 

underlying principles of Roman classical architecture that had been expounded by 

Vitruvius and learned through the first-hand study of the ruins in-situ, but, more 

importantly, they also reflect an unprecedented creative interpretation of ancient Roman 

architecture. In fact, Montano approached his reconstructions with such freedom that 

many of his surviving drawings are believed to be original designs intended to look like 

or even masquerade as ancient buildings, even though they are architectural inventions 

by the draughtsman (figure 4). Through such exercises in architectural draughtsmanship,  

Montano demonstrated his mastery of the “language” of ancient Roman architecture as 

he played the role of an ancient architect.  

 Upon gaining an understanding of the extraordinary artistic licence with which 

Montano approached his drawn reconstructions of ancient Roman buildings, I began to 

wonder if his works were tied to an earlier tradition of such imagery, or if he was simply 

producing anomalous reconstructive images out of the blue, so to speak. Since artists, 

architects, sculptors, historians, and numismatists, among others, had been interested in 
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Figure 4   Giovanni Battista Montano, Unidentified (or original) Temple or Tomb Design,  
post 1580- ante 1621, pen and ink with ink wash, 261.5 x 178 mm,  

Volume 124, folio 50r, Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, England. 
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comprehending ancient architecture – from the grandest of complex buildings to the 

minutiae of ornamental details – since the early fifteenth century, it seemed unlikely that 

Montano’s unique drawings would have escaped the influence of this well-founded 

fascination with ruins. Indeed, even the medium of drawing (the primary method used by 

Montano in his fantastical reconstructions) had been inextricably linked to the study of 

ancient architecture since the very earliest days of the Italian Renaissance.  

In the process of completing my 2008 Master’s thesis, I began to wonder if I 

could trace the lineage of “ruin-based” images from Montano back through the previous 

centuries with an aim to understanding when the fascination with drawing ancient 

Roman buildings began and how it had evolved. In doing so, I aimed to better 

understand the complex genre of early modern ruin-based drawings and, in particular, 

answer the question of how this genre of images had developed in such a way that, by 

Montano’s time, artists were uninhibited in their production of inventive and imaginative 

reconstructions. It is this question that ultimately became the main focus of my 

dissertation research. 

My doctoral dissertation examines the different types of ruin-based images that 

were produced with increasing vigour from the fifteenth century to the earliest decades 

of the seventeenth century. Early on in my research, I realized that thousands upon 

thousands of such Renaissance and early Baroque drawings survive in museums, art 

institutions, and private collections around the world. Each work is often generically 

titled as a “drawing of a Roman ruin” – a description that, although appropriate, implies 

that all ruin-based drawings are of a single, uniform genre of drawing. Indeed, even 

within much of the art historical literature on these types of drawings (especially 
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collection catalogues), all works showing subject matter related to ancient Roman 

buildings are frequently treated and referred to as a single, all-encompassing genre of 

image.1 As a result, scholars and students of art history who wish to study this subject 

matter are faced with an enormous corpus of works which can seem intimidating in 

scope and scale. I felt that these works could not be properly understood if looked at as 

one large group of images; therefore, a useful system of categorization and organization 

was required to decode the purposes and meanings of extant ruin-based images. 

When I began perusing ruin-based drawings and prints, I was able to identify 

certain characteristics by which the works can be divided into more specific and 

therefore telling groups. The works can be categorized based upon techniques of 

representation, media employed, whether ruins are shown as whole structures or 

architectural components, why the works were produced in the first place, and the 

audiences for whom they were intended. It became clear to me that the thousands of 

ruin-based images I intended to study could not be understood without using specific 

criteria to first categorize them, thereby creating a framework upon which to build my 

understanding of said works. Following this initial organization of the types of ruin-

based images that I identified, I then endeavoured to comprehend how and why early 

modern artists had drawn ancient ruins, and what their surviving drawings tell us about 

their fascination with ancient Roman architectural remains. By tracing the lineage and 

                                                   
1 There are, however, many superb books on early modern drawings of ancient architecture that 
focus on and define specific types of these ruin-based drawings, amongst which are: Hubertus 
Günther, Das Studium der antiken Architektur in den Zeichnungen der Hochrenaissance (Tübingen: E. 
Wasmuth Verlag, 1988); John Onians, Bearers of Meaning: The Classical Orders in Antiquity, the Middle 
Ages, and the Renaissance (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988); the fascinating essays in 
Henry A. Millon and Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani, eds., The Renaissance from Brunelleschi to 
Michelangelo: The Representation of Architecture (Milan: Bompiani, 1994).   
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evolution of ruin-based drawings from the fifteenth century onwards, I hoped that, in 

the end, I would be able to see Montano’s imaginative reconstructive drawings as related 

to and the direct result of two centuries-worth of antiquarian drawing practices.  

The distinct categories of ruin-based drawings that define the parameters of this 

dissertation are as follows: architectural drawings, archaeological studies, vedute (referring 

to land- or cityscapes with architectural components), maps showing ancient buildings, 

and drawn reconstructions of ruins.2 Each of these different categories of ruin-based 

images can include quickly-made sketches, finished drawings, woodcuts, or engravings; 

by grouping works together based upon subject matter and method of representation 

rather than by medium, a more comprehensive understanding of these types of 

antiquarian-inspired works can be achieved. Furthermore, by looking at the development 

of each type of ruin-based image over more than a century, the evolution of these works 

– both in terms of style and their practical uses – is revealed. 

All of the separate categories of ruin-based images that I mention above are 

treated within this dissertation. I begin, however, with a chapter that “sets the stage” by 

providing background information on the interest in classical antiquity that emerged with 

fervour in fifteenth-century Italy. In order to understand early modern drawings of 

ancient Roman ruins, the greater cultural and artistic contexts must first be explained. 
                                                   
2 This dissertation focuses on drawings that represent “whole” ancient buildings, not just 
architectural details like column capitals, entablatures, plans, or sculptural details. Although it 
would be ideal to discuss early modern drawings and prints that show details of ancient 
monuments and ruins, such an expansive study was beyond the scope of this dissertation. For 
excellent research on single-sheet engravings of ancient architectural details see the works of 
Michael J. Waters, specifically: “A Renaissance without Order: Ornament, Single-sheet 
Engravings, and the Mutability of Architectural Prints,” Journal of the Society of Architectural 
Historians, 71 (2012): 488-523; “Looking Beyond the Treatise: Single-leaf Prints and Sixteenth-
century Architectural Culture,” in Variety, Archeology and Ornament: Renaissance Architectural Prints 
from Column to Cornice, curators Michael J. Waters and Cammy Brothers (Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Art Museum, 2011), pp. 18-48. 
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This introductory chapter (Chapter 2) discusses the critical events and movements that 

both caused and encouraged the Renaissance interest in antiquity and, in particular, its 

architecture. In doing so, this chapter clarifies that the ruin-based drawings that are the 

foci of this dissertation were part of a multidisciplinary approach to understanding and 

appreciating the history and achievements of ancient Rome.  

In particular, Chapter 2 outlines the evolution of antiquarian interests from the 

early fifteenth century through to the High Renaissance, a period of time during which 

the ruins of Rome proved inexhaustibly interesting not only to artists and architects, but 

also historians, writers, collectors, and architectural theorists. A fascination with Roman 

ruins had already been expressed in writings dating from the Middle Ages, with the 

juxtaposition of the ruins’ former grandeur and their contemporary crumbling fabric 

often capturing the attention of those observing the monuments. By the fifteenth 

century, Roman ruins were being studied for a variety of reasons, two of which are 

particularly relevant to this dissertation: firstly, as prototypes of classical architecture that 

could inform artists and architects wishing to improve their own building designs; 

secondly, out of concern for the preservation of the architectural remains of the Roman 

Empire, which were consistently deteriorating and being destroyed. Artists and architects 

were integral to both of these branches of antiquarian studies, and their surviving 

illustrations of ruins testify to this overarching fascination with ancient architectural 

achievements and their perceived value in the Renaissance. 

In sum, Chapter 2 provides an overview of the simultaneous development of 

antiquarianism, archaeology, architectural theory, and early modern architectural design 

in order to provide a context in which to understand the ruin-based drawings that are 



10 
 

introduced and discussed in Chapters 3, 4, and 5. By emphasizing how antiquarian and 

artistic communities had a symbiotic relationship in the early modern period, the true 

purposes and value of the images discussed in the rest of this dissertation can be 

revealed. Said drawings were the direct products of antiquarian-minded individuals and 

the movements they initiated, and therefore the foundational information presented in 

this introductory chapter is indispensable to the observations and conclusions made in 

the remaining chapters. 

Chapter 3 begins the process of categorization and definition of different types of 

ruin-based images that were produced between the fifteenth and early-seventeenth 

centuries. In this chapter, drawings and prints that illustrate ancient Roman ruins as they 

looked between the late-fifteenth and early-seventeenth centuries are discussed, with this 

larger genre of image being divided into three specific categories of ruin-based images: 

maps; architectural and archaeological studies; and vedute. Maps of the city of Rome 

naturally oriented potential or actual visitors by conveying information on location more 

than architectural particulars, but this dissertation traces the evolution of maps from 

fifteenth-century examples that depict select ruins with simple means of representation 

to extremely large, detailed, and accurate topographical renderings of the city’s ruins 

alongside later constructions. The second part of Chapter 3 looks at early modern 

architectural and archaeological drawings, which are defined based on three specific 

criteria: the represented building is rendered within a spatial vacuum; measurements or a 

scale bar are included to inform the viewer of the size and scale of the building; and, 

lastly, the building is drawn with an elevation, plan, interior section, or any combination 

of these three techniques of architectural representation. The final part of this chapter 
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discusses vedute, which constitute a genre of image portraying ancient Roman ruins within 

their actual surroundings, as interpreted by an artist. These ruins, therefore, are shown as 

part of the early modern city, side by side with later buildings. The poor states of 

preservation of many of the ruins are recorded, demonstrating how a veduta acts more 

like a “portrait” of a building at a specific moment than a study of its underlying 

architectural components or form. Although vedute are less architecturally analytical than 

other genres of ruin-based drawings, they can contain the most reliable depictions of 

ruins as they stood between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

The common thread between the three distinct categories discussed in Chapter 3 

is their subject matter, but there are also distinct differences amongst them, such as the 

techniques by which the ruins were rendered and the intended uses of the images. What 

is revealed through the comparison of such works is that although all were based upon 

the Eternal City’s ancient architectural remains, there were endless ways by which these 

ruins could be graphically represented. Fundamentally, these three sub-genres of ruin-

based images highlight the role of early modern artists and architects in producing, 

admiring, and disseminating works of both didactic and aesthetic value within Rome’s 

flourishing antiquarian communities.  

 Chapter 4 explores drawings and prints which show imaginative reconstructions 

of antique monuments. The overwhelming presence of ruins within early modern Rome 

undoubtedly inspired artists to imagine how the ancient city had looked in antiquity, with 

its splendid, newly constructed buildings. In order to satisfy this curiosity (which was 

shared by historians, antiquarians, and collectors, among others) artists and architects 

produced inventive illustrations of reconstructed ruins. The medium of drawing proved 
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to be the ideal method by which to explore and disseminate ideas on the original 

appearance of Rome’s most famous ruins. 

 In order to produce such imaginative works, draughtsman were first required to 

familiarize themselves with the ancient architectural remains scattered throughout the 

city, but reconstructive drawings also required the artist to be creative in order to 

“complete” fragmented monuments. Artists drawing a reconstruction of an ancient 

building were forced to demonstrate their own architectural prowess by essentially 

placing themselves in the position of their antique counterparts. The graphic 

reconstructions discussed in this chapter, for example the drawings in the Codex 

Salzburg and those by Giuliano da Sangallo - which would eventually reach their zenith 

in the works of G.B. Montano - were unquestionably based upon the abundance of 

foundational ruin-based images of the type discussed in Chapter 3. Thus liberated from 

the production of more “straightforward” studies of ancient buildings, many artists and 

architects thereafter chose to delve into the relatively uncharted waters of graphic 

reconstructions, rather than duplicate the work of their predecessors. Imaginative 

reconstructions of ancient Roman buildings represent the most creative avenue of early 

modern antiquarian studies, and it was the freedom demanded of this particular genre of 

ruin-based image that made it so popular throughout the Renaissance and well into the 

Baroque period. 

 The final chapter of this dissertation (Chapter 5) is a case study of drawings and 

prints of the Septizodium, a towering ruin that especially fascinated artists and architects 

in the early modern period. The Septizodium was a monumental façade-fountain of 

which only a fragment remained standing at the base of the Palatine Hill by the Middle 
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Ages. The crumbling ruin was unique within Rome, a factor which seems to have 

attracted the attention of artists and architects who, in the fifteenth century, began 

attempting to understand the tower-like structure by sketching and recording it in 

drawings.  

In Chapter 5, different drawings of the Septizodium are all discussed in relation 

to the categories of ruin-based images outlined in previous chapters. By looking at these 

different modes of representation which were employed over the course of almost two 

centuries, the striking similarities and differences (as well as subtle nuances) between the 

different genres of ruin-based images become clear. This case study of the Septizodium 

superbly exemplifies how a single, deteriorating monument could capture the attention 

and imagination of generation after generation of artists and architects. The selected 

images included in Chapter 5 (as well as those in Appendix A) represent how diverse the 

graphic illustrations of a specific monument could be, emphasizing that there was no 

“right” way to draw a famous ruin.3 Furthermore, because the monument was destroyed 

in the 1580s, Chapter 5 also addresses the role of images as intermediaries between actual 

ruins and later generations for whom observing a building in person was not possible.  

I began this introduction by posing the question of how it occurred that in the 

decades around the turn of the seventeenth century, G.B. Montano was able to produce 

fantastically imaginative reconstructions of ancient Roman buildings that were popular 

because of - not in spite of - their unconventional interpretation of classical architecture. 

Through the four chapters of my dissertation outlined here, I have described how I will 

trace the evolution of ruin-based drawings up to the time of Montano by exploring: how 

                                                   
3 Appendix A contains additional drawings and prints of the Septizodium that complement the 
examples used in Chapter 5.  
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the emergence of antiquarian curiosity in the early fifteenth century inspired many artists 

and architects to begin making drawings and prints of ruins; the different methods of 

representation used to depict ruins as they appeared in the fifteenth, sixteenth, and early-

seventeenth centuries; how antiquarian-minded individuals produced and collected 

imaginative reconstructions so as the original appearance of ancient Rome could be 

reimagined and appreciated; and lastly, how the comparison of representations of the 

Septizodium made with different media, in different eras, and with different purposes, 

can illuminate the value and impetus behind the early modern practice of producing ruin-

based images. By studying and arranging into coherent categories the seemingly 

bewildering multiplicity of ruin-based images produced with unprecedented fervour and 

in surprising numbers, a better understanding of the significant achievements of early 

modern antiquarians – especially those of artists and architects – can be attained.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

An Introduction to the Artistic Development of  
Antiquarianism and Archaeology in Rome from the Middle Ages to the  

Early Seventeenth Century 
 

 

 

This chapter provides a timeline of the critical events and developments that 

caused, affected, and encouraged antiquarian interests in the artistic and architectural 

communities of Renaissance and early Baroque Rome. Through a mainly chronological 

organization, this overview will highlight the complex antiquarian and artistic contexts 

which fostered an unprecedented interest in the architectural remains of antiquity. In 

doing so, the study of ruin-based images produced between the fifteenth and 

seventeenth centuries provided in the following chapters will be better understood as 

products and signifiers of the multidisciplinary interest in ancient Rome. 

 Surviving drawings, paintings, building designs, and writings made over the 

course of the Renaissance and into the Baroque period show how different generations 

of artists received and reacted to the study of antiquity. As a source of inspiration, the 

ruins and artistic remains of ancient Rome proved inexhaustible. Architects and artists 

who studied the same objects or architectural remains produced vastly varying versions 

of antique-inspired works, and each generation reaped the benefit of former generations’ 

studies of antiquity.  By the early sixteenth century, in fact, the style of ancient Rome had 

all but permeated every aspect of artistic and architectural production. 
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Roman Antiquarianism in the Middle Ages 
 
 

 The ancients had left a plethora of textual descriptions and comments on the city 

of Rome, which first piqued the interest of individuals in the Middle Ages and continued 

to do so especially in the years leading up to the Renaissance. For example, quotations by 

Julius Caesar in which he describes Rome as “the image of the highest divinity” could 

not help but cause people to consider the form of the city at the apex of its power.1 The 

fifth-century Roman poet Rutilius Claudius Namantius wrote of Rome: 

  No man will ever be safe if he forgets you; 
  May I praise you still when the sun is dark. 

To count up the glories of Rome is like counting 
The stars in the sky.2 
 

 The once-praised architecture and monuments of the ancient Romans had 

suffered especially badly over the millennium following the fall of the Roman Empire 

due to barbarian invasions, occupations, and, of course, the steady wrath of time.3 In the 

Middle Ages, the city’s population dwindled to a few tens of thousands (whereas it 

antiquity it reached its peak at close to one million) and much of the land within the walls 

                                                           
1 Julius Caesar as cited in Lucan, De bello civili 3. 91-93. This quotation was included by Master 
Gregorius in his description of Rome. See Master Gregorius, The Marvels of Rome, trans. John 
Osborne (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1987), p. 18. 
2 Namantius as cited in Christopher Woodward, In Ruins (New York: Pantheon Books, 2001),   
p. 6. For the complete text see Rutilius Claudius Namantius, De Reditu Suo, Libri Duo: The 
Homecoming of Rutilius Claudius Namantius from Rome to Gaul in the Year 416 A.D., ed. Charles 
Haines  Keenes, trans. George F. Savage-Armstrong (London: G. Bell, 1907). 
3 For information on the decline and fall of the Roman Empire see J.H.W.G. Liebeschuetz, The 
Decline and Fall of the Roman City (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Edward Gibbon, 
Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire: Abridged and Illustrated, ed. Rosemary Williams 
(London: Bison Books, 1979). For information on how Renaissance persons interpreted the 
destruction of Rome in earlier times see Tilmann Buddensieg, “Gregory the Great, Destroyer of 
Pagan Idols: The History of a Medieval Legend Concerning the Decline of Ancient Art and 
Literature,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 28 (1965): 44-65. 
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of the city was left uninhabited, overgrown, or used as vineyards or grazing pastures.4 As 

the population decreased, the buildings throughout the city began to deteriorate and 

suffered irreparable damage from nature as well as those who repurposed building 

materials for new architectural projects. Hildebert of Lavardin (c. 1055-1133), a French 

ecclesiastic and writer, lamented the state of Rome: 

Rome, although you are almost a total ruin, you have no equal; 
Shattered you can teach us, whole how greatly you would speak.5 
 

The architectural remains of ancient Rome were being lost as Christian Rome was being 

constructed, but the sentiments expressed by Hildebert reveal that some individuals were 

beginning to wonder what ancient Rome might actually have looked like in its glory 

days.6 

Despite literary portrayals of Rome as beyond repair, the city never ceased to 

inspire a sense of awe in its visitors. Already in the mid-twelfth century, the city’s 

“marvels” had been written about by Master Gregorius, an English traveller, in his De 

                                                           
4 Lynn Federle Orr, “Embracing Antiquity: The Dutch Response to Rome,” in Time and 
Transformation in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art, ed. Susan Donahue Kuretsky (Poughkeepsie: 
Vassar College, 2005), p. 84. For further information on how Rome fared during the Middle 
Ages and Medieval period see Richard Krautheimer, Rome: Profile of a City, 312-1308 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1980), pp. 231-332. 
5 Hildebert of Lavardin as translated by Osborne in Master Gregorius, Marvels of Rome, p. 18. For 
Hildebert’s original Latin text see A. Brian Scott, ed. Hildeberti Cenomannensis episcopi carmina minora 
(Leipzig: BSB B.G. Teubner Verlagsgesellschaft, 1969), pp. 22-24. The original text (Hildebert 
Chapter 36.1-5) reads “Par tibi, Roma, nihil cum sis prope tota ruina; quam magni fueris integra, 
fracta doces; longa tuos fastus etas destruxit, et arces; Cesaris et superum templum palude 
iacent.” 
6 See Caroline J. Goodson, “Roman Archaeology in Medieval Rome,” in Rome: Continuing 
Encounters between Past and Present, eds. Dorigen Caldwell and Lesley Caldwell (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate, 2011), pp. 17-34. For the reuse of ancient building materials in the medieval period see 
Michael Greenhalgh, Marble Past, Monumental Present: Building with Antiquities in the Mediaeval 
Mediterranean (Boston: Brill, 2009).  
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Mirabilibus Urbis Romae.7 This text has been credited with being one of the most 

important pieces of literature from the medieval period, not only because of Master 

Gregorius’ fascinating descriptions of antique monuments and statues, but because of 

the bold antiquarian curiosity, fervently communicated by the author throughout the 

text.8 He must have received an education in literature and classical history, since 

alongside his descriptions of art and architecture he includes direct quotations from 

Lucan, Virgil, and Ovid.9 The first thing that Gregorius writes after a short prologue 

reads: “Here begins the account of the wonders of the city of Rome, which have been 

fashioned either by magic craft or by human labour.”10 His awe is conveyed in countless 

examples, one of the most charming being his description of the Baths of Diocletian 

(which he refers to as a palace) built around the turn of the fourth century CE (figure 

5).11 He writes:   

  

                                                           
7 John Osborne, “Introduction,” in The Marvels of Rome, pp. 1-15. See also Christina Nardella, Il 
fascino di Roma nel Medioevo: Le “Meraviglie di Rome” di maestro Gregorio (Rome: Viella, 1997). 
Gregorius’ text survives as a single manuscript copy in St. Catharine’s College, Cambridge. It is 
Latin text composed of approximately forty-five hundred words which describe classical statues, 
buildings, and monuments in Rome. See also G. Rushforth, “Magister Gregorius de Mirabilibus 
Urbis Romae: A New Description of Rome in the Twelfth Century,” The Journal of Roman Studies 
9 (1919): 14-58; Herbert Bloch, “The New Fascination with Ancient Rome,” in Renaissance and 
Renewal in the Twelfth Century, eds. Robert Benson and Giles Constable (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1982), pp. 616-636. 
8 Osborne, “Preface” in The Marvels of Rome, p. vii. Osborne also includes commentaries on the 
buildings and sculptures Gregorius was describing.  
9 Osborne, “Introduction” in The Marvels of Rome, p. 12. Gregorius quotes Lucan five times, 
Virgil thrice, and Ovid once. 
10 Master Gregorius, Marvels of Rome, p. 17.  
11 Osborne, “Commentary,” in The Marvels of Rome, pp. 65-66. Even though Gregorius uses the 
term “palace” it does not prove that he did not know that the enormous structure he was 
describing had been a bath. In the late Middle Ages, the term “palace” was used as a generic 
term for a large structure. In fact, Abbot Suger of St. Denis also referred to the Baths of 
Diocletian as a palace, even though he understood what their function had been in antiquity. 
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In this account of the city’s monuments I mustn’t forget to 
mention the Palace of Diocletian, although words are not 
adequate to describe its vast size and its most skillful and 
admirable construction. It’s so large in fact that I couldn’t get an 
accurate impression of the whole structure despite spending the 
best part of the day there. I discovered columns so large that no 
one can throw a pebble as high as their capitals, and the cardinals 
say that a hundred men could scarcely cut, polish and finish one 
of these in the space of a year. I shan’t say any more about it, 
since if I tell the truth you won’t believe me.12 
 

Gregorius’ thrill at seeing such an enormous building that had survived for almost one 

thousand years is made tangible through his energetic description. Indeed, Gregorius was 

atypical of contemporary visitors to Rome because of his unabashed enthusiasm and 

sophisticated antiquarian interests. Knowing his fascination with antiquities, it is perhaps 

unremarkable that he barely mentions Christian buildings and instead focuses on antique 

                                                           
12 Master Gregorius, The Marvels of Rome, p. 27. By the Middle Ages, the original names and 
functions of many ancient buildings had become lost or confused, and buildings were often 
misidentified because of false associations with mythological or historical legends. For example, 
in the Middle Ages the Colosseum was often referred to as the Temple of the Sun, and the 
Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine was identified as the Temple of Peace. 

Figure 5  
  Étienne Dupérac, 
Baths of Diocletian,  

 post 1558-  
ante 1570,  

pen and ink, 
171 x 233 mm, 
inv. 2576 Ar, 
Uffizi Gallery, 

Florence. 
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monuments and works of art.13 Hence, it is this information on the condition of 

antiquities and their location that is most useful for understanding what remained of 

ancient Rome in the medieval period; after all, many of the buildings discussed by 

Gregorius were destroyed not long afterwards between the fifteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. Gregorius was one of the first observers of antiquities to look at them with a 

critical eye, to appreciate their beauty, and to acknowledge the achievements of ancient 

artists and architects.14 Although antiquities had often been coveted because they could 

be reused as building materials in an age where materials were inaccessible and 

expensive, it is in the twelfth century, the time of Master Gregorius, that scholars have 

identified an increasing interest in antiquities simply because they were antiquities, and 

for that reason alone.  

 The deterioration of Rome became more pronounced near the end of the 

medieval period, as evidenced by multiple references to the state of the city at this time. 

One of the most effective communications of the city’s deteriorating structural fabric is 

an illustration that accompanies a 1447 manuscript version of the fourteenth-century 

narrative Dittamondo, written by Fazio degli Uberti (c.1305/9-c.1367).15 In this account of  

                                                           
13 Salvatore Settis, “Collecting Ancient Sculpture: The Beginnings,” in Collecting Sculpture in Early 
Modern Europe, eds. Nicholas Penny and Eike D. Schmidt (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2008), p. 16. Well-known guidebooks like the 1140 Mirabilia Urbis Romae (compiled by Benedict, 
a canon of St. Peter’s) and the Graphia Aureae Romae (from the same period) did address ancient 
Roman monuments in their text, but inevitably the focus of these guides to Rome was on the 
city’s Christian identity. 
14 Salvatore Settis, ed.,  Memoria dell’antico nell’arte italiana (Turin: Giulio Einaudi, 1984), p. viii. See 
also Gerlinde Huber-Rebenich, “Ein neuer Blick auf Altertümer: die Narracio De Mirabilibus Urbis 
Romae des Magister Gregorius,” in Frühneuzeitliche Bildungsreisen im Spiegel lateinischer Texte, eds. 
Gerlinde Huber-Rebenich and Walther Ludwig (Weimar: Hein, 2007), pp. 43-56; Iole Carlettini, 
“Rileggendo Maestro Gregorio: continuità e mutamenti nel discorso su Roma nel XIII secolo,” 
Studi medievali 49 (2008): 561-588. 
15 For information on Fazio degli Uberti and the Dittamondo see Vito Salierno, "Il Dittamondo di 
Fazio degli Uberti,” L’Esopo 23 (1984): 43-49; Charles Edward Whitmore, “The Lyrics of Fazio 

http://www.kubikat.org/mrbh-cgi/kubikat_en.pl?t_idn=bf3364r
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Degli Uberti in Their Relation to Dante,” Annual Reports of the Dante Society 34 (1915): pp. 1-27. 
Fazio’s poem was first published in 1474, and therefore coincided with, or may even have 
encouraged, concern over the ruined state of Rome. 

Figure 6   Miniature Map of Medieval Rome (detail) from Fazio degli 

Uberti’s Dittamondo, c. 1447, 375 x 270 mm, MS 81 folio 18r, 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. 
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an imaginary journey around the known world (inspired by Dante), Fazio is guided by 

the ancient geographer Solinus, with whom he encounters an old, weeping woman – the 

personification of Rome. The poem describes the elderly, hunched woman, who in the 

accompanying illustration (figure 6) is depicted as squatting amongst the ruins of the 

once-glorious city of Rome. This aged, frail woman tells the two visitors of how Pope 

Gregory the Great was responsible for so much of the destruction of her former beauty: 

Alas, how I am still pained by the memory of my great, beautiful 
and noble monuments which Gregory destroyed. I still bemoan 
the writings of my sons and the leaders of my armies, those 
works collected together with such labour and nearly all damaged 
or destroyed by this Pope. The noble art of speech, of customs, 
and the use of weapons were so perfectly set forth in these 
"books", that they brought illumination to the many who heard 
them. I do not know whether Gregory's motives were good. But 
his deed brought me great sorrow.16 

 

This medieval text and the captivating illustrations in the 1447 manuscript prove that the 

unfortunate state of Rome’s once-great architecture was recognized and probably 

mourned during the medieval period. This sentiment may not have been prevalent, but 

Fazio’s illustrated poem indicates that the seeds of a concern for the preservation of the 

city’s artistic and architectural legacies were firmly sown by this early date. The 

degradation of the city was a reminder of the ravages of time, and the personification of 

                                                           
16 Fazio degli Uberti, Dittamondo (Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Département des 
manuscrits), Italien MS 81, fols. 18r-18v, Book 1, Chapter 11, lines 34-91 as translated in 
Buddensieg, “Gregory the Great,” p. 50. This particular illuminated manuscript version of the 
Dittamondo was produced sometime between 1401 and 1500. The original text reads: “Ahi, quanto 
ancor mi duole a ricordare i grandi e belli e sottili intagli i quai Gregorio allor mi fe’ disfare! E duolmi ancor che 
con lunghi travagli erano compilati piú volumi dei miei figliuoli e di miei ammiragli, ne’ quali il bel parlare e i bei 
costumi e l’ordine de l’armi eran compresi sí ben, ch’a molti, udendo, facean lumi, che la piú parte fun distrutti e 
lesi per questo Papa; e se ’l pensier fu bono non so; ma pur di ciò gran doglia presi. Cosí da Cristo in qua venuta 
sono, parlando teco, in fine a secento anni, abbreviando ciò ch’io ti ragiono per te ch’ascolti e perch’io men 
m’affanni.”  
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the city as an elderly woman served as a reminder that time would eventually come to 

destroy all things (whether strong and beautiful, made of stone or human).17 In 

mourning the fractured physical state of Rome, awareness of the need for preservation 

(and a curiosity regarding how the city had looked in antiquity when pristine) gained 

prominence. In reflecting upon the ruined state of Rome, individuals were forced to 

come to terms with what was left of the famed ancient city. 

 Around the same time that Fazio degli Uberti was writing about the sad state of 

Rome, the famous Italian poet Petrarch (1304-1374) was recording his thoughts on the 

city, the problems with its physical condition, and the difficulties associated with 

studying the city’s ancient topography. He writes: 

Where is the Theatre of Marcellus? Where are the many buildings 
realized by such famous artists under that emperor [Augustus] in 
many places of Rome, after such great effort and at such great 
expense? Look in the books and you will find their names. But if 
you look for them today in Rome, you will find none of this, or 
you will find scant remains of such imposing buildings.18 
 

                                                           
17 For more of the description of ancient Rome in this poem see Fazio degli Uberti, Dittamondo 
(Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Département des manuscrits), Italien MS 81, fols. 18r-18v, 
Book 1, Chapter 11, lines 34-91: “Sopra la quale, per lo chiaro lume del sol, ch’era alto, una donna scorsi 
vecchia in vista e trista per costume. Gli occhi da lei, andando, mai non torsi; ma poi che presso li fui giunto anto 
ch’io l’avisava senza niun forsi, vidi il suo volto ch’era pien di pianto, vidi la vesta sua rotta e isfatta e raso e 
guasto il suo vedovo manto. E, con tutto che fosse cosí fatta, pur ne l’abito uo, onesto e degno, mostrava uscita di 
gentile schiatta. Tanto era grande e di nobil contegno, ch’i’ dicea fra me: Ben fu costei e pare ancor da posseder bel 
regno”. Maravigliando, piú mi trassi a lei e dissi: “O donna, per Dio non vi noi di soddisfare alquanto ai disir 
mei, ch’io riguardo da l’una parte voi, che ne gli atti mostrate sí entile, ch’io dico: – il ciel qui porse i radii suoi –; 
e poi da l’altra parete sí vile, sí dispregiata e con over vestire, ch’io rivolgo il pensiero ad altro stile”. Qual piange 
sí che vuole e non può dire, cosí costei al pianto si disciolse, bagnandosi con l’acqua del martire. Ma poi che il 
cuore alquanto lena colse e che sfogata fu la molta voglia, sí rispondendo in verso me si volse: “Non ti maravigliar, 
se io ho doglia; non ti maravigliar, se trista piango, né se mi vedi in sí misera spoglia. Ma fatti maraviglia ch’io 
imango e non divento qual divenne Ecuba, quando gittava altrui le pietre e ’l fango: ché minor suon on fe’ giá la 
mia tuba, né minor fui di sposo e di figliuoli, né meno ho sostenuto danno e ruba.” 
18 Petrarch as cited in Hubertus Günther, “The Renaissance of Antiquity,” in The Renaissance from 
Brunelleschi to Michelangelo, eds. Henry A. Millon and Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani (Milan: 
Bompiani, 1994), p. 290.  



24 
 

Petrarch’s frustration at being unable to connect ancient texts to physical remains is 

rampant in this statement. Despite being able to read descriptions of the architectural 

and artistic glories of the ancient city, these texts could not help Petrarch and other 

humanists further antiquarian studies without being able to connect them to actual ruins 

or monuments. Ultimately, it would be left to humanists, antiquarians, artists, architects, 

and early archaeologists of the following century to begin reconciling the discrepancies 

that existed between ancient literature and the architectural remains within the city – a 

task that could only be carried out by means of on-site investigations throughout Rome 

and its countryside. 

 

Antiquarian Interests in the Fifteenth Century 
 

 In the first half of the fifteenth century, a remarkable shift in the way that ancient 

monuments and ruins were studied occurred as ancient Roman topography became an 

artistic and intellectual pursuit. While interest in smaller antiquities, like gems and statues, 

had remained consistent throughout the Middle Ages because such works were 

collectable and connoted high status and wealth, topographical and architectural studies 

only truly gained equal awareness beginning in the first half of the fifteenth century.19 

This shift, which marked a canonical moment in the timeline of the Renaissance, was 

driven by the desire of erudite individuals to reconstruct and understand the halcyon 

days of Rome. Likewise, artists and architects began to understand the richness of 

                                                           
19 Amanda Claridge, “Archaeologies, Antiquaries and the Memorie of Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-
Century Rome,” in Archives & Excavations: Essays on the History of Archaeological Excavations in Rome 
and Southern Italy from the Renaissance to the Nineteenth Century, ed. Ilaria Bignamini (London: British 
School at Rome, 2004), p. 33. 
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material that existed in the ruins and monuments found throughout Rome, which further 

increased the fascination with ancient architecture. 

The study of the monumental remains complemented the intellectual pursuits of 

the humanists and was an educational exercise for artists and architects. But, the rapid 

and continuous deterioration and destruction of Rome’s monuments served to 

underscore the necessity to complete such studies before the remnants of the ancient city 

were forever lost. In the realms of early archaeology, conservation, and preservation, it 

tended to be artists who contributed most notably since they possessed the abilities to 

record crumbling monuments through visual means. There was, however, a reciprocal 

relationship between artists, architects, collectors, antiquarians, historians, writers, and 

archaeologists in which the growing interests and achievements of each group served to 

motivate and enrich the other branches of antiquarian pursuits, and vice versa. 
In the timeline of the development of antiquarian and archaeological 

development in fifteenth-century Rome, one of the earliest known antiquarians of the 

fifteenth century was Ciriaco d’Ancona (1391-1453/5), who Patricia Fortini Brown calls 

“the father of antiquarian studies.”20 Ciriaco became passionate about ancient ruins when 

his business-related travels took him to the famed places of antiquity, including 

Damascus, Rhodes, Crete, Chios, Athens, Sparta, Cyprus, Alexandria, Constantinople 

and, of course, Rome. It is not only his initiative to visit such areas that perpetuates 

Ciriaco’s reputation as an antiquarian-archaeologist, but his carefully written and drawn 

records of the ancient remains in these foreign destinations. Ciriaco’s diaries include 

descriptions and drawings of monuments, ruins, architectural fragments, gems, coins, 

                                                           
20 Patricia Fortini Brown, “The Antiquarianism of Jacopo Bellini,” Artibus et Historiae 13 (1992): 
69. 
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sculptures, as well as numerous inscriptions in Latin and Greek.21 Although many of 

Ciriaco’s diaries were destroyed by fires in 1514 and 1534, his writings and drawings 

survive through copies (figure 7). 

Although the type of interest Ciriaco had in antiquity became more common in 

cities like Rome by the end of the fifteenth century, in his time Ciriaco was an anomaly. 

The humanist interest in antiquity was still evolving in this period, making Ciriaco’s 

pioneering antiquarian interests all the more surprising. Although he may have first 

become interested in monuments and other antiquities out of a curiosity regarding past 

civilizations, eventually Ciriaco’s main concern became the preservation of antiquities. In 

                                                           
21 Brown, “The Antiquarianism of Jacopo Bellini,” p. 69. See also Cyriaco d’Ancona, Later 
Travels, ed. and trans. Edward W. Bodnar and Clive Ross (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2003). 
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the 1430s, he formed a friendship with Pope Eugene IV, who was known to share – to a 

certain degree – this concern for deteriorating antiquities, especially those in Rome. It 

was Eugene IV who supported Ciriaco in his quest to carry out a crusade against the 

Ottoman Empire with the purpose of protecting the antiquities of the Near East from 

the destruction that had accompanied the growth and ensuing wars of this empire. 

Unfortunately, Ciriaco’s crusade to protect ancient monuments only served to cause 

further damage, making his valiant efforts more destructive than productive.22 Ciriaco 

opposed the indifference towards the physical remnants of antiquity that was manifest 

among many of his contemporaries, especially those in Rome.  

The problem of the decaying antiquities, which Ciriaco had observed on his 

travels abroad and in Italy, paralleled the situation concerning ruins in Rome beginning 

in the fifteenth century. In 1418 Pope Martin V claimed that the metropolis was hardly 

even a city anymore, because it was comprised mostly of crumbling buildings and 

churches, while its people were suffering in poverty.23 This description of the city is likely 

an exaggeration, but it certainly indicates an awareness of the deteriorating condition of 

the structural fabric of Rome. The concern for antiquities expressed by Martin V 

                                                           
22 For additional sources on Ciriaco see Stefano G. Casu, “Attinenze albertiane nelle 
frequentazioni antiquarie di Ciriaco d'Ancona,” in Alberti e la cultura del quattrocento, eds. Roberto 
Cardini and Mariangela Regoliosi (Florence: Edizioni Polistampa, 2007): 467-494; Stefano G. 
Casu, “Travels in Greece in the Age of Humanism: Cristoforo Buondelmonti and Cyriacus of 
Ancona,” in In the light of Apollo: Italian Renaissance and Greece, ed. Mina Gregori (Milan: Silvana 
Editoriale, 2004): 139-142; Stefano G. Casu, “Veluti Caesar triumphans: Ciriaco d'Ancona e la 
statuaria equestre,” Paragone 55 (2004): 3-46; Roberto Weiss, “Ciriaco d’Ancona in Oriente,” in 
Venezia e l'oriente fra tardo medioevo e rinascimento, ed. Agostino Pertusi (Florence: Sansoni, 1966): 
323-337; Phyllis Lehmann, Cyriacus of Ancona's Egyptian Visit and its Reflections in Gentile Bellini and 
Hieronymus Bosch (Locust Valley: Augustin, 1977); Jean Colin, Ciriaque d'Ancone: le voyaguer, le 
marchand, l'humaniste (Paris, Maloine: 1981); Gianfranco Paci and Sergio Sconocchia, eds., Ciriaco 
d'Ancona e la cultura antiquaria dell'umanesimo: atti del convegno internazionale di studio, Ancona 6 - 9 
febbraio 1992 (Reggio Emilia: Edizioni Diabasis, 1998); Marina Belozerskaya, To Wake the Dead: A 
Renaissance Merchant and the Birth of Archaeology (New York: W.W. Norton, 2009). 
23 Belozerskaya, To Wake the Dead, p. 48. 
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foreshadowed a similar concern for Rome’s monuments that would come to the 

forefront of artistic, antiquarian and archaeological concerns by the first two decades of 

the sixteenth century. 

Ciriaco d’Ancona discovered and cultivated his passion for ancient architecture 

by approaching his studies from archaeological and antiquarian perspectives, gathering 

information and making visual records of what he observed. But while Ciriaco was 

driven to carry out his antiquarian research for primarily intellectual purposes (and the 

purpose of preservation), artists and architects in particular began travelling to Rome in 

order to study the ruins with the intention of learning from and reviving the classical 

style of Roman architecture. With the attention of such individuals, however, came a 

heightened awareness of the problem of decaying ruins in the city, the very problem that 

Ciriaco had been so desperate to raise awareness of earlier in the fifteenth century. 
The role of artists and architects in contributing to the growing fascination and 

interest in antiquities and ruins is demonstrated by the recorded travels within Rome of 

the artist-friends Donatello (1386-1466) and Filippo Brunelleschi (1377-1446).24 

Although much can be said of these artists’ imitation and emulation of classical Roman 

art and architecture in their own works, in this circumstance it is the pair’s pseudo-

archaeological activities in Rome at the beginning of the fifteenth century that are of 

greatest interest.25 The details of this trip are recorded, although in all probability not 

                                                           
24 For information on the possibility of Donatello and Ciriaco being acquaintances see Mary 
Bergstein, “Donatello’s Gattamelata and Its Humanist Audience,” Renaissance Quarterly 55 (2002): 
833-868.  
25 For more information see Joachim Poeschke, “Konvergenzen und Divergenzen im 
Zusammenspiel der Künste zu Beginn der Florentiner Frührenaissance: Brunelleschi und 
Donatello,” in Architektur und Figur: das Zusammenspiel der Künste, eds. Nicole Riegel and Damian 
Dombrowski (Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2007), pp. 96-112. 

http://www.kubikat.org/mrbh-cgi/kubikat_en.pl?t_idn=b321936r
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entirely accurately, in The Life of Brunelleschi by Antonio di Tuccio Manetti (1423-1497), 

written in the mid-fifteenth century, and also in the Lives of the Artists by Giorgio Vasari 

(1511-1574), first published in 1550.26 In reference to Donatello and Brunelleschi, Vasari 

writes that: “such great affection sprang up between them, because of the wonderful 

qualities they saw in each other, and it seemed as if the one could not live without the 

other.”27 The men undoubtedly shared an inquisitiveness about ancient Rome that led 

them to travel together to that city to study ruins firsthand. Their interest in ancient 

architecture was part of a larger trend occurring in Italy at the beginning of the fifteenth 

century, when Roman ruins and classical antiquities were re-examined through the new 

lens of humanism. Many artists, architects, and learned men began to approach the ruins 

in a novel way by scrutinizing and examining architectural remains in order to better 

understand all aspects of ancient art and architecture.  

Vasari’s account of the artists’ trip communicates the enthusiasm with which the 

men approached their “archaeological studies”. Vasari writes that when Brunelleschi  

walked through Rome seeing for the first time the grandeur of 
the buildings and the perfect construction of the churches he 
kept stopping short in amazement, as if thunder-struck. He and 
Donatello made arrangements for taking the ground-plans of the 
buildings and measuring the cornices, and they set to work 

                                                           
26 Antonio di Tuccio Manetti, The Life of Brunelleschi, trans. Catherine Enggass (University Park: 
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1970), pp. 50-55; Antonio di Tuccio Manetti, Vita di 
Filippo di Ser Brunellesco (Florence: Rinascimento del libro, 1927). Although Manetti’s book was 
not published until 1480 and its reliability has been questioned, it still presents valuable 
information on how Roman ruins and antiquities could be interpreted near the beginning of the 
fifteenth century. Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Artists, Volume I, trans. George Bull (London: 
Penguin Books, 1987), pp. 135-141; Giorgio Vasari, Le Vite de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori et 
architettori da Giorgio Vasari con nuove annotazione e commenti di Gaetano Milanese: Tomo Secondo 
(Florence: G.C. Sansoni, 1906). An enlarged version of Vasari’s 1550 book was printed in 1568. 
27 Vasari, Lives, p. 135. For the original Italian text see Vasari, Vite, p. 330-331. “Non contento a 
questo, nell’animo se gli destò una voglia della scultura grandissima: e tutto venne, poichè, essendo Donatello 
giovane, tenuto valente in quella ed in espettazione grande, comiciò Filippo a praticare seco del continuo: ed 
insieme, per le virtù l’un dell’atro, si posono tanto amore, che l’uno non pareva che sapesse vivere senza l’atro.” 



30 
 

regardless of time or expense. They saw everything there was to 
see, both in Rome and in the countryside around; and they 
recorded the measurements of every good piece of work they 
came across.  As Filippo had no domestic ties he was able to give 
himself completely to his studies, not caring whether he went 
without food and sleep and concentrating utterly on the 
architecture of the past, by which I mean the good ancient orders 
and not the barbarous German style which was then 
fashionable…And if he and Donatello unearthed any remains, 
such as pieces of capitals, columns, cornices, or the bases of 
buildings, they would start excavating and have them completely 
dug out in order to make a detailed examination.28 

 

Earlier on Manetti had also described Donatello and Brunelleschi’s specific activities in 

Rome:  

[the two young men] made rough drawings of almost all of the 
buildings in Rome and in many places beyond the walls, with 
measurements of the widths and heights as far as they were able 
to ascertain [the latter] by estimation, and also the lengths, etc. In 
many places they had excavations made in order to see the 
junctures of the membering of the buildings and their type – 
whether square, polygonal, completely round, oval, or whatever.29  
 

Manetti recounts that the two artists were called “quelli del tesoro”, or “treasure hunters”, 

by the Romans, which implies that some locals misunderstood their motivations: they 

                                                           
28 Vasari, Lives, pp. 139-140. For the original Italian text see Vasari, Vite, p. 337-338. “E venduto 
un poderetto ch’egli aveva a Settignano, di Fiorenza partiti, a Roma si condussero: nella quale, vedendo la 
grandezza degli edifizj, e la perfezione de’ corpi dei tempj, stava astratto, che pareva fuor di sè. E così dato ordine 
a misurar le cornici e levar le piante di quegli edifizj, egli e Donato continuamente seguitando, non perdonarono nè 
a tempo nè a spesa, nè lasciarono luogo che eglino in Roma e fuori in campagna non vedessino, e non misurassino 
tutto quello che potevano avere che fusse buono. E perchè era Filippo sciolto dalle cure familiari, datosi in preda 
agli studj, non si curava di suo mangiare o dormire: solo l’intento suo era l’architettura, che già era spenta; dico gli 
ordini antichi buoni, e non la todesca e barbara, la quale molto si usava nel suo tempo...e se per avventura eglino 
avessino trovato sotterrati pezzi di capitelli, colonne, cornici e basamenti di edifizj, eglino mettevano opere e gli 
facevano cavare, per toccare il fondo.” 
29 Manetti, Life of Brunelleschi, p. 52. For the original Italian quotation see Manetti, Vita di 
Brunellesco, pp. 20-21. “Quantunque insieme e' levassono grossamente in disegno quasi tutti gli edifici di Roma, 
e in molti luoghi circustanti di fuori, colle misure delle larghezze ed altezze, secondo che potevano, arbitrando, 
certificarsi, e longitudini, ec. E in molti luoghi facevano cavare per vedere e riscontri de’membri degli edificj e le loro 
qualità, s’egli erano quadri o di quanti anguli, o tondi perfetti o ovati o di che condizione.” 
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were in the city to benefit from the study of antiquities, but not in a monetary sense.30  

 Artists and architects of the fifteenth century understood ruins to be authoritative 

sources, the study of which could benefit their own works. The works of art and 

architecture produced by Donatello and Brunelleschi in Florence after returning from 

their Roman sojourn make clear the impact of their study of Roman antiquities.31 Filarete 

(c.1400- c.1469), writing in his Libro architettonico, completed in 1464, discusses the impact 

of Rome’s ancient architecture on Brunelleschi’s designs and, eventually, all of Italian 

Renaissance architecture. He writes: “I bless the soul of Filippo di ser Brunellesco, a 

Florentine citizen, a famous and most worthy architect, a most subtle follower of 

Dedalus, who revived in our city of Florence the antique way of building.”32  

 Donatello and Brunelleschi’s act of visiting ruins and recording them in drawings 

connotes both an archaeological spirit of discovery and an antiquarian spirit of 

understanding the physical remains of ancient Rome. For these two artists, their study of 

antiquities did not generate traditional wealth, but rather priceless knowledge to be used 

in their own works. They studied ruins for erudite and intellectual purposes, their 

motivations being much more akin to Master Gregorius’ passion for antiquities than the 

                                                           
30 Manetti, Vita, p. 22. Vasari, in his Vite on p. 338, also recounts that the artists were called 
“quelli del tesoro”. Unfortunately none of the drawn studies of Roman architecture and antiquities 
by these artists survive. The strongest evidence of their studies of Roman architecture is found in 
their original artistic and architectural designs produced upon their return to Florence.  
31 For further information on the works produced by Brunelleschi and Donatello, and of their 
relationship to one another see Andreas Tönnesmann, “Donatello e Brunelleschi in polemica: un 
conflitto artistico nella cerchia fiorentina di Leon Battista Alberti,” in Leon Battista Alberti: 
architettura e cultura: atti del Convegno internazionale, Mantova, 16-19 novembre 1994 (Florence: Leo S. 
Olschki, 1999), pp. 45-66; Jürgen Bay, “Brunelleschi und das Pantheon,” Architectura 23 (1993): 
148-150; Gaetano Miarelli Mariani, “Brunelleschi e Roma: un incontro fra mito e realtà,” Studi 
romani 25 (1977): 187-210; Marita Horster, “Brunelleschi und Alberti in ihrer Stellung zur 
römischen Antike,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 17 (1973): 29-64. 
32 Filarete, Treatise on Architecture, trans. John R. Spencer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1965), p. 102. Book VIII, fol. 59r. 

http://www.kubikat.org/mrbh-cgi/kubikat_en.pl?t_idn=b52575f
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overwhelming concern for preservation of Ciriaco d’Ancona.33 Today, scholars 

emphasize the activities of Donatello and Brunelleschi in Rome, but there were many 

other lesser-known artists who travelled to or worked in that city during the first half of 

the fifteenth century in order to carry out comparable studies of antique art and 

architecture. 

By the mid-1400s, artists were being drawn towards ancient art and architecture 

because of what Leonard Barkan calls an “inherent attractiveness” embodied by style and 

its motifs of antiquity.34 These objects of study were, however, almost always damaged, 

weathered, or imperfect in some way; consequently, all individuals from the Renaissance 

on were largely basing their interpretation of antiquity on fragments. And yet the thrill of 

discovery or the amazement associated with studying an impressive antiquity seem never 

to have dwindled despite imperfect or fragmented forms. One might speculate that it 

was this “incomplete” quality of many works of sculpture or architecture that caught the 

attention of early modern artists and architects. To place oneself in the position of the 

ancient artist or architect by trying to imaginatively complete the original form of an 

antique work of art would have been both delightful and inspiring. Nonetheless, the 

physical form of antiquities that had been ravaged by time was respected since it 

reflected the history of these works and, perhaps most importantly, their ancient lineage. 

                                                           
33 For more information see Ian Campbell, “Rescue Archaeology in the Renaissance,” in Archives 
& Excavations: Essays on the History of Archaeological Excavations in Rome and Southern Italy from the 
Renaissance to the Nineteenth Century, ed. Ilaria Bignamini (London: British School at Rome, 2004), 
p. 13. 
34  Leonard Barkan, Unearthing the Past: Archaeology and Aesthetics in the Making of Renaissance Culture 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), p. 11. 
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In addition, those studying the ruins believed that these architectural remains might 

unlock the secrets of “good” design in the ancient manner.35  

 

Early Antiquarian and Architectural Publications 
 

 As artists continued to discover the surviving artistic and architectural richness of 

ancient Rome, appreciation for the intellectual legacy of antiquity emerged and 

sharpened in focus.36 Ancient texts like those of Vitruvius (c.80/70 BCE-after 15 BCE), 

Pliny the Elder (23-79 CE), and Philostratus of Lemnos (c. 190-?), among many others, 

were consulted for information regarding the practices and masterpieces of ancient 

artists and architects.37 Those studying ancient textual sources in tandem with Rome’s 

physical remains struggled with – but perhaps relished – reconciling discrepancies 

between the two. Furthermore, the discovery or interpretation of antiquities made the 

details of ancient texts more poignant.38 Eventually, theoretical treatises written in the 

latter half of the fifteenth century would bridge literary, antiquarian, and artistic studies 

                                                           
35 The following chapters will address how artists and architects went about drawing ancient 
Roman architecture in detail. 
36 Orr, “Embracing,” p. 84. 
37 Vitruvius, Ten Books on Architecture, trans. Ingrid D. Rowland (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999); Pliny the Elder, The Elder Pliny’s Chapters on the History of Art, trans. K. 
Jex-Blake (Chicago: Argonaut, 1968). For more information on Pliny’s writings see Jacob Isager, 
Pliny on Art and Society: The Elder Pliny’s Chapters on the History of Art (New York: Routledge, 1991). 
Pliny not only recorded information on the artists of his day, but also his concern that important 
works of art and architecture were being allowed to decay, a circumstance very similar to that of 
Renaissance Rome. Philostratus, Imagines, trans. Arthur Fairbanks (London: Heinemann, 1931). 
This publication of Philostratus includes both the original Greek text and the English 
translation. Philostratus wrote this text, which describes a collection of paintings, in the third 
century CE. For more general information on the reception of ancient literature in the 
Renaissance see August Buck, Die Rezeption der Antike in den romanischen Literaturen der Renaissance 
(Berlin: Erich Schmidt Verlag, 1976).  
38 Don Cameron Allen, Mysteriously Meant: The Rediscovery of Pagan Symbolism and Allegorical 
Interpretation in the Renaissance (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1970), p. 249.  
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by addressing unresolved issues about the forms of antique art and architecture, and how 

they had functioned in the ancient world. As interest in each discipline of ancient studies 

increased, so too did the production of new textual sources devoted to them.  

Texts on ancient monuments, sculptures, and other antiquities became popular in 

the fifteenth century, whether in the form of travel guides, specialized architectural 

treatises for the practicing architect, or historical accounts.39 Poggio Bracciolini (1380-

1459), a humanist who worked as a papal secretary, wrote one of the earliest treatises of 

this kind. Bracciolini was well known during his lifetime for his study of epigraphs and 

for discovering in various monastic libraries many ancient Latin and Greek texts – not 

least of all Vitruvius – that had been all but forgotten since the fall of antiquity.40 His 

interest in ancient ruins and his subsequent investigations of Rome’s physical remains led 

to his first book, De varietate fortunae, written in 1431 but not published until 1448.41 The 

text begins with a description of Rome’s ruins, and thereafter these monuments are used 

to demonstrate the instability of fortune. The scholar Roberto Weiss writes that Poggio 

“was not satisfied with merely giving a description of what he saw. Instead he chose to 

question and seek answers from the old remains, scrutinize their structures and secure as 

much guidance as possible from written sources.”42 Bracciolini’s text is particularly 

significant because it communicates the author’s enthusiasm for the study of ruins, a 
                                                           
39 A thorough discussion of every fifteenth and sixteenth century publication with antiquarian 
material is beyond the scope of this dissertation, but select publications will be discussed that 
reference larger trends in publishing and antiquarian studies of the time. In particular, the texts 
discussed have extensive (and in some cases exclusively) architectural or topographical content. 
40 Iiro Kajanto, Poggio Bracciolini and Classicism: A Study in Early Italian Humanism (Helsinki: 
Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1987). Poggio was a papal secretary for almost five decades during 
the reigns of Innocent VII, Antipope John XIII, Gregory XII, Martin V, Eugene IV, and 
Nicholas V. 
41 Roberto Weiss, The Renaissance Discovery of Classical Antiquity (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1969),   
p. 64. 
42 Weiss, Renaissance Discovery, p. 64. 
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practice which was steadily gaining popularity in fifteenth-century Italy. This nascent 

enthusiasm for antiquities, ancient texts, and ruins would remain a common thread 

among humanists and antiquarians for centuries to come.43  

Poggio’s work subsequently influenced other developing antiquarian-writers. 

Flavio Biondo (1392-1463), a historian, humanist and “archaeologist” working in Rome 

under Eugene IV, published three encyclopaedic works on Roman antiquities.44 Biondo’s 

“archaeological” activities involved exploring many of Rome’s overgrown, dilapidated 

ruins and documenting them, mainly through literary descriptions. Hubertus Günther 

describes Biondo’s working methods as follows: 

Biondo gathered from all the literary sources available… 
information about antique structures. Then he sought to set this 
information in relation to the ruins that were still standing. For 
the most important structures, such as the Pantheon, the 
Colosseum and the thermae, he could go by the medieval tradition 
or at least thought he could. Where the inscriptions were known, 
he analyzed written accounts of them. In other cases, he went in 
search of clues. Not always did his experiments lead him to 
develop the opinions upheld by modern archaeologists, but his 
way of furnishing proof remained a fundamental principle in 
archaeology up to our present time, and often his motivations 
were so well chosen that they remained in currency for centuries 
… [Biondo] sought, wherever possible, to project an image of the 
life that went on in the structures he examined.45 

 

                                                           
43 Weiss, Renaissance Discovery, p. 64. For further information on Bracciolini see Poggio 
Bracciolini, Two Renaissance Book Hunters: The Letters of Poggius Bracciolini to Nicolaus de Niccolis, trans. 
Phyllis Walter Goodhart Gordan (New York: Columbia University Press, 1974); David Marsh, 
“Poggio and Alberti,” Rinascimento 2 (1984): 189-215; Helene Harth, Poggio Bracciolini Lettere 
(Florence: Leo S. Olschki Editore, 1983).  
44 Flavio Biondo, Flavio Biondo's Italia Illustrata: Text, Translation, and Commentary, trans. Catherine 
J. Castner (Binghamton: Global Academic, 2005); Flavio Biondo, Italy Illuminated, ed. and trans. 
Jeffrey A. White (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005).  For information on the 
interactions between Flavio and Ciriaco d’Ancona see Mario Luni, “Ciriaco di Ancona a Flavio 
Biondo: la riscorperta dell'antico a Urbino nel quattrocento,” in Piero e Urbino, Piero e le corti 
rinascimentali, ed. Paolo Dal Poggetto (Venice: Marsilio, 1992), pp. 41-47. 
45 Günther, “The Renaissance of Antiquity,” pp. 265-266. 
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Biondo’s De Roma instaurata, an organized survey and guidebook written between 1444 

and 1446, was the most scholarly and thorough study of ancient Rome’s topography to 

date.46 Soon after the publication of his book, Biondo was considered Rome’s authority 

on ruins. His work, like that of many other antiquarians, was fuelled by his disgust for 

the constant destruction of ancient monuments. He countered these activities with his 

writings, thereby preserving for posterity what was regularly being destroyed before his 

eyes.47 

The Emergence of the Vitruvian Architectural Treatise 
 

The literary works of individuals like Bracciolini and Biondo proved to be a 

popular genre of antiquarian publication, but a new genre of text, which addressed both 

ancient and modern architecture in the style of Vitruvius was soon introduced by the 

architect Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472).48 Interestingly, Alberti’s architectural treatise 

                                                           
46 Biondo’s three publications are De Roma instaurata (1459), Italia illustrata (1474), and Historiarum 
ab inclinatione Romanorum imperii (1483). For further information on Biondo see Weiss, Renaissance 
Discovery, pp. 66-72; Stella Patitucci, “Biondo Flavio: la fondazione della topografia di Roma e 
dell'Italia antica,” Rivista di topografia antica 2 (1992): 183-194; Hubertus Günther, “L'idea di Roma 
antica nella "Roma instaurata" di Flavio Biondo,” in Le due Rome del quattrocento: Melozzo, 
Antoniazzo e la cultura artistica del'400 romano, eds. Sergio Rossi and Stefano Valeri (Rome: Lithos 
Editrice, 1997), pp. 380-393. 
47 Weiss, Renaissance Discovery, p. 68. See also Anne-Marie Sankovitch, “Anachronism and 
Simulation in Renaissance Architectural Theory,” Res 49/50 (2006): 191. Sankovitch writes that a 
“general trajectory of penetration and emergence can be charted from Flavio Biondo’s Roma 
instaurata of 1444 where the ruins, previously perceived as anonymous, mute, and frightening 
mirabilia, are given presence and meaning through the basic act of identification.” 
48 Vitruvius’ De Architectura Libri Decem (20s BCE) placed architecture within a systematic theory 
based upon the workings of nature, which Vitruvius describes as being an architect herself 
(Vitruvius, De Architectura Libri Decem, IX. i. 2-6).  For information on the biography of Alberti 
and his architectural projects see Michel Paoli, Leon Battista Alberti (Turin: Bollati Boringhieri, 
2007); Francesco Paolo Fiore and Arnold Nesselrath, eds., La Roma di Leon Battista Alberti: 
Umanisti, architetti e artisti alla scoperta dell’antico nella città del quattrocento (Milan: Skira, 2005); 
Anthony Grafton, Leon Battista Alberti (London: Allen Lane, 2001); Robert Tavernor, On Alberti 
and the Art of Building (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998); Joan Gadol, Leon Battista Alberti: 

http://www.kubikat.org/mrbh-cgi/kubikat_en.pl?t_idn=b28103r
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was not his first foray into the realm of publishing: in 1450 he published his inaugural 

text on architecture, the Descriptio Urbis Romae, a small book based upon the author’s 

firsthand studies of Roman topography which he had carried out during his time as a 

member of the papal Curia in the 1430s.49 This empirical text included descriptions of 

ancient monuments and the distances between these buildings, but did not include any 

accompanying illustrations or maps. Alberti intended this book to encourage antiquarian 

studies since it was designed to aid those studying Roman ruins in making their own 

topographical map of the city’s structural remains.  

It was Alberti’s De re aedificatoria, written in Latin between 1443 and 1452, but not 

published until 1485, that became unmatched in its significance to the practice of 

architecture in Renaissance Italy. It gained such great importance and influence that it 

was eventually equated with the canonic treatise of Vitruvius.50 Vitruvius’ text had 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Universal Man of the Early Renaissance (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969). Two of 
Alberti’s other most important publications are De Pictura (1435) and De Statua (1462). 
49 Leon Battista Alberti, Delineation of the City of Rome (Descriptio Urbis Romae), trans. Peter Hicks, 
eds. Mario Carpo and Francesco Furlan (Tempe, Arizona: Arizona Center for Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies, 2007). For further information see Giorgio Grassi, Leon Battista Alberti e 
l’architettura romana (Milan: Franco Angeli: 2007); Howard Burns, “Leon Battista Alberti a Roma: 
il recupero della cultura architettonica antica,” in La Roma di Leon Battista Alberti: Umanisti, 
architetti e artisti alla scoperta dell’antico nella città del quattrocento, ed. Francesco Paolo Fiore and 
Arnold Nesselrath (Milan: Skira, 2005), pp. 33-43; Bruno Queysanne, Alberti et Raphaël: descriptio 
urbis Romae ou comment faire le portrait de Rome (Paris: Editions de la Villette, 2002); Rudolf 
Wittkower, “Alberti’s Approach to Antiquity in Architecture,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes 4 (1940): 1-18. 
50 Leon Battista Alberti, De re aedificatoria (Rome: [s.n.], 1485). For information on the putative 
dating of De re aedificatoria see Joseph Rykwert, “Theory as Rhetoric: Leon Battista Alberti in 
Theory and Practice,” in Paper Palaces: The Rise of the Renaissance Architectural Treatise, eds. Vaughan 
Hart and Peter Hicks (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), p. 37. Alberti presented Pope 
Nicholas V with a manuscript copy of his text in 1450. Alberti himself likely tried to write about 
architecture as successfully as Vitruvius, an ancient source that he without doubt knew well 
considering that Alberti had been educated in the literature of the ancients and had himself 
written a play that was at first mistaken for being antique. His immersion in the literature of 
ancient Greece and Rome provided him with a foundation upon which his own literary 
aspirations could grow. 
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originally included illustrations (they had unfortunately been lost by the Renaissance), but 

Alberti’s treatise did not include images, although all later publications of this genre 

would.51 Pragmatic as it would have been to include images to illustrate points 

emphasized in the text, Alberti still succeeded in communicating complex architectural 

concepts through words alone.  

While many humanists held steadfastly to the belief that the artists and architects 

of antiquity could never be dethroned from their position at the pinnacle of artistic 

achievement, Alberti considered his contemporaries as superior to the ancient masters. 

He believed this not only because fifteenth-century artists and architects had recreated 

the praiseworthy style of antiquity, but because they had done so without the benefit of 

teachers well-versed in the style.52 Furthermore, Alberti encouraged artists and architects 

to play a role similar to that of the contemporary humanist; he wrote that while 

humanists might keep collections of quotations from ancient authors, so too should 

young artists and architects diligently study and record reputable examples of ancient 

architecture. Even so, Alberti notes that the study of poor examples of Roman 

architecture could prove equally educational, as the young architect would learn what to 

avoid in his own designs.53 Ultimately, however, Alberti’s De re aedificatoria was 

                                                           
51 Louis Cellauro, “Francesco di Giorgio and the Renaissance Tradition of the Illustrated 
Architectural Treatise,” in Reconstructing Francesco di Giorgio Architect, eds. Berthold Hub and 
Angeliki Pollali (New York: Peter Lang, 2011), p. 185. For information on Vitruvius’ original 
illustrations see Pierre Gros, “Les illustrations du De architectura de Vitruve: histoire d’un 
malentendu,” in Les littératures techniques dans l’antiquité romaine, ed. Claude Nicolet (Geneva: 
Fondation Hart, 1996), pp. 19-44. Alberti’s treatise did not include illustrations until the 1550 
edition. 
52 Phyllis Pray Bober and Ruth Rubinstein, Renaissance Artists and Antique Sculpture: A Handbook of 
Sources (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 32.  
53 Beverly Louise Brown and Diana E. E. Kleiner, “Giuliano da Sangallo’s Drawings after 
Ciriaco d’Ancona: Transformations of Greek and Roman Antiquities in Athens,” Journal of the 
Society of Architectural Historians 42 (1983): 334. 
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revolutionary because it codified architecture in a way that informed its readers of the 

principles of “good” architecture – principles that were all present in the architectural 

remains of ancient Rome. Alberti was the first to succinctly write that successful 

architecture could only be achieved by an architect educated in the authoritative forms 

and motifs of classical buildings.    

The themes present in Alberti’s writings on architecture, such as proportion and 

harmony, as well as the overarching Renaissance perseverance towards a rebirth of 

antique culture, are represented in a painting entitled The Ideal City, painted by an 

unknown artist during the last quarter of the fifteenth century (figure 8).54 At the centre   

of this ideal, utopian scene is a triumphal arch in the classical style, with a building clearly 

based on the Colosseum on the left of the panel, and other buildings designed using the 

principles of ancient Roman architecture across the rest of the canvas. 55 The city 

represented in the painting represents the ideal urban environment that any Italian ruler 

of the late fifteenth century would wish to oversee because it is ordered, beautiful, and 

harmonious. Richard Krautheimer writes that the architecture depicted in this panel is 

“clad in the vocabulary of humanism as perfected by Alberti and developed in his wake 

in ever new combinations through the latter third of the fifteenth and the early years of  

                                                           
54 For further information on this painting see Federico Zeri, Italian Paintings in the Walters Art 
Gallery (Baltimore: Walters Art Gallery, 1976), pp. 143-151.  
55 Zeri, Walters Art Gallery, p. 143. This painting also demonstrates the perfect use of one-point 
perspective. Symmetry and geometry play a large role in defining this ideal, imagined city. See 
also Caspar Pearson, Humanism and the Urban World: Leon Battista Alberti and the Renaissance City 
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011); Gabrielle Morolli, “Nel cuore del 
Palazzo: Alberti e la prospettiva architettonica di Urbino,” in Piero e Urbino, Piero e le corti 
rinascimentali, ed. Paolo dal Poggetto (Venice: Marsilio, 1992), pp. 215-230; Richard Krautheimer, 
“The Panels in Urbino, Baltimore, and Berlin Reconsidered,” in The Renaissance from Brunelleschi to 
Michelangelo, eds. Henry A. Millon and Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani (Milan: Bompiani, 1994), 
pp. 233-257. This painting relates to two other anonymous paintings showing Albertian 
architectural concepts: the Ideal City in the Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino, and the 
Architectural Perspective in Berlin’s Staatliche Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz Gemäldegalerie. 
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the sixteenth century.” Although some scholars (particularly Morolli) have suggested that 

the Albertian theory of architecture is so perfectly communicated in this panel because it 

was painted by Alberti himself, the attribution of the panel remains unresolved.56   

Nevertheless, this imagined city communicates an atmosphere of grandeur, 

elegance, impressiveness, stability, and culture. In the years leading up to the turn of the 

sixteenth century, antiquarian-minded individuals influenced by antique and 

contemporary writings and artistic trends equated ancient Roman architecture with the 

creation and success of their humanist society. In paintings such as The Ideal City, ancient 

monuments represented much more than just the height of architectural and engineering 

achievements: these buildings and monuments were markers of Rome’s history and its 

citizens’ desired resurgence of power, dominance, intellectual achievements, and artistic 

triumphs. 

Alberti was certainly not the only artist to follow in the footsteps of Vitruvius by 

writing a treatise dealing with subjects like systematically categorizing and describing the 

Orders of ancient architecture, details that had been neglected for hundreds years, 

especially because they were not utilized during the Middle Ages.57 For example, the 

sculptor and architect-turned-architectural theorist Filarete wrote his Libro architettonico in 

Milan between 1455 and 1464 but, unlike Alberti’s Latin De re aedificatoria, Filarete’s text 

was in Italian, the vulgaris lingua.58 Two important factors separate Filarete’s work from 

                                                           
56 Morolli, “Nel cuore del Palazzo,” pp. 215-230; Krautheimer, “The Panels in Urbino,” p. 256. 
57 See Mario Carpo, Architecture in the Age of Printing: Orality, Writing, Topography, and Printed Images 
in the History of Architectural Theory, trans. Sarah Benson (Cambridge: MIT  Press, 2001), pp. 16-22.   
58 Luisa Giordano, “On Filarete’s Libro architettonico,” in Paper Palaces: The Rise of the Renaissance 
Architectural Treatise, eds. Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1998), p. 53; Carpo, Architecture in the Age of Printing, pp. 131-9. Filarete’s full name was Antonio 
Averlino, although he preferred to go by his Greek nickname, which means “friend of virtue.” 
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the treatises of Alberti and many of his contemporaries: his book was written in the form 

of a fictitious narrative and, secondly, his work was not published until 1965.59 

Nonetheless, scholars now recognize that Filarete was providing a text on architectural 

theory presented by a practicing architect – not a highly educated humanist. He used his 

firsthand experiences in architecture, drawing, and sculpting to inform his reader that the 

architectural theory first expounded by Vitruvius is indeed the foundation of all “good” 

architecture. Filarete acknowledges that his work is not of the same erudite character as 

Vitruvius or Alberti, yet he is assured of its value because of his personal experience in 

and knowledge of the field of architecture. 

In Filarete’s Libro architettonico, the Duke of Milan, Francesco Sforza, commissions 

his architect with the task of designing an entire city, to be called Sforzinda. In the 

narrative, the architect bases his design for Sforzinda on the description of a great 

ancient city called Plusiapolis.60 Each building that is described in the text is 

accompanied by an illustration of the structure, thereby making the Libro architettonico one 

of the first architectural books of the Renaissance to rely on the complementary 

relationship between word and image (figures 9 and 10). Filarete’s theory of architecture 

is, in its simplest sense, founded upon maintaining that Vitruvius is the supreme  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
His original autograph manuscript of his treatise has not survived, but three copies still exist, 
along with a fifteenth century archetype copied from the original (Codex Trivulzianus, Milan; 
Codex Palatinus, Florence; Codex Magliabechianus, Florence; Codex Valencianus, Valencia).  
59 The first publication of this treatise was a facsimile and translation by John R. Spencer. See 
Filarete, Treatise on Architecture: Being the Treatise by Antonio di Piero Averlino, Known as Filarete, trans. 
John. R. Spencer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1965). See also Giordano, “On Filarete,” 
p. 51; Cellauro, “Francesco di Giorgio,” p. 186. The treatise was composed of twenty-five books. 
60 Giordano, “On Filarete,” pp. 53-54. The narrative is told as a dialogue between the Ducal 
family of Milan and the architect of Sforzinda. 
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authority on architecture.61 Filarete’s literary interpretation of architectural theory 

through his fictitious narrative reveals that although most architectural treatises of the 

Renaissance were based upon Vitruvius, the years leading up to the turn of the sixteenth 

century were a time in which creativity could be coupled with canonical theory.62 At the 

very least, the basis of the Libro architettonico’s recreation of an ancient city underscores 

the idea that, for architects and theorists of Alberti and Filarete’s generation, antiquity 

was the key to understanding and creating great architecture. 

The popularity of and reliance upon Vitruvius by architects throughout the 

Renaissance cannot be overrated. Multiple reprints, translations, and commentaries on 

the text were produced, thereby attesting to the demand for the writings of the ancient 

architect who remained the unequivocal authority on classical Roman architecture.63 

From Francesco di Giorgio’s translated extracts from De Architectura Libri Decem (1480s), 

to the 1511 lavishly (if  graphically simple) illustrated edition by Fra Giovanni Giocondo, 

to Cesare Cesariano’s full translation into the vernacular (1521), to the superb 1556 

translation of Vitruvius by Daniele Barbaro complete with woodcuts by Andrea Palladio, 

there is no better indication that, however much artists and architects relied on the 

physical remains of ancient Rome, so too did they rely upon Vitruvius’ hallowed words. 

                                                           
61 Giordano, “On Filarete,” p. 57.  
62 One of the best examples of the blending of ancient architectural theory and creativity is 
Francesco Colonna’s Hypernerotomachia Polilphili (1499) which includes descriptions and 
illustrations of fantastical buildings that have their basis in ancient architecture.  
63 Ingrid D. Rowland, “Vitruvius in Print and in Vernacular Translation: Fra Giocondo, 
Bramante, Raphael, and Cesare Cesariano,” in Paper Palaces: The Rise of the Renaissance Architectural 
Treatise, eds. Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), p. 105-
121; Günther, “Renaissance of Antiquity,” p. 268. Cesariano’s edition of Vitruvius is criticized by 
Günther who writes that “the accumulation of knowledge at times seems to be more for the 
purpose of demonstrating the author’s erudition than for a good understanding of Vitruvius. 
Cesariano’s translation fails to interpret the problematic words or passages, like most of the early 
translations of Vitruvius during the Renaissance.”  
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Raphael and Sixteenth-Century  
Antiquarian Concerns 

 

While Renaissance architectural theorists were writing about the merits and 

minutiae of ancient architecture, Rome’s extant monuments and ruins remained at the 

forefront of antiquarian and artistic concerns of the time. Pope Leo X’s 1514 

appointment of Raphael - arguably the most famous artist of the Roman High 

Renaissance - to the post of Commissario delle Antichità underscores the contemporary 

concern for the art of antiquity and its preservation.64 One of the most important 

documents concerning Raphael’s activities as Commissario is his letter to Pope Leo X in 

which he explains his concern about the condition of many of Rome’s most venerated 

antique monuments. The letter has long been believed to have been jointly authored by 

Raphael and the humanist Baldassare Castiglione and was likely written in 1519 and 

revised again the following year.65  

                                                           
64 Barkan, Unearthing the Past, p. 37. Barkan writes that Raphael’s appointment as commissioner 
of antiquities had more to do with procuring marble for St. Peter’s than protecting monuments, 
especially considering that Leo X had made Raphael Maestro della Fabbrica (chief architect of St. 
Peter’s) in 1514. For information relating to Raphael’s knowledge of and interest in ancient villas 
and how they inspired his design for the Villa Madama see David R. Coffin, The Villa in the Life of 
Renaissance Rome (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), pp. 241-253. See also Pierre de la 
Ruffinière du Prey, The Villas of Pliny from Antiquity to Posterity (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1994), pp. 62-73. 
65 Francesco P. Di Teodoro, Raffaello, Baldassar Castiglione e la Lettera a Leone X  (Bologna: Nuova 
Alfa, 1994); Andrea Palladio, Palladio’s Rome: A Translation of Andrea Palladio’s Two Guidebooks to 
Rome, trans. and eds. Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 
pp. 179-185; Arnold Nesselrath, “Raphael’s Archaeological Method,” in Raffaello a Roma: il 
convegno del 1983 (Rome: Edizione dell’Elefante, 1986), pp. 362-364. Hart and Hick’s editorial 
comments on Raphael’s letter include many useful notes on fifteenth and sixteenth century 
concerns for the deterioration of Roman monuments. They also address the hypothesis that 
Raphael’s letter may have been written with the help of Antonio da Sangallo the Younger. The 
letter survives in three manuscript versions and was published for the first time in 1733 as a part 
of the collected works of Castiglione. The earliest original manuscript is in Munich. 
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 In this famous letter, Raphael begins by stating that the monuments of Rome 

testify to the city’s former grandeur and that without such prominent buildings, it would 

be difficult to believe that the powerful and advanced Roman civilization had ever 

existed.66 The author or authors describe in distressing terms how the crumbling 

monuments now resemble “the corpse of this great, noble city, once queen of the world, 

so cruelly butchered.”67 Many of Leo X’s predecessors had allowed ancient temples, 

statues, arches, and other buildings to fall into states of disrepair, while also sanctioning 

the use of ancient stones to make mortar for new buildings.68 There were, however, 

popes for whom the preservation of Rome’s monuments had been a real concern, 

specifically Eugene IV (1431-1447), the friend and supporter of Ciriaco d’Ancona.69  

Despite the efforts of several such individuals during the fifteenth century, however, the 

desire to construct new buildings was relentless and inevitably led to the mutilation or 

destruction of ancient monuments. The tone of Raphael’s letter implies that he believed 

it was the indifference of many popes that had led to the unnecessary destruction of 

countless works and buildings from antiquity. By informing Leo X of the abominable 

behaviour of his predecessors, Raphael was demanding that antiquities be preserved 

because of their beauty, historical significance, and their role in representing the artistic 

achievements of the ancient Romans. In an attempt to flatter the pope and gain his 

                                                           
66 Palladio, Palladio’s Rome, p. 179. See also David E. Karmon, The Ruin of the Eternal City: 
Antiquity and Preservation in Renaissance Rome (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 88-92. 
67 Palladio, Palladio’s Rome, p. 179. 
68 Rodolfo Lanciani, The Destruction of Ancient Rome: A Sketch of the History of the Monuments (New 
York: Benjamin Bloom, 1967); Rodolfo Lanciani, Storia degli scavi di Roma e notizie intorno le 

collezioni romane di antichità (Rome: Quasar, 1989). Lanciani was highly critical of the destruction 
caused at the hands of the sixteenth-century popes and their architects, at one point stating that 
it was as though a meteor had hit the Forum Romanum (see Lanciani, Scavi, II, pp. 203-251 for 
this description). 
69 Lanciani, Destruction, p. 207. 
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favour, Raphael states that the early popes, who allowed the destruction of Roman 

antiquities, had lacked Leo X’s “wisdom,” “qualities” and “magnanimity.”70 

 Part of Raphael’s plan for preservation involved creating a map of the known 

antique structures in Rome. An accurate record of the city’s extant ruins was urgently 

needed before these monuments decayed beyond repair or were destroyed to make room 

for new building projects.71 Furthermore, many of the maps of Rome that had been 

produced prior to this time were far from accurate and frequently depicted only select 

buildings which were, unfortunately, often poorly represented as they were not drawn by 

experienced draughtsmen.72 Raphael’s letter conveys his belief that the most efficient 

method for recording the appearance of monuments was to have exceptional artists and 

draughtsmen make detailed orthogonal drawings of each structure. In this type of 

architectural rendering (figures 11 and 12) all aspects of a building are represented by the 

combination of sections, plans and elevations. Unlike perspectival renderings, which 

make use of a single vanishing point that consequently causes foreshortening, an 

orthogonal depiction shows each part of the building as though the viewer is looking at it 

head on.73 Wolfgang Lotz succinctly describes orthogonal depictions as follows: 

                                                           
70 Palladio, Palladio’s Rome, p. 180. Raphael also states that the behaviour of the Romans who had 
destroyed countless antique monuments and works of art make Hannibal look “God-fearing.” 
Raphael warns that he needs the pope’s help to protect the city against the “wicked and 
ignorant”. For further information on the dating of Raphael’s letter see John Shearman, 
“Raphael, Rome, and the Codex Escurialensis,” Master Drawings 15 (1977): 137-140. 
71 Cammy Brothers, “Architecture, History, Archaeology: Drawing Ancient Rome in the Letter 
to Leo X and in Sixteenth-Century Practice,” in Coming about…a Festschrift for John Shearman, eds. 
Lars R. Jones and Louisa C. Matthew (Cambridge: The Harvard University Art Museums, 2001), 
p. 135. 
72 Silvia Maddalo, In Figura Romae: Immagini di Roma nel libro mediovale (Rome: Viella, 1990). For 
information on the production of maps of Rome (and other cities) in the medieval and 
Renaissance periods see Paul D.A. Harvey, The History of Topographical Maps: Symbols, Pictures, and 
Surveys (London: Thames and Hudson, 1980). 
73 Wolfgang Lotz, Studies in Renaissance Architecture (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1977), pp. 1-45. 
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The orthogonal view gives an unforeshortened representation of 
those parts of the building that lie beyond the section plane and 
are parallel to it. Curved or slanting walls or vaults are projected 
on the sectional plane with their foreshortening represented as if 
an imaginary viewer were seeing every part of the building 
straight on. The orthogonal section is usually shaded – to help 
distinguish the degree of recession of the planes represented 
…”74 

 

Unfortunately, Raphael’s ambitious plan for making accurate orthogonal records of the 

city’s buildings and monuments never materialized as a result of the artist’s sudden death 

                                                           
74 Lotz, Studies in Renaissance Architecture, p. 1. 

Figure 11   Andrea Palladio, Orthogonal 
depiction of Pantheon Façade Elevation, 1570, 

woodcut, Book IV, pl. 76 from  
I quattro libri dell’architettura. 

 

Figure 12   Andrea Palladio, Orthogonal 
depiction of Pantheon Interior Section, 1570, 

woodcut, Book IV, pl. 81, from  
I quattro libri dell’architettura. 
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in 1520. Even today, no single drawing of a classical building can authoritatively be 

connected with Raphael’s project in Rome.75 But despite this sad outcome, scholars are 

fortunate that Raphael’s letter survives, especially since it is a rare, if not unique, example 

of an early modern artist articulating his view on ancient architecture, the role of ruins in 

sixteenth-century Rome, and the uncertain future of the city’s venerated architectural 

remains, in light of which meticulous drawings were a way to preserve a record for 

posterity.76 

The Emergence of Archaeological Awareness  
 

Renaissance artists, architects, and antiquarians were not solely interested in 

antiquities that remained above ground level. In fact, in the decades leading up to the 

turn of the sixteenth century, there was an unprecedented growth of archaeological 

activities in Rome and its immediate vicinity.77 Alongside the sadness caused by Rome’s 

continuous deterioration and destruction, there also existed a sense of awe and mystery 

regarding the buried and hidden aspects of the ancient city. While most of the antiquities 

studied by artists, antiquarians and archaeologists in Rome before the 1470s consisted of 

sculptural remains, ruins, and smaller objects such as coins, cameos, and carved gems, 

the last two decades of the fifteenth century witnessed the discovery of remarkable 

                                                           
75 Christoph Luitpold Frommel, “Architectural Drawing during the Italian Renaissance,” Domus 
759 (1994): 49. Frommel writes that the legacy of Raphael’s plan to draw the buildings of Rome 
is that it encouraged artists and architects to aspire to greater “scientific precision and 
objectivity” in their architectural drawings for decades to come. 
76 For a superb study on the Renaissance concern for preserving antiquities see Karmon, The 
Ruin of the Eternal City. Karmon demonstrates that, despite the common belief that patrons, 
artists, and architects were more concerned with destroying ancient buildings to make way for 
new ones, many of the city’s famous ruins survived only because of concerted efforts to preserve 
them, not because of chance. 
77 Sites outside of the city itself, like Tivoli, the Via Appia, and the sprawling countryside around 
Rome, were also the subjects of archaeological and antiquarian investigation. 
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examples of ancient buildings decorated with wall paintings that had been buried below 

the city for centuries.  

The most important rediscovered buried structure with well-preserved frescoes 

was Nero’s Domus Aurea, a palace built for the emperor between 64 and 68 CE and 

discovered near the Colosseum in the late 1470s or early 1480s (figure 13).78 Although 

the ancient paintings that decorated the buried palace were not the only known example 

at the time, the interest in the Domus Aurea and its frescoes was unprecedented.79 The  

style of the paintings and stuccoes in the palace’s subterranean rooms came to be known 

as “grotesque” and had a great influence upon interior and exterior building decoration 

                                                           
78 For further information on the possible date of discovery of the Domus Aurea see Claudia La 
Malfa, “The Chapel of San Girolamo in Santa Maria del Popolo in Rome: New Evidence for the 
Discovery of the Domus Aurea,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 63 (2000): 259-270. 
La Malfa pushes the date of discovery back to the late 1470s based on evidence in paintings by 
Pinturicchio that date to no later than 1479. 
79 Roger Jones, “Massolino at the Colosseum?,” The Burlington Magazine 112 (1980): 121-122. For 
further general information on the Domus Aurea and its impact on Renaissance art and 
architecture see Larry F. Ball, The Domus Aurea and the Roman Architectural Revolution (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003); Nicole Dacos, Roma Quanta Fuit: tre pittori fiamminghi nella 
Domus Aurea, trans. Maria Baiocchi (Rome: Donzelli, 1995). 

Figure 13  Octagonal Room in Nero’s Domus Aurea, Rome, 64-68 CE. 
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throughout the sixteenth century.   

The allure of this “underground” palace was recorded in an anonymous poem, 

written around 1500, entitled the Antiquarie prospettiche romane, which described the appeal 

of the Domus Aurea to visitors.80  The poet writes, 

Hor son spelonche ruinate grotte / di stuccho di rilievo altri colore /di man 
di cinabuba apelle giotte / Dogni stagion son piene dipintori / piu lastate 
par chel verno infresche /seconfo el nome date da lavori / Andian per terra 
con nostre ventresche /con pane con presutto poma e vino /per esser piu 
bizzarri alle grot-tesche /El nostro guidarel mastro pinzino /che ben ci fa 
aottare el viso elochio /parendo inver ciaschun spaza camino / Et facci 
traveder botte ranochi / civette e barbaianni e nottiline / rompendoci la 
schiena cho ginochi.81 
 

This description in rhyming verse of the Domus Aurea emphasizes the excitement that 

accompanied this exceptionally important archaeological discovery. It also portrays the 

sense of mystery that was attached to the palace, due in large part to the building’s dark, 

underground location. Adding to the allure of the palace’s mysterious atmosphere were 

the extraordinary fresco paintings that decorated each room. Discoveries of antique 

frescoes still intact in their architectural spaces were almost unheard of at the turn of the 

sixteenth century, and the Domus Aurea allowed artists to observe firsthand the work of 

their ancient predecessors. Additionally, the Domus Aurea was especially significant 

because it had been described in the ancient writings of Pliny the Elder, Seutonius and 

                                                           
80 La Malfa, “Chapel of San Girolamo,” p. 269. 
81 Antiquarie prospettiche romane, as cited in Nicole Dacos, La Découverte de la Domus Aurea et la 
Formation des Grotesques à la Renaissance (London: The Warburg Institute, University of London, 
1969), p. 269. For an English translation of this poem see Doris Fienga, “The Antiquarie 
Prospetiche Romane Composte per Prospectivo Melanese Depictore: A Document for the Study of the 
Relationship between Bramante and Leonardo da Vinci” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
California Los Angeles, 1970), pp. 38-56. 
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Tacitus.82 The rare opportunity to match a rediscovered work of art with ancient textual 

descriptions was exhilarating for early modern antiquarians and artists. 

It is easy to understand how an archaeological discovery like the Domus Aurea 

would lead to speculations on what other ancient mysteries might lay below the ground 

level of early modern Rome. But, were the ruins that remained standing above ground 

studied with equal zeal and fascination? Certain pieces of evidence indicate that this was 

the case. The eagerness with which ruins were being studied by the first half the 

sixteenth century is unequivocally exhibited in a 1536 painting entitled Landscape with 

Ruins by Hermannus Posthumus (c.1512-1588, figure 14). In this work Posthumus, a 

Dutch artist who visited the underground grottoes of the Domus Aurea and left his 

name amongst the sixteenth-century graffiti on its walls, depicts one of the earliest 

known painted representations of excavations in Rome, even if in the context of an 

architectural capriccio.83 This work illustrates how artists were candidly identifying and 

proclaiming the aesthetic value of ruins. 

Posthumus creates a fantasy archaeological paradise where the ruins and works of 

art of the Roman Empire are scattered throughout the landscape, awaiting study and  

                                                           
82 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, III, xxxvi; Seutonius, Life of Nero, 31; Tacitus, Annals, 15. 
83 Nicole Dacos, “Hermannus Posthumus: Rome, Mantua, Landshut,” The Burlington Magazine 
127 (1985): 434; Dacos, Roma Quanta Fuit, pp. 5-13. The signature of Posthumus, along with 
those of his painter-companions Maarten van Heemskerck and Lamberto d’Amsterdam read 
“HEEMSKERC”, “HER.POSTMAAND “LAM AMSTER[…]”.For further information on 
Maarten van Heemskerck, who did hundreds of drawings after Roman antiquities, see Tatjana 
Bartsch, “Transformierte Transformation: zur fortuna der Antikenstudien Maarten van 
Heemskercks im 17. Jahrhundert,” in Wissensästhetik: Wissen über die Antike in ästhetischer 
Vermittlung, ed. Ernst Osterkamp (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008), pp. 113-159; Ilja M. Veldman, 
“Landschap en de antieke kunst: Maarten van Heemskercks 'Berlijnse schetsboek',” in De 
verbeelde wereld: liber amicorum voor Boudewijn Bakker, eds. Jaap Evert Abrahamse, Marijke Carasso-
Kok and Erik Schmitz (Bussum: Thoth, 2008), pp. 47-55 and 215-216; Ilja M. Veldman, 
“Maarten van Heemskerck und die römische Kunst,“ in Kunst und Kultur im Rom der Päpste 
(Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje, 1998), pp. 417-420; Ilja M. Veldman, Maarten van Heemskerck and Dutch 
Humanism in the Sixteenth Century (Amsterdam: Meulenhoff, 1977). 
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appreciation. It is a serene, if crowded, setting - a space in which the hypothetical artist, 

humanist, or antiquarian can thrive and increase knowledge of antiquity. Posthumus 

depicts several such persons who clamber over the fragments of buildings and statues, 

measure them, and record their discoveries in drawings and on-site notes.84 The painting 

visualizes the interest that individuals in 1530s Rome took in the city’s monuments, 

sculptures, and frescoes, while referencing the concern for preserving antique works of 

art and architecture through the means depicted in the work.85 Despite the obvious 

references to current pseudo-archaeological and antiquarian practices, Posthumus does 

                                                           
84 Ruth Olitsky Rubinstein, “A Newly Discovered Painting by Hermannus Posthumus,” The 
Burlington Magazine 127 (1985): 425-436. 
85 Rubinstein, “Posthumus,” p. 425. See also Hubertus Günther, “Herman Postma und die 
Antiken,” Jahrbuch des Zentralinstituts für Kunstgeschichte 41 (1988): 7-17. 

Figure 14   Hermannus Posthumus, Landscape with Ruins, 1536, oil on canvas, 96 x 144.5 cm, 
Collection of the Prince of Liechtenstein, Vaduz. 
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not aim for complete accuracy in his depictions of Roman ruins and antiquities; for 

example, his representation of the fourth-century church of Santa Costanza (the semi-

circular ruin on the right of the canvas) shows the building badly deteriorated and 

overgrown whereas, in fact, the church remained in excellent condition in the sixteenth 

century. Despite these artistic liberties, Posthumus’ decision to paint antique buildings in 

exaggerated states of deterioration and his abandonment of topographical accuracy in 

favour of clustered, fragmented antiquities communicates how the imagination of the 

artist could be captivated and stimulated by ruins and ancient art. 

Painted antiquarian scenes also functioned as intellectual challenges to the 

sixteenth-century viewer. Those involved in Renaissance Rome’s artistic and intellectual 

communities were, unsurprisingly, familiar with the ancient ruins and artworks that were 

found throughout the city and in private collections. Works like Posthumus’ painting, 

therefore, enticed and challenged viewers to identify each building and work of art 

depicted. Further to this point, Ruth Olitsky Rubinstein describes this painting as being 

an appeal to the “cognoscenti to collect” and “artists to study,” actions that would 

thereby preserve antiquities through different means.86 Posthumus accentuates this 

overarching theme by inscribing the canvas with a quotation from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, 

which reads “TEMPVS EDAX RE|RVM TVQVE INVI|DIOSA 

VESTVSTAS|O[MN]IA DESTRVITIS,” meaning “ravenous time and envious age, you 

destroy everything.”87 Posthumus’ painted capriccio, therefore, acted as a visual puzzle for 

the knowledgeable and a warning against the neglect of Rome’s physical ruins. In sum, 

                                                           
86 Rubinstein, “Posthumus,” p. 425. 
87 Ovid, Metamorphoses, XV, lines 234-6. Translation from Rubinstein, “Posthumus,” p. 425. 
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this painting provides visual confirmation of the archaeological and antiquarian surge 

that engulfed Rome’s intellectual and artistic communities in the sixteenth century.  

This specific genre of painting does more than simply clarify how ruin-based 

images were interpreted and appreciated in the first half of the sixteenth century; such 

works provide crucial evidence of specific antiquarian activities of artists in Rome at that 

time. Hence, Posthumus’ work might be understood to be a self-portrait of the artist at 

the site of a ruin, trying to extrude valuable insight from the remnants of antiquity. A 

second example of a painting that deliberately shows the interaction between artist and 

ruin is Maarten van Heemskerck’s 1553 Self-Portrait with the Colosseum (figure 15). 

Heemskerck, a Dutch artist and friend of Posthumus who lived in Rome from 

approximately 1532 to 1536, was unabashedly fascinated with Rome’s ancient buildings 

and the city’s topography in general. The hundreds of surviving ruin-based drawings by 

the artist, along with his famed self-portrait, prove his unbridled antiquarian interests.88 

In this self-portrait painted two decades after Heemskerck’s sojourn in Rome, the 

artist depicts himself in the foreground of the canvas, while placing the Colosseum, 

arguably the most famous ancient building in Rome, off in the distance behind him. 

Heemskerck shares the canvas equally with the ancient amphitheatre, but the artist 

manipulates the spaces and times represented on the canvas because he shows himself 

not once, but twice.89 Along with the large self-portrait at the age of fifty-five, 

Heemskerck paints himself as a younger man (probably in his thirties, the age during 

which he was in Rome) in the foreground of the landscape on the right, sitting in front 

                                                           
88 See Christian Hülsen, Die Römischen Skizzenbücher von Marten van Heemskerck im Königlichen 
Kupferstichkabinett zu Berlin (Soest: Davaco, 1975). 
89 Orr, “Embracing,” p. 85. 
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of and drawing the Colosseum. The right side of the painting represents the narrative of 

the precocious young artist in Rome who spends time at the site of ruins, documents 

them, and understands them through the medium of drawing. Heemskerck’s depiction 

of himself outside of the studio studying ancient architecture firsthand confirms that the 

methods used by artists and architects changed during the Renaissance; artists tended to 

favour direct observation as a preparatory and crucial step for their works whereas 

previously they had primarily studied and produced works within the studio. 

Heemskerck’s painted assertion of his firsthand knowledge of antique 

architecture indicates that the on-site study of ruins was crucial to an artist claiming to  

  

Figure 15   Maarten van Heemskerck, Self-Portrait in Rome with the Colosseum, 1553, oil on panel,  
42 x 54 cm, Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, England. 
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be well-versed in ancient art and architecture as a credential. This self-portrait conveys 

Heemskerck’s pride in his antiquarian endeavors, as well as nostalgia for his artistically 

productive time in Rome. The ideas asserted by this painting reflect the dominant place 

in Rome’s artistic and architectural circles that antiquarian interests had secured by the 

mid-sixteenth century. While the previous generation may have been defined, or at least 

greatly steered, by Raphael’s desire to preserve ancient architecture through visual means, 

artists of Heemskerck’s time and the following decades were motivated by the 

concurrent emergence and development of publications on antiquity, “archaeological” 

practices, and the desire to understand what ancient Rome had looked like in its most 

pristine and impressive state during the time of the emperors. The emphasis shifted 

towards understanding the topography of Rome as a whole, rather than focusing on 

individual ruins as had been done in prior centuries. While the desire to imitate or 

emulate the style of ancient architecture remained, learning about and making visual 

representations of ancient architecture was now a multi-faceted discipline relying on the 

contemporaneous work of artists, architects, humanists, historians, and archaeologists. 

As the divisiveness between each branch of antiquarian study diminished, the now-

eclectic field continuously expanded in popularity and richness of knowledge.  

 

Renaissance Collections of Antiquities 

 

The growth of the antiquarian and archaeological fields of Rome in the 

Renaissance was also encouraged by individual collectors who had money and influence 

within the city. While the primary motivations for collecting smaller-scale antiquities, like 

sculptures, may have been aesthetic, by the beginning of the sixteenth century such 
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collections also brought great prestige to their owners. Throughout the Middle Ages, 

antiquities scarred by the ravages of time were – like ruins – often interpreted either as 

evidence of Christianity’s triumph over paganism or simply as the physical remains of a 

fallen empire.90 But with the realization that these artistic fragments could become 

collectibles within the revived humanist society, the market for antiquities grew 

exponentially. 

There were many well-known collections of antiquities in sixteenth-century Rome 

that could be visited and admired by tourists or artists. The most famous collection 

formed during the Renaissance was that of Pope Julius II (1503-1513), who had a 

sculpture garden constructed within the existing Villa Belvedere.91 The creation of a 

specially-designed space in which to house Rome’s most valuable and rare antiquities was 

undoubtedly Julius II’s attempt at recreating the grandeur of antiquity by reuniting its 

artistic fragments in a setting worthy of such priceless antique artworks. Furthermore, 

Julius’s sculpture garden, which was open to citizens of and visitors to Rome, was one of 

the first public “museums” created since antiquity (figure 16).  

Along with revered sculptures like the Torso Belvedere and the Apollo Belvedere, the 

Vatican collection also included the most famous archaeological find of the sixteenth  

  

                                                           
90 Settis, “Collecting Ancient Sculpture,” p. 14. 

 91 James S. Ackerman, “The Belvedere as Classical Villa,” The Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes 14 (1951): 70-91; James S. Ackerman, The Cortile del Belvedere (Vatican City: Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana, 1954); Hans Henrick Brummer, The Statue Court in the Vatican Belvedere 
(Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell, 1970), p. 11. 
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century, the Laocoön.92 Made all the more famous by the presence of Michelangelo at the 

1506 excavation, the story of the emergence of the statue from the ground soon gained a 

“myth-like” aura.93 While the wealth and power of the pope essentially allowed him to 

                                                           
92 Georg Daltrop, “Nascita e significato della raccolta delle statue antiche in Vaticano,” in Roma e 
l’antico nell’arte e nella cultura del cinquecento, ed. Marcello Fagiolo (Rome: Instituto della 
Enciclopedia Italiana, 1985), pp. 111-130. 
93 Renaissance antiquarians had doubted the authenticity of the Laocoön because Pliny the Elder 
had emphasized that the sculpture had been carved from one single block of marble, while it was 
clear that the sculpture excavated in 1506 was composed of several pieces that had been fitted 
together. One exponent of this controversial idea was Pirro Ligorio. For more on this subject 
see Matthias Winner, “Zum Nachleben des Laokoon in der Renaissance,” Jahrbuch der Berliner 
Museen 16 (1974): 83-121; F.C. Albertson, “Pliny and the Vatican Laocoön,” Mitteilungen des 
Deutschen Archaeologischen Instituts, Romische Abteilung 100 (1993): 133-140; Marc Laureys and Anna 
Schreurs, “Egio, Marliano, Ligorio, and the Forum Romanum in the 16th Century,” Humanistica 
Lovaniensia 43 (1996): 388-390. For information on Michelangelo’s involvement with the 
Laocoön see Lynn Catterson, “Michelangelo’s ‘Laocoön’?,” Artibus et Historiae 26 (2005): 29-56. 
In this paper Catterson argues that the Laocoön may have been sculpted by Michelangelo and 
buried by him and his fellow conspirators to legitimize the work as an ancient discovery. See also 

Figure 16   Anonymous Artist, View towards the South Wall of the Belvedere Courtyard in the Vatican 
(with sculptures of the Nile and Tiber River Gods, and the Laocoön), c. 1532-1533, pen and brown ink and 

ink wash, 231 x 360 mm, inv.1946,0713.639, British Museum, London, England. 
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expropriate any ancient work of art that he desired, there were enough antiquities in 

Rome to foster many additional private collections, the most important of which were 

those of the De’ Rossi and the Della Valle families.94 Collectors, proud of their 

acquisitions, were fully aware of the messages (in terms of power, wealth and status) that 

their collections communicated. This use of ancient works of art as evidence of a 

collector’s wealth, status, and erudition continued to increase throughout the sixteenth 

and into the seventeenth century. By that time, most excavations in the city were carried 

out primarily for the benefit of private collectors, wealthy aristocrats, and churchmen, 

the most well-known of these later collectors being Vincenzo Giustiniani (1564-1637) 

and Scipione Borghese (1577-1633).95 

What must also be remembered about private collections is that they provided 

exceptional opportunities for artists in Rome to study antique art, and thereby enabled 

artists to improve their own works and their knowledge of antiquities.96 The opportunity 

for artists, or even tourists, to visit private collections is attested to by extant documents, 

such as Giovanni da Tolentino’s description of the sculpture collections one could visit 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Bober and Rubinstein, Renaissance Artists, p. 153; Barkan, Unearthing the Past, pp. 2-16. The 
particulars of this archaeological find, as well as its significance to Roman antiquarianism and 
artistic production, are excellently discussed by Barkan, especially in reference to how 
fragmented works were interpreted or treated differently from “whole” works of art.  
94 Kathleen Wren Christian, “The De’ Rossi Collection of Ancient Sculptures, Leo X and 
Raphael,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 65 (2002): 132-200; Kathleen Wren 
Christian, “The Della Valle Sculpture Court Rediscovered,” The Burlington Magazine 145 (2003): 
847-850; Kathleen Wren Christian, Empire Without End: Antiquities Collections in Renaissance Rome, c. 
1350-1527 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010). 
95 For more information on the antique collection of Scipione Borghese see Katrin Kalveram, 
Die Antikensammlung des Kardinals Scipione Borghese (Worms: Werner, 1995). For more information 
on Vincenzo Giustiniani see Giuseppina Allesandra Cellini, “La collezione archeologica del 
marchese Vincenzo Giustiniani nella Galleria Giustiniana: osservazioni preliminari,” in I 
Giustiniani e l’antico, ed. Giulia Fusconi (Rome: L'Erma di Bretschneider, 2001), pp. 33-55. 
96 The relationship between early modern artists and fragmentary works of antique art are 
explored in Barkan, Unearthing the Past, pp. 289-331. 
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in Rome in the year 1490.97 It is clear that the great collectors of the Renaissance and 

early Baroque periods realized that some of the value of their antiquities was dependent 

upon the works produced by the educated intellectuals and informed artists who were 

given access to study them. Again, the reciprocity between collectors, humanists, and 

artists was crucial to the expansion of antiquarian pursuits in early modern intellectual 

and artistic circles. 

 

Pirro Ligorio:  
Artist, Architect, Antiquarian, Archaeologist  

 

One of the most important individuals in sixteenth-century Rome – a man who 

in exemplary fashion bridged the roles of artist, architect, antiquarian, archaeologist, and 

collector – was Pirro Ligorio (c. 1510-1583). His antiquarian and archaeological concerns 

were indicative of a greater trend within sixteenth-century Italian humanism but, perhaps 

more importantly, Ligorio’s investigations provided his contemporaries (and later 

generations) with new and abundant material on antique art and architecture.98 Although 

Ligorio primarily worked as an architect, he had collected information on the antiquities 

of Rome (in the form of drawings and copies of inscriptions) since the early 1540s. 

                                                           
97 Richard Schofield, “Giovanni da Tolentino Goes to Rome: A Description of the Antiquities in 
Rome in 1490,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 43 (1980): 246-56. 
98 David Coffin, Pirro Ligorio: The Renaissance Artist, Architect and Antiquarian (University Park: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004). For additional information on Ligorio see Beatrice 
Palma Venetucci, “Pirro Ligorio and the Rediscovery of Antiquity,” in The Rediscovery of Antiquity: 
The Role of the Artist, eds. Jane Fejfer, Tobias Fischer-Hansen and Annette Rathje (Copenhagen: 
Museum Tusculanum Press, 2003), pp. 63-88; Robert W. Gaston, “Merely Antiquarian: Pirro 
Ligorio and the Critical Tradition of Antiquarian Scholarship,” in The Italian Renaissance in the 
Twentieth Century, eds. Allen J. Grieco, Michael Rocke, Fiorella Gioffredi Superbi (Florence: 
Olschki, 2002), pp. 355-373; Anna Schreurs, “Das antiquarische und das Kunsttheoretische 
Konzept Pirro Ligorios,” in Archäologisch-antiquarische Forschung und Kulturverständnis im 16. und 17. 
Jahrhundert (Berlin: Mann, 1994), pp. 57-83. 

http://www.kubikat.org/mrbh-cgi/kubikat_en.pl?t_idn=bd120661r
http://www.kubikat.org/mrbh-cgi/kubikat_en.pl?t_idn=bd120661r
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Between 1540 and 1550 Rome saw many of its ancient monuments destroyed after Pope 

Paul III gave permission to those working on St. Peter’s Basilica to carry out excavations 

and reuse building materials from ruins.99 It is possible that witnessing this destruction 

prompted Ligorio to make copious visual records of antiquities.  

His antiquarian interests also led him to join the Virtuosi al Pantheon, a circle of 

learned men who met regularly to discuss ancient architecture and study relevant 

drawings.100 In fact, it appears that Ligorio relied on many of his antiquarian and 

humanist friends and acquaintances when carrying out his research. Ligorio primarily 

solicited such help because he had never received an education in the classical languages, 

leaving him unable to understand or translate ancient texts and inscriptions on his 

own.101 In his Libro di M. Pyrrho Ligori Napolitano. Delle Antichità di Roma of 1553 Ligorio 

writes of his reliance upon such collaborations:  

... ho avuto ardire di pormi a scrivere di cose difficili et strane dalla mia 
profession principale ...; prego gli altri che sanno ... che dovunque troveranno 
che io per più non sapere habbia mancato (il che potrà essere agevolmente in 
molti luoghi) siano contenti, prendendo il mio buon volere ..., di correggere 
amichevolmente i miei difetti. Se però alla bontà loro parerà che io lo meriti, 
essendo stato il primo che mi son messo a tanto pericolo, accertandoli che ne 
havrò loro obligo grande et che non mi sarà mai discaro l’imparare da chi sa 
più di me ....102 

 
Ligorio’s linguistic deficiencies might have hindered his antiquarian endeavours 

significantly had he not been willing to ask for assistance from those fluent in Latin and 

                                                           
99 Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, p. 11. 
100 Ian Campbell, Ancient Roman Topography and Architecture, vol. 2 (London: Royal Collection 
Enterprises Limited, 2004), p. 30; Nicholas Pevsner, Academies of Art: Past and Present (New York: 
Da Capo Press, 1973), p. 56;  Anna Schreurs, Antikenbild und Kunstanschauungen des neapolitanischen 
Malers, Architekten und Antiquars Pirro Ligorio (1513-1583) (Cologne: W. König, 2000), pp. 84-7. 
101 Laureys and Schreurs, “Egio, Marliano, Ligorio,” pp. 396-7. 
102 Pirro Ligorio, Libro di M. Pyrrho Ligori Napolitano. Delle Antichità di Roma, Nel quale si tratta de’ 
Circi, Theatri, & Anfitheatri. Con le Paradosse del Medesimo auttore, quai confutano la commune opinione 
sopra varii luoghi della città di Roma (Venice: Michele Tramezino, 1553), pl. 18v. 

http://catalogue.ulrls.lon.ac.uk/search~S12?/Y%28Pirro+Ligorio%29&searchscope=12&SORT=A/Y%28Pirro+Ligorio%29&searchscope=12&SORT=A&SUBKEY=%28Pirro%20Ligorio%29/1%2C51%2C51%2CB/frameset&FF=Y%28Pirro+Ligorio%29&searchscope=12&SORT=A&1%2C1%2C
http://catalogue.ulrls.lon.ac.uk/search~S12?/Y%28Pirro+Ligorio%29&searchscope=12&SORT=A/Y%28Pirro+Ligorio%29&searchscope=12&SORT=A&SUBKEY=%28Pirro%20Ligorio%29/1%2C51%2C51%2CB/frameset&FF=Y%28Pirro+Ligorio%29&searchscope=12&SORT=A&1%2C1%2C
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Greek. Yet his reliance upon others does not belie his vast antiquarian knowledge; on the 

contrary, it simply underscores the collective aims and necessity of collaboration within 

sixteenth-century Rome’s antiquarian, artistic, and intellectual circles. 

In 1549, Ligorio turned his attention to archaeology when he was appointed to 

the prestigious position of personal antiquario to Ippolito d’Este, Cardinal of Ferrara 

(1509-1572). When the Cardinal relocated to Tivoli, he was accompanied by Ligorio, 

who organized and oversaw excavations in the area.103 Along with producing drawings of 

the site of Hadrian’s Villa (figure 17), Ligorio was also responsible for examining all 

artefacts discovered there in order to identify the “best” finds so that they could be 

added to Cardinal Ippolito’s personal collection of antiquities.104 

                                                           
103 Ginette Vagenheim, “Pirro Ligorio et les descriptions de la Villa d'Hadrien a Tivoli,” in 
Hadrien, empereur et architecte: la Villa Hadrien, eds. Monique Mosser and Henri Lavagne (Geneva: 
Vögele, 2002), pp. 63-69. See also Antonella Ranaldi, Pirro Ligorio e l’interpretazione delle ville antiche 
(Rome: Edizioni Quasar, 2001).  
104 Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, p. 14. See also William L. MacDonald and John A. Pinto, Hadrian’s Villa 
and Its Legacy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), pp. 216-220. MacDonald and Pinto 
describe Ligorio as an “opportunist” who excavated the areas of Tivoli where he thought that he 
would find the most marble statues first. Ligorio, however, kept careful notes regarding the site, 
which were included in his detailed description of Hadrian’s Villa, which he finished in 1568 but 
was not published until 1723. 

Figure 17    
Pirro Ligorio,  

Plan of the Temple of 
Hercules Victor at Tivoli, 
c.1550s, pen and ink 

drawing, Cod.a.II.7.J20, 
folios 18v-19, Archivio 

di Stato, Turin. 

http://www.kubikat.org/mrbh-cgi/kubikat_en.pl?t_idn=b220315r
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In 1552, while still in Tivoli, Ligorio produced a detailed, engraved map of Rome 

which, although not “archaeological” in the modern sense, depicted many of the city’s 

antique monuments alongside modern buildings (figure 18). By 1553 Ligorio published a 

second engraved map showing only antique buildings and with text covering much of 

the map’s surface (figure 19).105 Included were representations of ancient buildings that 

no longer existed and for which Ligorio had no archaeological evidence, yet the map still 

became a trusted source for those interested in the topography of ancient Rome. As will 

be discussed shortly, this 1553 map was not Ligorio’s only foray into antiquarian 

mapmaking. 

In 1554 Ligorio, who was by then long considered an expert on antiquity, took 

Andrea Palladio and Daniele Barbaro on a tour of the city’s monuments.106 Following 

this visit to Rome, Barbaro wrote in his 1556 publication of Vitruvius: 

Regarding these antiquities the most diligent messer Pirro Ligorio 
is as learned as anyone who can be found, to whom is owed 
infinite and immortal thanks for the study of which he has made 
and makes regarding antique objects for the benefit of the 
world.107 
 

Ligorio’s study of antiquities was continuous, and he hoped it would culminate in the 

publication of an encyclopaedia of all the antiquities of Rome. This project, which was  

                                                           
105 Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, pp. 16-17. See Chapter 4 for further discussion of Ligorio’s 
reconstructive maps. 
106 Carmelo Occhipinti, “Daniele Barbaro, Pirro Ligorio e Andrea Palladio: incontri romani,” in 
Palladio: 1508 – 2008, eds. Franco Barbieri and Donata Battilotti (Venice: Marsilio, 2008), pp. 
109-112. 
107 Daniele Barbaro as translated and cited in Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, p.18. 

http://www.kubikat.org/mrbh-cgi/kubikat_en.pl?t_idn=b335218r
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neither completed nor published, was devoted to images and descriptions of tombs, 

statues, effigies, Latin and Greek inscriptions, coin, medallions, and grotesque 

decorations.108  

  

                                                           
108 Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, p. 21. The five locations of the most important Ligorio manuscripts are 
as follows: Ferrara, Civica Biblioteca Ariostea, MS. I, 217 and MS. II, 384; Naples, Biblioteca 
Nazionale, MS XIII, B. 1-10; Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS. Canonici ital. 138; Paris, 
Bibliothèque Nationale, MS. ital. 1129; Turin, Archivio di Stato, MSS. Turin A. Cod. a.II,6.J. 19-
30, Turin B. Cod. a.III.3.J. 1-18. For further information on these manuscripts see Schreurs, 
Antikenbild und Kunstanschauungen, pp. 22-27 and 325-330. 

Figure 18   Pirro Ligorio, Map of Rome, 1552, engraving, 40.2 x 52.5 cm. 
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Despite his incomplete encyclopaedia, Ligorio did manage to produce a third 

topographical map in 1561.109 This large map (1.26 by 1.49 meters) was an 

archaeologically-based reconstruction of ancient Rome (see Chapter 4). Howard Burns 

proposed that Ligorio may have been inspired to create his Imago because he was familiar 

with Raphael’s proposed plan for documenting the buildings of Rome, and Ligorio had 

always professed his admiration for Raphael.110 The exceptional 1561 map was the 

product of two decades of intensive research on the part of Ligorio, and was only truly 

possible because of Ligorio’s vast knowledge of ancient topography and his talents as an 

artist.111 In fact, this map was so admired for its artistry and accuracy that it remained the 

prototype for over two centuries.  

Interestingly, only one year after Ligorio created his “improved” map of ancient 

Rome, an important archaeological find occurred: the Forma Urbis Romae was discovered. 

Excavated in 1562, this badly damaged marble map, commissioned at the beginning of 

the third century CE by the Emperor Septimius Severus, was discovered behind the 

Church of Santi Cosmos and Damian.112 The importance of this discovery was not lost 

on any of the antiquarians in Rome, including Ligorio, who had for decades been trying 

to accurately reconstruct the very topography depicted in the map. The artist Giovanni 

Antonio Dosio was charged with attempting to reconstruct the map, but unfortunately it 

                                                           
109 Howard Burns, “Pirro Ligorio’s Reconstruction of Ancient Rome: The Anteiqvae Vrbis Imago 
of 1561,” in Pirro Ligorio: Artist and Antiquarian, ed. Robert Gaston (Milan: Silvana, 1988), pp. 19-
92. 
110 Ibid., p. 39. 
111 Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, p. 25. 
112 Rodolfo Lanciani, Forma Urbis Romae (Rome: Quasar, 1989); Philip Jacks, The Antiquarian and 
the Myth of Antiquity: The Origins of Rome in Renaissance Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993), p. 218. The fragments were taken to the palace of Alessandro Farnese, where 
attempts were made to reassemble the map. Giovanni Battista Piranesi published engravings of 
the Forma Urbis Romae in his 1756 Le Antichità Romane.  
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was so fragmented that it could not be used to answer any outstanding questions about 

ancient Rome’s topography.113 

From 1562 to 1566, Ligorio acted as chief architect of St. Peter’s and was also in 

charge of looking after Rome’s antiquities. In 1568 he accepted an offer from the Duke 

of Ferrara, Alfonso II d’Este, to join his court as its official antiquarian. Ligorio’s main 

duty was to use his expertise to acquire rare and beautiful antiquities for the Duke and, in 

order to do this, he insisted on being informed of any archaeological activities taking 

place in Rome.114 He was further motivated to remain knowledgeable on recent 

archaeological discoveries so that his in-progress encyclopaedia could include the most 

current antique finds. 

Pirro Ligorio was one of the first individuals to make genuine attempts at 

collecting, managing, and recording archaeological data. He was truly an artist-architect-

antiquarian-archaeologist, and his breadth of knowledge in each of these fields allowed 

him to become the foremost expert on antiquity during his lifetime. His careful study of 

the physical remains of antiquity produced bounties of fodder for intellectuals (as well as 

others in the artistic community) who wished to contemplate curiosities associated with 

ancient Rome. 

                                                           
113 Jacks, The Antiquarian and the Myth of Antiquity, p. 4. Although the Forma Urbis Romae remains 
incomplete even today, a team at Stanford University is using the surviving one-thousand, one-
hundred and eighty-six fragments to compose a digital reconstruction of the marble map. See the 
Stanford Digital Forma Urbis Romae Project (http://formaurbis.stanford.edu/). Unfortunately 
the surviving fragments represent only about fifteen percent of the original map. 
114 Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, p. 130. Ligorio himself owned a vast collection of antique coins and 
medallions. See also Francis Haskell, History and Its Images: Art and the Interpretation of the Past (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1993). For more information on Renaissance numismatics see 
John Cunnally, Images of the Illustrious: The Numismatic Presence in the Renaissance (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1999); Alan M. Stahl, ed. The Rebirth of Antiquity: Numismatics, 
Archaeology, and Classical Studies in the Culture of the Renaissance (Princeton: Princeton University 
Library, 2009).  
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Renaissance Publications on Ancient Roman Architecture:  
Guidebooks and Treatises  

 

As had been the case in the fifteenth century, some of the most informative 

evidence on the interpretation and emulation of antique art and architecture in the 

sixteenth century was preserved in the literature produced during that time. The near-

constant production of publications addressing varying aspects of antiquarian studies 

testifies to their popularity. In 1513, Andrea Fulvio (1470-1527), a humanist and 

antiquarian, published his Antiquaria Urbis, a poem written in Latin hexameter which 

described the topography of ancient Rome based on the ruins that remained standing in 

the Renaissance.115 Fulvio’s text benefited from his extensive knowledge of ancient 

inscriptions, as well as from his inclusion of ancient buildings that had been incorporated 

into medieval and modern building projects. The poem was dedicated to Pope Leo X, 

who afterwards encouraged Fulvio to write a more comprehensive, prose version. In 

1527, Fulvio expanded his work into a more complete guide to Rome’s ancient 

monuments and antiquities entitled Antiquitates Urbis. It proved these remains to be 

crucial evidence for understanding the history of Rome.116 Likewise, Fabio Calvo’s 

(c.1450-1527) Antiquae urbis Romae cum regionibus Simulachrum, reflected back on the 

                                                           
115 Andrea Fulvio, Antiquaria Urbis (Rome: Mazochi, 1513). 
116 Andrea Fulvio, Antiquitates Urbis (Rome: [s.n.], 1527). See also Marc Laureys, “Das alte und 
das neue Rom in Andrea Fulvios Antiquaria urbis,” in Das alte Rom und die neue Zeit: Varianten des 
Rom-Mythos zwischen Petrarca und dem Barock, eds. Martin Disselkamp and Peter Ihring (Tübingen: 
Narr, 2006), pp. 201-220; Massimo Ceresa, “Andrea Fulvio erudito, antiquario e classicista,” in 
Roma nella svolta tra quattro e cinquecento: atti del Convegno Internazionale di Studi, ed. Stefano Colonna 
(Rome: De Luca, 2004), pp. 143-149; Roberto Weiss, “Andrea Fulvio, Antiquario Romano (c. 
1470-1527),” Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa 28 (1959): 1-44. 

http://www.kubikat.org/mrbh-cgi/kubikat_en.pl?t_idn=b277767r
http://www.kubikat.org/mrbh-cgi/kubikat_en.pl?t_idn=b256978r
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perceived golden age of antiquity but also indicated the belief that sixteenth-century 

Rome could again achieve such intellectual and artistic heights.117   

In distinction to erudite publications like those of Fulvio and Calvo, the practical 

guidebook to the city of Rome remained the more popular genre of publication on the 

city’s topography. Guidebooks to Rome had a long history that stretched back to the 

Middle Ages, during which Rome had been the ultimate destination for Christian 

pilgrims. It was largely due to this role that descriptions and maps of the city had been 

consistently produced over the centuries. Surviving maps, produced as early as the eighth 

century, often indicated the general positioning of the city’s greatest monuments, both 

pagan and Christian. These maps, like the very early example of a map of Rome based on 

the eighth century Einsiedeln Itinerary represent ancient Roman monuments, like the 

Colosseum and the Circus Maximus, alongside later Christian structures, like the Church 

of San Giovanni in Laterano or San Clemente (figure 20).118 While most visitors of Rome 

would have travelled to the city in order to visit holy sites like the tomb of St. Peter, the 

pagan ruins of the city were also alluring.  

 

                                                           
117 The Sack of Rome, however, temporarily stopped all momentum towards this ambitious plan. 
For further information on Calvo’s woodcut maps of ancient Rome see Chapter 3. 
118 Claude Moatti, In Search of Ancient Rome (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1993), pp. 21-2. The 
Einsiedeln Itinerary was so named because this manuscript (dating from the eighth or ninth century 
CE) was discovered in the Einsiedeln Monastery in Switzerland. The Einsiedeln Itinerary presented 
eleven tour routes that visitors to Rome could follow in order to see famous pagan and Christian 
monuments. Moatti writes that this itinerary “combines a sound knowledge of the city with a 
special interest in the inscriptions – texts that the ancients engraved on monuments.” The 
Einsiedeln Itinerary, however, is only one example of the many guides to Rome which increased in 
popularity and number in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. For further information see 
Ludwig Schudt, ed., Le guide di Roma: Materialen zu einer Geschichte der Roemischen Topographie: unter 
Benuetzung des handschriftlichen Nachlasses von Oskar Pollack (Westmead: Gregg International 
Publishers Ltd., 1971); Massimo Miglio, ed., Pellegrinaggi a Roma (Rome: Città Nuova Editrice, 
1999), pp. 31-45. 
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The guidebooks or itineraries that were popular in the Middle Ages typically 

included lists of ancient monuments and ruins, but these buildings were often only 

mentioned in reference to navigating the city.119 In the mediaeval period, the most 

popular type of guidebook was the Mirabilia Romae Urbis, in which antiquities were 

mentioned in relation to historical and legendary tales. Roberto Weiss writes that 

mythological or anecdotal stories, much like those found in Master Gregorius’ text, were 

included in order to avoid a guidebook becoming a “dreary topographical catalogue.”120 

In any case, the Mirabilia Romae Urbis served as a record (although often inaccurate) of 

Rome’s buildings throughout the medieval period, and dominated all accounts of Roman 

topography until the sixteenth century. 

                                                           
119 Weiss, Renaissance Discovery, p. 5. 
120 Ibid., p. 6. 

Figure 20   
Anonymous, Map of 
Rome after original from 
the Einsiedeln Itinerary 
(Codex Einsiedelnsis), 
c.8th-9th century, 

Cod.Vat.1960,  
Vatican Library, 

Vatican City. 
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 Although the architectural treatises written in the sixteenth century are often 

given precedence over guidebooks in scholarly literature, guidebooks had been equally, if 

not more, popular throughout the Renaissance due to their wide circulation among 

tourists and pilgrims. Although not written specifically for practicing architects or 

architectural theorists, the emphasis on the topography and art of Rome found in these 

guidebooks render them useful for understanding the range and complexities of the 

interest in antiquity throughout the sixteenth century.121 The Roman antiquarian 

Bartolomeo Marliani (1488-1566) published two guidebooks, L'Antichità di Roma of 1548, 

and Urbis Romae topographia of 1550, the latter including woodcuts of ruins, sculptures, 

and a map of the city.122 In 1565, the little-known antiquarian Bernardo Gamucci 

published his illustrated text, Libri quattro dell’antichità della città di Roma, which included 

woodcuts done after the architectural designs of antiquarian-artist Giovanni Antonio 

Dosio (figure 21).123 More than anything else, these three guidebooks are manifestations 

of an age in which it was recognized that the experience of reading a textual description 

of a building could be greatly enhanced when illustrations were included. While the habit 

of describing Rome’s architecture through literature had been occurring for centuries,  

 

                                                           
121 Rome’s ruins were clearly not only of interest to the trained artist or architect. Pilgrims and 
travellers to the city required texts that could educate them on the fascinating remains that they 
observed in the city. The illustrations in later guidebooks now inform scholars as to which ruins 
were of particular interest and how artists chose to depict the ruins when the image would 
eventually accompany text in a guidebook.  
122 Bartolomeo Marliani, L’Antichità di Roma (Rome: Gatta, 1548); Bartolomeo Marliani, Urbis 
Romae Topographia (Basel: Oporinus, 1550). 
123 Bernardo Gamucci, Libri quattro dell’antichità della città di Roma (Venice: Varisco, 1565). 
Gamucci’s text was published in multiple editions.  
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the sixteenth century witnessed an emphasis on pictorial representations of the 

buildings.124 

Not every important guidebook of the second half of the sixteenth century 

included illustrations. In 1554, Andrea Palladio published his unillustrated guidebook to 

Rome, entitled L’antichità di Roma.125 Although similar to the guidebooks of his 

predecessors in terms of the content of the text, Palladio’s introduction provides an 

interesting explanation of his motivations for writing the guidebook. He writes: 

                                                           
124 Illustrations are also a more universal way of communicating information about a building 
since they do not require the viewer to be literate. 
125 Andrea Palladio, L'antichità di Roma (Rome: [s.n.], 1554); Palladio, Palladio’s Rome. A second 
edition of this guidebook was published in 1567. Additionally, Palladio published another 
guidebook to Rome in 1554 in which he focused on Christian architecture: Andrea Palladio, 
Descritione de le chiese, stationi, indulgenze & reliquie de Corpi Sancti, che sonno in la Città de Roma (Rome: 
Lucrino, 1554). 

Figure 21   After Giovanni Antonio Dosio, The Arch of Janus Quadrifons in the Forum Boarium, 
1565, woodcut, pl. 73 from Bernardo Gamucci’s Libri quattro dell’antichità della città di Roma. 

 

javascript:open_window(%22http://aleph.mpg.de:80/F/HXI1K7J64X1YLGMPDJKV31JN545G3M3TUKEV9IS1NIFQFM9L8C-04553?func=service&doc_number=000277659&line_number=0016&service_type=TAG%22);
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I came up with the idea of compiling the present book, as 
succinctly as I could, from many completely reliable authors, 
both ancient and modern, who had written at length on the 
subject – such as Dionysus of Halicarnassus, Livy, Pliny, 
Plutarch, Appian of Alexandria, Valerius Maximus, Eutropius, 
and such as Biondo, Fulvio, Fauno, and Marliani, and many 
others. But I did not rest there. I also wished to see and measure 
everything with my own hands in minute detail.126 

 
In this quotation Palladio provides a telling synopsis of the activities of an antiquarian in 

the sixteenth century: he conveys that an interest in and passion for the study of 

topography is required; that one must begin with a comprehensive and objectively-

intentioned study of writings on the subject from antiquity to modern times; and, lastly, 

that one must put his own personal stamp on the information he relates. Palladio reveals 

that guidebooks could require as much effort and knowledge on the part of the author as 

works considered to be more erudite, like architectural treatises.  

The sixteenth century saw an influx of printed architectural treatises and books 

destined mostly for practicing architects, which succeeded in reinforcing the new 

professionalism associated with this career.127 In the years approaching the middle of the 

sixteenth century, architects knew more than ever about ancient architecture and theories 

relating to contemporary design. As a result, they exploited and disseminated this 

knowledge in their own building designs, architectural drawings, and writings on the 

subject. 

                                                           
126 Palladio, Palladio’s Rome, p. 3. For the original text in Italian see Palladio, L’Antichità di Roma, 
p. 3. 
127 Amateur architectural enthusiasts, artists, historians, and other learned individuals also 
collected and studied these treatises. 
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In 1540, the architect Sebastiano Serlio (1475-1554) published his Terzo Libro: nel 

qual si figurano, e descrivono le antiquita di Roma, e le altre che sono in Italia, e fuori d'Italia.128 This 

book was part of a larger, practical architectural treatise composed by Serlio that was 

innovative in its use of illustrations and because it was written in Italian, not Latin. 

Serlio’s book on antiquities was intended to benefit architects through practical advice, 

while the inclusion of woodcut illustrations served to solidify the importance of 

architectural drawing to architecture in general and the study of antique monuments in 

particular (figure 22).129 In fact, Serlio illustrated his text with woodcuts of some of 

Italy’s most famous ancient monuments, many of the woodcuts being based on 

architectural drawings produced by artists the likes of Bramante, Raphael, and Baldassare 

Peruzzi.130 Interestingly, Serlio places several antique-inspired contemporary designs, like 

Bramante’s Tempietto and Raphael’s design for the Villa Madama, alongside antique  

                                                           
128 Sebastiano Serlio, Terzo libro di Sebastiano Serlio: nel qual si figurano, e descrivono le antiquita di Roma, 
e le altre che sono in Italia, e fuori d'Italia (Venice: Franesco Marcolino da Forli, 1540). The whole of 
Serlio’s project, entitled L’Architettura, was not published in its entirety until 1584 but had 
appeared in segments since 1537. For further information on Serlio see Sabine Frommel, 
Sebastiano Serlio, Architect, trans. Peter Spring (Milan: Electa Architecture, 2003); Vaughan Hart 
and Peter Hicks, “On Sebastiano Serlio: Decorum and the Art of Architectural Invention,” in 
Paper Palaces: The Rise of the Renaissance Architectural Treatise, eds. Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), pp. 140-157; Vaughan Hart, “Serlio and the 
Representation of Architecture,” in Paper Palaces: The Rise of the Renaissance Architectural Treatise, 
eds. Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), pp. 170-197; 
Myra Nan Rosenfeld, Serlio on Domestic Architecture (Mineola, N.Y.: Dover Publications, 1996).  
129 Serlio’s treatise was the first fully illustrated architectural treatise published in the sixteenth 
century. Serlio’s Fourth Book, which was on the Orders of architecture, was the first published 
followed by the Third Book on antiquities, the First Book on geometry, the Second Book on 
perspective, and the Fifth Book on temples. The Sixth Book and Seventh Book were published 
posthumously. Serlio apparently suspected that his books on ancient buildings and their Orders 
(books three and four) would be the most popular, and therefore he published them first.  
130 It is believed that Bramante and Peruzzi had compiled treatises on architecture during their 
lifetimes, but neither of these works survives. In the case of Peruzzi, scholars have shown that 
some of his material was re-appropriated by Serlio for use in his publication, but whether or not 
Serlio had access to or owned his master’s complete compendium remains unclear. For more 
information see Howard Burns, “Baldassare Peruzzi and Sixteenth-Century Architectural 
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Theory,” in Les Traités d'architecture de la Renaissance: actes du colloque tenu à Tours du 1er au 11 juillet 
1981, ed. Jean Guillaume (Paris: Picard, 1988), pp. 207-226.  

Figure 22   Sebastiano Serlio, Arch of Septimius Severus in the Roman 
Forum, 1540, woodcut, pl. CXI from Serlio’s Terzo libro. 
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architectural masterpieces. In doing this, Serlio proclaims that through the study of 

antique architecture, his contemporaries’ designs could reach heights equal to their 

ancient predecessors.  

The Terzo libro was less wedded to the precise formula of Vitruvius than Alberti’s 

De re aedificatoria, but its content was nevertheless influenced by the De architectura, 

especially in its encouragement of the all’antica style. Serlio’s complete treatise served a 

two-fold purpose: he intended his publication to both stimulate the development 

contemporary architecture and record its evolution. By devoting an entire book to the 

discussion of ancient architecture, Serlio stressed the importance of this subject to the 

Renaissance practicing architect. The dissemination of the Terzo libro, however, also 

opened this subject to individuals in other cities who were, for the first time, able to 

observe Roman architecture and discuss it, based purely upon the words and images 

provided them by Serlio. 

The architect Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola (1507-1573) published his Regola delli 

cinque ordini d’architettura in 1562.131 Unlike earlier architectural publications which relied 

heavily on the presence of textual descriptions, Vignola’s work was composed of a brief 

preface followed by thirty-two etchings (figure 23). Each of the etchings, most of which 

were dedicated to the Orders of architecture, was accompanied by a short explanatory 

caption. Vignola’s book received consistent praise and use since its publication because it 

                                                           
131 Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola, Regola delli cinque ordini d’architettura (Rome: [s.n.], 1562). For 
more information on Vignola see Richard J. Tuttle, “On Vignola’s Rule of the Five Orders of 
Architecture,” in Paper Palaces: The Rise of the Renaissance Architectural Treatise, eds. Vaughan Hart and 
Peter Hicks (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), pp. 198-218; Carpo, Architecture in the Age 
of Printing, pp.103-118. For information on Vignola’s activities as an architect see Richard J. 
Tuttle, “Jacopo Barozzi da Vignola a Roma e nello Stato Pontificio,” in Storia dell’architettura 
italiana: il secondo cinquecento, eds. Claudia Conforti and Richard J. Tuttle (Milan: Electa, 2001), pp. 
108-129. 
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provides the reader with a set of pragmatic, concise rules for generating architectural 

designs true to Roman Classicism, as opposed to restrictive, lengthy rules on the practice 

of architectural design. For three centuries, Vignola’s Regola maintained wide popularity 

because of the practicality of its information and its detailed, informative, and attractive 

etchings, the most prominent feature of the publication.132  

  

                                                           
132 Tuttle, “On Vignola’s Rule,” pp. 199-200. The only prototype for this type of image-centric 
publication was Antonio Labacco’s Libro appartenente all’architettura nel qual si figurano alcune notabili 
antiquità di Roma (Rome: [s.n], 1552), which is discussed further in Chapter 4. 

Figure 23   Giacomo 
Barozzi da Vignola, Five 

Orders of Architecture,  
1562, etching, pl. 4 

from Vignola’s Regola 
delli cinque ordini 

d’architettura. 
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Where earlier treatises had always hailed Roman architecture as the ne plus ultra 

authority on the subject, Vignola instead emphasizes that it is the interpretation of 

classical architectural models and prototypes by erudite artists that allows for the 

continuation, proliferation, and appreciation of the antique style. His reliance on using 

Roman architectural remains over the textual sources of his predecessors (including 

Vitruvius) is declared in his preface to Regola. He writes: 

To do this, leaving aside many things of the writers, where 
differences of no little consequence are born, and to achieve 
greater certainty, I decided first to study those ancient ornaments 
of the five Orders which appear in the antiquities of Rome. And 
considering all of them carefully and examining their 
measurements accurately, I found that those which in the general 
opinion are the most beautiful and appear the most graceful to 
our eyes also have a certain numerical agreement and proportion 
which is the least complex; indeed you can measure precisely the 
large members in all their parts with each minute member. 
Hence, considering further how much our senses take pleasure in 
this proportion, and how much the things outside it are 
unpleasant, as the musicians prove in their science through 
sensation, I undertook this task many years ago, namely to reduce 
the said five Orders of architecture to a concise and quick rule 
which was easy to use.133 

 

Vignola declares that it is his own novel interpretation of architecture and its ornament 

that is presented throughout his text. This concept is also alluded to in Vignola’s self-

designed frontispiece to the Regola, where diminutive sculptural figures representing the 

theory and practice of architecture flank his portrait, implying that they are subservient 

to the architect himself (figure 24). Vignola aimed for his carefully labelled and measured 

illustrations to become a compulsory aid for architects trying to achieve the perfect 

proportions in their designs. This task, predictably, was more easily communicated  

                                                           
133 Vignola as cited in Tuttle, “On Vignola’s Rule,” p. 204.  
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visually than textually. Despite the success of this new genre of architectural publication, 

Vignola’s image-centric book did not mark an end to architectural treatises that relied on 

the use of text alongside images. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 24  Frontispiece from Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola’s  
Regola delli cinque ordini d’architettura, 1562, engraving. 
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Andrea Palladio (1508-1580) published his immensely popular and influential I 

quattro libri dell’architettura in 1570.134 While any architectural treatise published in the 

Renaissance owed a debt to the example set by Vitruvius, Palladio’s work (written in the 

vernacular) was inherently different because rather than discussing ancient architecture in 

relation to theoretical ideas, classical Roman buildings were discussed and illustrated 

alongside Palladio’s own designs. Despite this, it would have been impossible for 

Palladio to completely distance his work from that of Vitruvius; he undeniably benefited 

from the Vitruvian treatises written in Italy in the hundred years before he wrote his text, 

especially since the idea to create an illustrated architectural treatise came to him while he 

was preparing the illustrations for Daniele Barbaro’s 1556 edition of De architectura.135 

Furthermore, it was likely Palladio’s multiple trips to Rome, during which he spent a 

great deal of time studying the city’s ruins and monuments, that compelled him to make 

a contribution to the growing legacy of printed architectural treatises of the Renaissance. 

Palladio’s treatise was predominantly intended to play a didactic role and in order 

to do so it included woodcuts of façade elevations, sectional views, and plans (figure 25). 

These woodcuts are inherently architectural (not pictorial) in their nature, a characteristic 

                                                           
134 Andrea Palladio, I quattro libri dell’architettura (Venice: D. de' Franceschi, 1570). See also Bruce 
Boucher, Andrea Palladio: The Architect in His Time (New York: Abbeville Publishers, 1998), p. 
205; Robert Tavernor, “Palladio’s ‘Corpus’: I quattro libri dell’architettura,” in Paper Palaces: The Rise 
of the Renaissance Architectural Treatise, eds. Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1998), pp. 232-246; Lotz, Studies in Italian Renaissance Architecture, p. 153. Palladio 
had planned to complete another two books on architecture but was unable to do so. Unlike 
Serlio, whose treatise discussed and illustrated multiple contemporary buildings, Palladio, aside 
from his own building designs and ancient monuments, discussed only Bramante’s Tempietto, 
which was considered by Serlio, Palladio, and others the most classical of all modern buildings in 
Rome at the time. Interestingly, Giorgio Vasari saw a draft copy of Palladio’s treatise in 1566, 
before it had been published. 
135 Daniele Barbaro, I dieci libri dell’architettura di M. Vitruvio (Venice: Marcolini, 1556). For more 
information see Louis Cellauro, “Daniele Barbaro and Vitruvius: The Architectural Theory of a 
Renaissance Humanist and Patron,” Papers of the British School at Rome 72 (2004): 293-329.  
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achieved through the use of orthogonal projection, rather than the more painterly 

technique of perspective. This, no doubt, was related to Palladio’s background as a 

successful practicing architect for whom drawing was essential to his craft. Further 

alluding to the usefulness of the woodcuts is Palladio’s inclusion of measurements and 

scales, thereby allowing the reader to understand the complexities of buildings’ 

proportions.  

In any case, Palladio’s method of visually presenting buildings – and making them 

the crux of his book - was rooted in the tradition promulgated by Serlio. I quattro libri 

became so influential that it is credited with the subsequent widespread popularity of 

Palladian classicism across much of Europe. Much of the success of I quattro libri is due 

to Palladio’s skillful presentation of ancient and contemporary architecture in a way that 

is both intellectually and visually stimulating.136 It appears that Palladio had the intention 

of publishing additional books on ancient temples, arches, tombs, towers, bridges, and 

bathhouses; Palladio’s biographer Paolo Gualdo, however, tells that this enterprise was 

unfortunately trounced only because of the architect’s death in 1580.137 

The publications just discussed are by no means the only such architectural books 

to have been produced in the sixteenth century.138 The select architect-authors discussed  

                                                           
136 Tavernor, “Palladio’s ‘Corpus’,” p. 233. Tavernor writes that the “reader is literally drawn into 
the text through the compelling beauty of the woodcuts.” Tavernor also writes that I quattro libri 
“is devoid of academic and artistic pretension” (page 239). 
137 Ibid., p. 245. See also Douglas Lewis, The Drawings of Andrea Palladio (Washington, DC: 
International Exhibitions Foundation, 1981), p. 10. 
138 Among these additional architectural publications are the works of Jacques Androuet du 
Cerceau (c. 1510-1584), Aliquot templorum antiquo more constructorum exemplaria (Orléans: [s.n.], 
1550); Antonio Labacco (c. 1495-1567), Libro....appartenente al architettura nel qual si figurano alcune 
notabili antiquita di Roma (Rome: [s.n.], 1552); Vincenzo Scamozzi (1552-1616), Praecipua aliquot 
Romanae antiquitatis ruinarum monimenta (Venice: [s.n.], 1561) and Discorsi sopra l’antiquita di Roma 
(Venice: Francesco Ziletti,1582). 
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Figure 25   Andrea Palladio, Temple of Fortuna Virilis, 1570, woodcut,  
Book IV, pl. 48 from Palladio’s I quattro libri. 
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here made strides in organizing and systematizing the architectural remains of Rome 

based upon careful study of literature and architecture; their works, therefore, ensured 

that following generations of artists and architects had access to reliable information on 

ancient architecture and its relationship with contemporary design.139 These publications 

contributed to ancient architecture remaining at the forefront of artistic and antiquarian 

concerns through to the seventeenth century. 

 

Antiquarian Academies  

 

Not surprisingly, the growth and proliferation of intellectual academies occurred 

contemporaneously with the developing disciplines of architectural publishing and 

archaeology. In the years around the middle of the sixteenth century, artists and 

architects founded academies in which their artistic and intellectual pursuits could 

intersect along new theoretical lines. These groups held meetings, but it is also assumed 

that they visited the sites of ruins, as well as private collections of antiquities. By studying 

objects and architecture firsthand, the members could carry out informed (and 

informative) discussions and debates. The intellectual environment generated within 

these groups was the catalyst that unwaveringly encouraged the members (artists, 

architects, antiquarians, amateur archaeologists, and humanists) to use the writings of the 

ancients and the physical remains of ancient Rome to generate a more thorough and 

enlightened portrait of its culture, history, and topography.  

                                                           
139 Paul Zucker, Fascination of Decay; Ruins: Relic-Symbol-Ornament (Ridgewood: The Gregg Press, 
1968), p. 11. 
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In 1542 a group of artists in Rome led by Claudio Tolomei formed the 

Accademia della Virtù (also known as the Accademia Vitruviana or the Accademia dei 

Virtuosi) in which artists discussed and debated theoretical issues relating to Vitruvius’ 

De Architectura.140 The academy made plans for a sweeping study of antiquity that, 

although primarily literary in nature (in terms of sources studied and how information 

was recorded), tasked the young artist Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola with analyzing and 

drawing ancient buildings.141 In addition to the results of these on-site studies, there is 

little doubt that the architectural treatises previously discussed were amongst the subjects 

of dialogue, especially considering that among the artist/architect-members were 

themselves authors, including Pirro Ligorio and Guillaume Philandrier.142 

 The year following the formation of the Accademia della Virtù saw the creation 

of another new academy, the Virtuosi al Pantheon.143 This society, formed in 1543, was 

composed of learned artists and architects who met to discuss ancient architecture and 

                                                           
140 Ginette Vagenheim, “Les Antichità Romane de Pirro Ligorio et L’Accademia degli Sdegnati,” in Les 
Académies dans l’Europe humaniste: idéaux et pratiques, eds. Marc Deramaix, Perrine Galand-Hallyn, 
Ginette Vagenheim and Jean Vignes (Geneva: Droz, 2008), pp. 111-125; Margaret Daly Davis, 
“Wissenschaftliche Bearbeitung und Entwicklung einer Systematik: Archäologische und 
antiquarische Studien antiker Reste in der Accademia Vitruviana in Rom,” in Archäologie der 
Antike: Aus den Beständen der Herzog August Bibliothek 1500-1700 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 
1994), pp. 11-18. 
141 Günther, “Renaissance of Antiquity,” p. 272. Vignola would eventually publish his own book 
on ancient architecture, as previously noted in this chapter. 
142 Guillaume Philandrier, In decem libros M. Vitruvii Pollonis de Architectura Annotationes (Rome: 
Dossena, 1544). This book is a commentary on Vitruvius which became one of the fundamental 
sources for those reading the ancient author. For further information on Philandrier see 
Frédérique Lemerle, “On Guillaume Philandrier: Forms and Norm,” in Paper Palaces: The Rise of 
the Renaissance Architectural Treatise, eds. Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1998), pp. 186-197. 
143 Vitaliano Tiberia, “Passato e presente del più antico sodalizio romano di artisti,” in I Virtuosi 
al Pantheon: 1700-1758, eds. Giuseppe Bonaccorso and Tommaso Manfredi (Rome: Argos, 1998), 
pp. XI-XXVI; Pevsner, Academies of Art, p. 56; Johannes Albertus Franciscus Orbaan, “Virtuosi 
al Pantheon: Archivalische Beiträge zur römischen Kunstgeschichte,” Repertorium für 
Kunstwissenschaft 37 (1915): 17-52. 
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examine drawings of Roman buildings. The Virtuosi is an early example of artists 

forming a group based upon a common intellectual interest – antique architecture – 

regardless of their individual guild classifications.144 Among those who formed the 

Virtuosi were prominent members of Rome’s artistic and architectural communities, 

including Francesco Salviati, Federico Zuccari, Scipione Pulzone, Antonio Labacco, 

Antonio da Sangallo the Younger, Pirro Ligorio, and Vignola.145 The artists and 

architects granted membership in this academy found themselves in the company of like-

minded individuals who together formed an environment meant to be intellectually and 

artistically stimulating.   

 There was also the Accademia di San Luca, perhaps the most prominent academy 

for artists and architects in the last decades of the sixteenth century. This association, 

which was the official organization of artists in Rome, was founded with the purpose of 

elevating the work of artists above that of craftsmen.146 The painters, sculptors and 

architects of Rome had been struggling to have their superiority over craftsmen 

recognized since the fifteenth century.147 Anthony Blunt writes that “the principal aim of 

the artists in their claim to be regarded as liberal was to disassociate themselves from the 

                                                           
144 The Virtuosi was composed of painters, sculptors, and architects. Some of the members 
already belonged to the Accademia della Virtù, and some also had membership in the Accademia 
di San Luca. See Halina Waga, “Vita nota e ignota dei Virtuosi al Pantheon,” L’Urbe 31 (1968): 1-
11; Giuseppe Zander, “Cenni sullo studio dell’architettura di Roma antica nella sua evoluzione 
nel cinquecento,” in Roma e l’antico nell’arte e nella cultura del cinquecento, ed. Marcello Fagiolo (Rome: 
Instituto della Enciclopedia Italiana, 1985), pp. 239-240. 
145 Pevsner, Academies of Art, p. 56. For more information on the members and activities of the 
Virtuosi see Armando Schiavo, La Pontificia Insigne Accademia Artistica dei Virtuosi al Pantheon 
(Rome: Palombi, 1985); Armando Schiavo, “Il primo statute dei Virtuosi al Pantheon” Strenna dei 
Romanisti 48 (1987): 611-623. 
146 Vernon Hyde Minor, The Death of the Baroque and the Rhetoric of Good Taste (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 116.  
147 Anthony Blunt, Artistic Theory in Italy: 1450-1600 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 
48. 
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craftsmen, and in their discussions on the subject they make it their business to bring out 

all the intellectual elements of their art.”148 Eventually painters, sculptors, and architects 

obtained their desired recognition as educated men who played an important role in 

humanist society. In time, these three arts would come to be accepted as liberal arts 

closely allied to each other and all fundamentally different from the manual crafts.149 

The surviving records of the Accademia di San Luca’s rules from 1593 and 1596 

make it clear that the primary aim of this academy was to be educational and, like the 

Virtuosi al Pantheon, many of Rome’s most renowned artists were members, including 

Federico Zuccari, Pietro da Cortona and, in the seventeenth century, Gian Lorenzo 

Bernini.150 Part of the technique and process of education at the Accademia di San Luca 

was to hold debates and lectures on the theory of art. This generated an atmosphere in 

which young artists could be trained, and older members could share the precious 

knowledge they had acquired during their careers.151 There is little doubt that topics 

relating to the art and architecture of ancient Rome would have been amongst the most 

popular and prevalent in the Accademia di San Luca’s meetings.  

 

Antiquarianism in the Early Seventeenth Century 
 

By the turn of the seventeenth century, Rome had been experiencing a revival of 

ancient art, architecture, and literature for over a century. By 1600, authoritative texts on 

ancient architecture, such as Alberti’s, Serlio’s, and Palladio’s, among others, formed a 

                                                           
148 Blunt, Artistic Theory, p. 49. 
149 Pevsner, Academies of Art, p. 59. 
150 Ibid., p. 61. 
151 Blunt, Artistic Theory, p. 56. 



88 
 

thorough and complex foundation for architectural theory of the time. Because of this, 

artists and architects were free to turn their attention to more subjective and inventive 

interpretations of antiquity. The first three decades of the seventeenth century witnessed 

the publication of several books composed almost exclusively of imaginative 

reconstructions of the ruins and monuments scattered throughout Rome. Long gone 

were the days when published architectural books had to be anchored in the theories and 

evidence provided by the physical remains of antiquity. The works of Giovanni Battista 

Montano (figure 26) and Giacomo Lauro (figure 27) demonstrate the freedom that was 

now intrinsic (and accepted) in the realm of antiquarian studies.152 These images of 

Rome were departures from the earlier images that had documented what existed. 

Instead, their works imagined how these buildings had looked when pristine in the days 

of the emperors.  

What also proves interesting about the first decades of the seventeenth century is 

that they witnessed a growth in the appreciation of largely ephemeral works of art 

produced by antiquarian-minded artists of the century and a half prior. The most well-

known and successful collector of drawings with antiquarian subjects was Cassiano dal 

Pozzo (1588-1657). Unlike other collectors who primarily wished to acquire large-scale 

sculptural works, Cassiano instead assembled a vast collection of drawings and prints 

after antiquities found in Rome.153 He was a gentleman-scholar whose interest in 

antiquity and contemporary representations of the antique reflected both his personal  

 

                                                           
152 The works of Montano will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4. 
153 Dal Pozzo’s collection also contained botanical, geological, ornithological, and zoological 
drawings.  



89 
 

 

  

Figure 26   Giovanni Battista Montano, Unidentified Roman Tomb or Temple,  
post 1580- ante 1621, graphite, pen and ink, and ink wash, 237 x 175 mm,  

Volume 124, folio 49r, Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, England. 
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taste, as well as the proclivities of the intellectuals, artists, and architects with whom 

Cassiano interacted.154 

Cassiano’s Museo Cartaceo was eventually composed of over seven-thousand 

works, which are now dispersed in collections around the world.155 His extremely diverse 

interests – ranging from archaeology to natural history – helped to maintain his high 

profile in many of Rome’s social and intellectual circles. The formation and diversity of 

the Museo Cartaceo was strongly affected by Cassiano’s interactions with artists, 

intellectuals, and antiquarians, and Ingo Herklotz has identified Cassiano as the heir to 

earlier antiquarians such as Pirro Ligorio.156 Cassiano, however, was quite different from 

artist-antiquarians like Ligorio, whose collections included drawings after antiquities by 

the artist himself based on firsthand studies in Rome. Cassiano collected such drawings, 

but they were exclusively the works of others, as he himself was not an artist.157 

The extensive collection of architectural drawings in Cassiano’s Paper Museum 

represented almost every known ancient Roman building-type and included a vast variety 

of drawing methods; perspectival and orthogonal studies, painterly vedute, illustrations of 

architectural details, inventive reconstructions, and archaeological depictions were all 

found within the dal Pozzo collection. These varied architectural and topographical 

renderings represented an equally diverse array of artists and architects from the fifteenth 

to the seventeenth centuries. Over the course of his lifetime, Cassiano managed to 

                                                           
154 Claridge, “Archaeologies, Antiquaries and the Memorie,” p. 39. Cassiano had worked on a 
book called Notizie di diversi anticaglie trovate nel mio tempo, but the work was never completed or 
published. 
155 Ingo Herklotz, Cassiano dal Pozzo und die Archäologie des 17. Jahrhunderts (Munich: Hirmer, 1999). 
156 Ibid. 
157 Ian Campbell, ed. Ancient Roman Topography and Architecture, 3 vols. (London: Royal Collection 
Enterprises, 2004). Contributors to this publication include Lynda Fairbairn and Arnold 
Nesselrath. 
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acquire architectural drawings by antiquarian artists and architects like Francesco di 

Giorgio, Antonio Labacco, Pirro Ligorio, Giovanni Antonio Dosio, Andrea Palladio, and 

Giovanni Battista Montano, among others. 

By the liftetime of Cassiano, part of being an antiquarian involved knowing the 

lineage of Rome’s complex antiquarian history and collecting artistic evidence for it. 

Unlike the early antiquarians and archaeologists who had spent hours at the site of ruins 

in order to gain knowledge, Cassiano and his contemporaries were in a position to 

generate knowledge of antiquity and its achievements based on the rich foundational 

works of their predecessors. By this time, virtually every available ruin, monument, and 

antiquity had been written about, illustrated, published, and theorized upon, thereby 

removing the pressing need for individuals to carry out ground-breaking investigations 

or produce publications of their own. Even so, the fascination with ancient Rome was 

undiminished in the first half of the seventeenth century, despite the fact that individuals 

learned about antiquity differently from the way they had in the early days of the 

Renaissance. 

~ 
 

Renaissance and Baroque interest in antiquity was encouraged by its physical 

remains; some had always been visible throughout the city of Rome; others were 

rediscovered and excavated beginning in the early fifteenth century. The concern for the 

preservation of these ruins indicated that their irreplaceable value was recognized early 

on and therefore antiquarians and artists made efforts to record the surviving fragments 
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in creative media, such as drawing and literature, thereby ensuring that the physical 

appearance of rapidly decaying antiquities would be, in a sense, “preserved” for posterity.  

The study and appropriation of the style of antique art and architecture allowed 

early modern artists, antiquarians, and archaeologists to understand, honour, and above 

all profit from the achievements of their ancient counterparts. The many publications on 

ancient architecture produced throughout the Renaissance also prove that such 

knowledge was considered essential for contemporary artists and architects. This chapter 

has demonstrated that early modern archaeology, antiquarianism, architecture, and art 

developed and evolved simultaneously, primarily because these disciplines were closely 

intertwined, and in many instances, the past and its physical remains proved seemingly 

limitless sources of inspiration, both artistically and intellectually. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 
 

Depictions of Rome “As She Was”  
in the Fifteenth, Sixteenth, and Early Seventeenth Centuries 

 
 

 

 From the fall of the Roman Empire through to the early years of the sixteenth 

century, those studying or travelling to Rome primarily had to rely upon the writings or 

verbal recollections of those who had travelled to the city before in order to glean 

information about the Eternal City. Despite the amount of detail that might be described 

in a text such as a history of the city or an early guidebook, these literary sources could 

not do justice to the incredible feats of architectural and artistic ingenuity which could be 

witnessed firsthand in Rome. Maps of the city (showing it in both ancient and modern 

times) were produced in increasing numbers throughout the last half of the fifteenth 

century; but, despite the availability of such maps, individuals seeking accurate and 

informative visual representations of ancient Roman architecture likely found these maps 

unsatisfying due to the small scale on which buildings were represented and the frequent 

(but seemingly random) omission of important structures. These maps were, however, 

useful to those studying the topography of ancient Rome for purposes of navigating the 

city and identifying its sites. But, for the rapidly developing circles of antiquarian-minded 

humanists, artists, and architects, new types of visual representations of ruins and antique 

monuments were desperately needed. By the turn of the sixteenth century, this demand 

for images of ancient buildings was satiated by the increased production of a vast array 

of images dedicated to representing ancient architecture.  
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 This chapter is dedicated to discussing images that show the ruins and antique 

monuments of Rome as they appeared between the late fifteenth century and the turn of 

the seventeenth century. By using maps, architectural and archaeological studies, and 

drawings of landscapes with ruins (henceforth referred to as vedute), the role of artists and 

architects in producing, consuming, and disseminating images of ancient Roman 

architecture will be illuminated.1 This largely comparative and chronologically-rooted 

study will show that despite every image having been inspired by the same common 

source (ancient buildings and ruins) there was a great deal of variety among the genres of 

antiquarian images, the purposes for their creation, and the intended audiences. This 

chapter will demonstrate that the ruins were a point of departure from which artists 

exercised their own creativity, with their depictions of Rome “as she was” in the early 

modern period visually preserving monuments that might otherwise have been 

completely lost to time. In addition, these images of ancient architecture will be shown to 

                                                   
1 This chapter shall almost exclusively discuss images that show ruins or ancient buildings as a 
“whole,” meaning that drawings that represent only details of an ancient building (like columns, 
capitals, friezes, or cornices) will not be discussed. This is not to say that such works are not 
important in the realm of early modern antiquarian imagery or architectural practices, but rather 
that this dissertation aims to understand how ancient Roman buildings were understood as 
“whole” entities. Images showing the whole of a particular ruin communicate a desire to 
understand the building and how it functioned in antiquity, while drawings of architectural 
details were produced with an aim to facilitate the transfer of the classical style into 
contemporary design. For further information on the depiction and reception of individual 
antique architectural details or themes see Michael J. Waters, “A Renaissance without Order: 
Ornament, Single-sheet Engravings, and the Mutability of Architectural Prints,” Journal of the 
Society of Architectural Historians 71 (2012): 488-523; John Onians, Bearers of Meaning: The Classical 
Orders in Antiquity, the (Middle Ages, and the Renaissance (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1988); Anthony Blunt, Artistic Theory in Italy: 1450-1600 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975); 
Thomas Ashby, “Sixteenth-Century Drawings of Roman Buildings Attributed to Andreas 
Coner,” in Papers of the British School at Rome, vol. 2 (London: MacMillan and Co., 1904). For an 
excellent and thorough study on the transmission of technical architectural information through 
drawings see Hubertus Günther, Das Studium der antiken Architektur in den Zeichnungen der 
Hochrenaissance (Tübingen: E. Wasmuth Verlag, 1988). 
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have helped further the entire antiquarian movement within Rome by serving as 

intellectual fodder for those cultivating the city’s burgeoning classical interests.  

The ultimate aim of this chapter is to categorize, discuss, and better understand 

the array of early modern depictions of ancient Roman architecture that have long been 

treated as a single genre of works sharing the same subject matter. The production of 

ruin-based images will be shown to have been complex, and each category of ruin-based 

image that is discussed will shed light on a different aspect of antiquarian studies and 

artistic interests from the fifteenth to the early seventeenth century. The ways of 

depicting the architecture of ancient Rome as it had survived were extremely varied in 

the early modern period, and today scholars use these images as firsthand records of the 

interpretation, preservation, and emulation of ancient architecture.   

  

Maps of Rome 

Maps of Rome and its topography produced from the fifteenth to the late 

sixteenth century provide a good starting point for this chapter since some of the earliest 

surviving depictions of ancient Roman architecture are found within maps of the city.2 

These topographically-based images show how much of Rome’s character was generated 

by the complex layering of buildings and monuments built over the course of almost two 

                                                   
2 For a thorough study of the history of topographical maps see Paul D.A. Harvey, The History of 
Topographical Maps: Symbols, Pictures, and Surveys (London: Thames and Hudson, 1980). For 
information on the technical production of woodcut maps see David Woodward, “The 
Woodcut Technique,” in Five Centuries of Map Printing, ed. David Woodward (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1975), pp. 25-50. For an introduction to maps of Rome from the medieval 
period through to the Renaissance see Flavia Cantatore, “Piante e vedute di Roma,” in La Roma 
di Leon Battista Alberti: Umanisti, architetti e artisti alla scoperta dell’antico nella città del quattrocento, eds. 
Francesco Paolo Fiore and Arnold Nesselrath (Milan: Skira, 2005), pp. 166-175. 
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millennia; by the sixteenth century, the combination of ancient, early Christian, medieval, 

and Renaissance buildings within Rome was unique, making the city a particularly 

tempting subject for artists, architects and antiquarians. Yet despite the city’s composite 

architectural character, there is no doubt that its imposing ancient buildings and 

monuments stood out above the rest of the cityscape. 

Many of the earliest plans and maps of Rome (dating from the medieval period) 

show select buildings, often chosen because they represented the city’s most ancient, 

famous, or distinctive structures. By the sixteenth century, however, mapmakers were 

increasingly interested in showing greater numbers of buildings, and concerted efforts 

were made to ensure improved topographical and architectural accuracy in these images. 

Because of their nature, the representations of ancient buildings in these maps could 

never be as detailed or accurate as contemporary archaeological illustrations, vedute, or 

architectural studies. Nevertheless, fifteenth- and sixteenth-century maps remained 

important resources for artists, architects, and antiquarians striving to understand 

Rome’s complex architectural lineage.3 Six representative maps (dating from the early 

fifteenth to the late sixteenth century) will be discussed in order to show how maps of 

Rome evolved from simplistic illustrations of individual famous monuments to 

extremely large, detailed, and comprehensive depictions of the entire city’s topography. 

Even in such large and encompassing maps of Rome, the city’s ancient ruins are the 

most prominent aspects of the depicted city, as they had been in maps since medieval 

times. 

                                                   
3 For the purposes of this chapter, emphasis shall remain on how ancient buildings were 
represented in maps and the ways in which such maps could facilitate the study and 
understanding of ancient architecture. Although the use of such maps by tourists or visitors to 
Rome is fascinating, it is beyond the scope of this paper to address this specific topic. 
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Many of the earliest Renaissance maps that depict Rome are similar to the map 

found in the Einsiedeln Itinerary (discussed in Chapter 2) or the early fifteenth-century 

depiction of Rome included in the Duc de Berry’s Très Riches Heures, a French manuscript 

created between 1411 and 1416 (figure 28). The map in the Très Riches Heures manuscript 

exemplifies how early representations of Rome typically included only a fraction of the 

city’s buildings and that these structures were often inaccurately depicted. In this 

particular case, the flawed representation of many Roman buildings is explicable because 

the Limbourg Brothers (the Dutch-born creators of this illuminated manuscript) had 

almost certainly never been to Rome and were, therefore, illustrating buildings unlike any 

they had ever seen.4 The Limbourg Brothers presumably used another small-scale map as 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
4 For further information of the Très Riches Heures manuscript (which is today housed in the 
Musée Condé, Chantilly) see Lillian Schacherl, Très Riches Heures: Behind the Gothic Masterpiece, 
trans. Fiona Elliot (New York: Prestel, 1997).  

Figure 28    
The Limbourg 

Brothers,  
Map of Rome, 
c.1411-1416,  
29 x 21 cm, 

tempera on vellum, 
from Les Très Riches 

Heures, MS. 65,  
folio 141r,  

Musée Condé, 
Chantilly. 

 

https://qcat.library.queensu.ca/vwebv/search?searchArg=Schacherl,%20Lillian.&searchCode=NAME%2B&searchType=4
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a prototype in their attempt to represent Rome’s famous ancient monuments alongside 

important Christian churches. Included in the map - but difficult to identify because of 

inaccuracies of appearance, location, and size -  are the Colosseum, the Arch of Titus, 

aqueducts, the Pyramid of Gaius Cestius, the Baths of Diocletian, the Pantheon, and the 

Castel Sant’ Angelo, among others antique monuments. The erroneous renderings of 

famous Roman monuments in this map is best exemplified by the depiction of the 

Colosseum (see top centre of figure 28), which resembles a multi-leveled circular tower 

that decreases in circumference as it rises rather than the actual ovoid form of the first-

century amphitheatre.   

For much of the fifteenth century, the popular form for maps of Rome was the 

bird’s eye view, often rendered with the use of perspective and a whimsical or artistic 

flair.5 Like the map in the Très Riches Heures, topographical and architectural accuracy 

were secondary concerns to simply signifying the grand ancient and Christian 

architecture within the city walls.6 The consistency in style amongst the majority of 

fifteenth-century maps occurred because most were simply based upon or derived from 

earlier canonical prototypes, but by the end of the century, growing antiquarian and 

architectural curiosity led many individuals to carry out their own topographical studies 

and produce maps based upon their firsthand research. Once individuals began carrying 

                                                   
5 Harvey, The History of Topographical Maps, p. 66. Town plans were also produced but they were 
much more measured and analytical than artistic in nature. 
6 Jessica Maier, “Roma Renascens: Sixteenth-century Maps of the Eternal City,” in Rome: Continuing 
Encounters between Past and Present, eds. Dorigen Caldwell and Lesley Caldwell (Burlington: 
Ashgate, 2011), p. 33. In regards to the elimination of many buildings from medieval depictions 
of cities, Maier writes that the “city consists of a multiplicity of defining features that must be 
amputated, distorted or boiled down to conventional symbolism to fit the constraints of the 
drastically reduced format. This operation, never straightforward, is particularly complicated 
when the subject is Rome – a place so evocative of its own past…” 
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out concurrent topographical, pseudo-archaeological, and architectural studies of the 

city, they were able to produce maps and city plans of unrivaled scope, detail, and 

accuracy. As a result of the influx of such scrupulously-made maps (whether drawn or 

printed) the interest in and desire for such images consequently swelled in Rome’s artistic 

and antiquarian communities. 

Alessandro Strozzi’s 1474 drawn plan of Rome’s most important buildings 

represents the changing style of maps of the city and the evolution of their intended 

purposes (figure 29). Whereas earlier representations of Rome were often stylized, 

Strozzi’s map shows a greater concern for accuracy over aesthetics. Strozzi includes 

many more buildings than had typically been represented in earlier maps, and he textually 

labels these old and new, pagan and Christian buildings. This map was meant to be 

topographically and architecturally informative, not just a visually appealing and symbolic 

work of artistry (like the map in the Très Riches Heures). Interestingly, this map was bound 

in a codex compiled by Strozzi that includes antique inscriptions, all based on those 

recorded by Ciriaco d’Ancona in the early fifteenth century.7 The inclusion of the map 

within this particular codex demonstrates that a well-founded illustrative plan of Rome 

was becoming compulsory for individuals involved in establishing and cultivating the 

emerging antiquarian movement of the Italian Renaissance.  

 

                                                   
7 Giustina Scaglia, “The Origin of an Archaeological Plan by Alessandro Strozzi,” Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 27 (1964): 137. This codex is today housed in the Biblioteca 
Medicea Laurenziana in Florence. For a detailed history and analysis of the Codex see Scaglia, 
“Alessandro Strozzi”. One of the benefits of including both pagan and Christian buildings was 
that the later churches were helpful for situating antiquities. Furthermore, there is a consistency 
between where Strozzi placed buildings and their locations as identified by the fifteenth-century 
humanist and antiquarian Flavio Biondo. See also Leonard Barkan, Unearthing the Past: Archaeology 
and Aesthetics in the Making of Renaissance Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), p. 135. 



101 
 

 

 

 

 

 

F
ig

u
re

 2
9
  

 A
le

ss
an

d
ro

 S
tr

o
zz

i, 
M

ap
 o

f 
R

om
e,

 1
4
7
4
, 
p

en
 a

n
d

 i
n

k
, 
fo

lio
s 

v
iiv

-v
iir

, L
au

re
n

zi
an

a 
R

ed
i 
7
7
, 
B

ib
lio

te
ca

 M
ed

ic
ea

 L
au

re
n

zi
an

a,
 F

lo
re

n
ce

. 
 



102 
 

In this panoramic depiction of Rome, Strozzi depicts over forty churches, along 

with the city’s most famed antique buildings and monuments, shown both inside and 

outside the city walls. Strozzi’s textual labels indicate his intention that the map be of 

genuine use to the viewer; but, this type of map would have been used as a reference, not 

as a practical resource for navigation, especially considering the inclusion of the map in a 

codex dedicated to antiquarian subjects.8 Indeed, one can imagine this plan of Rome 

having been referenced by Strozzi and other antiquarians when discussing or reading 

about a particular building or district of the city, perhaps even a monument mentioned 

directly among the antique inscriptions recorded in the codex. 

Strozzi chose to depict the buildings using perspective, a technique which 

provides a relatively clear rendering of each building’s general shape, size, façade 

decoration, and prominent architectural features.9 Again, unlike a map intended purely 

for navigational purposes, the conscious decision to perspectivally illustrate the buildings 

on a miniature scale indicates that it was not just the locations of buildings that were 

                                                   
8 Scaglia, “Alessandro Strozzi,” p. 137. Some of these inscriptions are written in Italian, others in 
“corrupt Latin”, while the city gates are labelled with both their ancient and medieval names. It is 
also interesting to note that in the first half of the fifteenth century, city maps were primarily 
made by learned humanists (rather than artists) because they had ancient and contemporary 
writings on the subject at their disposal. 
9 Giovanni Battista de Rossi, Piante icnografiche e prospettiche di Roma anteriori al secolo XVI (Rome: 
Salviucci, 1879), pp. 90-94 and 139. Strozzi’s map was based on earlier prototypes, possibly Piero 
del Massaio’s 1472 map of Rome (Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, MS. Lat. 4802, fol. 133). The 
comparison of the two maps reveals a consistency between the location of many buildings and 
the angle from which both artists drew the city, but Strozzi evidently wished to produce a more 
detailed and architecturally rich depiction of the city. This fact, again, relates to the increasing 
interest in understanding the physical remains of ancient Rome, a large component of which was 
understanding how these buildings related to the later constructions that surrounded them. 
Scaglia proposes that Strozzi’s map was not based upon del Massaio’s, but rather that both were 
based on another lost prototype. Interestingly, many of the buildings and districts of the city that 
Strozzi included in his map were rarely, if ever, mentioned in the itineraries that had been 
popular during the medieval period. Furthermore, despite the care with which the map appears 
to have been rendered, some of the drawn buildings are enlarged, thereby throwing off the scale 
of the drawn city. 
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important to this particular map, but also the communication of their specific, individual 

forms. In comparison to the typical map of Rome produced in the medieval period and 

early fifteenth century, Strozzi’s map does a superior job of representing the unique 

forms of individual buildings, an objective that the artist was able to achieve thanks to 

his direct observation and study of the monuments in situ in Rome. This firsthand 

knowledge of the physical forms of Rome’s buildings became a prerequisite for any 

individual hoping to produce an image of Roman topography by the turn of the 

sixteenth century. Strozzi’s map is most valuable because it conveys how the style and 

form of maps of Rome evolved and improved contemporaneously with other intellectual 

and artistic branches of classicism. The demand for maps that could compliment other 

facets of antiquarian studies caused an increase in production of such plans of Rome 

that, like Strozzi’s early drawing, were meant to be useful, not just visually appealing.10 

Furthermore, he was depicting Rome as the city appeared in his day, a fact made clear by 

the Christian churches and the ruined states of many of the represented buildings. 

While Strozzi’s small-scale map was produced for private use by the artist and, 

presumably, his acquaintances, the sixteenth century witnessed the production of many 

maps of Rome intended for an open market composed primarily of individuals with 

scholarly interests. Such maps, both small-scale and large, were purchased by those 

curious about the city’s topography and desirous of objects of prestige that would reflect 

the erudition and sophistication of the collector. The first printed map of Rome was by 

Leonardo Bufalini, who in 1551 produced an extremely large orthogonal plan of the city 

                                                   
10 It is probable that this map was produced because Strozzi personally wanted to record and 
label the buildings located throughout the city.  
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which detailed its streets, natural features, and building plans (figure 30).11 While 

Bufalini’s map illustrates the city as it appeared in the middle of the sixteenth century, it 

also charts the interest in and importance of ancient buildings to Rome’s history and 

character. The inscription included on the map supports the need to acknowledge the 

city’s duality, and Bufalini states that not only does his map illustrate the city as it looked  

 

                                                   
11 See Jessica Maier, “Mapping Past and Present: Leonardo Bufalini’s Plan of Rome,” Imago 
Mundi 59 (2007): 1-23; Maier, “Roma Renascens,” pp. 40-46. Maier describes Bufalini as an 
“obscure military engineer and amateur scholar.” His map was composed of twenty-four 
separate sheets which fit together to form the city plan. Streets, districts of the city, and building 
names were labelled with abbreviated Latin text. One of the benefits of using an orthogonal view 
instead of perspective is that the views of streets are not occluded by building façades.  

Figure 30   Leonardo Bufalini, Map of Rome, 1551, woodcut, 200 x 190 cm. 
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in the sixteenth century, but that it shows “the old [city], once mistress of the whole 

world, brought back as if from the grave.”12 At a glance, Bufalini’s map appears to be a 

trustworthy, infallible source on mid-sixteenth century Roman topography thanks to its 

size and detail, yet it was the mapmaker’s desire to include aspects of ancient (or “lost”) 

Rome, as extolled in the inscription, that diminishes the authenticity of the depicted city 

and differentiates the map from Strozzi’s. 

While largely representing the Christian metropolis as it was in his own day, 

Bufalini chose to show the city as though some of its ancient, ruined monuments were 

“restored” to a state where their plans were once again intact. For example, the 

representation of the plan of the Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine (figure 31), of 

which less than one-half remained standing in the sixteenth century, depicts all four 

walls, when, in fact, the foundations of the southernmost wall of the building were 

buried underground and largely indeterminable.13 Furthermore, such imaginary 

“restorations” lend an anachronistic air to the work, since these “restored” ancient 

buildings sit next to sixteenth-century constructions. Bufalini’s work embodies the 

discordant early modern desire to record the appearance of Rome as she looked with the 

urge to complete the impressive buildings that had been left fragmented by the ravages 

of time.  

                                                   
12 Translation by Maier, “Roma Renascens,” p. 36. The original inscription, which is in imperfect 
Latin, reads: “Omnium rerum pulcherrimam se dare credit Romam scilicet et hanc geminam: neque enim satis 
tibi factum duxit, redivivam istam unam uae hodie colitur ante oculus posuisse: nisi veterem etiam, totius olim 
orbis dominam.” The desire to collect these graphic works as tools of antiquarian studies that could 
reflect positively on the collector is a theme that can be identified in all of the types of ruin-
based images discussed in this dissertation. 
13 Bufalini mistakenly interpreted the southern wall of the Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine 
to have been the same as the northern wall, which was punctuated with a semicircular apse. In 
reality, the southern wall of the basilica was straight without any such protruding elements, 
although it did include an entranceway with a portico.  
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Nevertheless, this map – even with its inaccurately “restored” ruins scattered 

amongst the later constructions that filled Rome by 1551 – exemplifies how much the 

practices of topographical study and mapmaking had evolved since the production of 

Strozzi’s 1474 map. The professional quality and the extent of knowledge of Roman 

topography exuded by Bufalini’s map reflects the demands of the market for whom he 

produced the city plan: the audience of such works expected factual and meticulous 

renderings of the city, yet the conflation of ancient and modern Rome was accepted 

because of the widespread fascination with antique architectural remains. Bufalini’s map 

clarifies that those studying sixteenth-century Rome’s topography and architecture – 

complete with its rich architectural ruins – were equally curious about how these 

monuments had looked when newly constructed.14 Indeed, mapmaking and 

                                                   
14 This desire to imagine and understand how ancient Rome had looked will be discussed in 
greater detail in Chapter 4. 

Figure 31    
Leonardo Bufalini, 

Detail of the Basilica of 
Maxentius and 

Constantine from Map of 
Rome, 1551,  
woodcut. 
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topographical studies in Bufalini’s time were often interwoven with antiquarian 

endeavors.15  

In 1561, Giovanni Antonio Dosio (1533-1611), an artist well-versed in Roman 

antiquity and archaeological matters, produced an engraved perspectival view of Rome 

(figure 32). Different in character from Bufalini’s analytical, orthogonal depiction, 

Dosio’s perspectival map underscores the developments in Roman mapmaking that had 

occurred since the fifteenth century - developments spurred on by the desire of artists, 

archaeologists, and antiquarians for detailed, accurate, and architecturally informative 

representations of the city. This 1561 representation of Rome provides an expansive 

view of the city and is altogether more measured and topographically accurate than most 

maps produced in the previous one-hundred years. Yet, due to his training and 

background as an artist, Dosio’s map is distinct in its superb artistic and aesthetic 

qualities.16 

A feature of this map which indicates the impetus for its creation and its intended 

audience is the labelling restricted to ancient buildings, monuments, bridges, and city 

gates. Dosio labelled each antique structure with a number that corresponds to the 

building’s name, included in the key at the bottom of the map. By identifying only 

antique buildings and monuments, Dosio intimates that this map was produced for  

                                                   
15 Aside from the detail and overall accuracy with which Bufalini rendered his city plan, in the 
realm of antiquarian and topographical studies of sixteenth-century Rome, pictorial 
representations of the city remained in higher demand and more popular than such complex 
orthogonal views. Having said this, it must be acknowledged that one of Bufalini’s motivations 
for producing such an extensive map was its commercial potential. 
16 For more information on Dosio see Antonella Marciano, Giovanni Antonio Dosio fra disegno 
dell’antico e progetto (Naples: La scuola di Pitagore editrice, 2008); Emanuele Casamassima and 
Ruth Rubinstein, eds., Antiquarian Drawings from Dosio’s Roman Workshop: Biblioteca Nazionale 
Centrale di Firenze, N.A. 1159: Catalogue (Milan: Editrice Bibliografica, 1993); Carolyn Valone, 
Giovanni Antonio Dosio and His Patrons (Evanston: Northwestern University, 1972).  
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connoisseurs studying Rome’s ancient architecture, whether in relation to the buildings’ 

contemporary locations, their classical forms, or their physical states of preservation.17   

The omission of labels identifying early Christian, medieval, or Renaissance buildings 

serves to emphasize the specific audience for which such a map was consciously created. 

Dosio’s meticulous representation of Rome reinforces how the city’s architecture – 

specifically its ancient architecture – shaped the city’s wholly unique identity.          

 It is no surprise that Dosio, an artist known to have been an amateur antiquarian, 

was fascinated by the remains of ancient Rome scattered throughout the city. In fact, 

Dosio became so interested in antiquarian pursuits that he intended to eventually publish 

a treatise on architecture (both ancient and contemporary).18 His 1561 map is further 

evidence of this passion for Roman architecture, as are his dozens of surviving drawings 

and sketches of classical architecture (see figures 33 and 34). His vast corpus of surviving 

drawn studies show that he was exceedingly well-versed in the ruins of Rome, thereby 

explaining why the miniature renderings of the buildings in his map are so accurate and 

meticulous. Dosio was zealously immersed in different branches of ancient architectural 

studies and his engraved map symbolizes one avenue through which he disseminated his 

pictorial interpretations of the city and its ruins among Rome’s antiquarians via the 

printed medium. Ultimately his map shows how, in the sixteenth century, the exceptional 

combination of antiquarian knowledge and artistic talent were essential for the successful  

 

                                                   
17 Unlike Bufalini, who made attempts to “restore” the plans of some badly decayed ruins in his 
orthogonal map, Dosio portrays ancient buildings in their actual, deteriorated forms. 
18 Giovanni Antonio Dosio, Roma antica e i disegni di architettura agli Uffizi, eds. Franco Borsi, 
Christina Acidini, Fiammetta Mannu Pisani and Gabriele Morolli (Rome: Officina Edizioni, 
1976), p. 109.  



110 
 

 

 

Figure 33   Giovanni Antonio Dosio, Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine, post 1547- ante 
1565, red chalk, 158 x 226 mm, inv. 2510 Ar, Uffizi Gallery, Florence. 

 

Figure 34   Giovanni Antonio Dosio, Arch of Septimius Severus in the Roman Forum, c.1563-1565, 
pen and ink drawing, 228 x 334 mm, inv. 2567 Ar, Uffizi Gallery, Florence. 
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production of visual materials that both facilitated and encouraged the expansion of 

knowledge on classical Rome and its architecture in particular. 

Following in the tradition of Strozzi, Bufalini, and Dosio, many other maps of 

Rome were produced which highlighted how the city’s identity was inextricably linked to 

its ancient architecture. These maps were resources that today testify to early modern 

artists’, architects’, archaeologists’, and antiquarians’ fascination with Rome’s topography 

and its unique dialogue between ancient and modern architecture. In fact, as the turn of 

the seventeenth century approached, maps emerged which highlighted ancient 

monuments over all other constructions. A particularly fine example of such a work is 

the 1590 map of Rome by Ambrogio Brambilla (active 1579 - d.1599), which carefully 

shows the whole city, but prominently portrays such ancient buildings and monuments 

as: the Pantheon; the Columns of Trajan and Marcus Aurelius; the Castel Sant’ Angelo; 

the Mausoleum of Augustus; multiple obelisks; and the monumental ruins of baths 

(figure 35).19 Furthermore, these antiquities are more pronounced because Brambilla 

filled the remaining city space (which was largely populated by small homes and 

businesses) with a repetitive pattern of nondescript attached buildings that represent 

general architectural forms, not specific structures. This aspect of the map only serves to 

emphasize that, despite showing the “whole” city, Brambilla was most interested in 

representing Rome as a city that was chiefly centred upon her monumental antiquities.20  

                                                   
19 For more information on Brambilla see Christian Hülsen, “Das Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae 
des Antonio Lafréri,” in Collectanea variae doctrinae (Munich: L.S. Olschki, 1921), pp. 121-170.  
20 Brambilla was also a member of the Virtuosi al Pantheon, the congregation of artists, 
architects, and antiquarians discussed in Chapter 2 who met regularly to discuss matters relating 
to ancient architecture. His membership in this group solidifies the hypothesis that his map was 
intended to be of greater interest to an audience interested specifically in classical architecture 
over all other buildings in Rome at the end of the sixteenth century. 
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The maps discussed reveal that, in the early modern period, there emerged a 

growing preoccupation with defining and visually representing the relationship between 

Rome’s past and present architectural forms. Ancient ruins were and had always been the 

dominant feature of Rome’s larger cityscape, making their prominent depiction on maps 

of the city no surprise. Jessica Maier writes that like “portraits of individuals, Renaissance 

city portraits were intended to distil essential, idealized qualities of character as well as 

physical appearance.”21 Indeed, the ruins of Rome harkened back to the glory days of the 

empire and unequivocally symbolized the Eternal City’s former triumphs, both political 

and artistic. This discussion of six specific maps of Rome has emphasized the role of 

ancient ruins and monuments as the most recognizable signifiers of Rome, a theme also 

present in the following discussion of early modern architectural drawings, archaeological 

studies, and prints of Roman ruins. 

 

Architectural and Archaeological Studies 
 
 

Aside from maps that represented Rome’s most important antique buildings in 

their cityscape surroundings, what other types of ruin-based images were available to 

those interested in learning more about such architectural remains? As the field of 

mapmaking was evolving, so too were the ways in which artists and architects made 

detailed architectural and archaeological studies of Roman ruins. Through the entire 

Renaissance and into the early Baroque period, the methods and techniques for making 

visual representations of ancient monuments developed rapidly and were perfected. 

                                                   
21 Maier, “Roma Renascens,” p. 33.  
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Through the examination of twenty-one exemplary ruin-based drawings and prints by 

Giuliano da Sangallo, Francesco di Giorgio, Bernardo della Volpaia, Sebastiano Serlio, 

Pirro Ligorio, and Andrea Palladio, this section will define how antiquarian-minded 

artists and architects interpreted ruins in visual works, what they tried to communicate 

about the buildings through said works, and how their achievements affected the growth 

of the scholarly antiquarian movement of Rome from the late fifteenth to the turn of the 

seventeenth century. 

The previous chapter related the anecdotal stories of Donatello and 

Brunelleschi’s trip to Rome during which they visited sites of ruins and ancient 

monuments and spent endless hours taking measurements and making drawings.22 

Throughout the rest of the fifteenth century, similar studies and analyses of antiquities 

were no doubt carried out by numerous artists, yet few drawings of ruins from these 

decades survive; drawn studies of ruins from the end of the fifteenth century, however, 

exist in comparatively large numbers. This survival is due to two key factors: the 

production of such studies increased exponentially because artists were expected to be 

knowledgeable about the forms of antique buildings and in order to do this they created 

“catalogues” of such images; secondly, both artists and collectors (meaning educated art 

lovers who used ruin-based images to complement their antiquarian studies) took care to 

ensure the survival of these ephemeral works because of their artistic and didactic value. 

In all likelihood, a combination of these two factors accounts for the number of extant 

drawn studies of antique buildings dating from the late fifteenth century through to early 

years of the seventeenth century.   

                                                   
22 This trip to Rome is believed to have taken place in the first decade of the fifteenth century. 
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Artists and architects, of course, studied antique buildings with a view to 

informing and improving their own designs for contemporary buildings, but they also 

analysed ancient architectural remains in their pursuit to uncover and comprehend the 

formal and canonical rules of ancient architecture. The only way in which this goal could 

be achieved was for artists and architects (of which Rome’s emerging archaeological 

circle was primarily composed) to venture out into the city and study, measure, 

scrutinize, and draw the city’s ancient architectural remains.23 Artists were motivated by 

the need to comprehend the aims and achievements of their architectural ancestors, but 

they were also aware that their efforts would visually preserve monuments that were 

decaying and being destroyed at a rapid rate. The drawings discussed in this section were 

all produced in relation to these aims and concerns. 

Before beginning this discussion, a clarification of terms to be used will prove 

beneficial. Within the parameters of this chapter, the terms “architectural study” and 

“archaeological study” are both used in relation to images of ancient Roman buildings 

that are analytical in nature, meaning that the principal goal of each discussed work was 

to document a building and communicate its physical appearance, architectural details, 

and state of preservation. At times these two terms can be used interchangeably since 

both can refer to a drawing produced at the site of a ruin or an edited and finished 

version of an on-site measured rendering, known technically as a “record drawing.” 

                                                   
23 Hubertus Günther, “The Renaissance of Antiquity,” in The Renaissance from Brunelleschi to 
Michelangelo, eds. Henry A. Millon and Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani (Milan: Bompiani, 1994), 
p. 270. The new method of drawing ruins and ancient monuments not only involved making 
visual records of the buildings’ appearances, but also making meticulous measurements of all 
components of the buildings, whether large or small. Günther discusses the fastidiousness with 
which artists made their measurements and drawings. 
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There is, however, a distinction that can be drawn between the terms 

architectural study and archaeological study that is dependent on an ancient monument’s 

state of preservation. In the Renaissance, certain buildings in and around Rome (like the 

Colosseum, Pantheon, and Temple of Vesta at Tivoli) remained in fair condition, and 

because they were not covered by sediment or exceedingly deteriorated, artists and 

architects could relatively easily observe and depict them in drawn studies. On the other 

hand, more ruined structures (like the Septizodium, the Temple of Venus and Rome, and 

the Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine) required analyses of building foundations, 

surviving fragments from the building, and sometimes the exploration of underground 

crevices; in these cases, the artist/amateur archaeologist had to sort through scattered 

architectural remains and form hypotheses about what components of the buildings 

might lay hidden under sediment or had been lost. Documenting the buried, fragmented, 

and lost components of a building is a practice much more akin to the method of 

archaeological exploration perfected in the twentieth century, and therefore this author 

shall refer to drawings that align with these practices as “archaeological.” By doing so, 

discrete nuances in style and intention of ruin-based drawings can be discerned and the 

artworks better understood.  

Contemporary scholars sometimes criticize early modern “archaeological” 

drawings for their inaccuracies and fallacies, but even though these drawings do not live 

up to modern-day standards of archaeological accuracy, it should not lessen the 

importance of the ground-breaking works produced between the fifteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. In summary, images of well-preserved and easily observable 

Roman buildings will be referred to as architectural studies, while those of which only 
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fragments remained or were largely buried with sediment will be referred to as 

archaeological in nature in order to reflect the different practices required to produce 

each type of image. 

Despite the differences mentioned above, early modern architectural and 

archaeological studies of Roman ruins share many characteristics. Both required the 

time-consuming study of in-situ buildings and, often, the collaboration of several 

individuals, especially when making precise measurements of a structure. Such drawings 

and subsequent prints made after them represent the best efforts of antiquarian-minded 

artists and architects to produce accurate and trustworthy visual depictions of ancient 

buildings. Without doubt, the ultimate aim of such works was to provide unfamiliar and 

therefore informative material to other eager enthusiasts of ancient architecture through 

graphic means. 

The features that allowed for the transmission of such information and 

distinguish architectural and archaeological studies from the other genres of drawings of 

antique buildings addressed in this dissertation are as follows: the ancient buildings are 

shown in a spatial vacuum, without any indication of their surrounding buildings or 

topographical location; the drawn building is usually accompanied by measurements or a 

scale bar, presumably rendered according to measurements taken at the site by the artists 

or their collaborators; and, lastly, the building can be depicted as a plan, elevation, or 

interior sectional view, or any combination of these views. The ultimate purpose of these 

images is to communicate a structure’s physical appearance, decorative components, and 

state of preservation.  
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In essence, surviving architectural and archaeological studies prove how vital the 

study of ancient architecture was in artistic and antiquarian circles from the fifteenth 

century onwards, while also establishing drawing as the preferred medium for these 

endeavours. This genre of ruin-based drawing as defined by this author is separated from 

other works like vedute and reconstructive images because its fundamental purpose was to 

be informative and didactic resources for the practicing artist and architect, as well as the 

inquisitive antiquarian.24 It is a happy coincidence that the surviving drawings of this 

genre have preserved for posterity the physical appearance and measurements of many 

antique buildings that have since been destroyed. In order to understand how depictions 

of antique monuments developed between the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, a 

series of drawn studies of Roman ruins will be discussed in order to demonstrate how 

this genre of image-making evolved, and to introduce the pioneers and exponents of this 

method of architectural representation. Each image discussed will represent a different 

facet of early modern ruin-based drawing in order to show the diversity and creativity 

that existed within this single graphic genre. 

One of the earliest artists to be connected with the nascent attempts to 

understand the underlying principles of ancient architecture through the medium of 

drawing was the Florentine architect Giuliano da Sangallo (c.1443-1516), who began 

such studies in the last half of the fifteenth century.25 Giuliano, the architect of the neo-

                                                   
24 Cammy Brothers, “Drawing From Memory: Giuliano da Sangallo and the Ruins of Rome” 
(Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1999), pp. 3-4. Brothers writes that it is important that 
drawings of ancient ruins be studied “in terms of the conditions by which they were created and 
used.” 
25 For further information on Giuliano da Sangallo see Christian Hülsen, Il libro di Giuliano Da 
Sangallo: codice Vaticano Barberiniano Latino 4424 (Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 
1984); Stefano Borsi, Giuliano da Sangallo: i disegni di architettura e dell’antico (Rome: Officina, 1985).  
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antique Medici villa at Poggio a Caiano (among other notable works), was a fine 

draughtsman who played an important role in uniting Rome’s architectural community 

with the emerging antiquarian movement that developed in the city in the years leading 

up to the turn of the sixteenth century.26 Giuliano himself wrote that he had first 

travelled to Rome from Tuscany around 1465 and shortly thereafter began studying and 

drawing ruins and antiquities.27 He did not permanently relocate to Rome, but he 

returned again in the 1490s and the 1510s for extended stays during which he was 

involved in papal commissions.28 His surviving drawings of ancient Roman buildings 

were, consequently, produced and altered during his multiple sojourns in Rome.29 

In the second half of the fifteenth century, while architectural theorists like 

Alberti, Filarete, and Cesare Cesariano were publishing and disseminating their musings 

on the physical remains of ancient Rome through the printed word, Giuliano was 

approaching the same subject matter more pragmatically as a draughtsman. Like the 

other draughtsmen discussed in this section of this chapter, Giuliano was a practicing 

architect who recognized that knowledge of ancient architecture was best gained through 

                                                   
26 For further information on Giuliano’s projects as an architect see Sabine Frommel, Giuliano e 
Antonio da Sangallo (Rome: Roma nel Rinascimento, 2002). 
27 Günther, Das Studium der antiken Architektur, p. 111. See also Christoph Luitpold Frommel,  
“Reflections of the Early Architectural Drawings,” in The Renaissance from Brunelleschi to 
Michelangelo, eds. Henry A. Millon and Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani (Milan: Bompiani, 1994), 
p. 107; Brothers, Drawing from Memory, p. 1. Brothers writes that it was Giuliano himself who 
recorded the inception date of his Barberini Codex as 1465. 
28 Sangallo began producing drawings of ancient monuments not long before the publication of 
Alberti’s De re aedificatoria (completed in 1452, published in 1485), a time when the interest in the 
“Vitruvian treatise” flourished. See Chapter 2 for information on Renaissance publications that 
followed the example set by Vitruvius. 
29 Although this makes it difficult to date these drawings, it does not lessen their value in relation 
to this study. 
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firsthand study of architectural remains.30 His drawings of ancient buildings, therefore, 

represent his attempts to glean the design formulae of classical Roman architecture from 

its primary source.31 Giuliano’s hundreds of drawings of ruins document a fascination 

with ancient buildings that went far beyond a yearning to incorporate their style into his 

own original designs; perhaps more importantly, they represent the intersection of 

architectural knowledge and antiquarian curiosity, a combination which defined the art 

and architecture of Renaissance and Baroque Rome. Furthermore, in relation to the 

different genres of ruin-based drawings defined by this author, his works are among the 

earliest extant depictions of ancient buildings that categorically testify to a systematic 

approach to recording Rome’s ancient architectural remains. Four representative 

examples will be discussed in order to elucidate how Giuliano da Sangallo went about 

illustrating the ancient architecture that fascinated him, and what he aimed to 

communicate about Roman ruins through these graphic works. 

Giuliano’s drawings of the Portico of Octavia, the Temple of Vesta at Tivoli, and 

the Tomb of the Horatii and Curiatii are found in the Barberini Codex, which contains a 

range of drawings by Giuliano related to ancient architecture, contemporary Italian 

                                                   
30 Günther, “Renaissance of Antiquity,” p. 270. “Giuliano da Sangallo…promptly presented 
some reproductions of antique structures, executed with unprecedented diligence. It seems that 
he saw these works as part of a project to reproduce with the same precision all of the ancient 
monuments. In any case, during this period in Rome there was intense activity, under the 
direction of Giuliano da Sangallo and his nephew Antonio, aimed at realizing such a collection. 
The results were drawn by Bernardo della Volpaia in a codex that was much larger than Serlio’s 
book on antiquity (Codex Coner).” Sangallo’s drawings of antique monuments discussed here 
represent superb examples of the type of architectural study that was produced in ever-
increasing numbers throughout the sixteenth century, as will be discussed later in this chapter. 
31 In light of the large number of extant drawings by Giuliano da Sangallo, those discussed in this 
section will act as exemplars of the type of “archaeological” or documentary drawing that he 
produced in Rome. For an outstanding study of all aspects of Sangallo’s antiquarian and artistic 
endeavors see Brothers, Drawing from Memory. See also Cammy Brothers, “Reconstruction as 
Design: Giuliano da Sangallo and the ‘palazo di mecenate’ on the Quirinal Hill,” Annali di 
Architettura 14 (2002): 55-72. 
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building projects, and even antique buildings in other countries (figures 36, 37, and 38).32 

The drawings in the Barberini Codex cannot be dated to a precise period in Giuliano’s 

career, and are therefore loosely dated to his years of activity in Rome, between 1465 and 

1516.33 The drawings shown here represent Giuliano’s consistent style of rendering 

antiquities; he places the buildings in a spatial vacuum, he typically includes a plan, and 

the building façades are depicted with the use of perspective and shading, creating a 

pictorial, rather than purely analytical, appearance.34 With this said, however, it is clear 

that around the turn of the sixteenth century, the drawings were intended to accurately 

document the appearance of these ancient structures.  

One of the most striking features of these drawings is the way that Giuliano 

seems to have exaggerated the ravages of time upon the buildings in order to heighten 

their impressive ages. His drawing of the Portico of Octavia, which was built between 27 

and 15 BCE, demonstrates the balance between analytical and pictorial or whimsical 

qualities that Giuliano often achieved in his ruin-based drawings. Despite emphasizing 

the cracks and fragmented portions of the building, Giuliano also conveys the 

architectural components and form of the building, thereby creating a drawing of both 

visual and intellectual richness. Through the quality of the architectural draughtsmanship  

                                                   
32 See Borsi, Giuliano da Sangallo, pp. 40-247; Beverly Louise Brown and Diana E. E. Kleiner, 
“Giuliano da Sangallo’s Drawings after Ciriaco d’Ancona: Transformations of Greek and Roman 
Antiquities in Athens,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 42 (1983): 321-335. Brown 
and Kleiner discuss how a number of the drawings included in the Barberini Codex were copies 
made by Giuliano after other artists, but that it also included original designs by the 
draughtsman. The foreign buildings that he drew include Hagia Sophia in Istanbul and the 
Tower of the Winds in Athens. 
33 Brothers, Drawing from Memory, pp. 1 and 10-14. Brothers addressed the complex issues related 
to dating the drawings in the Barberini Codex. 
34 Christoph Luitpold Frommel, “Architectural Drawing during the Italian Renaissance,” Domus 
759 (1994): 45. Frommel states that the drawings in which Giuliano used chiaroscuro probably date 
to the years around 1500. 
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of this work, its three-dimensionality, and its various ways of conveying the age of the 

building, Giuliano demonstrates that drawing ancient buildings need not be approached 

from purely analytical or pictorial angles, but rather that the infusion of these two 

approaches succeeds in recording the specifics of ancient monuments without losing the 

allure that was attached to their antiquity and fragility.35 

                                                   
35 Such drawings would have been appealing to a wide array of individuals interested in antique 
architecture, not just practicing architects who understood complex architectural drawings. 

Figure 36   Giuliano da Sangallo, Portico of Octavia, post 1480- ante 1516, pen and ink on 
parchment, 45.5 x 39 cm, folio 35v, Barberini Codex (Codex Barb.Lat 4224),  

Vatican Library, Vatican City. 
 



123 
 

In his rendering of the Temple of Vesta at Tivoli, Giuliano’s exaggeration of the 

building’s deterioration is artistic and somewhat aesthetically pleasing. It is clear from 

other depictions of this temple in his day that several of the columns from the front of 

the building had been lost, thereby explaining the gap in the peristyle around the 

building.36 Giuliano, however, exaggerated this with the jagged column fragment to the 

left of the doorway, the entablature of which seems suspended in air, and the cracks that 

seem to run all the way from the top of the dome down to the cylindrical cella of the 

building. The deterioration is further emphasized by the whimsical foliage that Giuliano 

shows emerging from within the deep cracks and crevices of the building’s fabric. 

Pinpointing precisely what he was trying to achieve with his drawing is difficult, yet 

Giuliano was evidently fascinated by these monuments because - rather than in spite of - 

their crumbling forms.37 The fragmentation of a building conveys the passage and 

fleeting nature of time, a nostalgic concept that had long been associated with the 

architectural remains of the Roman Empire.  

The whimsical elements of Giuliano’s drawings, like the crumbling stones and 

foliage sprouting out of them, seem to contradict other aspects of such works that 

communicate the artist’s des ire to record and transmit trustworthy architectural 

information, such as the precise measurements and accurate plans included on many 

sheets. It is possible that, by the second half of the fifteenth century, drawings which 

more obviously communicated the age of the ancient building they depicted were more  

                                                   
36 Borsi, Giuliano da Sangallo, pp. 211-214. 
37 Giuliano’s interest in the practical side of such architectural drawings is visible in the typical 
plan rendering, as well as the column, capital, and entablature details on the right of the sheet. 
Here Giuliano records specific ornamental features in order to benefit his own design projects, 
not to convey a sense of the building’s ruination. 
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desirable, thereby encouraging Giuliano to exaggerate the age and perilous condition of 

the buildings he was drawing. If, after all, these drawings were to be studied by both 

artists and antiquarians interested in understanding the fundamental theories of ancient 

architecture, a building’s identification as a genuine antiquity was of the utmost 

Figure 37   Giuliano da Sangallo, Temple of Vesta at Tivoli, post 1480- ante 
1516, pen and ink on parchment, 45.5 x 39 cm, folio 42r, Barberini Codex 

(Codex Barb.Lat 4224), Vatican Library, Vatican City. 
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importance. Giuliano’s drawings introduce a style of architectural draughtsmanship that 

aimed at recording important information about ancient buildings, but which, at the 

same time, did not require the complete elimination of an artist’s license to produce 

emotion-charged depictions of surviving ruins. Even though Giuliano was a pragmatic 

architect and draughtsman, he also relished the opportunity to stress the romantic 

dilapidation of the ruins of Rome (figure 38). 

 

 

Figure 38   Giuliano da Sangallo, Tomb of the Horatii and Curiatii and Plan of the Temple of 
the Cumean Sibyl, post 1480- ante 1516, pen and ink on parchment, 45.5 x 39 cm, folio 

8v, Barberini Codex (Codex Barb.Lat 4224), Vatican Library, Vatican City. 
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While the three drawings by Giuliano so far addressed indicate his personal 

approach to making visual records of ruins, he produced many studies of ruins which 

can be considered more “archaeological” in nature in that they offer highly specific 

measurements and renderings of the buildings that could only have been achieved 

through careful observation. These drawings exclude the artistic flourishes present in the 

draughtsman’s other works, like the use of perspective and chiaroscuro. Giuliano’s plan 

and orthogonal section view of the Colosseum (figure 39) is only one of many drawings 

in which the draughtsman used a more empirical approach to recording antique 

buildings.38 The purpose of such works was to be of use to practicing architects, and 

                                                   
38 Borsi, Giuliano da Sangallo, p. 258. This drawing is also bound within the Barberini Codex. The 
next generation of the Sangallo family included several artists and architects who worked in 
Rome for the papacy. Ian Campbell, Ancient Roman Topography and Architecture, 3 vols. (London: 
Royal Collection Enterprises Limited, 2004), I, p. 17. Campbell writes: “the antiquarian 
endeavors of the Sangallos were never surpassed as to quantity but their quality was matched by 
other members of the Raphael circle.” Yet, scholars must acknowledge the likelihood that many 
ruin-based drawings (of varying quality and importance) from the early modern period have not 
survived. 

Figure 39    
Giuliano da Sangallo,  

Plan and Section of the Colosseum, 
post 1480- ante 1516,  

pen and ink on parchment, 
45.5 x 39 cm, folio 68r, 
Barberini Codex (Codex 
Barb.Lat 4224), Vatican 
Library, Vatican City. 
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indeed the precision with which measurements were taken and then transferred to the 

drawn image demonstrate how Giuliano analyzed the Colosseum in an attempt to 

comprehend the secrets of its construction. This type of drawing, examined in 

conjunction with Giuliano’s more painterly architectural studies, shows that even around 

the very beginning of the sixteenth century, draughtsmen employed multiple techniques 

of representation when examining ruins, the result being a diverse repertoire of ruin-

based images.  

This brief discussion of four of Giuliano’s ruin-based drawings shows that within 

the oeuvre of one artist one can observe a range of techniques employed in order to 

communicate information about surviving ancient buildings. In fact, it should not be 

surprising that the use of multiple methods of architectural representation emerged in 

the decades around the turn of the sixteenth century, when the practice of visually 

documenting ruins was only beginning to flourish.39 Indeed, perhaps more than any ruin-

based drawings of this time, Giuliano’s emphasize that completely objective renderings 

of buildings could not exist. The personal tastes and motivations of the draughtsman 

inevitably dictated how a building was represented and what elements of the ancient 

monument were emphasized.40  

The next individual of importance to the development of drawn studies of 

ancient architecture is Francesco di Giorgio (1439-1502), a contemporary of Giuliano da 

                                                   
39 Frommel, “Architectural Drawing during the Italian Renaissance,” p. 45. Frommel states that 
the drawings in which Giuliano used chiaroscuro probably date to the years around 1500. 
Giuliano’s drawings have been criticized for being old fashioned in relation to later architectural 
and archaeological images of the sixteenth century, but his importance lies in the strides he 
helped to make in this particular genre of drawing and architectural development.  
40 Brothers, Drawing from Memory, p. 2. Brothers writes that for Giuliano and his contemporaries, 
the real value of ancient fragments lay in their potential to serve as models for new buildings. 
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Sangallo who produced drawings of antiquities and ruins that scholars now consider to 

be some of the earliest accurate representations of ancient monuments.41 Francesco’s 

motivation to produce truthful renderings is recorded in an inscription that he wrote in a 

sketchbook of his drawings of antique buildings: he stated that he was “moved by a 

fervent desire to show [ancient buildings] as they were built.”42 Although he had trained 

and practiced as a sculptor and painter in Siena for many years, Francesco’s divergence 

into architectural design corresponded with – or perhaps even sparked – his efforts to 

record and understand the architectural remains of ancient Rome.43  

For example, figure 40 shows a plan of a series of ancient buildings including a 

theatre and loggia at Tivoli that suggests that Francesco studied and measured 

architectural remains, then produced record drawings based on this information.44 This 

particular sheet has an archaeological air about it, caused partially by the “sketchiness” of 

the draughtsmanship, which suggests it was not done in the controlled setting of a 

workshop. Further to this point, Francesco does not depict the appearance of the 

building (through elevations or cut-away sections) in his time, but rather he is concerned 

                                                   
41 For further information on Francesco di Giorgio’s life and works see Francesco Paolo Fiore 
and Manfredo Tafuri, eds., Francesco di Giorgio architetto (Milan: Electa, 1993); Allen Stuart Weller, 
Francesco di Giorgio, 1439-1501 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1943). Di Giorgio wrote a 
treatise on architecture, therefore one might interpret his more accurate renderings of ruins as 
reflecting his desire to appropriately illustrate the theoretical points he was writing about. 
42 Francesco di Giorgio as translated and cited in Giustina Scaglia, Francesco di Giorgio: Checklist 
and History of Manuscripts and Drawings in Autographs and Copies from ca. 1470 to 1687 and Renewed 
Copies (1764-1839) (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), p. 53. The original Italian text 
reads “unde mosso da lumo aceso desiderio di volere quelle innovare.”  
43 Howard Burns, “Raffaello e ‘quel antiqua architectura,’” in Raffaello architetto (Rome: Electa, 
1984), pp. 381-404. Burns states that Francesco was probably the first artist to approach ruins in 
an archaeological manner akin to the modern-day approach to archaeology. 
44 For detailed information on this drawing see Howard Burns, “I disegni di Francesco di 
Giorgio agli Uffizi di Firenze,” in Francesco di Giorgio architetto, eds. Francesco Paolo Fiore and 
Manfredo Tafuri (Milan: Electa, 1993), pp. 331-3. The text on the sheet reads “treato cho[n] 
logia j[n]torno j[n]torno e j[n] sulla logja e gradj”; “K[amera]”; the verso reads “sala p[iedi] 166”; 
“f[inestra?].” 
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only with the foundations of the ancient Roman structure. The empirical work shows 

Francesco di Giorgio’s efforts to both record and understand the ancient monuments in 

Tivoli as an exercise in improving his knowledge of ancient Roman architectural 

conventions. It was probably not the ornamental details of this ancient complex that 

Francesco was interested in capturing in this particular image, but the secrets of 

architectural proportion, which were often embedded in the plans of structures.45 

                                                   
45 Many such drawn plans made by early modern artists and architects survive today. Another 
architect who produced them is Baldassare Peruzzi, a contemporary of Raphael, whose many 
“archaeological” drawings are today housed in the Uffizi Gallery, Florence. See Ann C. Huppert, 
“The Archaeology of Baldassare Peruzzi’s Architectural Drawings” (Ph.D. dissertation, 
University of Virginia, 2001); Ann C. Huppert, “Baldassare Peruzzi as Archaeologist in 
Terracina,” in Baldassare Peruzzi 1481-1536, eds. Christoph L. Frommel, Arnaldo Bruschi, 
Howard Burns, Francesco Paolo Fiore, and Pier Nicola Pagliara (Venice: Marsilio, 2005), pp. 
213-223. 

Figure 40   Francesco di Giorgio, Plan of a Theatre and Loggia at Tivoli, c.1465-1480s, pen and ink 
on paper, 28.8 x 17.8 cm, inv. 319 Ar, Taccuino del viaggio, Uffizi Gallery, Florence. 
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While the previous drawing highlights the type of record drawing that could be 

made at the site of a ruin in order to record specific details and measurements of a ruin, 

Francesco di Giorgio produced many other drawings of ruins that juxtapose plans with 

cut-away sections of interiors, like his renderings of the Basilica of Maxentius and 

Constantine (figure 41), the Basilica Aemilia, and Temple of Venus and Rome (figure 

42).46 Although Giuliano da Sangallo had used a similar convention in his drawings 

(elevation plus section), Francesco’s works are agreed to be more empirical in that they 

are neither “painterly” nor do they emphasize the drawn structure’s age. These are the 

drawings of an architect who has discovered that a simple architectural rendering can 

communicate the details of a ruin much more efficiently than words; moreover, these 

works are especially effective at providing a sense of what the interiors space of these 

                                                   
46 Most of Francesco di Giorgio’s drawings of this type survive only in the form of near-
contemporary copies. 

Figure 41   Francesco di Giorgio, Interior 
Section and Plan of the Basilica of Maxentius and 

Constantine, 1490s, pen and ink on paper,  
folio 76r, Codex Saluzziano 148, Biblioteca 

Communale, Turin. 
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badly deteriorating buildings would have been like.47 The plans of both are detailed and 

meticulously measured, and were therefore probably completed in the artist’s studio after 

Francesco conducted preliminary studies at the sites of the ruins.  Although Hubertus 

Günther has described Francesco’s drawings as “lacking in charm,” they nevertheless 

represent the seriousness with which artists began to take their studies of antique 

architecture near the turn of the sixteenth century.48 Many drawings like Francesco’s 

were created in order to document and understand architectural information, not to be 

charming or whimsical. 

  

                                                   
47 By the turn of the sixteenth century, neither the Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine nor the 
Temple of Venus and Rome had their walls still standing intact, let alone ceilings. 
48 Günther, “The Renaissance of Antiquity,” p. 270. 

Figure 42    
Francesco di Giorgio,  

Façade of the Basilica 
Aemilia, Apse elevation  

and Plan of the Temple of 
Venus and Rome,  

c.1490s, pen and ink on 
paper, folio 79r,  

Codex Saluzziano 148, 
Biblioteca Communale, 

Turin. 
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The methods of onsite study and visual representation employed by Giuliano da 

Sangallo and Francesco di Giorgio became widespread among artists and architects 

working in Rome within years. Artists like Il Cronaca, “the Chronicler,” (c.1458-1508), 

whose name was a direct reference to his dedicated study of ancient buildings, satisfied 

their need to better understand ruins by recording and analysing their remains in 

drawings.49 Il Cronaca is a paradigm of the type of artist and architect who became 

infatuated with the quest to understand ancient buildings through architectural and 

pseudo-archaeological studies.50 Cronaca’s drawings represent the intensity and precision 

with which ruins were studied and their details recorded, although it was not the fine 

ornamental details that mattered most, but the fundamental elements (proportion, scale, 

etc.) of “good” architecture, which could be illuminated through such drawings.  

 

The Architectural and Archaeological Studies of 
Pirro Ligorio 

 

By the middle of the sixteenth-century, the practice of producing architectural 

and archaeological studies of ancient Roman buildings, which for decades had been 

                                                   
49 Il Cronaca travelled to Rome from his native Florence around 1470. Giustina Scaglia, “The 
‘Colonnacce’ of Forum Nervae as Cronaca’s Inspiration for the ‘Cornicione’ of Palazzo Strozzi,” 
Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz, 35 (1991): 159. For Vasari’s explanation of Il 
Cronaca’s name see The Lives of the Artists, Vol IV, pp. 133-43 (in the Life of Cronaca). Vasari 
writes “icostui si racconta che mentre Antonio Pollaiuolo era in Roma a lavorare le sepolture di bronzo che sono 
in San Pietro [of Sixtus IV and Innocent VIII], gli capit a casa un giovanetto suo parente, chiamato per proprio 
nome Simone, fuggitosi da Fiorenza per alcune quistioni ...” For more information on Il Cronaca, who 
lived in Rome between 1475 and 1485 see Cornelius Von Fabriczy, “Simone del Pollaiuolo, il 
Cronaca,” Jahrbuch der Königlich Preussischen Kunstsammlungen 27 (1906): 45-69. 
50 Ludwig H. Heydenreich, Architecture in Italy 1400-1500 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1996), p. 147. Heydenreich states that Il Cronaca can be considered a pupil of Giuliano da 
Sangallo even though there is no documentary evidence. The two men, however, were associates 
in Florence during the last two decades of the fifteenth century. 
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perpetuated and perfected by individuals like Giuliano da Sangallo, Francesco di Giorgio, 

and Il Cronaca, was being upheld by Pirro Ligorio. His activities as an antiquarian map-

maker and archaeologist have already been discussed in the previous chapter, but his 

surviving drawings exemplify the type of record image that was often the product of 

archaeological surveys. As a practicing architect in Rome who at one point headed the 

construction of St. Peter’s Basilica, Ligorio’s practical knowledge of construction and 

building design served him well when making archaeological illustrations of ancient 

structures.51 Additionally, Ligorio’s unabashed enthusiasm for the study of antiquity 

served as perpetual motivation to visit, observe, measure, and draw ancient monuments, 

but on a greater scale than any of his predecessors. 

Ligorio’s presence at many of the great archaeological sites of the sixteenth 

century, such as the Roman Forum and Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli, prove that his hunger 

for knowledge about the physical remains of the ancient Romans could only be satiated 

by firsthand studies conducted on-site.52 Fortunately, much of Ligorio’s decades of work 

survives in the form of loose sheets and notebooks, the most important of these being in 

Turin and Naples.53 For the purposes of demonstrating the different types of  

                                                   
51 David R. Coffin, Pirro Ligorio: The Renaissance Artist, Architect and Antiquarian (University Park: 
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004), p. 25. 
52 For further information on Ligorio’s life and his archaeological activities see William L. 
MacDonald and John A. Pinto, Hadrian’s Villa and Its Legacy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1995). Ligorio was in Rome and working at St. Peter’s when there was an increase in the 
destruction of ancient buildings and the reuse of their materials in the new basilica (destruction 
was especially bad between 1540 and 1550).  
53 Luigi Dania, “An Unpublished Manuscript by Pirro Ligorio,” Master Drawings 15 (1977): 22-25 
and 75-78. Along with Ligorio’s surviving architectural drawings, evidence for his interest in and 
expertise on ruins and ancient monuments is found in his only book to be published in his 
lifetime, the Libro di M. Pyrrho Ligori Napolitano. Delle Antichità di Roma, Nel quale si tratta de’ Circi, 
Theatri, & Anfitheatri. Con le Paradosse del Medesimo auttore, quai confutano la commune opinione sopra varii 
luoghi della città di Roma (Venice: Michele Tramezino, 1553). For more information on this book, 
the first half of which is composed of descriptions of ancient buildings while the second 
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architectural or archaeological drawings that Ligorio perfected, only four drawings will be 

used to show his range of techniques for rendering antique buildings, but admittedly they 

do not do full justice to the complexity of Ligorio’s surviving corpus of drawings, which 

is too substantial to be treated here.  

Ligorio’s drawings of Tivoli, which have been well documented by William 

MacDonald and John Pinto, show his careful mapping of the plans of ancient structure, 

one of the only ways to reap information from Hadrian’s Villa as the buildings there 

were in poor condition even by the sixteenth century. Figure 43 shows Ligorio’s 

rendering of part of a substructure that lay beneath the Sanctuary of Hercules Victor, a 

drawing that was probably based upon measurements and sketches made at the site, 

which were then discarded upon completion in the studio of the finished work. Ligorio 

demarcates the walls of the plan through the application of ink wash, another clue that 

                                                                                                                                                       
addresses the supposed locations, appearances, and nomenclature of these structures see Coffin, 
Pirro Ligorio, p. 19. The second part of Ligorio’s book, which Robert W. Gaston has called 
“pugnacious,” countered arguments proposed by his rival antiquarian, Bartolomeo Marliani. See 
also Federico Rausa, Pirro Ligorio: tombe e mausolei dei romani (Rome: Edizioni Quasar, 1997).  

Figure 43    
Pirro Ligorio, Plan of 

Substructures of the 
Temple of Hercules 
Victor at Tivoli, 

c.1560s, chalk, pen 
and ink, and ink 
wash, 394 x 254 
mm, folio 34v  

from the album 
Architectura Civile 
(RL 10387), The 

Royal Collection at 
Windsor Castle, 

Windsor, England. 
 



135 
 

this work represents a work that was finished away from the site, as ink wash was 

unlikely to have been used onsite.54 A pair of drawings relating to the ancient Port of 

Ostia sheds light on how Ligorio went about creating his measured plans of sites. Figures 

44 and 45 show two stages in Ligorio’s study of the port: on the right is a quickly made 

sketch that shows the basic layout of the central octagonal part of the port, along with 

the zigzag channel that is connected to it. In the much more finished version, one can 

observe a precisely measured and drawn rendering of the port, complete with 

surrounding buildings, even down to the divisions of the rooms. It seems reasonable to 

assume that Ligorio would have produced a number of preparatory drawings at the site  

 

 

                                                   
54 Ink wash was not as portable as other media like graphite. Furthermore, the application of ink 
wash with a brush was time consuming and required attention to detail, making it impractical for 
draughtsmen working at the sites of ruins in outdoor conditions. 

Figure 44   Pirro Ligorio, Plan of Ancient 
Port of Ostia, c.1560, pen and ink, Lanciani 

Collection, Rome. 
 

Figure 45   Pirro Ligorio, Sketch of the Ancient 
Port of Ostia, c.1560, pen and ink, c.1560, 

folio 83r, MS Canonici Ital. 138, Bodleian 
Library, Oxford, England. 
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of the ruin, then retreated to his workspace in order to complete drawings that are 

admirable for their archaeological accuracy and skilled draughtsmanship. In the case of 

the drawings of the Port of Ostia, scholars are fortunate that the earlier sketch survives, 

as this is often not the case with the majority of finished early archaeological drawings. 

 Another form of Ligorio’s archaeological studies is represented by his drawing of 

an ancient pyramidal tomb, which, unfortunately, has not yet been connected to a 

specific ruin (figure 46). Lacking measurements but carefully rendered, this work may 

represent a showpiece – something that Ligorio produced to demonstrate a particular 

point about ancient architecture or to exemplify an unusual building form. Despite the 

“archaeological” approach he primarily favoured, this pyramidal tomb confirms that he 

did sometimes apply painterly techniques (like perspective and shading) when producing 

an image of a ruin.55 This work bears a much stronger resemblance to the earlier 

architectural studies of Giuliano da Sangallo than it does Ligorio’s more archaeological 

renderings, especially in the juxtaposition of the monument’s elevation with the blank 

background, thereby emphasizing the monument as a whole structure. Such 

representations act almost like portraits of buildings, meant to be admired as complete 

and beautiful works of art, not as records of specific construction and proportion details. 

This work shows that almost a century after Giuliano da Sangallo began producing 

architectural studies using the specific methodology discussed earlier in this chapter, true 

antiquarian-artists like Ligorio still relied on these tried and tested methods when 

representing ancient Roman architecture. 

 

                                                   
55 It is possible that this drawing was based upon an actual Roman tomb on the Via Appia that 
has since been lost.  
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Figure 46   Pirro Ligorio, Pyramidal Tomb (on the Via Appia?), c.1560, pen and ink 
on paper, 346 x 190 mm, folio 34 from the album Ancient Roman Architecture  

(RL 10781), The Royal Collection at Windsor Castle, Windsor, England. 
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The years during which Ligorio was active in Rome were infamous for the 

number of ancient buildings that were destroyed or dismantled in order that their 

materials could be reused in new building projects like St. Peter’s Basilica. It is likely that 

Ligorio’s desire to make drawn records of the city’s antiquities was at least partly stirred 

by the need to lament or bewail this destruction. In a more down-to-earth vein, he also 

spent many years in archaeological activities, unearthing buried and forgotten artistic and 

architectural gems. Ligorio claimed that he was proficient in carrying out archaeological 

and antiquarian studies because of his training as an artist, which allowed him to visualize 

antique plans and spaces better than humanists or historians who lacked such powers of 

three-dimensional visualization.56  

Robert W. Gaston has pointed out that some scholars continue to be wary of 

deeming Ligorio’s works as serious antiquarian studies because of his lack of “humanist 

credentials,” yet his surviving drawings, especially the examples discussed in this paper, 

demonstrate an understanding of the artistic and architectural achievements of the 

ancient Romans more comprehensive than many of his contemporaries.57 Ligorio was a 

rarity in sixteenth-century Rome because he was an excavator, creator, and documenter 

who persevered at his work despite the arduous and meticulous nature of making 

unparalleled on-site studies. His work preserved priceless information on the state of 

                                                   
56 Brothers, Drawing from Memory, p. 170. 
57 Robert W. Gaston, “Merely Antiquarian: Pirro Ligorio and the Critical Tradition of 
Antiquarian Scholarship,” in The Italian Renaissance in the Twentieth Century, ed. Allen Grieco and 
Fiorella Superbi Gioffredi (Florence: L.S. Olschki, 2002), pp. 361-2. In this paper Gaston 
discusses how early modern individuals were already criticizing Ligorio’s antique-inspired records 
and drawings for being inaccurate, erroneous, or even fake. For example, mistakes were 
especially noted in Ligorio’s records of Greek and Latin inscriptions. Despite this, many 
individuals still conceded that there was a great deal of credible information (textual and graphic) 
among Ligorio’s lifelong works. 
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antiquities in Rome, but it also paved the way for the development of archaeological 

practice as it is known today.  

 

Sketchbooks and Codices of Architectural and Archaeological  
Studies of Roman Ruins 

 

Like other antiquarian-minded artists and architects of the Renaissance, Pirro 

Ligorio collected and bound many of his graphic works with the intention that he would 

eventually publish them, making them available to a much wider audience. This practice 

of binding and codifying drawings had been prevalent, however, since the fifteenth 

century, Giuliano da Sangallo having exemplified the process with the creations of his 

Barberini Codex and Taccuino Senese. As the field of antiquarian studies developed in 

the early sixteenth century, artists and architects began compiling compendiums of ruin-

based drawings because it was no longer sufficiently fruitful to study and draw select 

monuments; instead, diligently-made codices and catalogues of ruin-based images were 

seen as optimal resources for those studying ancient architecture. Within these codices 

and notebooks are many fine examples of architectural and archaeological studies that 

extended the knowledge of ancient Roman architecture far beyond those few who had 

the opportunity and expertise to study and portray ruins. 

Although Renaissance draughtsmen may primarily have studied ancient examples 

of architecture to benefit their own designs, efforts were made to promote the 

dissemination of their representations of antique buildings throughout Rome’s artistic 

circles. A famous and influential example is the Codex Coner, compiled in the 1510s and 

containing drawings of both ancient and contemporary buildings in Rome, which was  



140 
 

 

 

 

created by Bernardo del Volpaia, a Florentine carpenter-turned-architectural 

draughtsman (c.1475-1521).58 This codex is composed of careful renderings of the plans, 

elevations, sections, and architectural details of many ancient Roman buildings, and, 

most importantly, the codex proves that collections of carefully drawn studies of 

                                                   
58 The Codex Coner is today housed in Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, England. For more 
information on the codex see Chen Liu, “Between Perception and Expression: The Codex 
Coner and the Genre of Architectural Sketchbooks” (Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 
2011); Arnold Nesselrath, “Codex Coner – 85 Years On,” in Cassiano dal Pozzo’s Paper Museum, 
ed. Ian Campbell (Milan: Olivetti, 1992), pp. 145-168; Tilmann Buddensieg, “Bernardo della 
Volpaia und Giovanni Francesco da Sangallo,” Romisches Jahrbuch für Kunstgeschichte 15 (1975): 89-
103; Thomas Ashby, “Sixteenth-Century Drawings of Roman Buildings Attributed to Andreas 
Coner,” in Papers of the British School at Rome, vol. 2 (London: MacMillan and Co., 1904). 

Figure 47   Bernardo della Volpaia, Elevation of the Arch of Septimius Severus, c.1510s, pen and ink, 
folio 48r (Ashby no. 54), Codex Coner, Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, England. 
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antiquities and ruins were reference objects with didactic purposes.59 The amount of 

knowledge contained within the Codex Coner was so valuable and extensive that, for 

centuries to follow, its drawings are known to have resonated with architects including 

Michelangelo and Francesco Borromini, who each made copies of Bernardo della 

Volpaia’s original illustrations.   

The Codex Coner drawings perfectly illustrate the types of architectural and 

archaeological drawings defined earlier in this chapter. The perspectival depiction of the 

Arch of Septimius Severus (figure 47), the bird’s-eye sectional view of the Pantheon 

(figure 48), and the plan of the Colosseum (figure 49) represent three techniques by 

which specific information about a building’s form and proportions could be 

communicated to a viewer. In comparison to the works of Francesco di Giorgio 

mentioned above, Bernardo della Volpaia’s use of perspective and shading allows not 

only for accurate architectural portrayals of the ancient buildings, but it also generates a 

sense of their three-dimensionality and physical structures. The combination of precisely 

measured, yet artistically evocative portrayals of buildings was a welcome development 

for those grasping at a better understanding of the architectural spaces of ancient Rome. 

Architectural draughtsmen of the following century would continue to perfect this 

blending of accuracy with artistic subtlety, in part through the process of copying earlier 

prototypes like those in the Codex Coner.60 Indeed, the uniformity and consistency of  

                                                   
59 Liu, Between Perception, p. 2. Liu writes that “one marvels at the exquisiteness of the 
drawings…the consistency of the Codex Coner in both graphic style and subject arrangement is 
unmatched.” 
60 Indeed, Bernardo della Volpaia’s elevation and sectional renderings seem less artistically 
contrived than the works of Giuliano da Sangallo previously mentioned. Another example of an 
early sixteenth century bound collection of drawings of ancient buildings is the Codex Stosch, 
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Bernardo’s Codex Coner drawings reveals his intention that they be bound as a 

collection and used as an educational tool for artists and architects, probably in the 

workshop environment.61   

 

                                                                                                                                                       
attributed to Giovanni Battista da Sangallo and today part of the collection of the RIBA, 
London, England. 
61 It is also likely that Bernardo would have used his drawings to promote or substantiate his 
own knowledge of and expertise in architecture. Interestingly, the precision of the drawings in 
the Codex Coner aligned with the type of drawing of ancient buildings that Raphael encouraged 
artists to make. Although no drawing can be undoubtedly linked to Raphael’s proposed project 
to make comprehensive visual records of Rome’s ruins, the drawings of his followers 
communicate the same type of objectivity and precision that he praised. 

Figure 48   Bernardo della Volpaia, Bird’s-Eye 
View of Interior Section of the Pantheon (half-

section), c.1510s, pen and ink, folio 32r (Ashby 
no. 35), Codex Coner, Sir John Soane’s 

Museum, London, England. 
 

Figure 49   Bernardo della Volpaia,  
Plan of the Colosseum, c.1510s, pen and ink, 
folio 1r (Ashby no. 2), Codex Coner, Sir 

John Soane’s Museum, London, England. 
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Architectural Publications with Illustrations of  
Ancient Roman Buildings 

 

Other artists and architects produced publications intended to be informative 

resources on ancient Roman buildings and monuments using the same techniques of 

architectural representation as the Codex Coner. For example, the images of ancient 

buildings that illustrate Sebastiano Serlio’s Terzo libro follow the archetypal forms 

developed by earlier draughtsman.62 Serlio’s orthogonal depictions of the Pantheon’s 

façade and interior section is precise and aims for representational accuracy (figure 50); 

his woodcuts of the plan and interior section view (in perspective) of the Basilica of 

Maxentius and Constantine show the complementary natures of archeological and 

pictorial modes of representation (figure 51); lastly, his orthogonal cut-away sectional 

view of the seating of the Colosseum (figure 52) demonstrates his efforts to 

communicate practical architectural material to readers wanting to absorb and 

appropriate his acquired knowledge of canonical ancient buildings.63  

Much like the format of the Codex Coner, the collection of illustrations in the 

Terzo libro emphasizes that there was an audience eager for comprehensive visual studies 

of ancient architecture that addressed a variety of buildings through diverse methods of  

                                                   
62 Myra Nan Rosenfeld, “Sebastiano Serlio’s Contributions to the Creation of the Modern 
Illustrated Architectural Manual,” in Sebastiano Serlio: Sesto Seminario Internazionale di Storia 
dell'Architettura, Vicenza, 31 agosto -4 settembre 1987, ed. Christof Thoenes (Milan: Electa, 1989), pp. 
102-110.  
63 Sebastiano Serlio, Terzo libro di Sebastiano Serlio: nel qual si figurano, e descrivono le antiquita di Roma, 
e le altre che sono in Italia, e fuori d'Italia (Venice: Franesco Marcolino da Forli, 1540). Serlio and 
many other architectural draughtsmen (including Bernardo della Volpaia and Andrea Palladio) 
did indeed produce drawings of architectural details like columns, capitals, cornices, and friezes, 
etc., but for the purposes of this paper, only their representations of entire buildings (as plans, 
elevations, or sections) have been considered. For information on the representation and use of 
ancient architectural details see Günther, Das Studium. 
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 Figure 50   Sebastiano Serlio, Elevation and Section of the Pantheon, 1540, woodcut,  
pls. VIII and IX from Serlio’s Terzo libro. 

 

Figure 51   Sebastiano Serlio, Plan and Section of the Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine, 
1540, woodcut, pls. XXIII and XXIIII from Serlio’s Terzo libro. 
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architectural representation. In the case of Serlio, his intention to share his interest in 

Roman ruins through his publication is proclaimed by the illustrated title page to the 

Terzo Libro which, within an imaginative and highly ruinous landscape, includes the Latin 

saying “ROMA QVANTA FVIT ISPA RVINA DOCET” which means “even Rome’s 

ruins show how great she was” (figure 53). Serlio’s title page set the scene for his book, 

informing his reader that the evidence he has gleaned from the architectural remains of 

ancient Rome will be communicated through his architectural images.64  

                                                   
64 John Onians, Art, Culture and Nature: From Art History to World Art Studies (London: The Pindar 
Press, 2006), p. 369. Onians writes that Serlio’s frontispieces were “the first great architectural 
frontispieces of the Renaissance and launch one of the most influential art forms of the West.” 

Figure 52    
Sebastiano Serlio, 

Orthogonal Cut-away of the 
Colosseum’s Seating, 1540, 

woodcut, pl. LXVII 
from Serlio’s Terzo libro. 
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Three decades after the publication of Serlio’s Terzo Libro, architect Andrea 

Palladio would publish his 1570 illustrated architectural treatise, filled with woodcuts 

after his own drawn studies of Roman architecture.65 Many examples of architectural 

images in I quattro libri dell’architettura derive from the modes of representation established 

and perfected by the artists so far discussed (figures 54 and 55). Palladio favoured 

orthogonal projection when rendering ancient monuments, a technique which has been 

seen to endow his drawings with what Ian Campbell describes as “an aura of apparent 

accuracy and sobriety to our modern eyes,” as distinct from works that are more  

                                                   
65 Andrea Palladio, I quattro libri dell’architettura (Venice: D. de' Franceschi, 1570).  

Figure 53   
 Illustrated Title Page of 

Serlio’s Terzo libro,  
1540, woodcut. 
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painterly in character.66 In I quattro libri Palladio asserted that the information on antique 

buildings he presented was trustworthy because he used Vitruvius as the basis for his 

work, and also because he would discuss only buildings or ruins that he had had the 

opportunity to study and measure himself.67 But just because Palladio was making such 

efforts to understand the ruins does not mean that the illustrations in I quattro libri  

                                                   
66 Ian Campbell, “Reconstructions of Ancient Roman Temples Made in Italy between 1450 and 
1600” (Ph.D. dissertation, Oxford University, 1985), p. 27. 
67 Margaret M. McGowan, The Vision of Rome in Late Renaissance France (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2000), p. 166. See also Heinz Spielman, Andrea Palladio und die Antike: 
Untersuchung und Katalog der Zeichnungen aus seinem Nachlass (Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 1966). 

Figure 54   Andrea Palladio, Plan of the 
Temple of Vesta at Tivoli, 1570, woodcut, 

Book IV, pl. 50 from Palladio’s  
I quattro libri dell’architettura. 

 

Figure 55   Andrea Palladio, Elevation and 
Cut-away Section of the Temple of Vesta at 

Tivoli, 1570, Book IV, pl. 51 from 
Palladio’s I quattro libri dell’architettura. 

 



148 
 

 

showed the buildings exactly as they were. For example, his woodcut of the Temple of 

Fortuna Virilis in Rome (figure 56) shows the building adorned with statues and sculpted 

ornamentation missing from the ruin in Palladio’s time.68 He imagined that the ancient 

Romans had originally adorned their buildings in such a fashion, so that was the image of 

Roman architecture he disseminated. These images are quite different from earlier works 

like those of Giuliano da Sangallo, which strove to emphasize ruins’ imperfect states of 

preservation; but, rather in the manner of Serlio, Palladio depicted his buildings as 

                                                   
68 For more information on Palladio and other artists’ reconstructions of ruins see Chapter 4. 

Figure 56    
Andrea Palladio, Elevation of the 

Temple of Fortuna Virilis and 
details of Entablature, Cornice, and 
Capital, 1570, woodcut, Book 
IV, pl. 48 from Palladio’s I 
quattro libri dell’architettura. 

 



149 
 

legible, informative, and at the same time aesthetically pleasing to the viewer, despite his 

restorative alterations. As a result, these images were – and remain – influential sources 

on classical Roman architecture for practicing architects and connoisseurs of antiquarian 

studies. 

The analytical architectural and archaeological drawings so far discussed not only 

prove the interests of individual draughtsmen, but they also confirm that there was a 

larger antiquarian network that wished to have access to such images for purposes of 

scholarly studies and debates. The formation of antiquarian groups like the Accademia 

della Virtù (1542), the Virtuosi al Pantheon (1543), and the Accademia di San Luca 

(1577) demonstrates that the market for informed depictions of ancient Roman buildings 

was consistently growing, supported equally by Rome’s artistic, architectural, and 

scholarly communities. Evidently, ruin-based images were not solely consumed by artists 

and architects, but they were the individuals with the talents and motivations to advance 

the movement. In fact, the most popular type of architectural drawing to be passed 

amongst artists and architects by the sixteenth century was the detailed or measured 

drawing of ancient Roman architecture.69  

An excellent example of an artist copying an earlier prototype is Michelangelo’s 

(1474-1565) copy of a drawing of an ancient entablature from the Theatre of Marcellus 

from Bernardo della Volpaia’s Codex Coner (figures 57 and 58).70 Michelangelo made his 

copy between 1515 and 1518 and a comparison of the two works shows he was primarily 

interested in recording the entablature exactly as Bernardo della Volpaia drew it,  

                                                   
69 Cammy Brothers, Michelangelo, Drawing, and the Invention of Architecture (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2008), p. 2. A fine example of the types of ruin-based drawings that were of use 
to a wide array of artists and architects are those found in the Codex Coner.  
70 Michelangelo’s drawing is today housed in the British Museum, London. 
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although with slightly less detail and without the accompanying measurements. As a 

practicing architect working to revive and perfect Roman classicism, Michelangelo 

turned to a trustworthy prototype within the Codex Coner to expedite, or at least bolster, 

his ever-growing understanding of ancient architectural concepts.  

In many cases, architectural and archaeological drawings were created with the 

intention that they, like the Codex Coner, be useful to other artists or architects, but 

these drawings still represent the draughtsman’s firsthand attempts at making sense of 

the ancient remains they were studying and drawing. Cammy Brothers succinctly writes 

that, for artists and architects, drawings were “a way of thinking, not out loud, but on the 

Figure 57   Bernardo della Volpaia, 
Entablature and Capital of the Theatre of Marcellus 

(with measurements), c.1510s, pen and ink, Ashby 
folio no. 76, Codex Coner, Sir John Soane’s 

Museum, London, England. 
 

Figure 58   Michelangelo, Details of 
Entablature and Capital of the Theatre of 

Marcellus, c.1515-1518, red chalk on paper, 
288 x 216 mm, inv.1859.0625.560.1, The 

British Museum, London, England. 
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page.”71 The drawings that have been discussed in this section show that draughtsmen 

understood architectural and archaeological studies to be an outlet for pondering and 

decoding the fragmented remains of Roman architecture. These images were preserved, 

studied, copied, and emulated by following generations, leading to the creation of a 

canon of architectural and archaeological studies that testifies to the immense fascination 

with ancient buildings that was fostered within early modern Rome’s artistic 

communities. 

 

Vedute of Rome 

Having analyzed how draughtsmen (many of whom were architects) made 

records of Rome’s crumbling monuments, this discussion will now address more 

“pictorial” ways of depicting ancient ruins, specifically the genre of vedute. Very different 

from archaeological or architectural studies, these works reveal Roman ruins within their 

early modern environments, as part of the active city with its busy inhabitants and 

constantly changing architectural character. Although not created with the same 

analytical aim as the drawings previously discussed, vedute can be more reliable sources on 

the appearances of antiquities in the Renaissance, since some might call a veduta an 

                                                   
71 Brothers, Michelangelo, p. 2. On p. 7 Brothers warns about the problems associated with 
scholarly literature on drawings. She writes “with drawings the problem of summary is perhaps 
more acute because describing them in language involves an intrinsically flawed act of translation 
from the visual to the verbal realm.” There are many other artists who played critical roles in the 
development and proliferation of architectural and/or archaeological studies of antiquities, but 
cannot be covered within this particular study. These individuals include, but are not limited to, 
Baldassare and Sallustio Peruzzi, Giovanni Antonio Dosio, Vincenzo Scamozzi, Jacopo Barozzi 
da Vignola, and Guglielmo della Porta.  



152 
 

accurate portrait of a particular area of the city.72 Nevertheless, it can be said with 

complete confidence that one of the reasons artists were compelled to make drawings of 

ruins was their awe and admiration for the monumental and impressive buildings 

scattered throughout Rome. 

The sense of awe that was experienced by those observing Roman ruins for the 

first time is recorded in numerous literary sources (such as those mentioned in Chapter 

2), but artists’ drawings and sketches of these ancient buildings also testify to the 

absolute wonderment they could inspire. The Roman vedute produced from the late 

fifteenth to the early seventeenth century illustrate how ancient buildings had been 

incorporated into Rome’s changed (and changing) landscape. Evidently, the ruins’ 

impressiveness was undiminished despite having suffered centuries of invasions, the 

steady wrath of time and nature, and the threat of being recycled as spolia for the 

construction of new buildings. Because the topographical landscape of Rome evolved so 

rapidly from the Renaissance onwards, the surviving vedute produced between the 

fifteenth and early seventeenth centuries act as priceless “snapshots” of the since-lost 

physical appearance of ruins in the cityscape of early modern Rome, as interpreted by 

artists of the time. 

                                                   
72 Brothers, Drawing from Memory, p. 35; Donald R. McClelland, “The Noble Simplicity and Calm 
Grandeur of Rome,” in Views of Rome from the Thomas Ashby Collection in the Vatican Library, ed. 
Raymond Keaveney (New York: Harper and Row, 1988), p. 21. McClelland states that while 
studies of single buildings aimed to depict the structures in isolation (perhaps so that the 
building could be more easily reproduced in another work), vedute were about showing the way 
that light fell over a landscape or cityscape. 
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Thousands of drawings, woodcuts, and engravings of vedute are today housed in 

museums, art galleries, and private collections throughout the world.73 Their survival is, 

in part, due to collectors who acquired and treasured these images over the centuries, 

and in part because of the almost immeasurable number of vedute that were produced in 

the first place. This influx of vedute began in the last quarter of the fifteenth century, 

when virtually every Italian artist (but also artists from the North) was expected to travel 

to Rome and study ruins and ancient artworks as part of their artistic education. This 

practice had been encouraged in De re aedificatoria by Leon Battista Alberti, who extolled 

the merits of studying antique precedents for any individual hoping to reach the apex of 

artistic and architectural achievement. Alberti helped disseminate the belief that ancient 

art and architecture could only be emulated once one understood what the ancient 

Romans had achieved, a thought which itself undoubtedly drew many artists and 

architects to Rome.  

 Those who travelled to Rome with the purpose of studying the details of ancient 

architecture often produced on-site drawings or sketches showing not only antique 

buildings, but surrounding architectural and natural features. In many cases, the most 

interesting or detailed vedute were produced by painters, their drawings representing 

preparatory “research” for the landscapes that populated the backgrounds of their 

paintings. There also exist, however, many vedute which seem to have been produced in 

order to visually preserve ancient architecture in its early modern setting. In this section, 

                                                   
73 This dissertation will not address the depictions of landscapes with ruins found in paintings 
produced from the fifteenth to the seventeenth century (examples of which include the frescoes 
in the Villa Farnesina in Rome by Baldassare Peruzzi and the Torre dei Venti in the Vatican). 
For more information on this subject see H. Richard Turner, The Vision of Landscape in Renaissance 
Italy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966).  
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a selection of vedute will be discussed, compared, and contrasted, with the aim of 

understanding what was intriguing about in-situ architectural antiquities, and what 

compelled artists to record their appearances within their physical environments.  

Furthermore, this type of image was almost exclusively produced at the site of a ruin, 

thereby branding these drawings critical firsthand evidence of artists’ impressions of, 

interpretations of, and interactions with ancient architecture. The criteria which define a 

veduta are not as complex as those used to categorize architectural or archaeological 

studies, therefore fewer examples nevertheless form a complete picture of the popularity 

and use of this type of image in Renaissance and early Baroque Rome.  

Some of the earliest and best examples of vedute are found in the Codex 

Escurialensis, the creator of which is unknown but believed to have been a member of 

Domenico Ghirlandaio’s workshop.74 The codex is traditionally dated to the 1490s, 

although some of the drawings in it may date to the first decade of the sixteenth century. 

Two drawings from the Codex Escurialensis will be discussed in order to demonstrate 

typical drawn vedute produced in the years leading up to 1500. Both sheets feature the 

Colosseum, but figure 59 shows the building from a distance and includes the nearby 

Meta Sudens and Arch of Constantine, while figure 60 shows only a partial view of the 

Colosseum from a vantage point that highlights its ruined outer walls. Both works are 

exemplars of early vedute because they are realistic – not fanciful – city views, they 

represent the ruins as part of a functioning city, and yet they still hint at allegorical 

concepts like the passage of time, which was inextricably linked to the crumbling ruins.  

                                                   
74 Brown and Kleiner, “Giuliano da Sangallo’s Drawings,” p. 323. See also Hermann Egger, 
Christian Hülsen and Adolf Michaelis, Codex Escurialensis: Ein Skizzenbuch aus der Werkstatt 
Domenico Ghirlandaios (Vienna: Alfred Hölder, 1906);  John Shearman, “Raphael, Rome and the 
Codex Escurialensis,” Master Drawings 15 (1977): 107-146. 
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 Figure 59   Anonymous Artist (Domenico Ghirlandaio?), Veduta of the Colosseum, 
 Meta Sudens, and the Arch of Constantine, c.1491, pen and ink,folio 28v,  

Codex Escurialensis (Cod. 28-II-12), El Escorial, Madrid. 
 

Figure 60    
Anonymous Artist 

(Domenico Ghirlandaio?), 
Veduta of the Colosseum, c.1491, 

pen and ink, folio 24v,  
Codex Escurialensis  

(Cod. 28-II-12), El Escorial, 
Madrid. 

 



156 
 

Although it is often assumed that vedute would not show ancient buildings with 

the same degree of accuracy as contemporary architectural studies, the Codex 

Escurialensis examples prove that buildings could be equally, if not more, accurately 

rendered in such cityscapes. While the architectural and archaeological studies discussed 

previously in this chapter show ruins in a spatial vacuum, removed from their urban 

contexts, depicted with techniques like orthogonal projection or cut-away sections, and 

accompanied by measurements and details of ornamentation, artists making vedute were 

mainly concerned with recording monuments exactly as they looked from a specific 

viewpoint. Because these artists were not concerned with depicting and understanding 

the underlying architectural principles of these buildings, they simply drew the ruins as 

they saw them.  

Figure 60 is especially fascinating for not only does it provide an extremely 

detailed view into the passageways that encircle the Colosseum, but it also shows the 

encroaching sediment and Rome’s citizens going about their business in the shadow of 

the great ruin. These drawings highlight how the ruins inescapably loomed over the city, 

and many artists were inspired to capture this presence in their drawn vedute. Regardless 

of how much Alberti’s declaration that Rome’s remains must be studied for an artist to 

reach full potential, artists were probably, more than anything else, inspired to draw (and 

sometimes engrave and sell) such land- and cityscapes because the ancient architectural 

remains defined Rome’s unique character. 

 Interestingly, a large number of the surviving sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

vedute of Rome were produced by Northern artists while visiting (or after relocating to) 

the city. Captivated by the monuments and ruins that were scattered throughout Rome 
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and its surrounding countryside, Northern artists seem to have been especially interested 

in drawing ruins, probably more than any other group of artists who visited the city. The 

term “Dutch Italianate” is used to describe these works, some of which are accurate 

depictions of Roman topography and landscapes, while others are more whimsical or 

imaginative.75 In all probability, Northern artists were first and foremost fascinated by 

Roman ruins because they were so different from the architecture of their native 

countries. Their approaches to drawing and recording these ruins, however, were 

strongly influenced by the Northern penchant for realistic depictions of contemporary 

land- or cityscapes.76 Once in Rome, Northern artists applied similar methods and styles 

similar to the painted vedute that they produced in their homelands, although their 

depictions of Rome were populated by the impressive architectural remains of the 

ancient city. Their drawings remain especially fascinating to modern-day scholars since 

they captured parts of Rome that have either changed beyond recognition, or are now 

void of ancient buildings.  

 Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574) was a Dutch artist who, thanks to his large 

corpus of vedute showing Roman ruins, has become the face of sixteenth-century veduta 

production,  providing scholars with some of the best visual evidence for understanding 

                                                   
75 For a good summary of the types of vedute that Dutch artists were producing throughout the 
sixteenth century see Lynn Federle Orr, “Embracing Antiquity: The Dutch Response to Rome,” 
in Time and Transformation in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art, ed. Susan Donahue Kuretsky 
(Poughkeepsie: Vassar College, 2005), p. 83. Although many of the paintings by these artists 
include backgrounds with Roman ruins (or buildings based on them), this paper will focus on 
drawings and prints, since they may prove to be more accurate (or less contrived) depictions of 
ruins. 
76 Aside from all of the works of art and architecture that Rome had to offer, Northern artists 
were also drawn to the city in the second half of the sixteenth century by the promise of 
patronage as the city experienced a surge in building, redevelopment, and redecoration following 
the Counter-Reformation. 
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the appearance and topography of Rome in the 1530s.77 Although Heemskerck was in 

the city for less than four years, his surviving drawings communicate a preoccupation 

with ancient architecture and especially with buildings that were in particularly poor 

states of neglect. Lynn Federle Orr writes that artists like Heemskerck “seemed to have 

taken special pleasure in the irregular outlines and repetitive light/dark patterns of such 

complex structures as the badly disfigured Palatine, the Temple of Minerva Medica, and 

the substructure of the Palace of Septimius Severus.”78 The ruins were of course 

intriguing because of their ancient history, but their “imperfect” appearances seem to 

have made them more alluring, especially to Heemskerck.  

 Heemskerck produced extraordinarily complete visual records of sixteenth-

century Rome’s topography. Over the course of his sojourn in Rome, Heemskerck drew 

virtually every ancient monument in the city. His interest was not only in individual 

buildings, but how the entire city – meaning pagan and Christian buildings – intertwined 

to create the Rome of the 1530s.79 An area of the city to which Heemskerck paid 

particular attention was the Roman Forum, which he drew from multiple angles. In 

Heemskerck’s time, this area was filled with dirt and herds of domestic animals, and only 

fragments of ancient buildings rose above the level of the ground (figure 61).80 In this  

                                                   
77 For more information on Heemskerck’s activities in Rome see Carel van Mander, The Lives of 
the Illustrious Netherlandish and German Painters: From the First Edition of the "Schilder-boeck" (1603-
1604): preceded by the lineage, circumstances and place of birth, life and works of Karel van Mander, painter and 
poet and likewise his death and burial, from the second edition of the "Schilder-boeck" (1616-1618), trans. 
Hessel Miedema (Doornspijk, Netherlands: Davaco, 1994-1999). 
78 Orr, “Embracing Antiquity,” p. 87. Indeed, people were fascinated with the actual 
deterioration of the buildings and by studying the ruins, one could observe the way that time, the 
elements, and human activities could erode great works of architecture. 
79 Orr, “Embracing Antiquity,” p. 85. 
80 McGowan, Vision of Ruins, p. 133. See Hermann Egger, Römische Veduten: Handzeichnungen aus 
dem 15. bis 18. Jahrhundert zur Topographie der Stadt Rom, 2 vols. (Vienna: A Schroll, 1932), II, plate 
26.  
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Figure 61   Maarten van Heemskerck, View of the Roman Forum, c.1530s, pen and ink, 135 x 
210 mm, folio 6r, Heemskerck Album I, Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche Museen, Berlin. 

 

Figure 62   Maarten van Heemskerck, The Roman Forum with view towards the Palatine, 
c.1530s, pen and ink, 136 x 210 mm, folio 9r, Heemskerck Album I,  

Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche Museen, Berlin. 
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particular work, Heemskerck shows a focused view of a “community” of crumbling 

monuments, which stick out from the ground at uneven levels and are becoming 

obscured by growing mounds of earth. The raised ground level of the Forum is 

especially noticeable around the Arch of Septimius Severus (on the right of the drawing), 

where the smaller arches that flank the main archway are more than halfway blocked. In 

another of Heemskerck’s drawings of the Roman Forum (figure 62), the artist included a 

number of people in the lower right of the sheet, who add a charming aura to the work 

as some stroll past the giant ruins, while others sit atop a toppled column to converse. It 

is such whimsical elements of Heemskerck’s drawings that portray Rome as a busy and 

lived-in place where the ruins were a reality of life. 

 Heemskerck did not always follow the format exemplified by the two drawings 

mentioned above (the wide, sweeping view of a landscape depicted from a distance). 

Figure 63 shows another view of the Roman Forum, but Heemskerck has playfully 

framed this view of the distant landscape with the Arch of Titus, which also sits within 

the Roman Forum. The opening of the ancient triumphal arch acts as a window to the 

other antiquities that lay behind it. In another drawing (figure 64) Heemskerck has again 

chosen to depict a triumphal arch, this time the Arch of Constantine, from a sharp angle 

below and to the side of the monument. Here the discerning eye of the artist enters in, 

selecting a viewpoint and creating a picturesque scene, thus the viewer sees a view that 

sweeps across part of the arch’s façade and reveals the crumbling Colosseum in the 

distance. In both of the novel depictions that use arches as main compositional features,  
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Heemskerck shows his creativity as an artist; he was not satisfied only producing vedute in 

their traditional form.81 

 Heemskerck’s training as a painter seems also to have affected the way he 

recorded ruins (see, for example, his self-portrait discussed in Chapter 2). The last two 

images in particular show off his painterly techniques, such as a perfect use of 

perspective, the use of shading and hatching to create depth, and a conscious effort to 

render beautiful decorative details. He was drawn to the aesthetic qualities of ruins, and 

he made many sketches that focused on the beauty of these monuments’ decay. Figure 

65 shows what might be called a capriccio-veduta combination. The foreground contains a 

highly elaborate Corinthian capital that, either from the ravages of time or human 

intervention, has become upended and lies abandoned on the ground. The ruined 

Colosseum occupies the background, as in so many of Heemskerck’s drawings. It is in 

such works that artists’ love of the aesthetically pleasing qualities of ruined monuments is 

substantiated.82 The identification of ruins as “romantic” may not have come to fruition 

until the early eighteenth century, but this interpretation was already emerging in  

                                                   
81 For further information on Heemskerck see Christian Hülsen, Die Römischen Skizzenbücher von 
Marten van Heemskerck im Königlichen Kupferstichkabinett zu Berlin (Soest, Holland: Davaco, 1975); 
Ilja M. Veldman, Maarten van Heemskerck and Dutch Humanism in the Sixteenth Century, trans. 
Michael Hoyle (Amsterdam: Meulenhoff, 1977); Elena Filippi, Van Heemskerck: Inventio Urbis 
(Milan: Berenice, 1990); J.C.N. Bruintjes, and N. Köhler, Da Van Heemskerck a Van Wittel: disegni 
fiamminghi e olandesi del XVI-XVII secolo dalle collezioni del Gabinetto dei disegni e delle stampe (Rome: 
Fratelli Palombi, 1992); Alessandro Viscogliosi, “Roma riconosciuta: Dallo studio delle rovine 
all’idea di Roma Antica,” in La Roma di Leon Battista Alberti: Umanisti, architetti e artisti alla scoperta 
dell’antico nella città del quattrocento, eds. Francesco Paolo Fiore and Arnold Nesselrath (Milan: Skira, 
2005), pp. 69-79. 
82 Heemskerck’s fascination with the architectural remains of antiquity endured long after he left 
Rome. After returning to Holland the late 1530s, Heemskerck created a series of engravings that 
depicted eight wonders of the ancient world. The eighth ancient wonder that Heemskerck added 
to the traditional seven (the Lighthouse at Alexandria, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, the 
Mausoleum at Halicarnassus, the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus, the Statue of Zeus at Olympia, 
the Colossus of Rhodes, and the Great Pyramid at Giza) was the Colosseum. 
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the first half of the sixteenth century. Even when highlighting the beauty of ruins’ 

crumbling forms, Heemskerck’s vedute are valuable for the accurate topographical 

information they convey, much like the works of the Codex Escurialensis.  

In 1551, Hieronymus Cock (c. 1510-1570), a Flemish artist who lived in Rome 

between 1546 and 1548, published several popular sets of prints which depicted the city.  

Through these prints Cock introduced a much wider Northern audience to the surviving 

marvels of ancient Rome.83 These prints, for example the Roman Forum and Colosseum  

  
                                                   
83 Timothy A. Riggs, “Hieronymus Cock: Printmaker and Publisher in Antwerp at the Sign of 
the Four Winds” (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 1972), nos. 1-25 and figs. 4-24; Orr, 
“Embracing Antiquity,” p. 85. 

Figure 65   Maarten van Heemskerck, Upside-down Column Capital with Colosseum in Background, 
c.1530s, pen and ink, 135 x 211 mm, folio 28r, Heemskerck Album I,  

Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche Museen, Berlin. 
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(figure 66), superbly depict Rome’s complex topographical landscape, which was (and 

remains) composed of ancient, Christian, medieval, and contemporary buildings. 

Although this type of print does convey much accurate information about Rome and its 

buildings, Cock’s works are characterized by a greater emphasis on artistry and drama 

than the vedute discussed above. His “painterly” depictions of the city were meant to 

present the atmosphere and character of the city as he interpreted it in the mid-sixteenth 

century – a sombre landscape where the monuments of antiquity were always present, 

looming and brooding over the city.  

Cock achieved this by emphasizing how the ancient monuments were being 

encroached upon by growing mountains of dirt and sediment, by showing the decay of 

Figure 66   Hieronymus Cock, The Roman Forum and Colosseum, 1551, etching, 200 x 299 mm. 
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the buildings, and through the foliage which grows out from the cracks in the masonry, 

thereby showing the fragmentation of the weed-infested structures (figure 67). Orr 

describes the effect generated in Cock’s engravings when she writes that “the approach 

casts the ancient ruins as an extensive backdrop of picturesque, if decaying, grandeur that 

dwarfs and trivializes contemporary life.”84 Cock, not unlike Giuliano da Sangallo at an 

earlier date, was interested in exaggerating the ruined forms of the ancient buildings; 

figure 67 shows this tendency to emphasize the deterioration of the building, while also 

exaggerating its size. In this engraving of the Colosseum, the building looks as though it 

will barely remain standing because of its poor condition (with its stonework exposed 

and plants exploding from within its cracks), while the figures below seem overly minute 

in comparison to the giant structure. These prints proved popular because of their  

                                                   
84 Orr, “Embracing Antiquity,” p. 86. This type of image produced by Cock would become the 
standard for prints showing Roman landscapes with ruins produced by Northern artists. Cock 
produced six prints of the Colosseum, which implies he was particularly fascinated by or 
impressed by this structure. In general, Northern artists produced many more images of or 
inspired by the Colosseum than any other Roman ruin. 

Figure 67   
Hieronymus 

Cock, View of the 
Colosseum (in an 

exaggerated state of 
ruin), 1551, 

etching, 237 x 
326 mm. 
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quality and subject matter, but it was the latter that caused Cock’s prints to be especially 

coveted in the North, where the scenes of Rome seemed so exotic compared to 

traditional Northern art and architecture.  

 Throughout the second half of the sixteenth century, other artists produced 

images similar in style and purpose to Hieronymus Cock’s prints. In particular, the vedute 

of the architect Vincenzo Scamozzi (1548-1616) are notable because he depicted the 

exteriors of ancient buildings, as well as their often unrecorded interiors, from multiple 

viewpoints (figures 68 and 69).85 As Margaret McGowan succinctly writes: 

[Scamozzi] presented the principal edifices of Rome from 
multiple angles; he exposed the different layers of construction; 
he showed the buildings in different lights, representing them 
now in profile projecting in from the outside, and then depicting 
an interior scene exposing the gradient of the seats; and he set 
one edifice beside another so that the observer could appreciate 
their relative heights.86  

 
In the case of Scamozzi, we see the artist providing the viewer with images that can 

represent the whole of a ruin or ancient monument far more thoroughly than a single 

view. When depicting the Colosseum in his 1581 published collection of engravings, 

Scamozzi actually created five views, each illustrating a different part of the ruin. This 

development shows that the audience for whom such images were made was beginning 

to demand more informative depictions of buildings, for these were used by these 

individuals in tandem with their other resources on antiquity. The individuals who 

purchased these sets of prints were looking to gain a sense of the ruins’ spatial three- 

 

                                                   
85 Vincenzo Scamozzi, Discorsi sopra l’antichità di Roma (Venice: F. Ziletti, 1583). For information 
on Scamozzi’s career see David Michael Breiner, “Vincenzo Scamozzi, 1548-1616: A Catalogue 
Raisonné,” 2 vols. (Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University, 1994). 
86 McGowan, Vision of Ruins, p. 53.  
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 Figure 69   Vincenzo Scamozzi, Interior of the Colosseum, 1583, etching by Battista Pittoni, pl. 
XI from Scamozzi’s Discorsi sopra l’antichità di Roma. 

 

Figure 68   Vincenzo Scamozzi, Exterior of Colosseum, 1583, etching by Battista Pittoni, pl. 
XVII from Scamozzi’s Discorsi sopra l’antichità di Roma. 
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dimensionality in order that they could visualize the ancient ruins in the round, whether 

the collector resided in Rome or had never visited the city. 

In spite of the obvious edifying aim of Scamozzi’s engravings, it is clear that 

creating aesthetic appeal was also an important element of his prints. The ruins are 

depicted within a dramatic landscape, complete with dense foliage, billowing clouds, and 

spectators in toga-like garb. This type of image was clearly not intended for use only by 

those familiar with ancient architecture; they are works of art that were created to appeal 

to cultivated artists, architects, and antiquarians, as well as though who were simply 

riveted by the size, beauty, and age of Rome’s crumbling monuments. It is also 

reasonable to assume that visitors to the city would collect these images as a means of 

remembering the impressive monuments they had visited. 

Other comparable engravings of this same genre of ruin-based image are found 

in printed collections called the Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae (meaning the Mirror of 

Roman Magnificence), produced by Antoine Lafréry (1512-1577).87 Lafréry arrived in 

Rome around 1540 and soon after began producing prints of ancient monuments and 

ruins. He made prints from the designs of artists that he employed, including Nicholas 

Béatrizet (figure 70) and Étienne Dupérac (figure 71), and marketed these sheets 

individually, thereby allowing collectors to purchase a personal selection of images of 

antiquities, ruins, imaginatively restored buildings, and modern buildings like the Palazzo 

Caprini, known as the House of Raphael, designed by Donato Bramante (1444-1514). 

                                                   
87 For an excellent study on the Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae see Peter Parshall, “Antonio 
Lafréri’s Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae,” Print Quarterly 23 (2006): 3-27. Parshall emphasizes that 
much of Lafréry’s success was due to his savvy in the commercial market. Lafréry is known to 
have had many antiquarian-minded friends in Rome, and he himself owned a large numismatic 
collection. 
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Figure 70   Nicolas Beatrizet, Castel Sant’Angelo (Hadrian’s Tomb), c.1560,  
engraving, 338 x 464 mm. 

 

Figure 71   Étienne Dupérac, Forum Boarium with the Arch of Janus Quadrifons, 1575, 
engraving, pl. 12 from Dupérac’s I vestigi dell'antichità di Roma. 
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In 1570 Lafréry began printing a title page (designed by Dupérac, figure 72) with his own 

name and the title of Speculum so that the individual sheets purchased by collectors could 

be bound as a book with a proper illustrated title page.88  

The Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae acknowledges, perhaps more than any other 

type of ruin-based image discussed in this chapter, the existence of a market eager for 

images of an antiquarian nature in the second half of the sixteenth century.89 The 

hundreds of prints that Lafréry made available to his clients show that the demand for  

                                                   
88 Rebecca Zorach, “Introduction,” in The Virtual Tourist in Renaissance Rome: Printing and Collecting 
the Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae, ed. Rebecca Zorach (Chicago: Joseph Regenstein Library, 
2008), p. 11. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as librarians began cataloguing the copies 
of the Speculum that entered their collections, they noticed that every copy contained different 
prints in different Orders, indicating that, although these books had the same title page, no 
standard edition of the book existed. The largest Speculum is housed in the University of Chicago 
Library and contains nine-hundred and ninety-four prints. Collectors could bind prints from 
other publishers in their personal Speculum, so not every print was produced by Lafréry. 
89 Bates Lowry, “Notes on the ‘Speculum Magnificentiae’ and Related Publications,” Art Bulletin 
34 (1952): 46-50. See also Christian Hülsen, “Das Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae,” pp. 121-170. 

Figure 72   Étienne Dupérac, 
Title Page of the Speculum 
Romanae Magnificentiae,  
c.1574 (?), engraving. 
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images of ancient architecture had grown, whether the collector sought out such images 

as a keepsake from a trip to Rome or intended to use them to complement other 

branches of antiquarian studies. Indeed, compendiums of prints acted as important 

pictorial references within the libraries of learned individuals.90 Nevertheless, Lafréry 

cultivated the belief that a visit or pilgrimage to Rome could not be completed without 

the purchase of a series of prints, thereby showing that his prowess in the field of 

printing was, to a certain degree, inspired by his ambitions as a businessman.91 

Throughout the second half of the sixteenth century, artists continued to make 

countless numbers of Roman vedute that ranged in character from simple sketches done 

in the outdoors to landscape paintings with nostalgic qualities that, through their 

depictions of ruins, seemed to lament the destructive nature of time. Most notable 

amongst these creators of vedute are Giovanni Battista Naldini (1537-1591) and Giovanni 

Antonio Dosio (1533-1611), who produced study after study of Rome in which ruins 

took centre stage. In large part, Naldini’s vedute are quickly-done sketches that, like figure 

73, are both charmingly casual yet accurate, an unlikely combination achieved by the 

artist’s ability to quickly render detail through delicate hatching.92 This depiction of the 

ancient tomb of Gaius Cestius shows how the pyramidal sepulchre had become part of 

the backdrop of everyday life in the city, yet Naldini still communicates that the tomb 

was more prominent than any other later construction near it. Dosio’s drawn views of 

Rome are similar in character to Naldini’s, and many were made as prototypes from 

which woodcuts would be based to accompany Bernardo Gamucci’s 1565 guide to  

                                                   
90 Parshall, “Antonio Lafréri’s Speculum,” p. 3. 
91 Zorach, “Introduction,” p. 15. 
92 Giovanni Battista Naldini, Das ro ̈mische Reiseskizzenbuch des Florentiners Giovanni Battista Naldini 
1560/61, ed. Christel Thiem (Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2002). 
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Rome (figures 74 and 75). Because of this, many of Dosio’s extant vedute are more 

finished drawings that were meant to provide clear portrayals of specific buildings to 

benefit tourists.93 Considerable variation can be found among drawn vedute of the later 

sixteenth century because even within this specific genre of ruin-based image, the style of 

the illustration could be dictated by a variety of factors, including the ultimate purpose of 

work. 

In the second half of the sixteenth century and into the seventeenth century, 

Northern painters who travelled to Rome continued to follow in the footsteps of  

                                                   
93 Valone, Giovanni Antonio Dosio and his Patrons, p. 56. See also Casamassima and Rubinstein, eds., 
Antiquarian Drawings from Dosio’s Roman Workshop, p. xxi. 

Figure 73   Giovanni Battista Naldini, Porta San Paolo and the Pyramid of Gaius Cestius, 
 c.1552-1553, pen and ink with black chalk, 23.5 x 34.2 cm, no.1934.214v,  

Fogg Art Museum, Cambridge, Massachusetts. 
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Heemskerck and Cock in their continuous production of landscapes that focused on 

Roman ruins. The most prominent among them were Paul Bril (1554-1626), Jan 

Brueghel the Elder (1568-1625), and Adam Elsheimer (1578-1610), who between them 

they produced hundreds of drawings of Rome’s landscape, predominantly in preparation 

for paintings. As a result of their intentions to use their studies of antiquities in their 

paintings, their vedute show a blending of their Northern style of art with subject matter  

 

 

Figure 75   (above) After Giovanni 
Antonio Dosio, Arch of Septimius 
Severus, 1565, woodcut, folio 21v 
from Bernardo Gamucci’s Libri 

quattro dell’antichità della città di Roma. 
 

Figure 74   (left) Giovanni Antonio 
Dosio, Arch of Septimius Severus, 

c.1563(?), pen and brown ink with 
ink wash over black chalk, 202 x 126 
mm, folio 1 from the album Ancient 
Roman Architecture (RL 10781), The 
Royal Collection at Windsor Castle, 

Windsor, England. 
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based around the appearance of Rome.94 Paul Bril’s imaginative antique-inspired 

paintings are particularly evocative of the dramatic qualities that Northern artists admired 

in ruins (figure 76).95 

As the seventeenth century progressed, the depiction of ruins in theatrical 

compositions became more common, and a preference for such depictions eventually 

overshadowed the more simplistic vedute of the sixteenth century, although artists 

indubitably continued to make sketches of Rome’s landscape for their own use. The 

                                                   
94 Louisa Wood Ruby, Paul Bril: The Drawings (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 1999), pp. 29-38 and 
43-49. For a near-contemporary account of Bril’s life see Carel van Mander, The lives of the 
Illustrious Netherlandish and German Painters. 
95 Orr, “Embracing Antiquity,” p. 86.  

Figure 76   Paul Bril, Campo Vaccino with Gypsy Woman Reading Palms, 1603,  
oil on copper, 24.5 x 32.5 cm, Private Collection. 
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inclusion of a ruinous landscape in a work of art came to be synonymous with indicating 

a narrative set in a long-past, perhaps even mythological, time. “Romanticized” 

interpretations of ruins would also become entrenched in the arts until, by the time of 

Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720-1778), vedute of Rome’s land- and cityscapes became 

overwhelmed by fantastical and idealized depictions of the decay, fragmentation, and 

mutability of Rome’s architectural antiquities.96 

In terms of contemporary scholarship, the range of vedute touched upon in this 

brief discussion of the genre provides today’s historians and scholars with visual 

documentation of what Rome was like in the early modern period. Vedute also serve as 

reminders that these ruins were not isolated monuments within and around the city; they 

abutted medieval and contemporary buildings, often remained continuously in use, and 

were seen by the thousands of inhabitants of the city who passed by their locations each 

day. Vedute confirm that ancient architecture was part of a complexly woven 

topographical and historical tapestry which contributed to the unprecedented intellectual 

and artistic surge that developed within Renaissance Rome.  

                                                   
96 Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Le Antichità Romane (Rome: [s.n.], 1756). For further information 
on Piranesi and his contemporaries see John Pinto, Speaking Ruins: Piranesi, Architects, and 

Antiquity in Eigteenth-Century Rome (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2012); Lola 
Kantor-Kazovsky, “Displeasure of Ruins: Piranesi and the Ruins of Ancient Rome,” 
Apollo 166 (2007): 47-53; Susan M. Dixon, “The Sources and Fortunes of Piranesi’s 
Archaeological Illustrations,” in Tracing Architecture: The Aesthetics of Antiquarianism, eds. Dana 

Arnold and Stephen Bending (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), pp. 49-67; Erika Naginski, 
“Romanticism’s Piranesi,” in The Built Surface Volume 1: Architecture and the Pictorial Arts 
from Antiquity to the Enlightenment, ed. Christy Anderson (Burlington, VT: Ashgate 
Publishing Company, 2002), pp. 237-259; Cara D. Denison, Myra Nan Rosenfel and 
Stephanie Wiles, eds., Exploring Rome: Piranesi and His Contemporaries (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993). 
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 The numerous images discussed in this chapter have demonstrated the different 

ways in which artists and architects explored their interest in ancient architecture by 

producing images for themselves and others. The basic forms and details of ancient 

buildings obviously intrigued artists, but the drawings discussed communicate that the 

physical remains of ancient Rome, although often fragmented or ruined, were popular 

subjects because, ultimately, they were striking remnants of antiquity. Maps that showed 

the locations and general appearance of ruins were one of the most basic visual resources 

for understanding Rome’s complex topographical history. The careful architectural and 

archaeological studies made throughout the Renaissance and into the Baroque period 

testify to artists’ and architects’ reliance upon the technique of drawing for 

comprehending the architectural remains of the ancient Romans. Lastly, vedute have been 

shown to reflect the desire to record Rome’s unusual landscape which, although 

peppered by buildings old and new, ruined and well-preserved, was dominated by ancient 

architectural remains. While maps and architectural or archaeological studies reflect an 

empirical approach to ruins, vedute, which often depict people congregating around the 

site of a ruin, remind us that it was the interaction with and firsthand study of a ruin that 

provided the greatest education on ancient architecture. Nevertheless, the different 

genres of images showing Rome “as she was” in the early modern period reflect the 

unprecedented antiquarian activities which led to the study, recording, and admiration of 

Rome’s ancient buildings.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 
 

Imaginative and Fantastical Images of Reconstructed  
Ancient Roman Architecture 

 

 

The range of ruin-based drawings so far discussed shows that by the sixteenth 

century, Rome had monuments from all major historical periods standing side-by-side. 

This vivid sense of the past contributed to the desire among artists to create images of 

the city as it appeared in antiquity. The role of surviving ancient monuments in this 

process of recreation should not be underestimated, especially since without the physical 

remains of great works of ancient architecture above ground (like the Colosseum, 

Pantheon, or Baths of Diocletian, to name just three), artists might not have been 

inspired to (or even able to) produce images of what ancient Rome might have looked 

like. 

Scholars have long recognized that early modern antiquarians and artists relied 

heavily upon invention and imagination when attempting to comprehend ancient Rome’s 

physical appearance.1 The process of drawing antique buildings not only required 

knowledge of the remains, but also improvisation on the part of the draughtsman who 

was trying to envisage these ruins as once again complete. The city’s ruins and 

architectural fragments were always identified as the main stimulus for such endeavours, 

                                                   
1 Thomas M. Greene, “Resurrecting Rome: The Double-Task of the Humanist Imagination,” in 
Rome in the Renaissance: The City and the Myth: Papers of the Thirteenth Annual Conference of the Center for 
Medieval & Early Renaissance Studies, ed. P.A. Ramsey (Binghamton: Center for Medieval & 
Renaissance Studies, 1982), pp. 41-55. 
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yet the growth of the Roman antiquarian community was surely another factor in 

encouraging the production and popularity of such images well into the early 

seventeenth century.2 

What was it about Rome and its ancient architecture that created this impulse to 

reimagine the ancient cityscape and its buildings? The tantalizing nature of the Eternal 

City and the desire to imagine her appearance at the peak of the empire’s power were 

extrapolated on by the Scotsman Archibald Alison, who in 1790 wrote:  

And what is it that constitutes that emotion of sublime delight 
which every man of common sensibility feels upon the first 
prospect of ROME? It is not the scene of destruction which is 
before him. It is not the Tyber diminished in his imagination to a 
paltry stream flowing amid the ruins of that magnificence which 
it once adorned. It is not the triumph of superstition over the 
wreck of human greatness, and its monuments erected upon the 
very spot where the first honours of humanity have been gained. 
It is ancient Rome which fills the imagination. It is the country of 
Caesar and Cicero, and Virgil which is before him. It is the 
mistress of the world which he sees, and who seems to him to 
rise again from her tomb, to give laws to the universe. All that the 
labours of his youth, or the studies of his maturer age have 
acquired with regard to the history of this great people, open at 
once before his imagination, and present him with a field of high 
and solemn imagery which can never be exhausted. Take from 
him these associations, conceal from him that it is Rome that he 
sees, and how different would be his emotion.3 
 

Alison implies that this experience happens to all those who possess what he calls 

“common sensibility” because the physical remains of Rome trigger the imagination.4 To 

this same end, Leonard Barkan writes that the act of beholding and thinking about a 

                                                   
2 Margaret M. McGowan, The Vision of Rome in Late Renaissance France (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2000), p. 165. 
3 Archibald Alison, Essays on the Nature and Principles of Taste (Edinburgh: Bell & Bradfute, 1790), 
p. 25. 
4 McGowan, Vision of Rome, p. 130. 
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fragmented work creates the potential for the object or building to once again become 

whole, either in one’s imagination or in a pictorial representation.5 

The role of imagination in producing reconstructions of ancient buildings is 

critical to understanding such early modern works of art. Modern archaeological 

practices have conditioned scholars to value accuracy over invention when studying 

ancient architecture, yet the drawings produced by early modern artists cannot be 

examined using the same criteria.6 Archaeology was still in its developmental phase in 

sixteenth-century Rome and the practices associated with it were far from those 

employed today. Therefore, even if the reconstructions to be discussed in this chapter do 

not reflect the realities of the ancient buildings represented, they can reveal much about 

what was understood about ancient architecture at the time, what was valued in such 

structures, and how the early modern antiquarian mind imagined the appearance of 

ancient Rome.7 

As demonstrated in earlier chapters, many artists and architects from the fifteenth 

to the seventeenth century studied ancient architecture in order to re-appropriate its style 

into their own contemporary works of art. On the other hand, many individuals 

                                                   
5 Leonard Barkan, Unearthing the Past: Archaeology and Aesthetics in the Making of Renaissance Culture 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), p. 122.  
6 This dissertation uses the term “reconstruction” over “restoration” because reconstruction 
implies a greater application of creativity and artistry. It will be shown that artists, although 
attempting to depict ancient buildings as they may have looked when new, were not always 
concerned with accuracy based on the physical and textual remains at their disposal. 
“Restoration”, in contrast, implies an attempt to return a building, as much as possible, to its 
original form; while some of the reconstructions discussed do indeed fit this definition, many of 
the drawings discussed in this chapter indicate an emphasis on creativity, emulation of 
monumentality and grandeur, and fantasy, rather than accuracy. 
7 Cammy Brothers, “Drawing from Memory: Giuliano da Sangallo and the Ruins of Rome” 
(Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1999), p. 83. Brothers writes that “Contemporary 
archaeological assumptions have seeped into architectural history to the extent that it is common 
to criticize early Renaissance draughtsmen for their failure to live up to twentieth-century 
standards of accuracy.” 
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produced pictorial reconstructions of ancient buildings as a way of better understanding 

and appreciating the compositional principles behind architectural antiquities, not solely 

for the purpose of informing contemporary designs in the classical style.  

Those who produced two-dimensional, pictorial reconstructions would inevitably 

have relied on their own design capabilities for adding lost portions of the buildings; the 

seemingly opposite yet complementary roles of recording and inventing can be observed 

in every illustration to be discussed in this chapter.8 While this chapter will discuss the 

variety of graphic reconstructions produced from the Renaissance through to the early 

seventeenth century using select examples, it aims to demonstrate that the surge in the 

production of said pictorial reconstructions of ancient monuments was, to a large degree, 

instigated by the bounty of well-founded antiquarian and pseudo-archaeological studies 

of architecture carried out by earlier generations of artists and architects. Thanks to this 

abundance of visual material produced starting in the late fifteenth century (in the form 

of drawings, prints, and illustrated treatises), the foundations of architectural-antiquarian 

studies had been securely laid, thus opening the door for artists like Antonio Labacco, 

Pirro Ligorio, Andrea Palladio, Étienne Dupérac, and Giovanni Battista Montano, 

among others, to exercise their artistic licence when producing reconstructions of 

antiquities that, although fantastical and elaborate, were rooted in the canonical rules of 

the classical tradition of architecture. Beginning with imaginative reconstructions 

produced during the last three decades of the fifteenth century, this chapter will trace the 

development of this genre of antiquarian drawing using a framework based on both 

chronological and thematic considerations. 

                                                   
8 For more thoughts on the blurring of the lines dividing reconstruction and design see Brothers, 
Drawing as Memory, pp. 108-9.  
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The Emergence of Imaginative Reconstructions of 
Ancient Roman Ruins 

 

 The previous chapter discussed the techniques that artists and architects used 

when producing sketches or finished architectural drawings of ancient Roman buildings. 

Such works remained popular throughout the Renaissance, but artists were also turning 

their attention to using their tried and true methods of architectural representation to 

draw reconstructions of the ruined – or sometimes entirely destroyed – monuments of 

Rome. These works represent creative and imaginative aspects of early modern 

antiquarian studies, aspects that contributed to the popularity and prevalence of this 

genre of ruin-based image. Produced and collected with equal zeal, these reconstructive 

works show that however fascinating the study of true-to-life representations of antique 

buildings, many antiquarian-minded individuals were captivated by the notion of seeing 

Rome’s famed monuments as they had looked in antiquity, undamaged by the ravages of 

time and human interference. As the sixteenth century progressed and the canon of 

drawn and printed reconstructions grew larger and more comprehensive, these 

imaginative representations became increasingly fantastical and ornate.  

Despite their inherently captivating and entertaining qualities, this new genre of 

antiquarian image did not supersede the types of ruin-based images discussed in the 

previous chapter; on the contrary, the careful and numerous studies of Rome’s buildings 

as they stood in the Renaissance provided a foundation of trustworthy imagery that 

allowed for the production of more creative and imaginative interpretations of ancient 

architecture. Beginning in the second half of the sixteenth century, artists no longer had 

to rely on their own studies of ancient architecture; illustrated publications like those of 
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Serlio and Palladio, numerous treatises which dealt with Vitruvian ideals, and treasured 

collections of architectural drawings all formed an assemblage of images that was 

accessible to and utilized by interested individuals. Because artists, architects, amateur 

archaeologists, and antiquarians had worked tirelessly to decode the mysteries of ancient 

architecture, by the latter half of the sixteenth century individuals could more easily turn 

their attention to imagining how specific ancient buildings had looked. Influenced by the 

works of their predecessors and the demands of Rome’s burgeoning antiquarian 

community, artists pushed the boundaries of visual representations of ruins and 

produced images that explored ancient Roman architecture through a new genre: the 

imaginative reconstruction. 

 

Early Imaginative Reconstructions 

 

In order to show the development of reconstructive drawings from the late 

fifteenth to the early seventeenth century, selected early examples will be discussed to 

introduce some of the earliest pictorial attempts at reconstructing ruins; consequently, 

this will set the stage for understanding imaginative reconstructions made in later 

decades. Although it is presumed that artists may have been making reconstructive 

illustrations of ancient buildings since the beginning of the Renaissance, the earliest of 

such surviving works date to the last quarter of the fifteenth century.  

Within that specific period of time, an anonymous Lombard artist produced a 

codex of unprecedented architectural drawings which reconstructed many of Rome’s   
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most famous ruins. The Codex Salzburg, as it is now called, shows that even in the 

formative days of the study of ruins and archaeological investigations, artists were using 

their artistic training to produce images that satisfied the antiquarian curiosity shared by 

many of their contemporaries.9 The illustrations of antiquities included in this bound  

                                                   
9 The earliest scholarly study of this little-known codex is Hans Tietze, Beschreibendes Verzeichnis 
der illuminierten Handschriften in Oesterreich, II: Die illuminierten Handschriften in Salzburg (Leipzig: 
Verlag von Karl W. Hiersemann, 1905), p. 60. The Codex Salzburg is housed in the 

Figure 77    
Anonymous, Façade 

Elevation and Interior Section 
of the Colosseum,  

c. 1475, pen and ink on 
paper, 345 x 240 mm, folio 

3v, Codex Salzburg  
(MS. Ital. MIII 40), 

Universitätsbibliothek, 
Salzburg. 
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codex (represented by figures 77 and 78, which show the Colosseum and the Circus 

Maximus respectively) are some of the earliest reconstructive images to survive, and may  

be the earliest original collection of this genre of drawing.10 Arnold Nesselrath is one of 

very few scholars to have studied this intriguing codex, and he has identified the works in 

it as either connected to, or at the very least inspired by, the ideas on ancient architecture 

disseminated by the publications of Leon Battista Alberti and Filarete.11 While the sheets 

                                                                                                                                                       
Universitätsbibliothek in Salzburg, Austria (MS. Ital. MIII 40) and measures 345 x 240 mm. It is 
sometimes referred to as the “Monumenta Antiqua Romana.” 
10 Due to the ephemeral nature of artworks on paper, many other early examples of imaginative 
reconstructions have likely been lost. 
11 Arnold Nesselrath, ‘‘I libri di disegni di antichità: tentativo di una tipologia,” in Memoria 
dell’antico nell’arte, ed. Salvatore Settis (Turin: Einaudi, 1986), pp. 105-108; Arnold Nesselrath, 
“Monumenta Antiqua Romana: Ein illustrierter Rom-Traktat des Quattrocento,” in 

Figure 78    
Anonymous, Façade Elevation 
and Interior Section with Plan of 
the Circus Maximus, c. 1475, 

pen and ink on paper, 345 x 
240 mm, folio 23r, Codex 

Salzburg (MS. Ital. MIII 40) 
Universitätsbibliothek, 

Salzburg. 
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of the codex contain some text that provides basic information on the illustrated 

buildings, it is obvious that the artist intended this work to be image-centric, meaning 

that the viewer is chiefly informed by observing the images of the reconstructed ruins.  

For their late fifteenth-century date, the Codex Salzburg drawings are surprisingly 

complex representations of ancient buildings and they therefore reflect the anonymous 

draughtsman’s extensive knowledge of classical monuments and architectural drawing 

techniques. The buildings are depicted from a variety of views: perspectival elevations, 

cut-away sections, and perspectivally projected plans (especially prominent in figure 

78).12  It is fascinating that so early in the overall development of imaginative 

reconstructions, this artist was considering these buildings as whole, three-dimensional 

structures with interior spaces, not just as façades. Furthermore, this desire to represent 

both the exterior and interior of a building indicates that the draughtsman and his 

intended audience were interested in imagining how the great buildings of antiquity had 

functioned, not just how they had looked.13 The artist attempted to imbue the drawn 

buildings with a sense of three-dimensionality and depth through the application of ink 

wash and hatching, although the drawing techniques employed and the overall quality of 

the images do not epitomize the hand of an exceedingly sophisticated artist. Since the 

purpose of this codex was didactic, however, the drawings adequately conveyed ideas 
                                                                                                                                                       
Antikenzeichnung und Antikenstudium in Renaissance und Frühbarock, eds. Richard Harpath and 
Henning Wrede (Mainz am Rhein: P. von Zabern, 1989), pp. 21-37. Nesselrath writes that the 
drawings in the Codex Salzburg may be copies after an earlier group of reconstructive images, 
but since an exact prototype has never been found, it is difficult to confirm or deny this 
hypothesis. 
12 This drawing method, which “removed” portions of plans, was first used by Leonardo da 
Vinci, but it did not become commonly used in the realm of architectural draughtsmanship until 
the first quarter of the sixteenth century, when it was perfected by artists such as Baldassare 
Peruzzi. 
13 Folio 21r of the Codex Salzburg, which shows the Septizodium, will be discussed in detail in 
Chapter 5. 
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relating to the original appearance of some of Rome’s most important ruins.These 

drawings bear stylistic similarities to the architectural and archaeological studies discussed 

in the previous chapter, particularly the placement of the drawn buildings within a spatial 

vacuum, without any reference to their setting within the city. This method imbues the 

reconstructions with an authoritative air that might have increased the perceived 

credibility of the drawings. But despite the merits of the Codex Salzburg drawings, its 

artist did make several substantial mistakes in his reconstructions that have led scholars 

to question how familiar the artist was with the ancient buildings represented.14 For 

example, one of the most blatant errors in the codex is found in the representation of the 

Colosseum’s ground plan (figure 79), which is represented as circular even though the 

                                                   
14 The errors found in these drawings are another factor that lead some scholars to question 
whether the Codex Salzburg drawings were copied from earlier prototypes; the artist of the 
Salzburg drawings may not have been familiar with the buildings he was drawing, leading to 
inconsistencies and errors in the illustrations, or the prototypes may have been copied by 
someone who was not a highly proficient artist or architectural draughtsman. Nevertheless, it is 
the content of the codex drawings, not the style of the drawings, which is most important to this 
discussion. 

Figure 79   
Anonymous, Plan of the 
Colosseum with Text, c. 
1475, pen and ink on 
paper, 345 x 240 mm, 

detail of folio 4r,  
Codex Salzburg 

 (MS. Ital. MIII 40), 
Universitätsbibliothek, 

Salzburg. 
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building’s ovoid shape could be easily observed and had already been correctly illustrated 

by earlier artists. The renderings of the Colosseum’s façade elevation and the sectional 

view of its interior (figure 77) better suggest the building’s actual oval shape, yet they too 

may have been based on a very superficial study of the building’s form. The artist’s 

rendering of Trajan’s Column (figure 80) also lacks precision and accuracy: the column 

appears squat (in comparison to its actual form, figure 81) and has only a summary 

rendering of the complex relief sculptures that run around the surface area of the actual 

column shaft. One might not expect such a depiction of the column to exactly replicate 

the complex sculpted detail, but it is surprising that the artist was unable to convey the 

Figure 80   Anonymous, Column of Trajan, c. 
1475, pen and ink on paper, 345 x 240 mm, 
folio 15v, Codex Salzburg (MS. Ital. MIII 

40), Universitätsbibliothek, Salzburg. 
 

Figure 81   Column of Trajan,  
113 CE, Rome. 
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column’s true proportions.15 Again, although the drawing conveys the appearance of the 

column well enough that it can be easily identified, the Codex Salzburg artist, either 

consciously or because of lack of training, did not provide wholly accurate renderings of 

certain well-known ancient monuments. 

Although the representations of the Colosseum and Trajan’s Column (along with 

the other drawings in the codex) are neither meticulously detailed nor perfectly precise, 

the inclusion of multiple views of buildings and the antiquarian nature of the whole 

codex foreshadowed the type of image that would eventually be produced with 

enthusiasm throughout the sixteenth century. A fifteenth- or sixteenth-century individual 

fortunate enough to flip through the thirty-one folios of the Codex Salzburg and study 

the imaginative reconstructions of ancient theatres, bathhouses, and triumphal columns, 

among other structures, was provided with an otherwise unimaginable glimpse of the 

physical appearance of ancient architecture - an extremely rare experience at that time. 

The identity of the owner of this book remains unknown, but whether it was used by an 

artist, architect, or humanist, having access to such a codex would have been a privilege 

that any early modern antiquarian, artist or not, would have relished. The possession of a 

one-of-a-kind work filled with imaginative images that turned ruined buildings into 

pristine reconstructions would raise the status of a collector while referencing how elite 

                                                   
15 The perspective of this drawing is also slightly inaccurate since the top platform of the column 
is seen as though from above, yet the base of the column (which would presumably also be seen 
from below) is depicted almost with orthogonal projection, meaning it is seen as through 
straight-on. Furthermore, the top platform is shown from an angle, while the rest of the column 
appears to have been represented head-on. It is minor inconsistencies like these that lead 
scholars to question the architectural knowledge and artistic training of the codex artist. Despite 
these reservations, the imperfections in the drawing technique should not lead scholars to 
underestimate the importance of the work as a signifier of the development of Renaissance ruin-
based drawings.   
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their collection was. The creation of this codex during the last decades of the fifteenth 

century is remarkable because the work shows that ancient buildings were beginning to 

be thought of on conceptual and creative levels.16 Making representations of ruins as 

they stood remained important, but so too was trying to understand the original 

intentions of ancient architects.  
Unlike the Codex Salzburg, which provided images to be studied as a unit and 

may have been produced for the private use of an erudite patron, many individual 

reconstructive images were produced by artists working in Rome in the decades before 

and after the turn of the sixteenth century for their own personal use. Giuliano da 

Sangallo drew many such drawings that reimagined specific ancient Roman buildings. As 

mentioned in Chapter 3, because Giuliano was a practicing architect and talented 

draughtsman, his drawings are of exceptional quality and represent the union of artistic 

talent and antiquarian knowledge. Although an in-depth discussion of Giuliano’s 

reconstructive images is not feasible here, two of his drawings will be used to 

demonstrate his unique approach to reconstructing ancient monuments.17 

Giuliano’s drawing of the Arch of Septimius Severus in the Roman Forum (figure 

82) is unusual because it shows the arch with original architectural components (as 

imagined by Giuliano), yet the monument is not shown in pristine condition as it has 

many cracks in its stonework. This reconstruction, therefore, shows the form of the  

                                                   
16 Another important aspect of the Codex Salzburg is that it unites reconstructions of many 
different ancient buildings, and therefore suggests that the creator was trying to provide a 
comprehensive work on Roman architecture. 
17 For a superb study of Giuliano da Sangallo’s drawings of antique buildings see Brothers, 
Drawing from Memory. Additional scholarly sources include: Stefano Borsi, Giuliano da Sangallo: i 
disegni di architettura e dell’antico (Rome: Officina, 1985); Cammy Brothers, “Reconstruction as 
Design: Giuliano da Sangallo and the ‘palazo di mecenate’ on the Quirinal Hill,” Annali di 
Architettura 14 (2002): 55-72. 
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Arch of Septimius Severus as Giuliano imagined it when new and complete, but in a 

state of preservation more akin to that of the ruins in the sixteenth century. It is as 

though Giuliano shows what he thought the arch would have looked like in his time had 

it survived in toto.18 When compared to a straightforward veduta showing the arch from 

the Codex Escurialensis (figure 83), the features that Giuliano added to his reconstructed  

                                                   
18 Christian Hülsen, Il libro di Giuliano Da Sangallo: codice Vaticano Barberiniano Latino 4424 (Leipzig: 
Harrassowitz, 1910), p. 31. Sangallo’s drawings of the Arch of Septimius Severus and the Arch 
of Augustus at Fano (to be discussed shortly) show the reconstructed monuments in a spatial 
vacuum, which leaves no doubt that Sangallo was interested in exploring and representing the 
form of the ancient structures, not their locations or relationship to other buildings. Even the 
sizes and scale of each monument are not emphasized or dealt with in these two drawings. 

Figure 82   
Giuliano da 

Sangallo, Arch of 
Septimius Severus, 
post 1480- ante 

1516, pen and ink 
on parchment, 

45.5 x 39 cm, folio 
21v, Codex 

Barberini (Codex 
Barb.Lat 4224), 
Vatican Library, 

Vatican City. 
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arch are made clear.  First of all, Giuliano “removed” the layers of sediment that had 

covered the lowest portion of the building by the fifteenth century. He then added an 

upper level composed of a triangular pediment topped by three large and ornate 

freestanding sculptures. Today it is known that the arch never had a pediment atop it, 

but it is unclear whether Giuliano was aware of this fact. His additions to the basic form 

of the arch made it unlike any other triumphal arch that stood in Rome or anywhere else 

in the Renaissance, and he may have been wholly aware that his reconstruction did not 

follow the traditional formuli of Roman triumphal arches. Perhaps Giuliano chose to 

exercise his creative licence in this reconstruction, even if he was aware that the resulting 

image was not true to the monument’s probable original form. 

Giuliano’s reconstruction is truly imaginative in his unique fusion of original 

architectural form with the cracking and crumbling stonework typical of ruins existing in 

the artist’s time. This work reveals that the imaginative reconstructions that were 

produced beginning in the fifteenth century did not always follow a strict formula of 

Figure 83   
Anonymous Artist 

(Domenico 
Ghirlandaio?), Arch 
of Septimius Severus in 

the Roman Forum, 
c.1491, pen and ink, 

folio 20r, Codex 
Escurialensis (Cod. 

28-II-12), El 
Escorial, Madrid. 
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representation. Within the realm of graphic reconstructions of ancient architecture lay 

the opportunity to exercise unlimited and unbridled artistic freedom. Giuliano’s drawing 

of the Arch of Septimius Severus is one of the earliest examples of the use of the genre 

of imaginative reconstruction as an outlet through which to explore unorthodox and 

creative interpretations of classical Roman architecture. 

In contrast to the complex image just discussed, Giuliano da Sangallo drew many 

other reconstructions of antique monuments that represented the buildings as complete 

structures in perfect states of preservation. In the case of his reconstruction of the Arch 

of Augustus at Fano, Giuliano added elaborate architectural and ornamental details to a 

structure that was originally simple in its ornamentation (figure 84). Since the condition 

of the arch has changed little since the Renaissance, the comparison of Sangallo’s 

drawing to a photograph of the arch (figure 85) highlights his imaginative additions.19 

Sangallo’s reconstruction of the triumphal arch includes two tall, rounded towers that 

flank the central arches. He based himself on a rounded structure attached to the left of 

the arch that was in all probability added in the Middle Ages. Giuliano faced these towers 

with heavy rustication much more reminiscent of fifteenth-century Florentine and 

Ferrarese palazzi than antique triumphal arches. Sangallo also added a loggia running 

above the three archways, an original feature of the monument which was recognized 

because the fragments of several engaged columns were, and still are, in-situ atop the 

arch. Giuliano adorned his reconstructed arch even more by adding a triangular  

                                                   
19 For further information on the Arch of Augustus at Fano see Gunnar Brands, “Der 
Augustusbogen von Fano und der Beginn des Architekturstudiums in der Renaissance,” Jahrbuch 
des deutschen archäologischen Instituts 103 (1988): 489-513. 



193 
 

 

Figure 84   
Giuliano da 

Sangallo,  
Arch of Augustus 

at Fano, post 
1480- ante 1516, 
pen and ink on 
parchment, 45.5 
x 39 cm, folio 
61v, Codex 
Barberini  

(Codex Barb.Lat 
4224), Vatican 

Library,  
Vatican City. 

 

Figure 85   
Arch of 

Augustus at 
Fano, 2 CE, 

Italy. 

 



194 
 

pediment, complete with sculptural decoration, atop his imagined loggia.20 At the 

pinnacle of the pediment he represents a freestanding sculpture perched on a podium, 

most probably intended to represent the Emperor Augustus for whom the arch was 

originally constructed. Thanks to the other decorative details added by Sangallo, ranging 

from the Corinthian capitals to the sculpted garlands and bucrania below the loggia, his 

reconstruction of the Arch of Augustus shows that he used the remains of ruins as a 

blank canvas on which to apply architectural ornaments according to his own taste. Since 

such works were done for his own interest and personal reference, he was not 

constrained by the aspiration to create reconstructions that were as accurate as possible. 

This drawing represents the artistic creativity and freedom that an artist could harness 

when reconstructing an antique monument; moreover, reconstructing such ruins in 

drawings allowed artists and architects to retrace the steps taken by their ancient 

counterparts, which surely represented an alluring component of such exercises. 

Cammy Brothers writes emphatically that the liberties taken by Giuliano and 

other artists in their imaginative reconstructions would not have been harshly criticized 

in their own day as they might be now; open-minded early modern viewers of such 

images likely found them fascinating regardless of the degree of veracity.21 Scholars of art 

                                                   
20 Brands, “Der Augustusbogen von Fano,” pp. 67-71. See also Hülsen, Il libro di Giuliano Da 
Sangallo, p. 60. Sangallo may have been inspired to apply a triangular pediment atop the archway 
after studying and copying drawings by Ciriaco d’Ancona which showed Greek temples, like the 
Pantheon, which were typically constructed with large triangular pediments filled with sculptures.  
21 Brothers, Drawing from Memory, p. 83-84. Brothers discusses the varying degrees of accuracy 
found in Sangallo’s drawings of whole reconstructed buildings and his renderings of details (like 
cornices or capitals) from antique buildings. He often copied architectural details exactly as he 
observed them in person (rather than representing them with the same degree of inventiveness 
found in his reconstructed building designs). Brothers writes that this was done because specific 
ancient motifs or architectural details could be copied exactly in contemporary building designs, 
whereas the façade of an ancient structure could not be replicated or “reused” so easily in the 
same manner. 
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history have sometimes stated that Renaissance artists would have liked to have made 

completely accurate two-dimensional reconstructions, but they were incapable of doing 

so for a variety of reasons, such as the partial burial or silting up of the structure in 

question. But, as has already been noted in this chapter, the importance of imaginative 

reconstructions like Giuliano’s lies not in the degree of archaeological exactitude 

achieved, but in the candid attempts to reimagine buildings of which little evidence 

sometimes remained. In the case of Giuliano da Sangallo, his practice of inventively 

reconstructing ruins in drawings was part of the creative process through which he 

informed and improved his own architectural designs; accuracy, therefore, may never 

even have been a concern to him.22 Cammy Brothers succinctly notes that a ruined 

building could be “a spur to an architect’s imagination projection, and an invitation to 

engage with the past through manipulation and play.”23 If nothing else, Giuliano da 

Sangallo’s imaginative reconstructions remind scholars that ruin-based images could have 

more complicated impetuses and purposes than typically acknowledged.24 

 

Early Reconstructive Maps of Ancient Rome 
 
 

During the first quarter of the sixteenth century, diverse fields of antiquarian 

studies contributed to the unparalleled desire to understand the original appearance of 

                                                   
22 Giuliano included a pediment above the loggia of his Villa Medici at Poggio a Caiano, the first 
temple-fronted domestic building in the Renaissance and precursor of so many villas by later 
architects, in particular Andrea Palladio. 
23 Brothers, “Reconstruction as Design,” p. 68. 
24 Indeed, since Giuliano added pediments to his reconstructions of monuments like the Arch of 
Septimius Severus and the Arch of Augustus at Fano, this suggests his love of pediments and 
sheds light on his villa design at Poggio a Caiano and perhaps some of his other building designs. 
Such examples show the practical applications of an architectural draughtsman’s imagination and 
knowledge of ancient buildings, the result being new constructions that are classically informed. 
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ancient Roman architecture. The type of imaginative reconstruction discussed above was 

not, however, the only graphic means with which the ancient city’s topography could be 

represented. As discussed in Chapter 2, many fields of antiquarian studies, ranging from 

history to literature to art and architecture, developed concurrently. Surviving antique 

texts provided valuable, firsthand evidence that inspired, encouraged, and informed the 

production of imaginative reconstructions. As humanists became more engrossed in 

their studies of ancient texts, efforts were made to produce images that could illustrate 

and complement the written words of the ancients, while illuminating the architecture 

which had filled the city in antiquity. 

In 1527 the learned humanist and antiquarian Marco Fabio Calvo (c.1450-1527) 

published his Antiquae urbis Romae cum regionibus simulachrum, a guidebook which included 

four woodcut maps that reconstructed ancient Rome’s topography. Each map shows the 

city’s architecture at a different stage in its history, with all four being inspired by the 

ancient writings of Pliny the Elder.25 Calvo was an octogenarian by the time he started 

making these maps and although he had spent decades studying ancient Roman texts, 

inscriptions, history, and numismatics, he was not an expert in ancient architecture or 

archaeology.26 Although knowledge of these fields seems indispensable in the creation of 

a reconstructive map of ancient Rome, Calvo was familiar with Vitruvius’ De architectura 

since he had produced an Italian translation of the text at the request of Raphael who, 

                                                   
25 Marco Fabio Calvo,  Antiquae urbis Romae cum regionibus simulachrum (Rome: [s.n], 1527). See also 
Philip J. Jacks, “The Simulachrum of Fabio Calvo: A View of Roman Architecture all’antica in 
1527,” Art Bulletin 72 (1990): 453-481. Jacks explores the effects of Calvo’s friendship with 
Raphael on the content and style of the maps within the Simulachrum. The Simulachrum is 
composed of twenty-four woodcuts and brief accompanying text, all bound into a slim folio. 
Aside from the four maps of Rome, there are fourteen woodcuts of individual regions within the 
city, the interior of a bathhouse, and a representation of an ancient circus. 
26 Ibid., p. 453. 



197 
 

yearning to fully understand antique architecture, could not read the text in its original 

Latin.27 Through his relationship with individuals fascinated with Roman ruins (like 

Raphael and his circle) and his reading of Vitruvius, Calvo seems to have become 

besotted with the idea of making his own contribution to the study of ancient 

architecture despite his seemingly limited practical knowledge of the subject. 

 Calvo reconstructed Rome in four distinct eras: the “Roma Quadrata” of 

Romulus; the Republican city under the rule of Servius Tullius; Augustan Rome; and 

Rome in the time of Pliny the Elder (23-79 CE) (see figures 86 to 89).28 Attributed to a 

little-known artist named Tolomeo Egnazio da Fossombrone, these depictions of 

Rome’s topography and monuments during four distinct historical periods are simple, 

highly stylized, and acutely inaccurate. Despite this, Calvo’s historical and literary 

knowledge allowed for the creation of images that were, in the very least, interesting and 

stimulating to those fascinated by the evolving topography and architecture of ancient 

Rome. 

 Calvo’s stylized representation of Rome at the time of Romulus shows the city as 

small, enclosed by four walls, and centred around four of the city’s hills (Esquiline, 

Palatine, Aventine, and Capitoline), perhaps following Pliny’s Natural History (c.77-79 

CE) in which the ancient author describes Romulean Rome as having four portals or 

entrances.29 The symmetry of the depicted city, the equal sizes of its hills, and the crudely  

                                                   
27 For more information on Calvo’s translation of Vitruvius see Francesco P. Di Teodoro, 
“Quel(s) Vitruve?: Le "De Architectura" au début du XVIe siècle à la lumière de la traduction de 
Fabio Calvo pour Raphaël,” Albertiana 14 (2011): 121-141 and 316-317; Marco Biffi, “Fabio 
Calvo e Vitruvio: traduzione e traslitterazione,” Saggi di letteratura architettonica 3 (2010): 43-67. 
28 Jacks, “The Simulachrum,” p. 458.  
29 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, III, 66. Pliny’s original description of Romulean Rome reads: 
“Romam tres portas habentem reliquit Romulus au tut plurimus tradentibus credamus Quattor Inquit Plinius.” 
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rendered buildings repeated throughout the representation indicate that Calvo and his 

illustrator were showing a theoretical depiction of ancient Rome, not one based on the 

study of physical remains, historical topography, or the natural landscape of the city and 

its hills. Indeed, there would have been no surviving evidence of structures from 

Romulean Rome, which confirms that this depiction of city’s most ancient appearance 

was based primarily on myths perpetuated through texts like Vitruvius’s. Calvo’s is a 

symbolic representation of the city in its embryonic stage.  

 The three other maps in the Simulachrum follow similar standards to the first. The 

Rome of Servius Tullius, the legendary sixth king of Rome, is shown with an octagonal 

perimeter, a form derived from the traditional depiction of ancient Rome in many  

                                                                                                                                                       
Furthermore, Pliny’s emphasis on the four entrances to Rome probably inspired Calvo to have 
the city enclosed by four walls, despite the fact that other ancient authors, like Plutarch, had 
described the earliest settlement of Rome as being circular (see Plutarch, Vita Romuli, IX. 4). 

Figure 86   Marco Fabio Calvo, “Roma Quadrata” of Romulus, 1527, woodcut, 28 x 42.5 cm. 
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medieval and early Renaissance manuscripts (figure 87).30 In this depiction of sixth-

century BCE Rome, all seven hills are shown, although they are awkwardly located near 

the city walls, while the centre of the city is left relatively vacant. Like the representation 

of Romulean Rome, fallacies (like wrongly situated monuments) abound in the depiction 

of Servius Tullius’ city.31  

 Calvo’s map of Augustan Rome (27 BCE -14 CE) conveys an unexpected level of 

freedom in the interpretation of the ancient city plan (figure 88). Instead of an accurate 

rendering of the topography, it is instead a pie-shaped “chart” of the city, divided into 

sixteen equal parts, each shown with an accompanying ancient monument aligned with a  

                                                   
30 Jacks, “The Simulachrum,” p. 459. 
31 An example of such errors is the triumphal column placed at the centre of the map and 
labelled as the Umbilicus Urbis, the location that marked the centre of the city. Although the 
Umbilicus Urbis did indeed exist in Tullius’ time and was likely marked by a now-lost 
monument, it would certainly not have been a triumphal column, since such monuments were 
not first erected until seven hundred years after Tullius’ reign, in the second century CE.  

Figure 87   Marco Fabio Calvo, Republican Rome under Servius Tullius, 1527, woodcut, 42.5 x 55. 
cm. 
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city gate. The “map” fans outwards from a central point which is demarcated by the 

Miliarium Aerium, a gilt column that stood near to the Umbilicus Urbis. The sixteen 

radiating buildings were seemingly chosen and positioned on the “map” randomly since 

their actual locations and proximity to one another are not indicated in the woodcut. 

Ancient circuses, arches, temples, gates, and fountains are reconstructed in their 

imagined Augustan appearances, although little information about each monument is 

conveyed by the petite representations. This highly stylized representation of the city and 

its monuments even includes two fictitious regions of Augustan Rome: the Vaticana and 

Campus Martius Maior.32 Calvo clearly intended this image to be understood in a  

                                                   
32 Jacks, “The Simulachrum,” p. 461. The Miliarium Aerium listed the distance from the spot upon 
which the monument stood to the distant outposts of the Roman Empire. 

Figure 88   Marco Fabio Calvo, Augustan Rome, 1527, woodcut, 42.5 x 28 cm. 
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metaphorical sense, for it neither accurately nor completely represents the topographical 

landscape of Rome during the reign of Augustus. The fact remains that learned 

individuals in the 1520s were thinking in novel ways about what architectural features 

had combined to define Rome in antiquity, even if the artistic method by which the city 

was reconstructed looked contrived and unrealistic. 

 Calvo’s final map, which shows the city in the time of Pliny the Elder (23-79 CE), 

is the most accurate of the representations in the Simulachrum (figure 89). Here Calvo 

returns to the method of showing the city as a contained space encircled by an ovoid 

wall, yet he now includes features of the natural landscape, like the Tiber flowing 

through the city. The map by no means shows all of the buildings that stood within 

Rome in the first century, but it includes a greater number of known structures, probably 

Figure 89   Marco Fabio Calvo, Rome in Pliny the Elder’s Time, 1527, woodcut, 28 x 42.5 cm. 
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because many, such as the Colosseum, the Meta Sudens, and the Quirinal Temple, 

remained at least partially extant in the sixteenth century. Many other buildings that were 

standing during Pliny’s lifetime, however, are excluded.  

Interestingly, many of the buildings included on the map seem to have been 

based on the representations of buildings found on ancient coins. Figures 90 and 91 

show the similarity between Calvo’s Colosseum and a representation of the building on a 

third-century CE coin. Herein lays an important clue as to how Calvo produced his 

maps: he put to service his familiarity with numismatics to inform the reconstructions of 

Rome he wished to publish. In the very least, these maps demonstrate the practicality of 

antiquarians like Calvo, who relied upon evidence with which they were conversant as a 

main source - a necessity in the years before illustrated publications on ancient 

architecture became widespread. This representation of Augustan Rome is by no means 

perfect, but it demonstrates the ingenuity of individuals who extracted evidence on 

ancient Roman architecture from all available sources - in this case a combination of 

literary and numismatic ones.  

 Figure 90   Marco Fabio Calvo, Detail of 
the Colosseum from Map of Rome in Pliny the 

Elder’s Time, 1527, woodcut. 
 

Figure 91   Gold coin from the reign of 
Severus Alexander, c. 223 CE. 
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Although the inaccuracies within these maps confirm that they must be studied 

with a critical eye, they do not detract from the fact that Calvo was providing a particular 

type of reconstructive image for a specific audience: these maps were not intended for 

navigational purposes, but rather they were resources for those curious about the general 

landscape and topography of the ancient city. Humanists, antiquarians, and historians 

would have used these pictorial resources to complement their own intellectual pursuits. 

Furthermore, the creation of this chronological sequence of reconstructive maps shows 

an awareness of the changing nature of Rome’s topography. Early modern individuals 

were fascinated by how - even in antiquity - the city’s architecture never stayed stagnant; 

its architectural landscape continuously evolved, much in the same way that the city had 

experienced a surge of building activity ever since the last decades of the fifteenth 

century. Such parallels between the ancient and modern city were among the impetuses 

for the creation of imaginative reconstructions like Calvo’s maps. The following 

generations of antiquarian-artists in Rome, however, would perfect the combined use of 

artistry and archaeological experience when producing images of ancient Rome that were 

far more accurate, informative, and comprehensive. 

 

 

Sixteenth-Century Published Reconstructions of 
Ancient Roman Architecture 

 

The decades following the Sack of Rome in 1527 witnessed the production of 

reconstructions of ancient buildings that aimed to convey reliable archaeological and 

architectural accuracy to a wider audience. Such conscious efforts to truthfully 
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reconstruct antique buildings are found in Sebastiano Serlio’s Terzo libro of 1540, which 

included simple woodcuts of numerous antique buildings shown entirely without 

indication of dilapidation.33 Because Serlio based his designs on physical ruins and textual 

knowledge derived from Vitruvius, his works had a different tone and purpose than the 

more pictorial reconstructions by the Codex Salzburg artist and Giuliano da Sangallo. In 

pure illustrative terms, however, Serlio would resort to Giuliano’s same blend of 

perspectivally rendered drawing technique with head-on, orthogonal elevations in order 

to give his images three-dimensionality. In all likelihood, Serlio intended for his 

illustrated book would become an archetype in the realm of antiquarian publishing, and 

therefore he aimed for accuracy befitting the legacy of the revered architectural theorist 

Leon Battista Alberti.  

For example, Serlio’s representation of the round Temple of Vesta at Tivoli 

shows the monument in an imagined “perfect” form, without any indication that it had 

suffered damage in the years since its construction in the first century BCE (figure 92). 

Serlio’s “repairs” to the dome are made more obvious when his woodcut is compared to 

Giuliano da Sangallo’s drawing of the temple, discussed in Chapter 3, figure 37. While 

Giuliano’s drawing exaggerates the crumbling form of the temple, his work more 

accurately represents of the temple’s state of preservation than Serlio’s corrected version, 

but the purpose of Serlio’s woodcut was to restore the building to the original form. In 

order to do so, he erased the signs of age and damage that were imprinted on the 

monument by his time in the form of cracks and fragmented columns. Thus his 

reconstructed round temple becomes a pristine example of the heights of Roman  

                                                   
33 Sebastiano Serlio, Il terzo libro di Sebastiano Serlio: nel qual si figurano, e descrivono le antiquita di Roma, 
e le altre che sono in Italia, e fuori d'Italia (Venice: Francesco Marcolino da Forli, 1540). 
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architectural achievement. In order to ensure that all aspects of the reconstructed 

monument are understood by the viewer, Serlio provides a plan as well as a detail of one 

of the peristyle’s Corinthian columns.   

Serlio published his book with a didactic purpose, and he obviously felt that to 

represent the buildings as they stood in his time would neither do justice to his book nor 

the monuments he was representing. Instead, by showing the buildings as they had been, 

Figure 92    
Sebastiano Serlio, 

Elevation, Half-Section, 
Plan, and Column of the 

Temple of Vesta at Tivoli, 
1540, woodcut, pl. 

XXVII from Serlio’s 
Terzo libro. 
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with encroaching sediment removed and their imperfections “corrected,” he may have 

believed that the true intentions of the original architects could be revealed.34 These 

illustrations represent the trend within the artistic community that aimed to return the 

architecture of ancient Rome to its former grandeur and beauty, even if only graphically 

and two-dimensionally. In fact, Anne-Marie Sankovitch has described Serlio’s woodcuts 

of ancient buildings in the Terzo libro as representing “an idealized timeless whole.”35 

These reconstructions, which authoritatively present the pure structures of ancient 

buildings, achieve Serlio’s overall goal of providing images that benefit practicing 

architects pursuing the key to classical Roman architecture. 

The character of Serlio’s reconstructions is similar to that of the published 

reconstructive images of Antonio Labacco (c.1495-after 1567), who followed in his 

predecessor’s footsteps by producing prints of ancient buildings in which the effects of 

time were corrected and the buildings shown in imagined perfect states of preservation. 

In fact, it has been suggested that Labacco intended his 1552 publication on ancient 

architecture, entitled Libro appartenente all’architettura nel qual si figurano alcune notabili 

antiquità di Roma, to improve upon the perceived deficiencies of Serlio’s Terzo libro.36 For 

                                                   
34 Regarding Sebastiano Serlio’s theories on reconstructing ancient architecture in drawings see 
Caroline Van Eck, “Verbal and Visual Abstraction: The Role of Pictorial Techniques or 
Representation in Renaissance Architectural Theory,” in The Built Surface Volume 1: Architecture 
and the Pictorial Arts from Antiquity to the Enlightenment, ed. Christy Anderson (Burlington: Ashgate 
Publishing Company, 2002), p. 172. Van Eck writes that Serlio was “the first theorist of the 
Renaissance to define the practice of architecture all’antica not in terms of knowledge and 
science, but in terms of pictorial skills of invention.” Serlio obviously realized that any 
representation of ancient architecture would require some alterations or additions by the artist. 
35 Anne-Marie Sankovitch, “Anachronism and Simulation in Renaissance Architectural Theory,” 
Res 49/50 (2006): 200. Sankovitch states that Serlio’s inclusion of near-contemporary buildings 
like Bramante’s Tempietto and Raphael’s Villa Madama among the legitimate antique buildings is 
“evidence of the cinquecento’s pride in its own accomplishments.” 
36 Ian Campbell, “The Development of Architectural Drawing after the Antique, Before 1600,” 
in Ancient Roman Topography and Architecture, 3 vols (London: Royal Collection Enterprises 
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years after his arrival in Rome in 1510, Labacco had worked within the Sangallo circle of 

artists and architects, an environment in which he surely was exposed to the constant 

study of antique architecture by the prominent members of the family like Giuliano, 

Antonio the Elder, Antonio the Younger, and Giovanni Battista.37 In 1542, Labacco’s 

fascination with classical architecture prompted him to become one of the founding 

members of the Virtuosi al Pantheon, a confraternity which met with the express 

purpose of discussing matters relating to ancient architecture.38 There is little doubt that 

his involvement in this circle was one of the factors that influenced his desire to publish 

a work on ancient buildings, his intention being that the illustrated work be useful to 

himself and his antiquarian acquaintances.39 

In order to achieve this goal of providing informative illustrations of ancient 

buildings, Labacco employed a number of representational techniques. The 1552 Libro 

appartenente contains only ten engravings, but they are considered far superior to Serlio’s 

woodcut illustrations of the previous decade, even though they are less numerous.40 

Interestingly, the ten ancient buildings that Labacco engraved seem not to have been 

selected with a particular theme, but rather may have been the most interesting to the 

                                                                                                                                                       
Limited, 2004), I, p. 26; Antonio Labacco, Libro appartenente all’architettura nel qual si figurano alcune 
notabili antiquità di Roma (Rome: [s.n], 1552).  
37 For more information on Labacco and his activities as a carpenter and model-maker see 
Gianni Baldini, “Di Antonio Labacco vercellese, architetto romano del secolo XVI,” Mitteilungen 
des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz, 37 (1993): 337-380. For further information on the 
Sangallo circle see Ian Campbell and Arnold Nesselrath, The Codex Stosch: Surverys of Ancient 
Buildings by Giovanni Battista da Sangallo (Berlin: Pegasus, 2006); Sabine Frommel, Giuliano e Antonio 
da Sangallo (Rome: Roma nel Rinascimento, 2002); Christoph Luitpold Frommel, The Architectural 
Drawings of Antonio da Sangallo the Younger and his Circle (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1994). 
38 For more information on the Virtuosi al Pantheon see Chapter 2. 
39 Campbell, “The Development of Architectural Drawing,” pp. 26-27. 
40 Ibid., p. 27. Campbell points out that Labacco had intended to expand his work with 
subsequent additional prints, but this plan never came to fruition. 
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artist.41 In addition to the 1552 engravings, eighteen drawings by Labacco related to the 

Libro appartenente are today preserved in Windsor Castle, England, and provide further 

information about the aims, style, and character of these reconstructive images. In his 

drawings and subsequent engravings, Labacco depicts buildings in a spatial vacuum, and 

they are shown either orthogonally or perspectivally. Labacco was a talented artist who 

was able to convey a sense of depth and volume in these architectural drawings, which 

consequently imbue the works with a pictorial quality that may have proven more 

attractive or understandable to viewers less familiar with the standard conventions of 

architectural draughtsmanship.42 

A superb exemplar of Labacco’s imaginative reconstructions is his drawing of the 

Temple of Castor and Pollux located in the Roman Forum (figure 93).43 In this pen and 

ink drawing, Labacco presents a frontal perspective elevation of the first-century CE 

temple of which only three columns remained standing in the sixteenth century, as they 

do today. Due to the poor physical state of the building, which is shown on the far left 

of Maarten van Heemskerck’s veduta of the Forum (figure 94), Labacco was forced to rely 

upon his imagination (as well as his knowledge of Roman temple designs) when creating 

the façade of the temple. His detailed use of pen and ink and his delicate, yet effective, 

application of ink wash add greatly to the drawing’s three-dimensionality; 

                                                   
41 The ancient monuments depicted in the Libro appartenente include the Mausoleum of Hadrian, 
the Forum of Augustus, Trajan’s Column, the Basilica Aemilia, the Temple of Castor and Pollux, 
the temples within the Forum Holitorium, an unidentified (or perhaps invented) church, Trajan’s 
harbour at Ostia, and the temple of Venus Genetrix.  
42 For further information on Labacco and his book see Thomas Ashby, “Il libro d’Antonio 
Labacco appartenente all’architettura,” La Bibliofilia 16 (1915): 289-309.   
43 Amanda Claridge, Rome: An Oxford Archaeological Guide (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1998), pp. 91-92.  
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Figure 93   Antonio Labacco, Reconstruction of the Temple of Castor and Pollux, c.1550, pen and 
brown ink, ink wash, and graphite, 272 x 230 mm, folio 70 from the album ex-Portfolio 5 (RL 

19278), The Royal Collection at Windsor Castle, Windsor, England. 
 

Figure 94   Maarten van 
Heemskerck, Roman Forum 

(with the three remaining columns 
of the Temple of Castor and Pollux 
on the far left), c.1530s, pen and 
ink, 133 x 206 mm, 79 DR 6r, 

Kupferstichkabinett, 
Staatliche Museen, Berlin. 
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the monument appears to recede into the space of the paper, providing the viewer with 

the opportunity to imagine entering this ancient building that, in reality, barely hinted at 

its once-impressive original form. Along with artistically resurrecting the peristyle 

columns and crowning the building with a pediment, Labacco adds large freestanding 

sculptures in exaggerated poses befitting his imaginative vision of this formerly grand 

ancient temple.  

In tandem with artistry and creativity, Labacco imbued his reconstructions with 

methodical precision, ensuring that the proportions of the drawn monuments were 

correct and meticulously executed. The perspective, which could be difficult to portray 

convincingly, is perfectly rendered, testifying to the commitment which Labacco carried 

Figure 95    
After Antonio Labacco, 

Reconstruction of the 
Temple of Castor and 

Pollux, 1552, engraving, 
pl. 20 from Labacco’s 

Libro appartenente. 
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out his craft. His works primarily became known in Rome through their printed 

versions, like the engraving of the drawing discussed above (figure 95). This printed  

reconstruction of the Temple of Castor and Pollux was included in the Libro appartenente 

and is an accurate reproduction of the original drawing, with some minor changes to the 

freestanding statues atop the temple. Although Labacco’s ability to generate three-

dimensionality did not translate perfectly into the medium of engraving, the work still 

communicates a spatial sense of the building.  

 Many of the other engravings within the Libro Appartenente display Labacco’s 

talent in architectural representation. His engravings of an ancient Doric Temple (figure 

96) and the Temple of Antoninus and Faustina (figure 97) show one of the most distinct  

Figure 96    
After Antonio 

Labacco, Il Tempio 
Dorico Passato, 1552, 

engraving, pl. 23 
from Labacco’s 

Libro appartenente. 
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techniques employed by Labacco: the perspectival, projected plan.44 In this form  

of representation, the plan is shown from the same perspective as the elevation of the 

monument, and it is only visible where the walls of the drawn building do not make 

contact with the ground level. In figure 96, Labacco removed the walls of the front right 

portion of the building, thereby revealing the exact layout of its structural components. 

In doing so, the exterior, interior, and plan of the monument are shown in one unified 

and concise image. In figure 97, Labacco varies this technique by representing the temple 

as though “hovering” above the projected plan. As a result, Labacco can show much of 

the exterior façade without having to “remove” walls in order to reveal the plan, as in the 

previous engraving. At the same time, he permits a glance into the interior through the 

entrance door as though this were a doll’s house, a hint at the interior space of the 

monument which might reference his role as an expert architectural model-maker. 

Additionally, his engravings include measurements of the ancient structures, implying 

that the works were intended to be of use to practicing architects who were translating 

their knowledge of ancient buildings into contemporary designs. 

Labacco, one of the most versatile architectural draughtsmen of the mid-

sixteenth century, used his ability to combine elevations, cut-away sections, and 

(sometimes projected) plans to reconstruct ancient monuments with unparalleled 

precision and substance. Even in less complex reconstructions, like his façade elevation 

of Mausoleum of Hadrian (figure 98), his artistic inventiveness and practical knowledge 

                                                   
44 The use of the perspectival projected plan has been noted in the imaginative reconstructions 
in the Codex Salzburg. Campbell, Ancient Roman Topography, I, p.114. In the 1552 engraving of 
figure 95, the temple was named the Temple of Vulcan. In the 1559 edition it was called the 
Temple of Jove. Labacco was indeed drawing the Temple of Castor and Pollux, but the proper 
identification of the building’s identity had not yet been made.   
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of ancient buildings abound. The authoritative nature of the works, as well as the 

convincing depiction of three-dimensionality, raised the standard of architectural 

draughtsmanship, particularly in terms of imaginative reconstructions of antique 

buildings. Aside from their obvious usefulness for early modern artists and architects, the 

engravings in the Libro Appartenente, which were accompanied by brief textual 

descriptions, represent the type of visual material that antiquarians came to rely on 

during the second half of the sixteenth century. Labacco’s collection of engraving set a 

precedent for illustrated publications on ancient architecture and became an 

indispensable resource in the realm of early modern antiquarian studies.  

 
Pirro Ligorio’s Reconstructive Maps of 

Ancient Rome 

 
 

The 1550s witnessed unprecedented advancements within the genre of 

imaginative reconstructions of ancient ruins. Mirroring the importance of Labacco’s 

unusually complex architectural renderings of ancient buildings, an advancement 

instigated by Pirro Ligorio took place in reconstructive map-making. In 1553 Ligorio, 

who has already been shown to have enriched many branches of sixteenth-century 

antiquarian studies in Chapters 2 and 3, produced an engraved map of ancient Rome in 

which he included the city’s most famous ruins but excluded the small, private dwellings 

that surely had existed in antiquity (figures 99 and 100). In place of these less important 

structures, Ligorio included descriptive text on the map in order to inform the reader 

about the buildings depicted, many of which had been long lost or no longer resembled  
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their original forms.45 He pictorially restored many ancient buildings, fora, and circuses 

to their supposed pristine appearances. The medium of engraving allowed him to achieve 

greater detail than was previously possible with woodcuts.46 

From the first glance, Ligorio’s map is far more advanced in the “archaeological” 

and architectural information it displays and more realistic in its method of 

                                                   
45 David R. Coffin, Pirro Ligorio: The Renaissance Artist, Architect and Antiquarian (University Park: 
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004), pp. 16-17; Jessica Maier, “Roma Renascens: 
Sixteenth-century Maps of the Eternal City,” in Rome: Continuing Encounters between Past and Present, 
eds. Dorigen Caldwell and Lesley Caldwell (Burlington: Ashgate, 2011), pp. 38-39; Amato Pietro 
Frutaz, Le Piante di Roma (Rome: [s.n.], 1962), pp. 60-61. In order to portray ancient buildings 
that had been completely destroyed with some degree of accuracy, Ligorio consulted the 
Regional Catalogues of Rome, which listed information about buildings after the fall of the 
Roman Empire. 
46 Maier, “Roma Renascens,” p. 38. Many of these lost buildings would have only been known 
from ancient sources. Although this map (figure 99) was unquestionably an improvement upon 
earlier maps of ancient Rome, Ligorio did not produce a work free of anachronistic errors. For 
example, Ligorio’s map of ancient Rome includes the new St. Peter’s Basilica (in the lower left of 
the map), along with the sixteenth-century Belvedere courtyard. Although the new St. Peter’s did 
not yet have its dome in place, Ligorio shows it as though completed. For a more in-depth 
discussion of Ligorio’s inclusion of the new St. Peter’s see Maier, “Roma Renascens,” p. 39. 

Figure 100   
Pirro Ligorio, 

Detail of 
Topographical 

Map of Ancient 
Rome, 1553, 
engraving. 
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representation than Marco Fabio Calvo’s stylized, symbolic woodcut maps, which had 

been produced less than thirty years before. Ligorio’s ability to produce such a work is 

not surprising, especially considering his dedication to the study of the artistic and 

architectural remains of antiquity, as discussed in earlier chapters. He produced countless 

drawn studies of ancient architecture (in both contemporary and reconstructed forms), 

so the task of rendering these buildings in miniature form on this map was not a 

problem for this artist. Because Ligorio’s map was both solidly founded in antiquarian 

knowledge and was also artistically imaginative, it became a trusted source for those 

interested in envisioning the topography of ancient Rome.  

 Ligorio produced another topographical map of ancient Rome in 1561 entitled 

the Anteiqvae Vrbis Imago Accvratissime ex Veteribvs Monvmenteis Formata , which is much 

larger and more detailed than his 1553 map (figure 101).47 Composed of six separate 

sheets because of its size, this engraved map was a far more complete rendering of 

ancient Rome, which Ligorio was only able to produce after spending almost another 

decade conducting excavations and studies of ancient architecture (see detail of map, 

figure 102). The production and popularity of the Imago indicates that there were 

individuals who yearned for a better representation of ancient Rome - individuals who 

may have found that Ligorio’s 1553 map only served to whet their appetite for such 

works. The increase in the number of represented buildings and sheer scale of the 1561  

 

                                                   
47 The map was published by Michele Tramezzino. For more information see Howard Burns, 
“Pirro Ligorio’s Reconstruction of Ancient Rome: The Anteiqvae Vrbis Imago of 1561,” in Pirro 
Ligorio: Artist and Antiquarian, ed. Robert Gaston (Milan: Silvana, 1988), pp. 19-92; Volker 
Heenes, “Kartographische Darstellungen des Alten Rom im 16. Jahrhundert,” in Festschrift für 
Max Kunze, ed. Stephanie-Gerrit Bruer (Ruhpolding: Rutzen, 2011), pp. 89-92.  

javascript:open_window(%22http://aleph.mpg.de:80/F/PXU74824DDEVESR1S7PF723UK71PHK59CBU5I9A55IA9NPK44F-32365?func=service&doc_number=001007583&line_number=0017&service_type=TAG%22);
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map show that Ligorio was determined to convey as much information about ancient 

Rome as possible, and his work indeed was unmatched in this regard.48 

 Howard Burns has proposed that Ligorio may have been inspired to create the 

Imago because he was familiar with Raphael’s plan to document all of the buildings of 

Rome, and Ligorio had always possessed a great admiration for Raphael.49 Even so, what 

is today known of Ligorio’s nature implies that he was primarily driven by a personal 

desire to understand ancient architecture as fully as possible; if anything, Ligorio 

produced this map to aid himself and his antiquarian acquaintances in their everyday 

                                                   
48 Burns, “Pirro Ligorio’s Reconstruction,” p. 29. Ligorio wrote of his use of ancient texts by 
writers like Publius Victor when creating his map for purposes of determining the forms and 
identities of antique structures like Calvo before him. He also would have consulted the images 
of buildings on ancient coins and the inscriptions on ruins throughout the city  
49 Burns, “Pirro Ligorio’s Reconstruction,” p. 39. 

Figure 102    
Pirro Ligorio, 

Detail of Anteiquae 
Urbis Imago, 1561, 

engraving. 
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studies of antiquity, not solely in homage to Raphael. There is no question that the Imago 

would have been useful to historians imagining the location of historical events, 

humanists reading descriptions of the city by ancient authors, and artists and architects 

who were trying to emulate the city’s once-glorious classical buildings.  

Unlike the 1553 map, the Imago was not just about locating the most important 

and impressive ancient buildings within the city’s districts, rather it was about 

reconstructing all aspects of the city’s topography, from its small, private dwellings, to 

public spaces, to natural features like the seven hills and the Tiber River. Drawn from a 

birds-eye view, the map provides a clear – yet imagined – perspectival depiction of every 

building that Ligorio believed to have been present in antiquity.50 Indeed, the angled 

perspective allows each architectural component of the reconstructed buildings to be 

observed individually, and the labelling of streets and structures makes the map easily 

readable for the viewer. Furthermore, Ligorio’s architectural training is visible in the 

confident perspectival renderings of the building exteriors and the attention paid to 

showing the decorative components of these structures, despite their petite scales. 

Perhaps more than any work produced by Ligorio throughout his lifetime, this map, 

which was the product of two decades of intensive research, demonstrates Ligorio’s 

incomparable knowledge of the topography of ancient Rome, his dedication to its study, 

                                                   
50 Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, p. 17; Maier, “Roma Renascens,” p. 37. In regard to reconstructive maps of 
ancient Rome like Ligorio’s, Maier writes that early modern artists may have started with a map 
of the city as they knew it then “peeled away all later accretions to leave on the survivals from 
antiquity.” It is likely that a source that Ligorio might have used was Bufalini’s 1551 map 
discussed in Chapter 3. Interestingly, Ligorio’s Imago was published just one year before the 
discovery of the Severan marble map of Rome known as the Forma Urbis Romae, which surely 
would have been useful to Ligorio when producing his reconstruction of ancient Rome. 
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and his talents as an artist.51 In fact, this map was so admired for its artistry and accuracy 

that it remained a prototype for over two centuries.52 

The evolution of reconstructive maps throughout the sixteenth century coincided 

with the progression and expansion of antiquarian studies. Ligorio’s 1561 Imago explored 

the “bigger picture” of ancient Rome’s original appearance, moving beyond the single 

imaginative reconstructions produced by artists like Serlio and Labacco. Ligorio’s 

comprehensive map represents a watershed moment in the progression of reconstructing 

ancient monuments in the sixteenth century, when the fascination with imagining the 

appearance of ancient buildings took on a whole new scope and level of expertise. By 

1561, imaginative reconstructions of antique architecture had progressed from drawings 

of single monuments intended primarily for personal use (like the representations in the 

Codex Salzburg or Giuliano da Sangallo’s sketchbook) to large scale, printed images 

available to an eager audience that demanded superior artistic and intellectual content.53 

 

Andrea Palladio’s 
Printed Reconstructions of Ancient Roman Buildings 

 

While Ligorio’s map shows the progression towards contextualizing graphic 

reconstructions of ancient monuments within the whole topography of the ancient city, 

                                                   
51 Coffin, Pirro Ligorio, p. 25. There is no doubt that Ligorio intended these maps to be used by 
learned individuals rather than as practical tools for navigating the city. 
52 Maier, “Roma Renascens,” pp. 47-48. Another example of a reconstructive map of ancient Rome 
was by Mario Cartaro, who produced a pair of maps of equal dimensions, scale, and perspective 
viewpoint, one showing ancient Rome and the other showing the contemporary city in 1579. 
Maier writes that Cartaro likely intended for these two maps to function as “pendants” to one 
another. The mode of keeping old and new Rome separate remained popular for many 
generations. Étienne Dupérac also produced maps of old and new Rome in 1574 using similar 
comparative and representational conventions. 
53 Artists and architects also created printed reconstructions out of commercial interests.  
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there still existed a market desirous of detailed architectural studies of ancient buildings 

in reconstructed form. In 1570, Andrea Palladio published his illustrated treatise, entitled 

I quattro libri, in which he presented reconstructions of antiquities using conventions 

similar, yet not identical, to those employed by Serlio and Labacco.54 Palladio’s 

reconstructions of ancient ruins are reminiscent of Serlio’s in that he “corrects” any 

evidence of dilapidation, but his images are more akin to Labacco’s in terms of their 

density of architectural information.  

Shown in spatial vacuums without any indication of surroundings, these 

reconstructive images were intended to be didactic. In order to pictorially communicate 

his ideas on ancient architecture, Palladio favoured orthogonal projection (showing a 

building straight-on), a technique which gives his depictions an aura of authority and 

accuracy.55 Through orthogonal projection Palladio conveys his command of ancient 

architectural forms, and while his drawings may be conservative in their ornamental and 

decorative details, they are most effective at communicating the underlying principles 

and proportions of ancient Roman buildings.56 Palladio was highly knowledgeable in the 

forms and conventions of ancient architecture, especially considering the illustrations he 

                                                   
54 Andrea Palladio, I quattro libri dell’architettura (Venice: D. de' Franceschi, 1570). 
55 Ian Campbell, “Reconstructions of Ancient Roman Temples Made in Italy between 1450 and 
1600,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Oxford University, 1985), p. 27. Palladio’s woodcuts of ancient 
buildings may not be replete with artistic flourishes, but his original architectural drawings from 
which the prints were made testify to his immense talent as a draughtsman and his keen 
understanding of all factors relating to building design. 
56 Without question, these works convey Palladio’s assuredness of his knowledge of classical 
architecture, although scholars have noted that he did add many arbitrary details for the sake of 
artistry. 
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prepared for Daniele Barbaro’s 1556 translation of Vitruvius, as well as his composition 

of two practical guides to Rome’s topography.57 

Palladio’s method of using orthogonal projection (for elevation and section  

views) in conjunction with plans and detailed measurements is well illustrated by his 

woodcuts of the fourth-century CE Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine (figures 103 

and 104).58 Less than one third of the basilica remained standing by the Renaissance, as 

evidenced by figure 105, so Palladio used his knowledge of the building’s plan, earlier 

drawn prototypes (like Serlio's), as well as his own creativity to restore the building to an 

imagined original form.59 His three views of the basilica (plan, interior section, and 

façade elevation) give the viewer a sense of the enormity of the building in antiquity, with 

its gigantic engaged columns, sprawling arches, and dominating entrance façade, topped 

by larger-than-life freestanding sculptures. Palladio favoured orthogonal cross-sections – 

which eliminated the distortion caused by perspective, as seen in Labacco, for example – 

because he could still show reconstructed buildings in architecturally accurate and 

informative ways without losing a sense of the interior space or depth of a building.  

                                                   
57 For further information see Heinz Spielman, Andrea Palladio und die Antike: Untersuchung und 
Katalog der Zeichnungen aus seinem Nachlass (Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 1966). For a superb 
English translation of Palladio’s two guidebooks see Andrea Palladio, Palladio’s Rome: A 
Translation of Andrea Palladio’s Two Guidebooks to Rome, trans. and eds. Vaughan Hart and Peter 
Hicks (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006).  
58 For further information on the Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine (also known as the 
Basilica Nova) see Claridge, Rome, pp. 115-116. All that remained of the basilica in the sixteenth 
century was the northern side, therefore Palladio had to recreate the other three walls and the 
immense barrel vault that had once covered the central nave of the building. 
59 Bruce Boucher, Andrea Palladio: The Architect in His Time (New York: Abbeville Publishers, 
1998), p. 205. Palladio had planned to complete another two books on architecture but was 
unable to do so. Wolfgang Lotz, Studies in Italian Renaissance Architecture (Cambridge: The MIT 
Press, 1977), p. 153. Unlike Serlio, whose treatise discussed and illustrated multiple 
contemporary buildings, Palladio, aside from his own building designs and ancient monuments, 
discussed and illustrated only Bramante’s Tempietto, which was considered the most classical of 
all modern buildings in Rome at this time. 
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His orthogonal reconstructions show that imaginative reconstructions were progressing 

from more superficial renderings of the long-lost appearances of ancient monuments to 

technical, analytical, and measured resources for the practicing architect or interested 

antiquarian.60 Palladio’s use of orthogonal projection allowed anyone using his book – 

architect or not – to gauge the actual measurements of each part of the reconstructed 

                                                   
60 Campbell, “Reconstructions of Ancient Roman Temples,” p. 31. Campbell implies that the 
accuracy of Palladio’s reconstructions suffered because of his compulsion to represent buildings 
axially and symmetrically, even when they had been design asymmetrically. He also writes that 
Palladio’s reconstructive drawings of antiquities are “superficially scholarly” and that they do not 
compare with some of the ruin-based drawings made in the early sixteenth century, like those by 
Giuliano da Sangallo. 

Figure 103   Andrea Palladio, Plan of the 
Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine, 1570, 

woodcut, Book IV, pl. 12 from Palladio’s I 
quattro libri dell’architettura. 

 

Figure 104   Andrea Palladio, Elevation and 
Section of the Basilica of Maxentius and 

Constantine, 1570, woodcut, Book IV, pl. 13 
from Palladio’s I quattro libri dell’architettura. 
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building by means of a pair of compass points and a scale bar – something that 

Labacco’s occasional inscribed measurements could not equal.  

Palladio realized that emulating classical architecture involved explaining and 

demonstrating particular proportions, not just the application of certain architectural 

features and decorative motifs. The woodcuts in I quattro libri show his conviction that 

ancient architecture was a balance between form, decoration and function. Like so many 

of the other artists discussed in this dissertation, Palladio would not have been able to 

produce such reconstructions without having conducted firsthand studies of antiquities. 

Palladio himself even wrote that he would not publish any information on a building that 

he had not been able to see with his own eyes or measure with his own hands.61 It was 

his confidence in his understanding of what ancient architects had tried to achieve, along 

with his practical knowledge of architectural design, that allowed for I quattro libri to 

                                                   
61 McGowan, Vision of Rome, p. 166. Palladio’s original quotation can be found in his dedication 
to Count Giacomo Angaranno in his 1570 edition of I quattro libri.  

Figure 105    
Étienne Dupérac, 

Basilica of Maxentius and 
Constantine, c.1560s (?), 

pen and ink and 
watercolour,  

29.2 x 41.9 cm, 
D.1982.JW.30,  

Witt Collection of 
Drawings, Courtauld 

Institute of Art, 
London, England. 
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become an indispensable text for all studying the architecture of ancient Rome. Besides 

this contribution to posterity, Palladio reaped personal benefit from such studies as 

manifested in his late Venetian churches’ debt to the basilicas and baths of ancient 

Rome.  

 

Late Sixteenth- and Early Seventeenth-Century Collections of  
Imaginative Reconstructions of Ancient Roman Buildings   

 

The evolution of archaeological studies and reconstructive images discussed in 

this and the previous chapter has shown that, by the 1570s, there was a plethora of 

images of ancient buildings that artists, architects, and humanists could access for their 

own personal use. In this section of the chapter, images will be discussed which show a 

shift towards a more imaginative and liberated approach to drawing ancient buildings. 

Because ground-breaking research on classical Roman architecture had been carried out 

and published in illustrations throughout the sixteenth century, artists and architects no 

longer had to conduct such foundational work personally: the published works of Serlio, 

Labacco, and Palladio, along with the original drawings of earlier artists like Giuliano da 

Sangallo and Ligorio, to only name two artists, were circulated and studied with 

unprecedented enthusiasm. Since basic information about many ancient monuments’ 

appearances could be gleaned from these pictorial sources, those interested in 

representing ruins from the 1570s onwards were free to harness their artistic creativity 

and produce unconventional reconstructions. The resulting works were inventive, 

imaginative, fantastical, and, ultimately, extremely popular.  
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In many instances, surviving drawings and prints of reconstructed images were 

produced as part of a larger project initiated by an artist, like an entire publication of 

woodcuts or engravings, or a collection of drawings on a particular antiquarian subject. 

The fact that images inspired by antiquities or ancient buildings were often part of a 

larger project demonstrates that such undertakings were inspired by an individual’s 

dedication to and passion for advancing their knowledge of classical buildings. Two 

artists exemplify this dedication to a particular genre of image: the Frenchman Étienne 

Dupérac (1525-1604), who spent many years producing images of ancient buildings in 

both their contemporary and imagined antique states; and Giovanni Battista Montano 

(1534-1621), to be discussed later. 

One of the most well-known examples of a late sixteenth-century bound 

collection of reconstruction drawings is the Disegni de le ruine di Roma e come anticamente 

erono, a bound codex dating approximately to the 1570s which is today housed in the 

Morgan Library in New York.62  Referred to from this point onwards as the Morgan 

Codex, this priceless collection of drawings has long been recognized for its exquisite 

depictions of ancient and sixteenth-century Rome, as well as the opulent decorative 

motifs that frame each architectural image and fill the illustrated title page (figure 106). 

The significance of the codex’s contents, however, have often been overshadowed by  

 

                                                   
62 The Morgan Library, MS.M.1106, pen and brown ink, with brown wash, on vellum, measuring 
250 x 200 mm. The manuscript, which was never finished, contains forty-six illustrations that are 
accompanied by text in Italian. This text, however, is largely illegible because several of the pages 
were glued together in the past. On the title page of the manuscript, the name of the manuscript 
reads “DISEGNI · DE/ LE RUINE DI RO/ ROMA E COME/ ANTICAMENTE 
ERONO”. The part which reads “RUINE DI RO/ ROMA” might be seen to indicate a slip of 
the pen or a mistake by a later, feebler hand that was “adding” to the manuscript. 
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issues of uncertain attribution.63 Although learning the true identity of the codex’s artist 

remains significant, this dissertation concurs with traditional scholarship which attributes 

the work to Étienne Dupérac, and focuses on how the codex’s subject matter reflected  

                                                   
63 Henri Zerner, “Observations on Dupérac and the Disegni de le ruine di Roma e come anticamente 
erono,” The Art Bulletin 47 (1965): 507-512. Although Zerner makes some valid points that 
question the attribution of the work to Dupérac, many scholars today see the evidence 
connecting the French artist to the codex as more convincing. The work was first attributed to 
Dupérac by Thomas Ashby, an attribution supported in the 1960s by Rudolf Wittkower. See 
Thomas Ashby, “An Unknown Sixteenth Century Topography of Rome,” Archaeological Journal 
65 (1908): 245-264; Rudolf Wittkower, “Introduction,” in Disegni de le ruine di Roma e come 
anticamente erono, 2 vols. (Milan: A. Pizzi, 1963), I, pp. 6-36. 

Figure 106   
Étienne Dupérac, 
Title Page of Disegni 
de le ruine di Roma e 

come anticamente 
erono, c.1570s, pen 

and ink on 
vellum, 25 x 20 

cm, Morgan 
Library, New 

York. 

 



229 
 

 

 

 

 

the changing interpretation of ancient topography during the second half of the sixteenth 

century. 

The defining feature of this important manuscript is that it contains an 

unprecedented arrangement of images that juxtapose drawn views of ancient and 

modern (meaning sixteenth-century) Rome (figures 107 and 108). The purpose of the 

codex was obviously to provide the viewer with comparisons that highlighted how 

significantly Rome’s topographical landscape had changed since the glory days of the 

pagan emperors. The most enlightening aspect of these before-and-after juxtapositions 

was the opportunity afforded the early modern viewer to compare the image of Rome in 

Figure 107   Étienne Dupérac, Reconstruction 
of the Colosseum in Antiquity, c.1570s, pen and 
ink on vellum, 25 x 20 cm, folio 23v, Disegni 

de le ruine di Roma e come anticamente erono, 
Morgan Library, New York. 

 

Figure 108   Étienne Dupérac, Colosseum in the 
Sixteenth Century, c.1570s, pen and ink on 

vellum, 25 x 20 cm, folio 24r, Disegni de le ruine 
di Roma e come anticamente erono, Morgan Library, 

New York. 
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their own time with the artist’s interpretation of the same area in ancient times when the 

buildings were in pristine condition.  

The desire to imaginatively reconstruct or restore Rome’s ancient buildings is 

paramount in the codex’s fascinating comparative views.64 Dupérac lived in Rome 

between 1559 and 1578, during which time his fascination with ancient Roman buildings 

was sparked, leading him to become an active member of artistic and antiquarian circles 

in the city.65 In addition to producing single engraved sheets of Roman vedute published 

by Antoine Lafréry, he also brought out a detailed map of ancient Rome’s topography 

(albeit based on the noteworthy work of his friend Ligorio, discussed earlier in this 

chapter), as well as a book of engraved vedute entitled I vestigi dell’antiquità di Roma in 1575 

(figures 109 and 110).66 Dupérac’s prolific corpus of printed work proves that he had 

thoroughly studied Rome’s ruins, yet such studies obviously did not satiate his need to 

know exactly how now-ruined buildings had looked in antiquity.67 It was this desire that 

would inspire him to create the Morgan manuscript. But without his firsthand   

                                                   
64 See also Thomas Ashby, Topographical Study in Rome in 1581 (London: Nichols, 1916). For 
further information on Dupérac’s activities in Rome see Cesare Nissirio, Rome et les artistes français 
du XVI. siécle (Rome: Centre Cultural Français de Rome, 1981). 
65 McGowan, Vision in Ruins, p. 167. Among Dupérac’s most notable friends were Pirro Ligorio, 
Onofrio Panvinio, and Fulvio Orsini. For further information on Dupérac’s artistic and 
antiquarian acquaintances see Christina Bragaglia Venuti, “Étienne Dupérac and Pirro Ligorio,” 
Print Quarterly 23 (2006): 411; Erna Mandowsky and Charles Mitchell, Pirro Ligorio’s Roman 
Antiquities: The Drawings in MS. XIII. B. 7 in the National Library in Naples (London: The Warburg 
Institute-University of London, 1963), pp. 29-34. 
66 Étienne Dupérac, I vestigi dell'antichità di Roma: Raccolti et ritratti in perspettiva con ogni diligentia da 
Stefano du Pérac (Rome: [s.n.], 1575). Dupérac also produced a map of sixteenth-century Rome in 
1577. 
67 Peter Parshall, “Antonio Lafréri’s Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae,” Print Quarterly 23 (2006): 13. 
Lafréry and his publishing partner Antonio Salamanca had a preference for reconstructive 
images over vedute showing ruins in their sixteenth-century environments. The types of images 
that Dupérac produced were popular because they supplemented the readily available, yet often 
unillustrated, guidebooks to Rome. 
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Figure 109   Étienne Dupérac, Pyramid of Gaius Cestius, 1575, engraving, 
pl. 24 from Dupérac’s I vestigi dell’antichità di Roma. 

 

Figure 110   Étienne Dupérac, Arch of Constantine and the Meta Sudens, 1575, engraving,  
pl. 15 from Dupérac’s I vestigi dell’antichità di Roma. 
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antiquarian and architectural knowledge – as well as access to the drawings and prints of 

his predecessors - such an endeavour could never have been carried out. 

A superb example of the comparative views in the Morgan Codex are the “old” 

and “new” depictions of the Roman Forum (figures 111 and 112). Dupérac used an 

entire open page of the Codex for each view because of the width of the Roman Forum 

and because he wished to show as much detail as possible. In this and the other pairs of 

images, Dupérac depicted his views of ancient and modern Rome from identical 

viewpoints and using identical scales. The assumed purpose for this consistency is that it 

allowed the viewer to easily compare and contrast the changes in the Roman landscape 

and topography, and perhaps even imagine superimposing one image over the other.68 

Comprehending the extreme changes in Rome’s topography over the course of fifteen-

hundred years would truly have been astonishing and enthralling to the sixteenth-century 

viewers of this codex. 

Scholars have long asked why such a codex would have been produced in the 

first place. The use of vellum, the sumptuous title page design, and the richly 

ornamented frames that surround each of the drawings confirm that the codex was 

probably intended to be a presentation piece for an illustrious patron, but for unknown  

 

 

                                                   
68 Wittkower, “Introduction,” p. 7. Despite the fact that it is difficult to say with certainty that 
the codex drawings were done by Dupérac’s hand, thirty of the forty-six drawings in the codex 
can be connected to engravings made after Dupérac’s designs. Although some scholars have 
interpreted this connection as the codex artist having copied Dupérac’s engravings, there is no 
reason to dismiss the idea that Dupérac himself was creating a collection of drawings of ruins, 
some of which may have been based on earlier drawings and prints that he himself produced. 
The two drawings of the Forum of Nerva in the codex are the most strikingly similar to 
engravings by Dupérac. 
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Figure 111   Étienne Dupérac, Reconstruction of the Roman Forum in Antiquity, c.1570s,  
pen and ink on vellum, 25 x 20 cm, folios 15v and 16r, Disegni de le ruine di Roma  

e come anticamente erono, Morgan Library, New York. 
 

Figure 112   Étienne Dupérac, Roman Forum in the Sixteenth Century, c.1570s,  
pen and ink on vellum, 25 x 20 cm, folios 16v and 17r, Disegni de le ruine di Roma  

e come anticamente erono, Morgan Library, New York. 
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reasons it was never completed.69 Furthermore, the fascinating figural decorative motifs 

that surround each of the views of Rome show a talented artist with a penchant for an 

elaborate and ornamental style. The mystery of this codex is deepened by the fact that it 

remained unknown until discovered by Thomas Ashby in a private collection at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, and so virtually nothing is known about the early 

provenance of the manuscript. It is for these reasons that scholars continue to 

acknowledge that the subject matter and the style of these ruin-based drawings are the 

most important evidence for understanding why the codex was produced and for what 

purpose.  

Despite the questions surrounding the artist of the Morgan Codex, these 

drawings of “old” and “new” Rome can still be used to glean enlightening information 

about the study of ruins and antiquarian interests at the end of the sixteenth century. The 

overarching theme of the codex – the transformation of Rome’s topography over the 

course of some 1500 years – is complex and was created by and for an antiquarian 

familiar with Rome’s past and surviving ancient texts. Reconstructions like those in the 

Morgan Codex would certainly have been more meaningful and interesting to someone 

familiar with the writings of Varro, Vitruvius, and Pliny the Elder, among others.  

The draughtsmanship of the drawings indicates an inherent knowledge of 

architecture and perhaps even archaeology if the sophistication of a number of the  

                                                   
69 Ashby, “An Unknown Sixteenth Century Topography,” p. 246; Wittkower, “Introduction,” p. 
14 and 33. The frontispiece of the codex includes the date 1490, but Ashby notes that this date 
was probably “apocryphal” and “fictitious” and may have been added by a later dealer to add 
greater value to the work.  
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illustrations is any indication (for example, figures 113 and 114 of the Septizodium, 

drawings that will be discussed in greater depth in the following chapter).70 Many of the 

details used to “restore” the buildings in the reconstructive drawings would only be 

known to someone familiar with the vocabulary of ancient Roman architecture and 

decorative motifs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
70 The quality of the drawings reveals Dupérac’s capabilities as draughtsman, while his 
knowledge of ancient architecture is further displayed by his lack of reliance upon earlier 
prototypes for creating his reconstructions. This ingenuity and creativity is best evidenced by his 
reconstruction of the Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine.  

Figure 113   Étienne Dupérac, Reconstruction 
of the Septizodium in Antiquity, c.1570s, pen 
and ink on vellum, 25 x 20 cm, folio 22v, 
Disegni de le ruine di Roma e come anticamente 

erono, Morgan Library, New York. 
 

Figure 114   Étienne Dupérac, Septizodium 
in the Sixteenth Century, c.1570s, pen and ink 
on vellum, 25 x 20 cm, folio 23r, Disegni de 

le ruine di Roma e come anticamente erono, 
Morgan Library, New York. 
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 Dupérac seems at times to have been more creative in his reconstructions, for 

example in his depiction of the original form of the Basilica of Maxentius and 

Constantine (figure 115).71 Instead of following in the path of earlier depictions of the 

building (like the severe one by Palladio mentioned above), Dupérac reconstructs the 

building with an extremely elaborate façade. Only a shell of the basilica remained by the 

sixteenth century, so Dupérac was forced to invent the building’s exterior, which he 

ornamented with elaborate architectural and sculptural e lements. The exterior is 

overloaded with columns, pilasters, rusticated stonework, and free-standing sculptures – 

all combined in a manner unlike typical classical Roman constructions. Although modern 

archaeological work has proven that the basilica had a far more conservative façade in 

antiquity, Dupérac’s interpretation of the building highlights the degree of inventiveness 

that was required when designing  such reconstructions. Producing drawn  

                                                   
71 This sheet, along with the representations of the Roman Forum, have backgrounds that are 
made to look like rusticated masonry, as though the reconstructive images are hung on a gallery 
wall. 

Figure 115   Étienne Dupérac, 
Reconstruction of the Basilica of 
Maxentius and Constantine in 

Antiquity, c.1570s, pen and ink on 
vellum, 25 x 20 cm, folio 19r, 
Disegni de le ruine di Roma e come 

anticamente erono, Morgan Library, 
New York. 
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reconstructions of ancient ruins required a level of improvisation on the part of the 

artist, but creating such works was a challenge that many sixteenth-century artists were 

compelled to take on in the absence of firm archaeological evidence. In this drawing, 

along with the others in the codex, Dupérac expressed himself as though he was an 

ancient architect, yet whether or not he succeeded in this endeavor is open to 

interpretation.  

In many ways the image of ancient Rome presented in the Morgan Codex 

reconstructions is an idealized one - the city appears neither crowded, nor dirty, nor is 

there any indication of squalor or unpleasantness. The reconstructed images give the 

sense of a serene setting that is almost barren, aside from the odd person or two standing 

in front of the monuments and sometimes looking at or pointing towards the structures. 

In the sixteenth-century views, a similar version of Rome is presented: people still pass 

by on relatively quiet roads, and the only things that have changed significantly are the 

ruins. As a result, these drawings demand two separate reactions from the viewers: the 

first, related to the reconstructions, is a sense of awe, a reaction produced by the wonder 

at the architectural feats of the ancients. On the other hand, when looking at the images 

of the decaying monuments in the sixteenth century, the viewer may be intended to feel 

regret or nostalgia, rooted in the loss of something once great and impressive.72 These 

drawings, whomever they were intended for, may not have been meant only to 

demonstrate the effects of time on great architecture or to act as a private window onto 

                                                   
72 David E. Karmon touches upon a similar sentiment when he writes that the “impulse to 
reconstruct can also affect the way we see these sites in the present. When we juxtapose past and 
present in this way, our tendency is to focus upon the destruction and losses that have occurred 
since these ancient buildings were first built.” David E. Karmon, The Ruin of the Eternal City: 
Antiquity and Preservation in Renaissance Rome (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 6.  
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the appearance of ancient Rome, but to elicit diverse responses from those observing the 

drawings. Drawings of ruins, therefore, were not always created for purely academic or 

artistic purposes, since the images of ruins in either reconstructed or ruined form caused 

viewers to think about the past, present, and future of Rome’s architectural legacy.  

The Morgan Codex drawings were created with the intention of juxtaposing the 

once-pristine state of ancient Roman buildings to the then-contemporary ruined 

monuments. The next antiquarian-artist to be discussed, however, used a different 

method and style altogether, and had a far different purpose for his reconstructions. 

Perhaps more than any other artist so far discussed in this dissertation, the drawings of 

the relatively little-known sculptor-turned-antiquarian draughtsman Giovanni Battista 

Montano (1534–1621) confirm that, by the sixteenth century, the roles of architect, 

draughtsman, antiquarian, and amateur archaeologist were interrelated.73 

Montano’s interest in ruins seemingly began in the 1570s after he relocated to 

Rome from Milan, where he had trained and worked as a woodcarver for over two 

decades. Although he continued to work as a sculptor and later as an architect in Rome, 

his antiquarian studies and his production of architectural drawings in particular became 

the most prominent aspect of his career.74 In time these endeavours led Montano to 

become a respected member of Roman antiquarian societies such as the Virtuosi al 

Pantheon, as well as a founding member of the Accademia di San Luca. Through these 

                                                   
73 For further information see Leonard Barkan, Unearthing the Past and Philip Jacks, The 
Antiquarian and the Myth of Antiquity (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
74 Paul Arthur Anderson, “Master Carpenters in Renaissance and Baroque Rome: The 
Collaboration of Artists, Architects and Artisans on Monumental Commissions in the 
Cinquecento and Seicento,” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of California Santa Barbara, 2008), 
pp. 322-328. See also Janina M. Knight, “Giovanni Battista Montano as Architectural 
Draughtsman: Recording the Past and Designing the Future” (MA Thesis, Queen’s University, 
Kingston, 2008). Montano gained a reputation in Rome for being a superb sculptor. 
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associations he would eventually come to play a crucial role in the development and 

dissemination of antiquarian drawings in Rome.75 His expertise as a sculptor, architect, 

and draughtsman, combined with his study of ruins (both firsthand and through images) 

allowed him to produce the small-scale, yet detailed, architectural reconstructions that 

now epitomize his unique artistic legacy (figure 116). Close to one-thousand antiquarian 

drawings by Montano survive, each exploring a different aspect of classical architecture, 

including façades, capitals, and sculpted details of antique friezes. In his drawings ,  

                                                   
75 Campbell, Ancient Roman Topography, II, p. 30; Nicholas Pevsner, Academies of Art: Past and 
Present (New York: Da Capo Press, 1973), p.  56. See Chapter 2 for further information on the 
Virtuosi al Pantheon, which had been founded in 1543 and counted other antiquarian-
draughtsmen like Pirro Ligorio and Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola amongst its members. 

Figure 116    
Giovanni Battista Montano, 
Reconstructed Plan and Elevation 

of the Nymphaeum at Villa 
Gordianorum, post 1580-ante 
1621, graphite, pen and ink, 

and ink wash, 273 x 195 mm, 
Volume 123, folio 50r, Sir 

John Soane’s Museum, 
London, England. 
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Montano attempted to present ancient buildings in their imagined original states, a highly 

subjective appraisal of architecture based upon his firsthand study of ruins and upon the 

broader antiquarian legacy of imagery produced by his artistic predecessors and 

contemporaries.76 

Contemporary accounts of Montano’s life record that he visited the sites of 

Roman ruins in preparation for his drawn reconstructions. Montano’s pupil, Giovanni 

Battista Soria (1581-1651), writes that: 

Time and again [Montano] went into the caverns and grottos to 
see how the ancients made the foundations of their buildings, and 
then, with his exquisite genius, he showed the refinements of 
their elevations and sections, with the plans drawn in perspective, 
and with their ornamentation, as is seen in the present work, even 
when in those ancient buildings, because of the ruin and wear of 
time, it was no longer possible to see any elevations at all.77  

 

Although based in the celebratory topoi of Renaissance art historiography, this quotation 

nevertheless provides some useful evidence for understanding Montano’s architectural 

drawings. Soria’s description of Montano’s “exquisite genius” is significant: in the 

                                                   
76 For the most thorough account of Montano’s life and works see Lynda Fairbairn, Italian 
Renaissance Drawings in the Collection of Sir John Soane’s Museum, 2 vols (London: Azimuth Editions, 
1998), II, pp. 541-734. Along with ancient buildings, Montano also drew variations of columns, 
capitals, caryatids, sarcophagi, relief sculptures, tabernacles, obelisks, cornices, and ceiling 
coffering. His drawings are today in museums throughout the world, but three large groups, 
considered to be his best drawings, are preserved in Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, the 
Castello Sforzesco, Milan, and the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris. The remaining 
hundreds of ‘loose’ Montano sheets were probably individual curiosity pieces. Despite the vast 
number of extant drawings, it is almost impossible to date any of Montano’s works or arrange 
them chronologically based upon the style of the drawings alone. 
77 G.B. Soria, “Preface,” in Scielta di varij tempietti antichi (1624), as cited in Paolo Portoghesi,  
Roma Barocca: The History of an Architectonic Culture, trans. Barbara Luigia La Penta (Cambridge: 
The MIT Press, 1970), pp. 44-45. Soria’s original passage from the 1624 edition of Scielta reads 
“...che per fare le presenti opere non solo andò più e più volte nelle caverne, e grotte, per veder il modo che tenevano 
gli Antichi per fondare i suoi edifici, ma di più, con il suo squisito ingegno, gli dava i suoi finimenti in prospettiva 
con i suoi adornamenti come nella presente opera si vede, ancorché in dette antichità per le rovine e corso di tempo 
non potessero scorgercisi alzate di sorta alcuna.” 
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simplest sense, he defines Montano’s “genius” as his ability to harness his imagination 

and reproduce on paper what existed only in his mind’s eye. To progress from the study 

of deteriorating ruins to producing detailed reconstructions of ancient Roman buildings 

required inventiveness, fantasy, and, naturally, imagination on the part of the 

draughtsman. “Exquisite genius” thus implied the ability to see in an architectural ruin 

what others could not, and then to translate that image into something readable; this 

image in turn allowed a viewer to re-examine a deteriorating monument in a new light.  

But despite the overall importance of the role of imagination in Montano’s 

works, Soria indicates that the foundation for his master’s drawn reconstructions was the 

assiduous study of the physical remains of ancient Rome. Montano’s drawings convey 

this knowledge of the traditional forms of Roman architecture, yet his imaginative 

renderings of antique monuments were never constrained by a need to adhere strictly to 

classical models.78 Instead, Montano drew buildings in which the vocabulary of ancient 

Roman architecture was applied and combined in unexpected ways, thereby setting his 

drawings apart from all others. The liberty that Montano took when reconstructing two-

dimensional images of ruins was facilitated by the drawing medium, chosen by so many 

artists with similar aims.  

 It seems probable that upon arriving in Rome, Montano, like so many of his 

predecessors, was awed by the physical remains of antiquity scattered throughout the city 

and its countryside, prompting him to explore the ruins through drawn images and later 

his own building designs. After all, Rome’s topography was very different from the 

                                                   
78 Aside from having learned about Roman architecture through firsthand observations, 
Montano likely also read Vitruvius, as would have almost all literate artists and architects from 
the fifteenth century onwards. 
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ornate, Gothic style of Milanese architecture with which Montano was familiar.79 Soria’s 

description of Montano’s working methods, specifically how he explored the decrepit 

ruins and traversed crumbling grottos, might exaggerate the lengths he went to when 

preparing to make drawn reconstructions, but this account captures the archaeological 

spirit already shown to have been pursued and developed by many artists and architects 

since the fifteenth century.  

This chapter has already shown that the tradition of reconstructing ruins in 

images had developed throughout the sixteenth century, but Montano was one of a few 

artists whose oeuvre was defined by it.80 Many of Montano’s contemporaries were 

producing images of antique monuments within vedute with the aim of juxtaposing the 

physical remains of antiquity with the contemporary landscape of Rome and its 

countryside - an alluring combination for those interested in the topographical 

relationship between ancient Rome and the modern city. But Montano’s objective was 

far from those of artists who produced traditional vedute. Indeed, it was almost the exact 

opposite in that he aimed not to represent the image of Rome as it currently was, but the 

image of Rome as it may have been. While Dupérac’s drawings in the Morgan Codex 

were defined by a balanced interest in “old” and “new” Rome, Montano appears not to 

have been at all interested recording the physical state of Roman ruins in his own time. 

Figure 117, which shows the arch of Janus Quadrifons, represents the typical 

style and subject matter of Montano’s surviving drawings, many of which are highly  

                                                   
79 Rudolf Wittkower, Gothic vs. Classic: Architectural Projects in Seventeenth-Century Italy (New York: 
George Braziller, 1974). 
80 Alina Payne, “Ut Poesis Architectura: Tectonics and Poetics in Architectural Criticism Circa 
1570,” in Antiquity and Its Interpreters, eds. Alina Payne, Ann Kuttner and Rebekah Smick 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 145.  
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inventive restorations of structures that were in varying states of ruin when he recorded 

them. Montano used his knowledge of this specific ruin as the foundation for his design, 

and then recreated the monument’s “original” appearance by filling the niches with 

statues, adding a complex, tiered upper story, and applying lost ornamental details, such 

as Corinthian pilasters and freestanding sculptures.81 In line with all of his drawings, 

                                                   
81 For archaeological information on the Arch of Janus Quadrifons see Claridge, Rome, pp. 258-9. 
Claridge writes that it is unclear if the niches were ever intended to hold statues. She also states 

Figure 117   
 Giovanni Battista Montano, 

Reconstruction of the Arch of 
Janus Quadrifons, post 1580-
ante 1621, graphite, pen and 
ink, and ink wash, 268 x 188 

mm, Volume 124, folio 1r, Sir 
John Soane’s Museum, 

London, England. 
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Montano provided the plan of the structure to appeal to those interested in 

understanding the complex relationship between building façades and foundations. 

Lastly, Montano deviated from the veduta genre by depicting the arch in a spatial vacuum 

without any indication of topography or scale, removing the reconstructed building from 

any connection to space or time in the preferred manner of Serlio, Ligorio, and Palladio. 

In many ways, his drawings also align with the “archaeological” studies of individuals like 

Giuliano da Sangallo as discussed in the previous chapter. Montano’s reconstructions 

appear more empirical than pictorial, which helps to explain why they came to be trusted 

sources on ancient Roman buildings, despite the imaginative (and often inaccurate) 

elements of the designs. 

One might assume that in order to produce any drawn reconstruction, an 

“archaeological” approach would be indispensable to the draughtsman.82 For Montano, 

however, this was not the case. His drawings exemplify a liberal and somewhat 

unconventional interpretation of Roman architecture: the elaborate ornament applied to 

his reconstructions and the complex plans found throughout his oeuvre reflect 

Hellenistic or Gothic buildings as much as the architecture of ancient Rome.83 For 

example, figures 118 and 119, drawings of unidentified temples now in the collection of 

Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, are examples of Montano’s unconventional 

interpretations of classical architecture. Most striking in both cases is the unorthodox use 

                                                                                                                                                       
that the form of the lost upper story was likely rectangular, but that some scholars believe it may 
have been pyramidal in shape.  
82 This author uses the term “archaeological” in reference to the modern understanding of the 
word, meaning using the careful study of physical remains to draw conclusions about the studied 
subject.  
83 Anthony Blunt, “Introduction,” in Studies in Western Art, ed. Millard Meiss, 4 vols. (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1963), III, pp. 3-11; Anthony Blunt, Borromini (London: Pengiun 
Books, 1979), pp. 41-5. 
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Figure 118   Giovanni Battista Montano, Unidentified Temple Design post 1580-ante 1621, 
graphite, pen and ink, and ink wash, 260.5 x 195 mm, Volume 124, folio 66r,  

Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, England. 
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Figure 119   Giovanni Battista Montano, Unidentified Fan-Shaped Building, post 1580-ante 
1621, graphite, pen and ink, and ink wash, 257 x 197 mm, Volume 124, folio 62r,  

Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, England. 
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of convex and concave shapes to form undulating, intricate plans.84 Furthermore, 

Montano’s application of complex decorative elements, such as sculpted friezes, 

elaborate column capitals, and multiple free-standing sculptures in exaggerated 

contrapposto poses, appear to reflect his own aesthetic, honed during his training as a 

sculptor in Milan, rather than particular examples of antique ornament. Such imaginative, 

unexpected elements are now recognized as the characteristic features of Montano’s 

oeuvre, as they undoubtedly were in the artist’s life.  

Like many of the other images already discussed in this chapter, the audience for 

these works was undoubtedly composed of members of antiquarian circles, along with 

other artists and architects who appreciated Montano’s novel interpretation of ancient 

architecture.85 While his reconstructions probably originated out of personal interest, 

Montano subsequently realized that he could sell his works to those who wished to see 

how Rome’s ruins had originally looked but may not have had the capacity to do so on 

their own.86 Another edifying use for Montano’s drawings was related to his role as a 

                                                   
84 Many of the buildings drawn by Montano cannot be connected with a particular ruin or 
textual description from antiquity. It is therefore assumed that in some cases, Montano drew a 
building that has since been destroyed, or that some of his drawings were exercises in 
architectural design and were not reconstructions of specific monuments. 
85 There remains much work to do in the archives of the Virtuosi al Pantheon in Rome. Until 
then, how Montano’s works were received by his contemporaries must be hypothesized based 
on his continued production of his drawings and the popularity of the later books of engravings. 
86 In several instances, Montano produced multiple finished versions of the same reconstruction, 
each identical to the other. Scholars believe that such duplicates would only have been produced 
because there was a demand for them from different individuals, a concept supported by the fact 
that the “duplicate” works have ended up in different museums and collections. It is not 
inconceivable that Montano was supplementing his income by selling individual drawings to 
antiquarians and artists in Rome. Furthermore, the sale of individual reconstructions ties into the 
greater trend of humanism that emerged in the Renaissance. Montano’s drawings may have 
complemented studies on ancient literature, history and topography being carried out by other 
great minds active in Rome in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. For further 
information on Renaissance theories of architecture and the publications produced in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries see Alina A. Payne, The Architectural Treatise in the Italian 
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founding member of the Accademia di San Luca, formed in Rome in 1593.87 Documents 

record that Montano began giving lectures on ancient architecture at the Accademia in 

May 1594, and one can speculate that he would have used his own drawings to illustrate 

his discourses.88 The exact substance of these lectures remains unknown, but it is likely 

that some of Montano’s extant works were created specifically for use in the 

environment of the Accademia.  

The majority of Montano’s surviving reconstructions are highly finished, precise 

works, like figures 120 and 121. The scholarly consensus is that the vast majority of 

extant Montano works were produced off site. This supposition is supported by the 

presence of measured graphite underdrawings on most sheets (which would have been 

hard to carry out in the field), the inclusion of views of façade elevations, interior 

sections, and plans, and from the polished and detailed nature of the final 

draughtsmanship.89 In addition, meticulous application of layered washes applied in the 

artist’s studio enhance the illusion of depth and volume of the two-dimensional 

buildings. Moreover, the completion of the drawn reconstructions away from the actual 

ruins helps to explain the imaginative and fantastical elements of Montano’s 

reconstructions. It was in his studio that Montano synthesized his knowledge of the 

ruins with his exceptional vision of pristine ancient architecture. In addition, he 

combined an awareness of past artistic practices in the representation of architecture: 

specifically, his frequent – if not almost invariable – inclusion of a “floating” plan  

                                                                                                                                                       
Renaissance: Architectural Invention, Ornament, and Literary Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999). 
87 See Peter M. Lukehart, ed., The Accademia Seminars: The Accademia di San Luca, c.1590-1635 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009). 
88 Fairbairn, Italian Renaissance Drawings, II, p. 541. 
89 Ibid., pp. 548-9. 
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and the combined use of cut-away cross sections and elevations suggests familiarity with 

the conventions employed in the published works of Serlio and Labacco, discussed 

earlier. Moreover, like all the artists who produced two-dimensional reconstructions 

before him, Montano’s works confirm that the ruins of Rome had the potential to spark 

creativity in those who gazed upon them, as they had done since the Middle Ages.90 

                                                   
90 For example, the twelfth-century English traveller Master Gregorius left a fascinating 
description of the awe-inspiring art and architecture of Rome, entitled De mirabilibus urbis Romae. 
For an English translation of this Latin text see Master Gregorius, The Marvels of Rome, trans. 
John Osborne (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1987).  

Figure 120   Giovanni Battista Montano, 
Unidentified Centrally-Designed Temple or Tomb, 
post 1580-ante 1621, graphite, pen and ink, 
and ink wash, 272 x 194 mm, Volume 123, 

folio 49r, Sir John Soane’s Museum, 
London, England. 

 

Figure 121   Giovanni Battista Montano, 
Unidentified Temple Design, post 1580-ante 

1621, graphite, pen and ink, and ink wash, 
274 x 189 mm, Volume 124, folio 85r, 

 Sir John Soane’s Museum,  
London, England. 
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Montano’s individual drawings may always have been intended to facilitate the 

discussion of ancient architecture, but several surviving frontispiece designs in his hand 

indicate that after years of success as an antiquarian-draughtsman, his ultimate goal was 

to publish his designs as a collection of engraved books.91 Montano may have wished to 

produce a “catalogue” of ancient buildings, his intention being that each page could be 

studied alone or in comparison with other illustrations in the book. Unfortunately, 

Montano’s plan to publish was not realized before his death in 1621. His drawings then 

passed to his pupil, Giovanni Soria, who auspiciously produced several publications of 

engravings after them.92 The first and most popular was the Scielta di varij tempietti antichi 

of 1624, which contained engravings after Montano’s reconstructions of ancient temples 

and tombs (see figures 122 and 123).93 This book, along with Soria’s following 

publications and their numerous later editions, allowed for the eventual transmission of 

Montano’s unique interpretation of ancient monuments to Rome’s younger generation 

                                                   
91 Fairbairn, Italian Renaissance Drawings, II, p. 543. This desire to publish is further attested to by 
the consistent size of most of Montano’s drawings (the majority of his reconstructions being the 
same size – less that 30 by 20 cm). 
92 For further information on G.B. Soria and his activities in Rome see Birgitta Ringbeck, 
Giovanni Battista Soria: Architekt Scipione Borgheses (Münster: Lit, 1989). The Montano drawings 
now mostly housed in the Soane Museum, London, were eventually purchased by Cassiano dal 
Pozzo and became part of his famed Museo Cartaceo. See Ingo Herklotz, Cassiano dal Pozzo und 
die Archäologie des 17. Jahrhunderts (Munich: Hirmer, 1999).  
93 Giovanni Battista Montano, Scielta di varij tempietti antichi (Rome: G.B. Soria, 1624). The later 
publications of Montano’s work are: Architettura con diversi ornamenti cavati del antico (Rome: G.B. 
Soria, 1624); Diversi ornamenti capricciosi per deposito o altari (Rome: G.B. Soria, 1625); Tabernacoli 
diversi (Rome: G.B. Soria, 1628); Architettura con diversi ornamenti cavati del antico (Rome: Calisto 
Ferrante, 1636); Raccolta (Rome: Calisto Ferrante, 1638);  Le cinque libri di architettura di Gio. Battista 
Montani Milanese  (Rome: Giovanni Jacomo de Rossi, 1684);  Li cinque libri di architettura di Gio. 
Battista Montani Milanese,  second edition (Rome: Giovanni Jacomo de Rossi, 1691).  
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of architects, most notably Gian Lorenzo Bernini (1598-1680) and Francesco Borromini 

(1599-1667).94  

 

 

 

 

 
                                                   
94 For further information on the effect of Montano’s works on Baroque architects see Paolo 
Portoghesi, Borromini: Architettura come linguaggio (Milan: Istituto Editoriale Electa, 1967), pp. 13-
15; Portoghesi, Roma Barocca, pp. 44-45; Blunt, Borromini, pp. 37-45; Joseph Connors, “Virtuoso 
Architecture,” in Cassiano dal Pozzo’s Paper Museum, 2 vols (Milan: Olivetti, 1992), II, pp. 23-40; 
Joseph Connors, “S. Ivo alla Sapienza: The First Three Minutes,” The Journal of the Society of 
Architectural Historians 55 (1996): 38-57. 

Figure 122   Title Page of Scielta di varij 
tempietti antichi, 1624, engraving by Francesco 
Villamena, published by Giovanni Battista 

Soria. 

 

Figure 123   After Giovanni Battista 
Montano, Unidentified Temple or Tomb 
Design, 1624, engraving by Francesco 
Villamena, pl. 3 from Scielta di varij 

tempietti antichi, published by  
Giovanni Battista Soria. 
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Much of what is known about Montano’s artistic practices and objectives must be 

deduced from his surviving corpus of drawings since there are few other sources from 

which to gain such reliable information. The study of Montano’s works has revealed that 

he contributed to the larger trend of Roman antiquarianism that had been taking shape 

and gaining momentum for over two centuries.95 His novel interpretation of antiquity 

struck a chord with his contemporaries, leading to the popularity of his drawings and 

posthumous engraved collections. Interestingly, the imaginative and fantastical qualities 

of these works seem never to have been interpreted as distorting or falsifying the original 

appearance of Rome’s great monuments. Montano’s contemporaries recognized that his 

reconstructions were not definitive statements on the form of ancient architecture, but 

rather manifestations of Montano’s artistic license, the subjects of debate and discussion. 

His aim was not to create perfect restitutions of ancient buildings, but rather to harness 

the freedom provided by the medium of drawing in order to present his unique vision of 

ancient Rome. In this regard, he promoted a new artistic level of draughtsmanly 

techniques and conventions established over the time period covered by this chapter. 

~ 

                                                   
95 For additional small-scale studies on Montano see Giuseppe Zander, “Le invenzioni 
architettoniche di Giovanni Battista Montano milanese (1534 - 1621),” Quaderni dell'Istituto di 
Storia dell'Architettura 49/50 (1962): 1-30; Anna Bedon, “Disegni di G.B. Montano nelle 
collezione europee,” Ricerche di storia dell’arte 18 (1982): 77-85; Antonio Vendetti, “L'attività 
romana di Giovanni Battista Montano,” Bollettino della Unione Storia ed Arte 25 (1982): 21-37;  
Anna Bedon, “Architettura e archeologia nella Roma del cinquecento: Giovanni Battista 
Montano,” Arte Lombarda 65 (1983): 111-26; Anna Bedon, “I disegni di Giovan Battista 
Montano nella raccolta Martinelli di Milano,” Il disegno di architettura 4 (1991): 29-33. For a 
biography of Montano by a contemporary see Giovanni Baglione, Le vite de' pittori, scultori et 
architetta dal pontificato di Gregorio XIII del 1572 in fino a'tempi di Papa Urbano Ottavo nel 1642 (Rome: 
Andrea Fei, 1642). 
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It is logical to assume that the artists discussed in this chapter realized that their 

imaginative reconstructions of ancient Roman architecture could never truly recreate the 

original appearances of antique buildings. These artists were attempting to assemble a 

whole picture for which they only had fragmented evidence; creative liberty, therefore, 

was both essential and paramount. Acknowledging that a wholly accurate reconstruction 

could not be produced granted artists the freedom to use their artistic intuition to 

“complete” the ancient buildings they were pictorially representing. Regardless of the 

degree of accuracy attained within these reconstructive images, they provided those 

interested in antiquity with an imaginative glimpse into Rome’s physical past, and 

thereafter encouraged discussions and debates on the city in antique times. Even if the 

reconstructions discussed are not accurate by current archaeological standards, these 

carefully rendered illustrations reference both the achievements of the ancient Romans 

and the imaginative proficiency of early modern artists. Cammy Brothers highlights some 

of the issues that arise when modern scholars study inventive reconstructions of ancient 

buildings in the following quotation: 

Establishing exactly what Renaissance architects thought they 
were doing is difficult; it is easier to demonstrate what they were 
not doing. In the past the implication of assessments of drawings 
of this period has been that the draughtsmen would have liked to 
have made accurate drawings, but they were not capable of doing 
so.96 

 
Brothers makes several valid points, but the present chapter proposes that artists did not 

turn to making fantastical or imaginative reconstructions because they had no other 

option. Instead, they found in the activity of drawing a means by which to merge their 

own fascination with antiquity and their desire to be artistically creative. It was the 

                                                   
96 Brothers, Drawing from Memory, p. 83. 
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process of putting themselves in the place of the ancient architect that was especially 

gratifying and inspiring. The foregoing discussion of the evolution of reconstructive 

drawings has shown that this genre became increasingly characterized by fantastical and 

imaginative works in the second half of the sixteenth century and well into the early 

seventeenth century. The works of Montano in particular demonstrate that by the early 

1600s, images which diverged from the accepted reality of ancient Roman architecture 

were still interpreted as works of art that reflected antiquity, even if the viewers were 

aware that artistic liberties had been taken.  

While some scholars have classified the inventive reconstructions of artists like 

Montano as marking a decline in the standards of antiquarian drawings, the conclusion 

of this chapter interprets these works in the exact opposite manner. Because of the 

foundational imagery produced by earlier antiquarian artists like the Sangallos, Francesco 

di Giorgio, and Ligorio, to name only a few, later artists did not feel compelled to follow 

suit.97 Instead, they turned their attention to recreating the impressive and elaborate 

Roman buildings as they envisioned them in their minds. To make a creative illustration 

of an ancient building was not to deny the true forms of classical buildings, rather it 

showed that the study of ancient architecture inspired creativity and invention. The 

classical tradition lived on and thrived anew as artists strayed from solely producing ruin-

based images based on archaeological and antiquarian knowledge: they came to 

                                                   
97 Campbell, “Reconstructions of Ancient Roman Temples.” Campbell is extremely critical of 
the works of Montano because they strayed from more accurate reconstructions of ancient 
buildings. Unfortunately, Campbell does not acknowledge that Montano may have taken such an 
approach to his reconstructions because he interpreted the works of his predecessors to be 
accurate and trustworthy prototypes. If this was so, Montano may not have felt it necessary to 
replicate such works, and therefore he approached ancient architecture from a different, more 
creative point of view. 
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acknowledge that a perfect reconstruction was virtually impossible, and therefore 

harnessed the resulting freedom to produce images that were interesting, generated 

conversation, and were artistically attractive. While early modern artists unquestionably 

benefitted from the exercise of producing imaginative reconstructions of ancient 

buildings, the fruits of their labours were – and continue to be – admired and treasured 

by antiquarians and art-lovers alike. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 
 

Depictions of the Septizodium Produced Between the  
Fifteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 

 
 

  

Since the primary goal of this dissertation is to trace the development and variety 

of images of ancient buildings produced between the late fifteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries, one of the most useful and telling methods for achieving this aim is the case 

study. This chapter examines representations of the Septizodium, beginning with an 

explanation of the history and original form of the ancient ruin, followed by a comparison 

of visual representations of the monument produced by different artists using different 

artistic media in different centuries. The previous two chapters discussed the diverse range 

of ruin-based images produced between the fifteenth and early seventeenth centuries, and 

this final chapter will use drawings and prints of the Septizodium to clarify the differences 

and similarities between these different methods of representing ancient Roman 

architecture. 

 This case study will reveal the large variety of visual variations that could be 

produced based upon the study of a single architectural model. Furthermore, such 

comparisons reveal the particular aesthetic preferences of each artist and which elements 

of the building interested them. Although imaginative reconstructive, architectural treatise 

illustrations, vedute, “archaeological” studies, topographical maps, and guidebook 

illustrations could all depict the same ruins, this chapter will explore why the Septizodium 

captured the attention of individuals interested in antiquity, how the medium of drawing 
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was the ultimate method for studying ancient structures, and how images of this ruin 

eventually acted as intermediaries between an actual ruin and later generations of artists, 

architects, and antiquarians.1 
The drawings to be discussed are organized similarly to the drawings discussed in 

the previous chapters. The works all date between the 1470s and 1621, and are organized 

into the following categories: maps (in order to show its location relative to better known 

Roman ruins); early drawn studies of the building (both in spatial vacuums and as part of 

vedute of Rome); fifteenth- and sixteenth-century architectural studies of the ruin (drawings 

and prints); and imaginative reconstructions of the Septizodium, some of which were 

produced after its destruction. By aligning the organization of the Septizodium drawings 

with the categories of ruin-based drawings already laid out in this dissertation, the range 

of ways in which ancient Roman buildings could be visually represented will be 

demonstrated with lucidity.  

 

The History of the Septizodium 
 
 

 The Septizodium was a monumental façade-fountain which was built during the 

reign of the Roman Emperor L. Septimius Severus in the first decade of the third century 

CE. Located at the base of the Palatine Hill, this unusual structure (figure 124) was part of 

a much larger building campaign undertaken by Septimius Severus which ultimately aimed 

to symbolically solidify and glorify the reign of the Severan emperors.2 Composed of a 

                                                   
1  Overall, these images clarify the role of ruins in the antique-centric artistic world of Renaissance 
and early Baroque Rome, while also illuminating why such representations were coveted and how 
they were used in the realm of antiquarian studies of the time.  
2 Susann S. Lusnia, “Urban Planning and Sculptural Display in Severan Rome: Reconstructing the 
Septizodium and its Role in Dynastic Politics,” American Journal of Archaeology 108 (2004): 517. See 
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three-storey high columnar façade which was almost thirty metres tall and stretched 

approximately ninety-three meters in length, this monumental marble fountain dominated 

the site at the end of the Via Appia (figure 125). An inscription composed of foot-high 

letters ran along the entire length of the building’s frieze, just above the first storey. The 

inscription was recorded in a number of sixteenth-century drawings and texts and 

therefore it is known that it detailed and praised the lineage of the Severan dynasty.3 The 

Septizodium’s monumental size, expensive materials, propagandistic inscription, and 

prominent location at the base of the Palatine Hill all served to make this structure what 

Susann Lusnia describes as “the anchor of a new urban space” meant to reflect positively 

on Severus’ reign.4  

                                                   
also Susann S. Lusnia, “The Septizodium at Rome: A Political Image in Monumental Style,” in 
Imaging Humanity, eds. John Casey, Mary Warnement, Jim Whelton, Anne Wingenter (Lafayette: 
Bordighera Press, 2000), pp. 201-215. 
3 Lusnia, “Urban Planning,” p. 540. Lusnia discusses the significance of the Septizodium within 
the context of Septimius Severus’ building projects, as well as the political message that the 
building was meant to convey when completed at the beginning of the third century. 
4 Ibid., p. 517; Lusnia, “The Septizodium,” pp. 201-202. Severus intended the Septizodium to be 
a clear pronouncement of what he considered the legitimacy of his dynastic succession and the 
divine favour which had allowed for him to become emperor. 

Figure 124    
Christian Hülsen,  

Proposed Reconstruction of the 
Septizodium (elevation and 
plan), 1886, pl. 4 from 

Hülsen’s Das Septizonium 
des Septimus Severus. 
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Aside from symbolizing the political power of Severus and the imperial family, the 

Septizodium served the practical function of masking some of the architectural clutter 

which had been built upon the slopes of the Palatine Hill.5 Composed of different types 

and colours of marble and elaborately ornamented with columns, friezes, free-standing 

sculptures and waterworks, the Septizodium would have been one of the most impressive 

structures in Rome. In the Historia Augusta, a historical text on the Roman emperors 

written by unknown authors in the third or fourth century CE, the Septizodium is 

mentioned in the account of Septimius Severus’ life and reign. The author of the Historia 

writes that when Septimius Severus “built the Septizodium his only intention was that his 

                                                   
5 Lusnia, “Urban Planning,” p. 517. Edmund Thomas, “Metaphor and Identity in Severan 
Architecture: The Septizodium  Between Reality and Fantasy,” in Severan Culture, eds. Simon 
Swain, Stephen Harrison, Jás Elsner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 332. Some 
scholars and archaeologists (working before the middle of the twentieth century) hypothesized 
that the Septizodium was actually a monumental entrance meant to greet travellers arriving in 
Rome from Africa along the Via Appia. With the archaeological confirmation of the Septizodium 
being a façade-fountain, this theory is no longer credible. 

Figure 125    
Theodor Dombart, 

Proposed Reconstruction 
of the Septizodium 

(orthogonal elevation and 
plan), 1922, 

frontispiece from 
Dombart’s Palatinische 

Septizonium zu Rom. 
 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/classics/staff/?mode=pdetail&id=2842&sid=2842&pdetail=47709
http://www.dur.ac.uk/classics/staff/?mode=pdetail&id=2842&sid=2842&pdetail=47709
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own building should meet the eyes of travellers from Africa.”6 Severus was a native of 

Leptis Magna in the Roman province of Africa, and the description of the Septizodium as 

a beacon of welcome for his fellow Africans was for many centuries inaccurately 

perpetuated by the Historia Augusta. Although the Septizodium may have come to signify 

the power of Severus to visitors who approached the Palatine from the south, the façade-

fountain was not built for this particular purpose. 

 The name Septizodium was a reference to the building’s decorative program, which 

revolved around the seven (septem in Latin) planetary deities. By the fifteenth century, 

however, much of the Septizodium’s planetary decoration had been lost and the meaning 

of the building’s name was forgotten (figure 126). In the sixteenth century, some historians 

and writers believed that the name Septizodium was a reference to the structure having 

originally been composed of seven horizontal architectural zones employing seven Orders 

of architecture.7 This theory persisted through the sixteenth century because too little of 

the original structure remained to indicate the original form of the building with any 

certainty.8  

Vincenzo Scamozzi (1548-1616) was the first individual to refute this 

misinterpretation of Septizodium in writing.9 In 1582 he wrote that the name could  

                                                   
6 Historia Augusta, “Severus,” 7.13 as translated in Donald R. Dudley, Urbs Roma: A Source Book of 
Classical Texts on the City and Its Monuments (London: Phaidon Press, 1967), p. 171. 
7 Lusnia, “Urban Planning,” p. 524. 
8 The reconstructions of the Septizodium produced during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
must be acknowledged as speculative because the artists producing them had limited remains on 
which to base their images. Furthermore, the state of “archaeology” at that time was in its infancy, 
so very little (if anything at all) was known of the foundations of the Septizodium. 
9 Vincenzo Scamozzi, Discorsi sopra l'antichità di Roma (Venice: Francesco Ziletti, 1582), folios 23-
24. Scamozzi visited Rome between 1579 and 1580, so he certainly had the opportunity to observe 
the Septizodium before it was torn down in 1589. His notes accompany a veduta of the monument 
by Giovanni Battista Pittoni. 

http://archive.org/search.php?query=publisher%3A%22In+Venetia+%3A+Appresso+Francesco+Ziletti%22
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neither refer to the building’s general form nor its seven storeys. He believed that such an 

elaborate, enormous architectural design would have been technically impossible in 

antiquity, not to mention impractical.10 Although unable to decipher why the building had 

been called the Septizodium, Scamozzi was the first to acknowledge that the name – and 

specifically the connection to the number seven – had not necessarily been related to the 

architectural form of the structure. Even though Scamozzi was moving towards 

                                                   
10 Lusnia, “Urban Planning,” p. 524. Based on examination of the three-storey-high remains of 
the Septizodium, Scamozzi realized that the façade had not been topped with additional storeys. 

Figure 126   
 Giovanni Antonio Dosio, 

Study of the Septizodium, c.1560, 
pen and ink with ink wash, 

414 x 278 mm, inv. 1774 Ar, 
Uffizi Gallery, Florence. 
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deciphering the Septizodium’s original form and function, the decay and loss of the 

sculpted planetary deities made this nearly impossible in the sixteenth century.11 

It was not until the nineteenth century that archaeologists and scholars recognized 

that all large façade-fountains built in the second and third centuries were called septizonia 

because of the planetary imagery with which they were decorated.12 This verified that the 

name of Severus’ Septizodium referred to the fountain’s sculptural program, not its 

architectural form.13 The name Septizodium, however, was also a pun on the emperor’s 

name: Septimius of the gens Septimia. The Severan Septizodium was, therefore, primarily 

named for its celestial-themed ornamentation, but it also expressed the emperor’s 

identity.14  

Due to the vast amount of archaeological investigation and scholarly work 

conducted on the Septizodium over the past century, scholars now have a much clearer 

idea of what the Septizodium looked like when completed around 202 CE, even though 

the only visible remains of the once-great structure are the outlines of its foundations 

(figure 127).15 Christian Hülsen’s reconstruction of 1886 (figure 124) and Theodor  

                                                   
11 It has only been through modern archaeology that the appearance and function of the 
Septizodium has come to light with any certainty. 
12 Lusnia, “Urban Planning,” p. 524. Lusnia compares the Septizodium in Rome to a Septizodium 
found in Cincari, Tunisia in the 1950s. The Tunisian Septizodium was composed of seven niches, 
each of which accommodated scultpures relating to the seven planetary deities. Lusnia writes that 
there are other examples of septizodia in North Africa. Rome’s Septizodium was likely the largest 
of this type of building ever built and it surely influenced the design of later septizodia, such as 
those in North Africa. 
13 Lusnia, “Urban Planning,” p. 524. The planetary deities were used to decorate such fountains 
because of the perceived connection of the heavenly bodies to the movements of water on earth. 
14 Edmund Thomas, “Metaphor and Identity,” p. 337. 
15 For further publications on the Septizodium see Christian Hülsen, Das Septizonium des Septimius 
Severus (Berlin, G. Riemer, 1886); Theodor Dombart, Palatinische Septizonium zu Rom (Munich: C.H. 
Beck, 1922); I. Iacopi and M. Tomei, “La riconstruzione del Settizodio severiano,” Bolletino di 
archeologia 19 (1993): 1-12; Charmaine Gorrie, “The Septizodium of Septimius Severus Revisited: 
The Monument in Its Historical and Urban Context,” Latomus 60 (2001): 653-70. 
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Dombart’s of 1922 (figure 125) are still considered reliable visual interpretations of the 

Septizodium.16 Both present the façade-fountain with similar plans; the building was a 

stage-like structure (scaenae frons) with three semicircular exedras alternating with two 

rectilinear wings.17 The alternating rectangular and semi-circular shapes, punctuated by 

freestanding Corinthian columns, would have created a rippling effect across the façade of 

the Septizodium, conveyed especially well in Hülsen’s reconstruction. Arguably the 

architects of the Septizodium intended the undulating façade to reflect the properties of 

the water which flowed from the enormous fountain.  

Hülsen and Dombart reconstructed differently the three semicircular recesses, 

which were the portions of the building most difficult to decipher archaeologically. Hülsen 

shows the recesses as three storeys high, with each of the storeys within the bays “lined” 

                                                   
16 Hülsen, Das Septizonium, plate 4; Dombart, Palatinische Septizonium, frontispiece. 
17 Edmund Thomas, “Metaphor and Identity,” p. 338. 

Figure 127   Bird’s Eye Photograph of Foundations of the Septizodium, 
 near the intersection of Via dei Cerchi and Via di San Gregorio, Rome. 
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with free-standing columns. Dombart believed that the recessed areas were composed of 

two-storey niches and that the third storey was comprised of a frieze that projected over 

the niche below.18 The differences between the two plans exist because neither 

archaeological remains nor sixteenth century drawings of the ruin indicate or clarify the 

original treatment of the two upper levels.19 Despite having access to a considerable 

amount of information on why the Septizodium was built, what its function was, and its 

foundations, both Hülsen and Dombart came to different solutions in their reconstruction 

drawings – much as early modern artists had also done when drawing or reconstructing 

the exact same building. These differences highlight how a common source of study or 

inspiration, like the Septizodium, can be interpreted differently, resulting in disparate or 

seemingly endless visual representations. Despite Hülsen and Dombart coming to 

different conclusions regarding the ornamental details of the Septizodium, their 

reconstructed plans of the Septizodium, which are extremely similar, remain trusted 

sources for those attempting to reconstruct the original appearance of this long-destroyed 

structure. 

 Although the Septizodium was recognized as an important architectural work 

from the third century onwards, the fabric of the structure began deteriorating within 

several centuries of its construction. At some point between the fourth and ninth centuries, 

the central portion of the building collapsed, leaving only the outer ends of the structure 

                                                   
18 Both reconstructions include the coffered ceilings that had existed behind the rows of 
Corinthian columns, a decorative detail that was known with assuredness because of the depiction 
of this feature in many of the drawings of the Septizodium produced before its destruction in 
1588. 
19 The specifics of the Septizodium’s decoration and form (particularly the recessed bays) are still 
debated today. 
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standing.20 Around 975 CE, the northernmost standing portion of the ruin was converted 

into a fortress. Approximately one hundred years later, some of the Septizodium’s columns 

were removed, some knocked over, and others damaged when the fortress was occupied 

by Pope Gregory VII (reigned 1073-1085) during an attack by Henry IV, Holy Roman 

Emperor.21 In 1257 the southernmost portion of the Septizodium was razed, and during 

the Sack of Rome in 1527 the last standing part of the monument sustained further 

damage.22  

Despite having survived so much mutilation, the remains of the Septizodium were 

pulled down between 1588 and 1589. By this time, less than one-third of the original 

structure remained, looking almost tower-like in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century drawings 

of the ruin. The order for the destruction of the last standing parts of the building was 

given by Pope Sixtus V (reigned 1585-1590), who entrusted the job to his favourite 

architect, Domenico Fontana (1543-1607).23  

                                                   
20 Rodolfo Lanciani, The Ruins and Excavations of Ancient Rome (London: Macmillian, 1897), pp. 184-
5; Lusnia, “Urban Planning,” p. 518. 
21 Lusnia, “Urban Planning,” p. 518. Lusnia cites an account from the Liber Pontificalis found in 
Bartoli’s 1909 book, p. 255. In the mid-twelfth century, Master Gregorius made brief reference to 
the Septizodium in his De Mirabilibus Urbis Romae (Chapter 19): “I shall not even speak of the seven 
thrones, skillfully constructed at great height…” 
22 André Chastel, The Sack of Rome, 1527, trans. Beth Archer (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1983), pp. 91-114; Lusnia, “Urban Planning,” p. 518.  
23 Lanciani, Ruins and Excavations, p. 185. Lanciani writes that the destruction (or dismantling) of 
the Septizodium cost 905 scudi, but that by reusing much of the materials from the ruin, such as 
the vast quantity of rare marbles, the pope recovered his “money’s worth”. Lanciani lists the 
projects that the marbles were reused in: “the pedestal of the obelisk in the piazza del Popolo; 104 
[blocks] of marble in the restoration of the column of Marcus Aurelius, including the base of the 
bronze statue of S. Paul; 15 in the tomb of the pope in the cappella del Presepio at S. Maria 
Maggiore; and an equal number in that of Pius V. The staircase of the ‘Casa dei Mendicanti,’ or 
workhouse, by the ponte Sisto; the washing-house, or ‘lavatore,’ in the baths of Diocletian; the 
door of the palazzo della Cancellaria; the north façade of the Lateran palace, its court and 
staircases; and the church of S. Girolamo degli Schiavoni, had their share of the spoils of the 
Septizodium.”  
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Although the destruction of the Septizodium appears tragic to present-day scholars 

and archaeologists, they are fortunate that many drawings and engravings of the building 

dating from the late fifteenth and sixteenth century survive.24 Without these works of art 

it would be difficult to imagine the appearance of the Septizodium prior to its destruction, 

let alone to have a clear idea of its original appearance in the third century. The number of 

fifteenth-, sixteenth-, and seventeenth-century representations of the Septizodium 

indicates that the ruin possessed an allure that drew the attention of many individuals. The 

unusual architectural form of the building, coupled with the fact that little was known of 

its original appearance and purpose, captured the imagination of early modern artists and 

architects. They used media such as drawings, woodcuts, and engravings to explore the 

enigmatic form of the Septizodium, both in its contemporary ruined state and in its 

imagined third-century form. Before discussing exactly how early modern artists, 

architects, and amateur archaeologists visually represented the Septizodium, it is essential 

to determine precisely what they knew of the building’s history. As mentioned above, 

knowledge of the Septizodium’s function as a façade-fountain had been lost before the 

Middle Ages. What, therefore, was the Septizodium believed to have been during the 

Renaissance, when the earliest surviving drawings of the building were made?   

By the fifteenth century, the Septizodium was sometimes referred to as the School 

of Virgil (la scuola di Virgilio) because medieval scholars had connected the “sum of the 

trivium and quadrivium of the liberal arts” with the presumed relevance of the number seven 

                                                   
24 Many images of the Septizodium were produced after its destruction, yet these later works, some 
of which will be discussed later in this chapter, relied heavily on earlier visual prototypes of the 
ruin. 
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to this building.25 On the other hand, some sixteenth-century drawings and engravings 

have descriptive text which identifies the Septizodium as the tomb of Septimius Severus.26 

For example, the inscription included at the bottom of the engraving of the Septizodium 

in Antonio Lafréry’s 1582 Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae identifies the building as such 

(figure 128).27 This particular misidentification of the Septizodium’s function as the final 

resting place of an important emperor may help explain the popularity of this ruin among 

early modern artists, architects and amateur archaeologists. They would have taken greater 

interest in a monument that was thought to have been carefully designed and constructed 

to reflect the emperor’s personal aesthetic desires and was thereby imbued with supposed 

greater historical and architectural meaning.28   

 The misidentification of the Septizodium’s original purpose reveals how little was 

known about the structure and its function in the centuries leading up to its destruction. 

Furthermore, it indicates that the architectural style of such monumental façade-fountains 

and nymphaea (large-scale fountains dedicated to nymphs) produced in the Severan period 

was unfamiliar by the Middle Ages (if not earlier) and remained so in the Renaissance. 

Had artists, architects, numismatists, and historians been familiar with this specific type 

                                                   
25 Thomas, “Metaphor and Identity,” p. 337.  
26 Ian Campbell, Ancient Roman Topography and Architecture, 3 vols. (London: Royal Collection 
Enterprises Limited, 2004), I, p. 207. 
27 Ibid., p. 209. Another image which labels the building in the same way is Sadeler’s view which 
was based upon Dupérac’s prototype. The inscription reads “…In Via Appia quantum quidam 
consequi coniectura potuerunt sepulchrum setizonii titulo temporum iniuria paene distructum ceteris partis…..” 
28 Early modern descriptions of the Septizodium can be found in: Flavio Biondo, Roma Instaurata 
(1481); Bernardo Rucellai, De urbe Roma (c.1494-1504); Francesco Albertini, Opusculum de 
Mirabilibus Novae et Veteris Urbis Romae (1510); Andrea Fulvio, Antiquaria Urbis (1513); Sebastiano 
Serlio, Terzo libro (1540); Flavio Biondo, Roma ristaurata (1543); Bartolomeo Marliani, Urbis Romae 
Topographia (1548); Ulisse Aldroandi, Di tutte le statue antiche (1556) 
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of ancient building then presumably the Septizodium would have been recognized for 

what it was – a towering fragment of a monumental façade-fountain. Ultimately, the fact 

that only a narrow, free-standing portion of the structure remained standing also 

contributed to its observers being confounded by the monument.29  

Several other fountains or nymphaea with similar structural forms had been built 

by the Romans – several during the reign of Septimius Severus – but these were 

                                                   
29 It must be noted that the highly damaged state of the building may have contributed to the 
confusion regarding its original appearance and purpose. If the entire length of the façade-fountain 
had remained standing in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, artists, archaeologists and historians 
of the time might have been better able to identify the building’s purpose. In reality, they only had 
a small piece of an architectural puzzle to work with. 

Figure 128    
Anonymous, Perspectival View 

of the Septizodium, 1546, 
engraving, 481 x 336 mm, 

from Antonio Lafréri’s 
Speculum Romanae 

Magnificentiae. 
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concentrated in Asia Minor.30 For example, a comparison of the plans of the Septizodium 

and the monumental fountains at Miletus and Side, both in Turkey, shows that there was 

a standard architectural plan used for this type of fountain structure (figures 129 and 130). 

Although comparable to other contemporary buildings in Asia Minor, it is clear that the 

Septizodium was an anomalous structure within Rome that, because of its towering height 

and unusual superposed storeys, fascinated its early modern beholders. 

 

 

                                                   
30 Lusnia, “Urban Planning,” p. 525. 

Figure 129   Plan of the 
Nymphaeum at Side, 
Turkey, 2004, fig. 7 

from Lusnia’s “Urban 
Planning and 

Sculptural Display in 
Severan Rome.” 

Figure 130   Plan of the 
Nymphaeum at Miletus, 
Turkey, 2004, fig. 8 

from Lusnia’s “Urban 
Planning and 

Sculptural Display in 
Severan Rome.” 
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Depictions of the Septizodium Produced  
Between the Fifteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 

 
 

 The following discussion will examine visual depictions of the Septizodium in 

order to demonstrate how ruin-based images developed throughout the early modern 

period. Indeed, there is no better way to note the various genres of ruin-based images than 

through the comparison of illustrations produced over many decades. Furthermore, these 

comparisons will indicate which drawings were produced based on firsthand study of the 

monuments, which were heavily – if not completely – reliant upon earlier or prototypical 

images, and which were primarily products of artists’ imaginations. From this discussion 

will emerge a clearer understanding of how early modern artists, architects, antiquarians, 

and archaeologists interpreted, recorded, and visually represented Roman ruins. 

Furthermore, this chapter will reinforce the concept that despite having been studied for 

centuries, Roman ruins perpetually embodied qualities (aesthetic, historical, anecdotal) that 

intrigued those who represented them artistically. 

 Images of the Septizodium produced between the late fifteenth century through to 

the early seventeenth century affirm that the artistic methods and reasons for producing 

ruin-based images evolved significantly between approximately 1470 (the date of the 

earliest depiction of the Septizodium discussed here) and 1621.31 Furthermore, these 

observable changes in ruin-based images allude to broader trends in the artistic and 

antiquarian circles of early modern Rome. The overall organization of this chapter is 

thematic, but works of similar genres will be compared within an underlying chronological 

                                                   
31 1621 marks the death of Giovanni Battista Montano, the artist who produced the last image of 
the Septizodium to be discussed in this chapter. 
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structure. By thematically studying the representations of the Septizodium, certain trends 

can be seen to span more than a century. Artists working decades apart can be seen to 

have produced their drawings of the Septizodium with similar aims, yet within each genre 

of ruin-based image the different concerns of artists can be identified.  

 

 
Representations of the Septizodium on Maps of Rome 

 

Although the Septizodium had been described in guidebooks to Rome since the 

Middle Ages, the earliest graphic depictions of the ruin date to the fifteenth century. The 

inclusion of the Septizodium on maps from this period onwards indicates that this large 

structure had always been interpreted as a landmark within the city, much like the 

Colosseum or the Mausoleum of Augustus, to name just two important ruins. The earliest 

maps of Rome that depict the Septizodium show simple renderings that served the 

purpose of showing the location of the ruin, as opposed to communicating its appearance 

in detail. Throughout the sixteenth century, maps evolved to become more detailed and 

sophisticated, resulting in more accurate and informative representations of the 

Septizodium.  

 Alessandro Strozzi’s 1474 map of Rome (previously discussed in Chapter 3) 

includes a small, superficial, and somewhat ambiguous depiction of the Septizodium 

(figure 131).32 In this representation of the city, the ruined façade-fountain is shown near 

to the Colosseum and the Arch of Constantine, yet it is composed of simple lines that  

 

                                                   
32 Giustina Scaglia, “The Origin of an Archaeological Plan by Alessandro Strozzi,” Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 27 (1964): 137-163.  
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manage only to communicate the structure’s basic three-tiered construction. Most of the 

buildings represented in this map are loosely sketched in and, despite Strozzi having used 

perspective in his representation of Rome’s old and new monuments, it is clear that he 

was not a proficient artist. Strozzi’s map catered to a community of antiquarians and was 

used as a reference tool for those wishing to visualize the locations of important regions 

in the ancient city or individual structures – not as a resource for detailed and accurate 

renderings of buildings.33 For those learned individuals who may have looked at Strozzi’s 

map, the representation of the Septizodium would have provided rudimentary information 

about the building; for those wishing to understand more about the building’s appearance 

and history, other resources would be required. 

 Over the next few decades, however, greater efforts would be made to represent 

the Septizodium accurately on maps. The inclusion of the Septizodium in virtually every 

important map of Rome produced throughout the rest of the sixteenth century proves that 

                                                   
33 Because of the Septizodium’s proximity to famous ancient ruins like the Colosseum, Arch of 
Constantine, the palaces on the Palatine Hill, and the Circus Maximus, it maintained a higher 
profile than many ruins that were located further from the city centre. 

Figure 131    
Alessandro Strozzi, Detail of 

Map of Rome showing the 
Septizodium (far right), 1474, 

pen and ink, folios viiv-viiir, 
Laurenziana Redi 77, 
Biblioteca Medicea 

Laurenziana, Florence. 
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those studying Roman topography recognized it as an important architectural ruin. As the 

appreciation for this monument increased, so too did the understanding of it. For example, 

in Pirro Ligorio’s 1552 map of Rome in his own day, the Septizodium is shown with a 

greater degree of accuracy and in more detail that ever before (figure 132). When 

producing such an image, firsthand study of the monument in-situ would have been 

compulsory, and it has already been seen that Ligorio, perhaps more than any other 

individual in Rome in the sixteenth century, was consumed with studying ruins.34 Ligorio 

showed the Septizodium in its precise topographical location, and, because of the direction 

from which the map was drawn, the Septizodium is shown in profile, even though this 

provides the least telling view of the monument. Other artists might have rotated the 

façade to obtain a frontal view, but Ligorio favours accuracy above other concerns. 

Despite the minute size of Ligorio’s Septizodium image, a close-up of it shows that he 

carefully rendered the three storeys, each easily identified by a superimposed column.35 

Ligorio wanted to create a map of the whole city, but was not willing to sacrifice the 

outstanding characteristics of each building in doing so; this testifies to the high standards 

of his antiquarian studies.36  

                                                   
34 Cammy Brothers, “Drawing from Memory: Giuliano da Sangallo and the Ruins of Rome” 
(Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1999), p. 170. Brothers writes that unlike Ligorio, who 
conducted many on-site studies, some of his contemporaries were more apt to reconstruct ancient 
buildings using their own perceptions and opinions on what they believed ancient architecture to 
have been. For further information on Ligorio’s archaeological interests and endeavors see Davd 
R. Coffin, Pirro Ligorio: The Renaissance Artist, Architect and Antiquarian (University Park: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004), pp. 12-25. 
35 In such a large map, it would not have been surprising if Ligorio had only depicted the unusual 
outline of the Septizodium, since this would probably have been enough for most learned viewers 
to be able to identify the structure. His inclusion of the three tiny, superimposed columns shows 
his attention to detail and the ultimate desire to produce accurate and trustworthy depictions of 
ancient monuments, even if very small scale. 
36 Ligorio’s architectural studies of the Septizodium will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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Among other examples, Mario Cartaro’s 1575 map of Rome does a superb job of 

communicating the desolate and ruined state of the area at the base of the Palatine Hill. 

Figure 133 is a detail from this map showing the Septizodium and its surroundings which 

is important in that it allows viewer to easily discern how the Septizodium towered over 

this area of the city. Interestingly, many maps produced after the Septizodium’s 1588 

destruction include an image of the ruin as though it were still standing. For example, 

Ambrogio Brambilla’s 1590 engraving of the city shows the Septizodium from behind, at 

the base of the Palatine Hill (figure 134). The Septizodium rises tall above its  

surroundings, alluding to its dominance over that sparsely populated area. Antonio 

Tempesta’s 1593 engraving of Rome also depicts the Septizodium as though it remained 

intact at the very base of the Palatine Hill (figure 135). Here, however, Tempesta hints at 

the destruction of the Septizodium by neither labelling the building below its image nor  

Figure 132   
Pirro Ligorio, 
Detail of Map of 
Rome showing the 

Septizodium, 1552, 
engraving. 
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Figure 133   Mario Cartaro, Detail of Map of Rome showing  
the Septizodium, 1575, engraving. 

 

Figure 134   Ambrogio Brambilla, Detail of Map of Rome  
showing the Septizodium, 1590, engraving. 
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on the accompanying legend, as he does with all of the other important monuments 

depicted in the engraving. This exclusion might represent a simple oversight by Tempesta, 

but alternatively it may be a discreet reference to the fact that the Septizodium no longer 

existed and could therefore not be observed in person by those viewing the map. In all 

likelihood, however, Tempesta included the destroyed Septizodium to recall that the 

impressive ruin had once been an integral part of the architecture surrounding the Palatine 

Hill.  

The Septizodium’s impressive – if fractured – form had made such an impact on 

artists, architects, and antiquarians throughout the early modern period, and its inclusion 

in so many maps from the fifteenth century became customary even after its 

disappearance. Artists were ostensibly unwilling to let the Septizodium fade from memory; 

maps were one way of preserving for posterity the building’s appearance and location 

within Rome. Alternatively, the replication of the Septizodium may also indicate a degree 

Figure 135    
Antonio Tempesta, Detail of 

Map of Rome showing the 
Septizodium, 1593, engraving. 

 



277 
 

of derivitaveness (and lazyness) on the part of map-makers, since the prototype-copy 

relationship of ruin-based images has already been discussed in previous chapters. 

 
 

The Septizodium in Renaissance Vedute 
 

While the maps discussed here are principally valuable for showing the former 

location of the Septizodium, other genres of ruin-based drawings are significant because 

they convey different aspects and interpretations of this now-lost monument. The next 

genre of image depicting the Septizodium to be discussed are vedute showing the ruin in-

situ. While the previous section provided a sense of the topographical setting of the ruin, 

the images discussed in this section elucidate the Septizodium’s physical condition in the 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, as well as its relation to its surroundings. The area of 

Rome in which the Septizodium was located was often depicted as desolate, and many of 

the images discussed in this chapter convey the sense that this area of Rome in particular 

had deteriorated severely. Yet what remains consistent among the images to be discussed 

is that despite the Septizodium’s decline, the building still dwarfed human figures and 

loomed up against the backdrop of the Palatine Hill and the distant Colosseum.   

A well-known and interesting drawing of the Septizodium, found in the 

Heemskerck Album II in Berlin, is an ideal exemplar of Septizodium vedute (figure 136). 

Previously attributed to both Maarten van Heemskerck and Hermannus Posthumus but 

now accepted to be by an anonymous artist, this drawing shows the façade of the 

Septizodium from the south-east, set against the background of the other ruins scattered  
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upon the Palatine Hill.37 Regardless of who the artist of this charming drawing was, the  

importance of the work lies in its rendering of Severus’ façade-fountain as a towering 

feature in this overgrown and ruin-laden landscape. The artist depicted the monument 

from a low viewpoint, therefore the drawn monument rises impressively above the 

landscape, an unavoidable reminder of Rome’s distant imperial greatness. Along with  

 

                                                   
37 For information about this drawing and the sketchbook in which it is included see Nicole Dacos, 
Roma Quanta Fuit ou L’Invention du Paysage de Ruines (Paris: Somogy, 2004), p. 26; Ilja M. Veldman, 
Maarten van Heemskerck and Dutch Humanism in the Sixteenth Century, trans. Michael Hoyle 
(Amsterdam: Meulenhoff, 1977), p. 12; Christian Hülsen and Hermann Egger, Die Römischen 
Skizzenbücher von Marten van Heemskerck im Königlichen Kupferstichkabinett zu Berlin (Soest, Holland: 
Davaco, 1975), II, p. 47; Thomas, “Metaphor and Identity,” pp. 337-339.  

Figure 136   Anonymous, Veduta with the Septizodium, c. 1530s, pen and ink with ink wash, 
 198 x 148 mm (each folio separately), folios 87v and 85r, Heemskerck Album II,  

Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche Museum, Berlin. 
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successfully communicating the Septizodium’s imposing presence, the appearance of the 

monument was accurately captured through the use of his highly proficient drawing  

techniques.38 The artist began by making preparatory outlines and sketches in graphite, 

then used pen and ink to define the details of the building, and lastly imbued the drawn 

structure with a sense of depth and volume through the application and layering of an ink 

                                                   
38 The inscription just to the left of the drawn Septizodium reads “Septi zonium”. 

Figure 137   
Anonymous, Detail 

of Veduta with the 
Septizodium, c. 1530s, 
pen and ink with ink 

wash, 198 x 148 
mm, folio 85r, 
Heemskerck  
Album II, 

Kupferstichkabinett, 
Staatliche Museum, 

Berlin. 

 



280 
 

wash. It is unclear whether all of these steps would have been carried out on the spot, but 

it is probable that at least the graphite underdrawing was done on the site.39 

Because of the quality of the draughtsmanship, this drawing communicates 

precious information about the construction and appearance of the Septizodium that 

might otherwise have been lost after its destruction. For example, the jagged left-hand 

edge of the monument (seen in the detail of the drawing, figure 137) shows where the 

façade had extended further in antiquity, although by the time the drawing was made in 

the 1530s the exact extent of the façade’s length was no longer known. The three 

superposed levels are also clearly represented, the columns of each level becoming shorter 

as the building increases in height.40 The materials with which the Septizodium was 

constructed are also depicted, with the artist carefully indicating the stonework that made 

up the interior structure of the building. In antiquity, however, these masonry 

portions of the building would not have been visible beneath the façade-fountain’s lavish 

veneer of marble that, unfortunately, had been removed by the 1530s. 

This on-site study not only conveys the architectural details of the Septizodium, 

but also its fascination as an exemplum. This aspect is made explicit by an inscription on 

the upper left side of the sheet which reads “Roma quanta fuit ipsa ruina docet,” which 

                                                   
39 As discussed in Chapter 3, drawn vedute were often produced on location because they were like 
portraits of a particular landscape or cityscape. Because of the nature of such drawings, the 
depictions of ruins included in them could be extremely accurate due to the on-site observations 
of the ancient buildings. Comparative studies show that the depictions of ruins in vedute are often 
more accurate than the refined and finished representations of buildings produced away from 
ruins in workshops by artists like Serlio or Palladio. 
40 The artist of the drawing did not depict the capitals of the superposed columns in great detail, 
although it seems apparent that the Corinthian Order may have been used on all three levels. By 
looking at the ruined state of the building as depicted in this drawing, one can imagine how early 
modern individuals might have believed that the Septizodium was originally composed of seven 
vertical storeys; there were few ways for those observing the monument to decode what portion 
of the original building the remaining fragments of the building represented. 
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translates as “Even ruins can teach what Rome once was.”41 Although not all drawings of 

Roman ruins were intended to communicate the deterioration of ancient architecture and 

the presence of ancient ruins in the early modern city, this drawing certainly does.42 

Fortunately for scholars, the drawing also provides basic information about the form of 

the revered yet ruined Septizodium.  

Among the many other interesting vedute that include the Septizodium, several 

drawings and prints will be selected and briefly discussed in order to demonstrate how the 

Palatine area of Rome was represented up until the seventeenth century.43 The earliest of 

these additional vedute are two depictions of the Septizodium by Heemskerck, in which he 

illustrates the remaining three-storey portion of the building from two different angles 

(figure 138 from the south-east and figure 139 from the east).44 The columns grow shorter 

as the building increases in height, with each level of columns superposed atop the last, 

much like the façade of the nearby Colosseum.45 It does appear, however, that the columns 

of the second storey were filled in with brickwork during the Middle Ages, a  

                                                   
41 This quotation, which was also included by Sebastiano Serlio on the frontispiece of his 1540 
Terzo libro, was first published in Francesco Albertini’s 1510 publication entitled Opusculum.  
42 For discussions of the interpretation and perceived value of ruined buildings in the Renaissance 
see Paul Zucker, Fascination of Decay; Ruins: Relic-Symbol-Ornament (Ridgewood: The Gregg Press, 
1968). The representation of the fragmented and cracked Septizodium indicates that there was 
something aesthetically alluring about such ruins. This depiction is not of a bustling area of 
sixteenth-century Rome, but rather of an area that is slowly degrading from its once-perfect 
condition in antiquity. 
43 For additional examples of early modern illustrations of the Septizodium see Appendix A. 
44 Hülsen and Egger, Die Römischen Skizzenbücher von Marten van Heemskerck, II, p. 55; Alfonso 
Bartoli, “I documenti per la storia del Settizonio Seueriano e i disegni inediti di Marten van 
Heemskerck,” Bollettino d'Arte 3 (1909): 253-269; Edmund Thomas, “Metaphor and Identity,” pp. 
337-338. 
45 In the case of the Colosseum, however, the columns and pilasters are engaged. Renaissance 
architects like Bernardo Rosellino and Bramante, among others, had implemented the diminution 
of a building’s storeys as they increased in height on palace façades and courtyard designs. 
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feature easily noted when the second storey columns are compared to the free-standing 

columns of the top and bottom storeys. This post-antique alteration to the monument was 

recognized by some, for there are examples of depictions of the ruin with these later 

brickwork additions removed, thereby returning the second storey of the ruin to an open 

colonnade. Heemskerck, however, is known for his accurate documentation of ruins as he 

observed them.  

Figure 138   Maarten van Heemskerck, 
Perspectival Study of the Septizodium, c. 1530s, 

pen and ink, 295 x 160 mm, inv. F.N. 3382, 
Gabinetto Nazionale delle Stampe, Rome. 

 

Figure 139   Maarten van Heemskerck, Study of 
the Septizodium, c. 1530s, pen and ink drawing, 

295 x 170 mm, inv. F.N. 3381, Gabinetto 
Nazionale delle Stampe, Rome. 
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The advanced decay of the Septizodium is the most striking element of 

Heemskerck’s drawings. The back of the structure is jagged from the collapse of the rest 

of the façade (seen especially well in figure 138), and almost every part of the monument 

is shown crumbling. Heemskerck’s corpus of sketches after Roman antiquities indicates 

that he had a penchant for ruined architectural forms, yet he did not falsify such 

dilapidation in his works. It can be assumed, therefore, that Heemskerck’s drawings 

accurately portray the Septizodium’s state of preservation in the 1530s, and that he 

produced multiple studies of the monument because of the fascination it exerted on his 

contemporaries and himself.46  

In the middle of the sixteenth century, the popularity of more pictorial depictions 

of ruins increased. Hieronymus Cock’s 1551 engraving of the Septizodium removes the 

ruin from its actual location and places it much closer to the Rome’s most famous ruin, 

the Colosseum (figure 140). By decreasing the space between these two monuments and 

emphasizing the ruination of the structures and their surrounding landscape, Cock was 

creating an idealized veduta that communicated the deteriorating, yet impressive relative 

size of ancient Roman buildings.47 Cock includes two figures in front of the monuments, 

who gaze and point at them in what can only be interpreted as awe, amazement, and  

                                                   
46 It is interesting to note that in figure 139 Heemskerck replaces the fragmented inscription that 
ran along the frieze about the ground level with one that refers to himself. It reads: 
“MARTIN.HEMSKERCK DEH.” Other drawings and prints that depict similar views to those 
in Heemskercks drawings are found in Appendix A. They include images by Francisco de 
Hollanda, Giovanni Antonio Dosio, prints from Lafréry’s Speculum Romanae magnificentiae, and 
Scamozzi’s Discorsi sopra l'antichità di Roma of 1582. 
47 Timothy A. Riggs, “Hieronymus Cock: Printmaker and Publisher in Antwerp at the Sign of the 
Four Winds” (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 1972), p. 216, no. 17. The inscription on this 
engraving reads: “SEPTIZONII SEVERI IMP CVM CONTIGVIS RVINUS, PROSPECTVS 
VNVS.” 



284 
 

 

 

perhaps sadness. This type of romanticized interaction with ruins – previously seen in the 

inscription on figure 136 (Roma quanta fuit ipsa ruina docet) – increased the desire of early 

modern artists, architects, and antiquarians to know what these ruins would have looked 

like in antiquity; in other words, to imagine themselves standing with pen and paper before 

the monuments in their heyday, ready to portray them. 

 Until its destruction, artists continued to produce straightfoward and accurate 

vedute that documented the Septizodium’s state of preservation and surrounding  

environment. Étienne Dupérac’s 1575 engraving shows a return to these more traditional  

 

Figure 140   Hieronymus Cock, Veduta with the Septizodium and the Colosseum,  
1551, etching, 250 x 345 mm. 
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depictions of the ruin in its true setting (figure 141).48 Within fifteen years, however, the 

Septizodium would be no more, making images like Dupérac’s all the more important to 

understanding Roman topography in the sixteenth century. The consistent effort by artists 

and architects to produce vedute of the Septizodium like this – whether meticulous or loose 

portrayals – shows that this fragmented monument symbolized the exceptional 

achievements of the ancient Romans. 

  

                                                   
48 Étienne Dupérac, I vestigi dell’antichità di Roma raccolti e ritratti in perspettiva da Stefano Duperac parisino 
(Rome: [s.n], 1575), fol.13. The inscription on this engraving reads: “C.TRIB. ... 
FORTVNTISSIMVS.NOBILISSIMVSQVE (partially illegible); Vestigii del settizonio di Severo 
Imperatore, che fu un sopolcro che egli si edifico sopra la strada Appia, non per altra cagione, se non che quelli che 
ueniuano di Africa, lo hauessero su gli occhi, questo edifitio faceua faceia a Mezo giorno, et e tutto di opera Corinthia, 
con bellissimi colonnj, di uarii pietre mischie, parte striate et parte sanza, con li loro menbri di marmoro, fu chiamato 
anco settizolio da sette solari che aueua, et che si uede nella parte di dietro. Il uulgo lo chiama scola di Virgilio.”  

Figure 141   Étienne Dupérac, Veduta of the Septizodium and the Palatine Hill,  
1575, engraving, pl. 13 from Dupérac’s I vestigi dell’antichità di Roma. 
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Architectural Studies of the Septizodium 
 

Having looked at examples of vedute which show the Septizodium in its surrounding 

landscape, it is important to examine how artists and architects depicted this ruin in 

detailed architectural studies, the earliest dating to the 1470s. They remove the 

Septizodium from its physical setting and focus completely on the building. It is shown 

within a spatial vacuum where façade elevation and plan (or sometimes a combination of 

the two) are featured, often alongside measurements of the structure. When studied 

collectively, these drawings provide a thorough record of the Septizodium’s architectural 

form and state of preservation during the last century of its existence.49 Predictably, many 

antiquarian-minded artists and architects aimed to understand this unusual ancient 

building through careful observation and the medium of drawing. 

 The earliest extant drawing of the Septizodium which unequivocally represents the 

desire to record and analyze the appearance of the ruin is found in the Codex Salzburg, 

created in the 1470s and already introduced and illustrated in Chapter 4 (figures 77 to 80). 

While most of the drawings in the Codex Salzburg depict reconstructed ancient structures, 

the anonymous artist depicted the Septizodium in its fifteenth-century state (figure 142).50 

For some unknown reason, the artist chose not to imaginatively reconstruct the  

                                                   
49 Each of the drawings to be discussed provides scholars with a different piece of information 
about the Septizodium depending on the perspective of the work, the distance from which it was 
depicted by the artist, the inclusion of measurements, and the detail of included ornamental 
decoration.  
50 The text on this sheet reads: “Notati ch[e] Larchitatura de questo edeficio sie stato cho[m]e queste rasone 
prima questa prima parte sie diui.. la sua alteza jn parte 14 tre sie elbasame[n]to e 9 (?) e lecholone e 2 e larchitraue 
e friso & chornice le cholone sisono chorintie e la sua distancia da una alaltra sie de due te..e di cholona e questa 
medema rasone o...erua le altre due parte superiore ma questa di sopra sie le cholone dorich[e] ch[e] e di ... e tute 
an[n]o le chapiteli alti una testa ede lauorati (partially illegible); questa parte sie alta parte 18 & tri qu... ch[e] 
e la... ua parte de jnf...riore meno (partially illegible); questa parte sie alta parte 21 ch[e] e uno otauo meno de la 
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Septizodium in the way he had other ancient monuments included in the codex. His 

depiction of the ruin, therefore, shows the monument with its characteristic tower-like 

shape and crumbling back wall.  

 Such a representation may reflect the artist’s inability to visualize what the 

building’s original structure had been or, like many of his contemporaries, his ignorance 

of how much reduced the building had become over time. The fragmented back wall of 

                                                   
antichita (description of middle storey); questa parte sie alta parte 24 (description of bottom storey); 
Questo edificio sie posto jn Roma el quale e adima[n]dato e dere parte de palazo mazore posto a leuante edito 
edificio seguitaua molta lungeza secho[n]do ch[e] dimostra questa parte ch[e] e ora jn piedi Notati ch[e] lera un 
porticho a perto chon le Logie di sopra dallato didreto li era dui lochi secreti da poter andar dalocho a locho uno de 
esi lochi siruuino a tempo mio quando el ducha galeazo fu morto p[er] le neue e giazi che fu a roma jn queli tempi 
(partially illegible). 

Figure 142    
Anonymous, Study of the 

Septizodium, c. 1475, pen and 
ink, 345 x 240 mm, folio 21r, 

Codex Salzburg (Ms. Ital. M III 
40), Universitätsbibliothek, 

Salzburg. 
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the building, carefully indicated in this as well as many other drawings of the Septizodium, 

affirms the widespread awareness that the building had originally extended leftwards to 

some degree.51 Rather than attempting to reconstruct lost parts of the building, the artist 

carefully drew the three remaining storeys, with their open porches and Corinthian 

columns that decrease in height with each rising level.52 Careful attention was also paid to 

the shading and perspectival accuracy, which served to indicate the rippling effect of the 

façade.53 The accurate depiction of the state of the Septizodium and the accompanying 

descriptive text prove that this drawing was meant to both chronicle and instruct. The 

Codex Salzburg contained a bounty of images and textual knowledge on ancient Roman 

architecture, and the inclusion of the Septizodium in its original form indicates that those 

studying the building were fascinated by its uniqueness and acknowledged its importance 

within the realm of ancient Roman architecture. Moreover, these illustrations were one 

avenue by which early modern antiquarians attempted to answer their own difficult 

questions relating to the monument’s original purpose. 

 In contrast to the Codex Salzburg’s somewhat idealized depiction of the 

colonnades of the Septizodium, an anonymous late fifteenth-century study in Vienna’s  

 

                                                   
51 The asymmetry of the remaining portion of the Septizodium would also have indicated to those 
knowledgeable on ancient architecture that the building had probably originally been symmetrical. 
52 Unlike Maarten van Heemskerck, however, masonry does not block the upper colonnade.  
53 For general information on the Codex Salzburg see Arnold Nesselrath, “Monumenta Antiqua 
Romana: Ein illustrierter Rom-Traktat des Quattrocento,” in Antikenzeichnung und Antikenstudium 
in Renaissance und Frühbarock, eds. Richard Harpath and Henning Wrede (Mainz am Rhein: P. von 
Zabern, 1989), pp. 21-37. See also Chapter 4 of this dissertation. 
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Albertina shows the ruin’s side façade as viewed from the north-east (figure 143) with 

masonry filling the upper storeys.54 The partly imaginary rendering of the plan  

includes some actual measurements based upon the building’s remains.55 This artist also 

meticulously drew ornamental details that were often absent in other depictions of the  

                                                   
54 Hermann Egger, Kritisches Verzeichnis der stadtrömischen Architektur-Zeichnungen der Albertina 
(Vienna: Verlag von Anton Schroll & Co., 1903), I, p. 45. The inscription on the sheet reads: 
“questo.difigio.siagiama sette[m]suola inroma” and at the top of the sheet “sette insola.” The drawing was 
done using light brown pen and ink and ink wash. This wash is especially effective at creating a 
sense of volume on the heavily rusticated stones of the lowest storey of the monument depicted. 
The use of perspective to show the colonnade of the lowest storey descending into the background 
is exquisitely rendered. 
55 Like many other drawings of the Septizodium plan produced in the Renaissance, this artist 
reconstructed it by mirroring the surviving parts of the building. 

Figure 143   
Anonymous, Study of 
Elevation and Plan of 

Septizodium,  
late fifteenth century,  

pen and ink, 
 inv. Egger no. 146r, 
Albertina, Vienna. 
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Septizodium (with the exception of figure 138), such as the ornate coffering above the 

ground floor porch, the sturdy entablatures, and the varying degrees of rustication applied  

to each storey of the structure.56 In addition, playful details are included, like the tiny 

human figures who climb up the ruined Septizodium or stand below it (see detail, figure 

144). The figure perched upon the second storey of the monument actually looks as 

though he could be measuring the circumference of the column beside which he stands, 

therefore showing the activities carried out by early architectural and antiquarian 

enthusiasts. The artist employed a smaller-than-real scale for the figures in order to 

emphasize the immensity and impressiveness of the ruin. Such whimsical and fanciful 

                                                   
56 The artist extended the columnar porch around the side of the Septizodium and punctuated the 
second storey with rounded doorways that are found in several other representations of the 
building, such as Heemskerck’s drawing in Rome’s Gabinetto Nazionale delle Stampe (inv. 
F.N.3381). 

Figure 144    
Anonymous, Detail of Study 

of Elevation and Plan of 
Septizodium, late fifteenth 
century, pen and ink, inv. 

Egger no. 146r,  
Albertina, Vienna. 
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touches serve to remind scholars that early modern people learned about ruins by closely 

observing, physically interacting with, and drawing them. This particular rendering 

exemplifies the blending of inquisitiveness, artistic talent, and nostalgia inspired by ruins 

like the Septizodium and manifest in illustrations of them.  

 Sometime around the turn of the sixteenth century, Giuliano da Sangallo produced 

a drawn study of the Septizodium (figure 145). Although similar to the previous work in 

its inclusion of the side façade elevation and plan, this work possesses a different artistic 

character achieved by exaggerating the monument’s ruined appearance.57 Giuliano’s 

delicate use of pen and ink allowed him to render extremely minute details (such as the 

carved acanthus leaves of the column capitals and the real plants sprouting out of the 

walls), yet his Septizodium drawing still conveys a sense of weightiness and volume.58 The 

emphasis placed on the heavily rusticated stones certainly contributes to the illusion of 

mass, yet the solidity of the masonry is juxtaposed with the crumbling walls; the entire 

upper storey of the monument has disintegrated, individual stones have been displaced 

and fractured, and foliage droops from between the cracks. All of these carefully  

depicted details allude to and highlight the remarkable age of the building. Giuliano’s 

tendency to accentuate the ruined status of antique buildings was connected to  

                                                   
57 Christian Hülsen, Il libro di Giuliano da Sangallo: codice Vaticano Barberiniano Latino 4424 (Leipzig: 
Harrassowitz, 1910), p. 45. The inscription near the drawn plan reads: 
“VNA.PARTE.DELA.PIANTA.DISETE.IN.SOLI.” The inscription that Giuliano included on 
the base of his drawn building (but that was not on the actual ruin) reads: 
“QVESTA.E.LAFACATA.DISETENSOLI.IN.ROMA.LAQVALE.SIDICE.CHEFV.LASQV
OLA.DI.VERGILIO.ECHIAMASI.SETTENSOLI.PERCHE.EBE.VII.GRADI.DICHOLON
E.LVN[O].SOPRA.ALAETRO.EFV.VNO.EDIFIZIO.MIRABILE.EQVESTA.PIANTA.[illeg
-ible].EVNA.PARTE.CHOME.IST[V]A.” This inscription shows that Giuliano believed the ruin 
to have been the School of Virgil in antiquity. 
58 Pierre du Prey has suggested that Giuliano drew the Septiodium as an excuse to investigate the 
power of rustication in ruins, perhaps with the intention of translating this design feature into 
some of his own architectural creations. 
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the value that was associated with ancient objects: the more aged the object or building, 

the greater its value. This concept is especially clear in Giuliano’s Septizodium drawing, 

the character of which is notably different from other contemporary depictions of the ruin.  

As a practicing architect, Giuliano was obviously interested in recording and 

analyzing the design components of the Septizodium, but he balanced this practical 

knowledge with his artistic creativity and aesthetic preferences, all of which shine through 

in his illustration of the ruin. Certain features of the drawing evince Giuliano’s architect’s 

mind at work, including the carefully drawn Septizodium plan. He took care to include a 

stairway – a feature not found in all depictions of the building – because he was aware that 

Figure 145   
Giuliano da 

Sangallo, Study of the 
Elevation and Plan of 
the Septizodium, post 
1480-ante 1516, pen 

and ink on 
parchment, 45.5 x 
39 cm, folio 30r, 
Codex Barberini 
(Codex Barb.Lat 
4224), Vatican 

Library, Vatican 
City. 
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the upper storeys of the building had been accessible in antiquity, and therefore he 

provides a probable design solution. Other indicators of Giuliano’s architectural training 

and expertise draughtsmanship include the precision with which the columns and bases 

are indicated on the plan (they were measured and drawn using a ruler and a compass), as 

well as his ability to render details of the elevation in convincing perspective.  

 The final architectural study of the Septizodium to be discussed – a detailed 

depiction of the ruin by Pirro Ligorio produced in the mid-sixteenth century – similarly 

balances architectural inquisitiveness with aesthetic concerns (figure 146). As with the 

previous three drawings, Ligorio has depicted the Septizodium perspectivally and in a 

spatial vacuum, ensuring that it is the sole focus of his work.59 In previous chapters his 

antiquarian activities were introduced, and this work is yet another example of them. 

Ligorio would have produced this drawing, which to a large degree is an accurate 

representation of the Septizodium, after first conducting on-site preliminary studies.60 

Notwithstanding the painterly quality of the drawing, achieved through the use of 

perspective, detailed penmanship, and the liberal application of ink wash, it accurately 

communicates the mass and multiple layers of the monument. Despite reproducing 

  

                                                   
59 Ian Campbell, Ancient Roman Topography and Architecture, 3 vols. (London: Royal Collection 
Enterprises Limited, 2004), I, pp. 207-209. Ligorio’s drawing was a part of Cassiano dal Pozzo’s 
seventeenth-century Paper Museum (Museo Cartaceo). See Campbell, Ancient Roman Topography, p. 
207 for a transcription of the text in Ligorio’s hand on the verso of this sheet, which is illegible in 
some parts but generally refers to the location of the Septizodium. 
60 Ligorio carefully recorded the partial inscription that ran across the frieze above the first storey. 
It reads: “VG.TRIB.POTS.IS FORTISSIMVS NOBILISSIMVS QVE.” 
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Figure 146   Pirro Ligorio, Perspectival Study of the Elevation of the Septizodium, c.1560s, pen and ink 
with ink wash over black chalk, 334 x 175 mm, folio 30 from the album Ancient Roman 

Architecture (RL 10817), The Royal Collection at Windsor Castle, Windsor, England. 
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realistic elements of the ruin, Ligorio includes invented details that compromise the 

accuracy of the work. For example, he differentiates two of the columns on the lowest 

level with fluting, an unusual feature that is not present in earlier renderings of the ruin. 

Furthermore, he applies invented engaged Corinthian pilasters to the back wall behind the 

porch columns, overemphasizes the reduced height and squatness of the upper storey, and 

excises brick walls that had been built between the columns of the second storey in the 

Middle Ages. In some ways, this architectural study of the Septizodium is actually a partial 

reconstruction since Ligorio did not depict the building exactly as he saw it.61 

Ligorio is credited with being one of the first true archaeologically-minded artists 

active in sixteenth-century Rome, still his ruin-based images cannot be trusted as perfectly 

accurate representations. This, however, does not take away from the fact that such studies 

reflect the growing desire to make visual records of buildings that were decaying or being 

destroyed. These images were produced with the intention that they be edifying, and since 

Ligorio had plans to produce an encyclopedia on ancient architecture, it is safe to assume 

that this drawing of the Septizodium was a part of this venture. Ligorio’s ultimate intention 

was to share his firsthand knowledge of ancient architecture through drawings, and his 

works are characterized by the unlikely amalgamation of artistic license and archaeological 

inquiry.62 

                                                   
61 Campbell, Ancient Roman Topography, I, pp. 207; Erna Mandowsky and Charles Mitchell, Pirro 
Ligorio’s Roman Antiquities: The Drawings in MS. XIII. B. 7 in the National Library in Naples (London: 
The Warburg Institute-University of London, 1963), p. 43. Mandowsky and Mitchell describe this 
as a “‘syncretic’ presentation of antiquity.” The shape of the Septizodium in this specific drawing 
by Ligorio actually reflects the standing portions of the building, but he took many liberties with 
what he did and did not depict in this elevation. 
62 As discussed in Chapter 3, although Ligorio’s archaeological studies lack the degree of accuracy 
demanded in that field today, they were nonetheless progressive in sixteenth-century terms. 
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While the works of Giuliano da Sangallo and Pirro Ligorio in particular combine 

pictorial, inventive, and analytical qualities, other graphic studies of the Septizodium 

convey a greater concern with understanding the individual architectural components and 

proportions of this ancient ruin. Some were done by individuals interested in gaining a 

better understanding of the fragmented remains of Rome; others were produced to 

complement contemporary architectural designs.63 One drawing that seems to bridge the 

gap between more imaginative, pictorial renderings of the Septizodium and purely 

architectural studies is an anonymous sixteenth-century work housed in the Royal 

Collection in Windsor Castle, England (figure 147). This drawing, similar to Ligorio’s, 

which is also at Windsor Castle, shows the last standing portion of the Septizodium, 

“stripped” of any post-antique alterations or additions to the building.64 Whereas Ligorio 

added decorative components that suited his own aesthetic, the anonymous artist provides 

a perspectivally rendered elevation based solely upon the surviving sixteenth-century 

remains of the monument.65 This “bare bones” depiction of the Septizodium,  

                                                   
63 For the influence of the Septizodium on Renaissance building designs see Georgia Clarke, Roman 
House: Inventing Antiquity in Fifteenth Century Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 
pp. 43, 137-138, 146-149, and 169. Renaissance buildings with which Clarke identifies design 
similarities to the Septizodium include the Palazzo Medici, Palazzo Strozzi, Palazzo Rucellai (all in 
Florence), and the Palazzo Piccolomini in Pienza. It is the superposition of the columnar façade 
and the heavy rustication of the Septizodium that Renaissance architects most commonly adapted 
into their own buildings designs. 
64 Campbell, Ancient Roman Topography, III, p. 904-5. These later additions include walls that 
enclosed the second storey porch.  
65 Unfortunately, this drawing is badly foxed. Among the inscriptions on the sheet is one that 
labels the drawn building as the “Lescolle d[cut] / Virgille / a roma” meaning The School of Virgil 
at Rome.  
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therefore, shows only the three storeys of the ruin with their Corinthian columns and 

coffered ceilings.  

One detail which further distinguishes this drawing of the Septizodium from those 

by Giuliano da Sangallo and Ligorio is the artist’s inclusion of measured entablature 

profiles, which are drawn on a larger scale on the left side of the ruin as if continuous with 

it. The artist must have measured the entablature of each storey using tall ladders and 

realized that the height of the entablature decreased along with the height of each 

Figure 147   
Anonymous,  

Elevation and Details of 
the Septizodium, 

sixteenth century, pen 
and ink with black 

chalk, 505 x 364 mm, 
folio 43 from the 

album ex-Portfolio 5 
(RL 19250), The 

Royal Collection at 
Windsor Castle, 

Windsor, England. 
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successive storey, an important lesson for architects working in the classical tradition and 

faced with design problems requiring “high rise” buildings. In order to convey this 

information clearly and easily to an audience well-versed in the practice of architecture, 

the artist drew the measured profile of each entablature alongside its corresponding 

storey.66 Although aspects of this drawing resemble Ligorio’s (especially in terms of the 

“restorative” nature of the illustration), this work was clearly an architectural study of an 

antique building by an architect, destined for architects. It shows how the artist believed 

the Septizodium revealed through its details an understanding of the subtle optical 

refinements of ancient architecture; the production of drawings such as this was a way in 

which to convey telltale details of such ruins so that the classical system of proportion and 

composition could be understood and disseminated. 

Throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries many other architectural studies 

of the Septizodium were created of specific benefit to practicing architects. For example, 

the simple sketch of the Septizodium’s plan and façade elevation by Giuliano da Sangallo’s 

brother, Antonio the Elder, represents such works made by and for practicing architects 

(figure 148). In this drawing dating from the 1490s, Antonio only drew the portions of the 

ruin that remained standing in his own day, while also including measurements he 

p r e sumab l y  made  a t  th e  s i t e . 67  The  e l ev a t i on  o f  th e  S ep t i zod i um i s  

                                                   
66 The measurements are in palmi, a standard unity of measurement related to the palm of the hand, 
and minuti, units which represent one sixtieth part of the diameter of a column at the base of its 
shaft.  
67 For information on this drawing see Hubertus Günther, Das Studium der antiken Architektur in den 
Zeichnungen der Hochrenaissance (Tübingen: E. Wasmuth Verlag, 1988), pp. 75-80. For general 
information on Antonio’s architectural drawings see Christoph Luitpold Frommel, The Architectural 
Drawings of Antonio da Sangallo the Younger and his Circle (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1994). Antonio’s 
drawn and measured plan of the Septizodium shows that he was trying to understand the building’s 
underlying proportions, especially in terms of the depth and length of the porch. While some of 
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drawn using orthogonal projection, thereby avoiding the distortion often associated with 

perspectival drawings.68 His schematic representation of the elevation betrays Antonio’s 

interest in recording the classic manner in which each successive storey – complete with 

columnar porch - decreased in height as the building rose upwards.69 Although the purpose 

of this drawing was not to record surviving decorative elements, Antonio did include three 

cornice profiles from the Septizodium, perhaps because projecting cornices were features 

of antique buildings that were often sketched and re-appropriated by early modern 

architects eager to master the secrets of the ancients. Antonio studied and drew the 

Septizodium so that his knowledge of the vocabulary of classical architecture could be 

                                                   
the earlier drawings discussed show a “restored” plan, Antonio only indicated the portion of the 
building that was standing near the end of the fifteenth century. 
68 Orthogonal projection was the method of architectural drawing recommended by Raphael for 
those making visual records of antique buildings. See Chapter 2 for further discussion of 
orthogonal projection. 
69 The handwritten inscription on this drawing reads: “ischuola grecha chiamata setteinsola.” 

Figure 148   
Antonio da 

Sangallo, Partial 
Plan and 

Elevation of the 
Septizodium, c. 

1492-1496, pen 
and ink, inv. 

1599 Ar, Codex 
Strozzi, Uffizi 

Gallery, 
Florence. 
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enriched, and drawings such as this show that it was both form, proportions, and 

measurements that were vital in this process.70 

The production of this type of straightforward architectural study of the 

Septizodium continued uninterrupted well into the sixteenth century. In the 1550s, Andrea 

Palladio produced a pair of drawings that recorded the most basic, yet vital architectural 

information about the Septizodium. Figures 149 and 150 show Palladio’s drawn 

interpretation of the façade elevation and the minutely measured column bases  

 

                                                   
70 For other examples of representations of the Septizodium by working artists, architects, and 
architectural theorists see Appendix A.  

Figure 149   Andrea Palladio, Orthogonal 
Reconstruction of the Septizodium Elevation, 

c.1540s, pen and ink, 432 x 288 mm, Volume 
I, folio 2v, RIBA, London, England. 

 

Figure 150   Andrea Palladio, Plan and Column 
Base of Septizodium, c.1550s, pen and ink 

drawing, inv. 28268, RIBA,  
London, England. 
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and plan, all in his typical uncomplicated mode of representation.71 Through the use of 

orthogonal projection, a technique that avoids the use of perspective in order to allow for 

precise representations of buildings, the elements of the Septizodium that were most 

fascinating to architects of the time are again accentuated: the superposed façade elevation 

and the unique (though incomplete) plan. The intention of these illustrations, like Antonio 

da Sangallo’s, was evidently to provide trustworthy and precise information about the 

Septizodium’s architectural form.72 Considering Palladio’s dedication to improving the 

realm of classically inspired architecture through his original designs, his guidebook to 

Rome’s antiquities, and his treatise on architecture I quattro libri, it is not surprising that 

drawings such as figures 149 and 150 reflect the intent of decoding and disseminating 

knowledge on atypical ancient buildings like the Septizodium.73  

 The drawn studies of the Septizodium discussed in this section have shown that 

many artists and architects used their knowledge and talents in draughtsmanship (technical 

and artistic) to illustrate this ruin. They were fascinated by the superimposed storeys, the 

unusual plan, and the sadly deteriorating state of the monument. Again, these studies 

confirm that artists and architects were perfectly suited to the study of ruins since they 

possessed the artistic talent and practical knowhow to record and analyze them. The next 

                                                   
71 Thomas, “Metaphor and Identity,” pp. 350-353; Heinz Spielman, Andrea Palladio und die Antike: 
Untersuchung und Katalog der Zeichnungen aus seinem Nachlass (Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 1966), 
p. 140; Giangiorgio Zorzi, I disegni delle antichità di Andrea Palladio (Venice: Pozza, 1959), p. 61. 
72 The representation of an orthogonal projection of the façade elevation, a plan, and some 
ornamental details was commonly employed by Palladio. In his I quattro libri, other ancient 
buildings are represented using the same combination of multiple views. 
73 In his guidebook to Rome, Palladio mentions the Septizodium, but he misidentifies the building. 
He writes: “The tomb of the Emperor Septimius Severus was close to the church of San Gregorio 
in the place where the three Orders of columns can be seen, one on top of the other like porticoes, 
and this is called the Septizonium after the seven ceilings it had, one on top of the other.” Palladio 
in Hart and Hicks, Palladio’s Rome, p. 75. For the original Italian text see Speilmann, Andrea Palladio, 
p. 140. 

http://aleph.mpg.de/F/FXADQ6R3QU22BLQLVE6FYV9VXSPA7JCRM31XSUS75N891YDV8T-30845?func=full-set-set&set_number=102631&set_entry=000058&format=999
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section of this chapter, however, will show that those producing graphic illustrations were 

not always content to record the building as it stood in their own time, but were equally 

fascinated with recreating the Septizodium in imaginative reconstructions. 

 
 

Imaginative Reconstructions of the Septizodium 
 
 

 In the last decades of the fifteenth century some of the first reconstructive images 

of the Septizodium were made and by the middle of the sixteenth century, many different, 

yet equally inventive, reconstructions of the ruin had subsequently been produced. The 

range of reconstructive interpretations of the Septizodium likely related to the building’s 

state of preservation, since the worse a monument’s decay, the more room there was for 

artistic creativity. Because the Septizodium was only a fraction of its original size and had 

lost almost all of its decoration by the fifteenth century, artists were not constrained in 

their imaginative reconstructions.74 The drawings and prints to be discussed range from 

plans to façade elevations, and the variety amongst these depictions of the Septizodium 

demonstrates how early modern artists and architects interacted with ancient ruins, 

relishing the opportunity to place themselves in the position of the ancient architect by 

graphically recreating a famed monument of ancient Rome.75 

Some of the earliest attempts at reimagining the original form of the Septizodium 

are in the form of plans. Three separate drawings (figures 151, 152, and 153), all produced 

                                                   
74 Early modern reconstructions of certain ancient buildings, like the Pantheon or the Colosseum, 
were often consistent because the substantial remains provided objective information about the 
buildings’ original forms and decoration. 
75 The drawings discussed in this portion of the dissertation are arranged chronologically as so the 
evolution of drawings of the Septizodium can be more easily understood. 
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roughly around the turn of the sixteenth century, show similar interpretations of the 

Septizodium. Figures 151 and 152 are attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo and reconstruct 

the Septizodium’s plan as a square. Figure 153, by Bernardo della Volpaia, is in the Codex 

Coner and is an almost exact replica of Giuliano’s Codex Barberini plan. These three 

drawings show that around the year 1500, antiquarian-minded individuals were still very 

unsure of the Septizodium’s original form. Since scholars now know that it was a long, 

rectangular monument, these sheets show how little was actually understood of the 

building. These artists obviously interpreted the remaining columnar porches as having 

encircled the whole building, but with less than one-third of the original monument 

standing, they had to rely on their knowledge of classical Roman architecture to try to 

imagine what the building had looked like.  

Giuliano da Sangallo seems to have believed that the building would have been 

symmetrical, therefore his two renderings of the building rely on this fundamental 

principle.76 Although Giuliano was known to have studied ruins firsthand, it is unclear 

what portions, if any, of the Septizodium’s foundations were visible at the turn of the 

sixteenth century, or if he would even have surveyed or excavated the area around the ruin. 

His plan, therefore, is a conjecture based on the portion of the building left standing.  

                                                   
76 For information on these drawings see Hülsen, Il libro di Giuliano da Sangallo, pp. 45, LV, and 
LVII; Clarke, Roman House, pp. 146-148. The inscription on the Barberini Codex Septizodium 
drawing reads: “CHOME ISTAVA LA PIA[N]TA.I[N]TERA DISETE.I[N]SOLI.” Another 
copy of Giuliano da Sangallo’s Septizodium drawing in the Barberini Codex is in Windsor Castle, 
England, and is by the anonymous Codex Ursinianus Copyist (c.1625-35). See Campbell, Ancient 
Roman Topography, III, p. 602. 
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Figure 151   Giuliano da Sangallo, Imaginative 
Reconstructions of the Plan of the Septizodium (detail 
of larger sheet), post 1480-ante 1516, pen and ink 

on parchment, folio 29v, Codex Barberini 
(Codex Barb.Lat 4224), Vatican Library, 

Vatican City. 
 

Figure 152   Giuliano da Sangallo, 
Reconstruction of Septizodium Plan,  

post 1480-ante 1516, pen and ink,  
folio 10r, Taccuino Senese,  

Biblioteca Communale, Siena. 
 

Figure 153    
Bernardo della Volpaia, 

Reconstruction of 
Septizodium Plan, 

c.1510s, pen and ink, 
folio 3r (Ashby no. 7), 
Codex Coner, Sir John 

Soane’s Museum, 
London, England. 
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His Barberini Codex plan (figure 151) shows that he mirrored the tower-like portion of 

the Septizodium (resulting in the commonly depicted U-shaped plan), then mirrored that 

plan, resulting in a perfectly square foundation. His Taccuino Senese version (figure 152) 

also reconstructs the Septizodium as a square, but with an interior courtyard, a design more 

reminiscent of the fifteenth-century Florentine palazzo designs so familiar to him than the 

ruin’s original form.77 Nevertheless, these three drawings represent some of the earliest 

attempts at reconstructing the Septizodium’s original plan, and in so doing they show the 

degree to which artists producing such drawings had to rely on their imagination to replace 

the long-lost portions of ancient buildings.78 

Because of their striking similarities to one another, figures 151 and 153 bring to 

the forefront issues of drawn prototypes and copies. In this particular case, the similarities 

between the two Septizodium plans are so similar that it is assumed that either Sangallo or 

della Volpaia must have seen the other’s reconstructive image. In this case it is not known 

which work is more likely to have been the original source.79 The Renaissance practice of 

copying prototypical or master drawings is well-documented and it is not surprising that 

this practice extended to reconstructive images of Roman ruins. The systematic sharing of 

images, either drawn or printed, was crucial to the proliferation of imaginative 

reconstructions of ancient monuments. Furthermore, in sharing knowledge of ruins 

                                                   
77 The ground floor or basement level of Giuliano’s Villa Medici at Poggio a Caiano also comes to 
mind. 
78 For information on the Codex Coner drawing see Thomas Ashby, “Sixteenth-Century Drawings 
of Roman Buildings Attributed to Andreas Coner,” in Papers of the British School at Rome, vol. 2 
(London: MacMillan and Co., 1904), p. 14. The inscription on the Codex Coner drawing reads: 
“Pianta del Setizonio.” Bernardo della Volpaia compiled his Codex of architectural drawings in the 
1510s. 
79 This author acknowledges that both Sangallo’s and della Volpaia’s drawings may have originated 
from a now-lost prototype. 
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through visual means, more individuals were captivated by the subject matter. In addition, 

the prototype-copy relationship reminds scholars to be wary of assuming that all artists 

who produced ruin-based images had visited the ruins themselves; with the plethora of 

ruin-based images that existed in Rome from the late fifteenth century onwards, an artist 

need not even have left their workshop to produce an image of a specific building. The 

ways in which early modern individuals could learn about the forms of ancient Roman 

architecture was complex yet the preeminent role of illustrations within this learning 

context is of equal importance to firsthand studies in the city itself. 

In the same decades that Giuliano da Sangallo and Bernardo della Volpaia were 

exploring the possibility that the Septizodium had originally been a square structure, other 

artists were creating imaginative reconstructions based on the conventional U-shaped plan 

found in many of the architectural studies of the Septizodium discussed above. Francesco 

di Giorgio produced a perspective reconstruction of the Septizodium’s façade elevation 

sometime between 1477 and 1487 that is much closer to the monument’s original 

rectangular layout (figure 154).80 Although the three superimposed storeys and the 

columnar porches look accurate enough, Francesco’s reconstruction has a protruding 

central section, even though the façade had actually been punctuated by recessed areas.81 

Nevertheless, the accurate elements of the drawing – ranging from the Corinthian capitals 

to the coffered ceiling to the general rectangular form – proves that Francesco, like other 

                                                   
80 The text on the sheet reads: “hedifitio peso a Scto Ghirighoro dicta secte/solis.” For information on 
Francesco di Giorgio’s ruin-based drawings see Christoffer H. Ericsson, Roman Architecture 
Expressed in Sketches by Francesco di Giorgio Martini (Helsinki: Helsingfors, 1980). 
81 There are similarities between Francesco’s reconstructed Septizodium and depictions of the 
Macellum Magnum on ancient coins struck during Nero’s reign. It is possible that Francesco 
confused the building on the coin with the Septizodium, which might explain the protruding 
central section. 
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artists of his time, relied upon the physical ruins of ancient architecture for informing their 

reconstructions.82 This work and all the others discussed throughout the rest of this 

chapter prove that the creation of such reconstructions required the artist to balance 

architectural or archaeological knowledge with imagination and creativity.83  

  

                                                   
82 This drawing was carefully rendered by Francesco di Giorgio, as evidenced by the graphite 
underdrawings that form a grid which allowed him to achieve accurate perspective and 
proportions. As in many of the architectural studies of the Septizodium mentioned above, 
Francesco’s drawing emphasizes the decrease in height of each superimposed storey. 
83 Francesco Paolo Fiore, “The Trattati on Architecture by Francesco di Giorgio,” in Paper Palaces: 
The Rise of the Renaissance Architectural Treatise, eds. Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1998), pp. 79-80. 

Figure 154   Francesco di Giorgio, 
Reconstruction of the Septizodium 

Elevation, c.1477-1487, pen and ink, 
folio 84v, Codex Saluzziano 148, 

Biblioteca Reale, Turin. 
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The artist Jacopo Ripanda (d. after 1516), active in Rome in the first two decades 

of the sixteenth century, produced a fascinating reconstruction of the Septizodium (figure 

155).84 Though similar to Francesco di Giorgio’s drawing in the general rectangular shape 

of the monument, Ripanda instead began with the more common U-shaped plan. The 

resulting layout composed of two outer wings with five inner recessed bays is important 

because it became the prototypical format of reconstructions of the Septizodium.85 

Through the use of perspective and ink wash, Ripanda endowed his depiction of the 

Septizodium with depth and substance, despite the fact that it was primarily a product of 

his imagination. Unless it is 

unrelated to the Septizodium, 

inclusion of an imagined bas 

relief panel below the elevation 

indicates that he was thinking of 

the monument as a unit 

composed of architectural and 

sculptural features.  

 

 

 

                                                   
84 For additional information on Ripanda see Vincenzo Farinella, Archeologia e pittura a Roma tra 
quattrocento e cinquecento: Il caso di Jacopo Ripanda (Turin: Giulio Einaudi Editores, 1992). 
85 On the façade elevation, Ripanda indicated that the sculpted frieze was a part of the entablature 
above the ground level. 

Figure 155   Jacopo Ripanda, 
Elevation Reconstruction of the 

Septizodium and detail of Bas Relief, 
c.1510-1530, pen and ink, folio 14r, 
Ripanda Sketchbook, Ashmolean 

Museum, Oxford, England. 
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In the years before 1540, those wishing to learn more about the Septizodium could 

visit the monument, read descriptions about it in ancient or contemporary literature, or 

they could examine drawings of the ruin produced by other artists. In 1540, however, 

Sebastiano Serlio published a woodcut showing “restored” details of the Septizodium, 

which proliferated the image of the monument to a much wider audience (figure 156). 

Although this woodcut did not reconstruct the whole façade of the monument (as 

Francesco di Giorgio and Jacopo Ripanda had), Serlio provided detailed graphic and 

textual information about it. This woodcut presents aspects of the building that have been 

returned to their original “perfect” form. On a small scale he shows the orthogonally-

rendered three storeys (free of any sign of deterioration), their correlating entablatures 

shown in perspective by means of shading on a larger scale, and on another scale the plan, 

upon which Serlio cleverly projected the coffering pattern of the porch ceilings.86   

Serlio’s woodcut image, which shows all at once several methods of competing 

architectural representation is included in this discussion of imaginative reconstructions 

because it demonstrates that a reconstruction need not show an entire building; like all of 

the other antiquities that Serlio illustrated in his Terzo libro, he represented his buildings in 

this “restored” way to best convey the aspects of the buildings that he felt were compulsory 

knowledge for those trying to understand ancient architecture. 87 Without the  

                                                   
86 The method of projecting a ceiling pattern onto the rendering of a plan has been common 
practice since Serlio’s time because it is a useful technique for providing substantial information 
in a condensed graphic format. 
87 Hülsen, Das Septizonium, p. 15; Lusnia, “The Septizodium,” p. 206. Serlio, in considering the 
form and function of the Septizodium in the first half of the sixteenth century, proposed that it 
coincided with Vitruvius’ description of theatre scene buildings (scaenae frons). Vitruvius wrote that 
when designing stage scenery, each rising storey should decrease proportionately in height from 
the previous storey. Serlio, therefore, interpreted the decreasing height of each superimposed level 
of the Septizodium as reflecting this “rule” of ancient architectural theory. 



310 
 

 

distractions of crumbling and cracked walls, Serlio’s woodcut allowed the pure 

architectural components of the Septizodium to be appreciated as they might have been 

when the building was in its pristine form but profiting from many of the newly-perfected 

forms of architectural draughtsmanship.88 

In contrast to Serlio’s part-orthogonal reconstruction, laden with practical 

information for artists, architects, and antiquarians, the Septizodium was also 

                                                   
88 Interestingly, Serlio does not address the problem relating to the original plan of the 
Septizodium; instead, his woodcut plan “fades” away where the actual ruin ended.  

Figure 156   
 Sebastiano Serlio,  

Plan and Details of Columns 
and Entablatures of the 

Septizodium, 1540, 
woodcut, pl. LXXXII 

from Serlio’s Terzo libro. 
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reconstructed in images that were more pictorial in nature. Attributed to Étienne Dupérac, 

the Morgan Library Codex in New York has the unique and defining feature of containing 

exquisite drawings that juxtapose imagined views of ancient Rome with views of the city 

in the late sixteenth century (figures 157 and 158).89 By showing how much Rome’s 

topography had changed from its imagined appearance in antiquity, Dupérac provided 

sixteenth-century viewers with the opportunity to compare and contrast the  

Rome that they knew with the Rome that once was. His pair of drawings of the “ancient” 

and “modern” Septizodium succeed in showing how much the area at the base of the 

                                                   
89 The Morgan Library, MS.M.1106. For more general information on the Morgan Codex see 
Chapter 4. The drawn frames that surround the two images of the Septizodium include eagles, 
which may be a reference to imperial coins of Emperor Septimius Severus, many of which included 
the motif of an eagle on their verso. 

Figure 157   Étienne Dupérac, Reconstructive 
View of the Septizodium, c.1570s, pen and ink 

on vellum, 25 x 20 cm, folio 22v, Disegni de le 
ruine di Roma e come anticamente erono, Morgan 

Library, New York. 
 

Figure 158   Étienne Dupérac, View of the 
Septizodium in the Sixteenth Century, c.1570s, pen 

and ink on vellum, 25 x 20 cm, folio 23r, 
Disegni de le ruine di Roma e come anticamente erono, 

Morgan Library, New York. 
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Palatine Hill had deteriorated since its prime in antiquity. In representing the Septizodium, 

Dupérac shows the monument from the same angle as some of the earlier drawings 

discussed above, like the anonymous drawing in Berlin (figure 137). Dupérac’s perspectival 

depiction of the building aligns with such vedute, but because he has also created a veduta of 

this area in antiquity, it is fitting to discuss these drawings in relation to other reconstructive 

images. Dupérac surely began his reconstructed Septizodium using the remaining ruins as 

his starting point, then built up the imagined original façade around these fragments. His 

Septizodium takes the same U-shaped form of Ripanda’s, a layout that would remain the 

accepted formula for reconstructions of this building for centuries.  

As with all other representations of the monument, Dupérac accurately portrays 

the three levels of the building, their Corinthian columns which decrease in height, and 

the rusticated stonework behind the porch.90 Rather than leaving his Septizodium 

unadorned, Dupérac added large, free-standing sculptures on the top of the monument, 

even though there was no evidence for such decoration. It is in such small details that the 

artist’s personal interpretation of antiquity can be observed, and Dupérac obviously 

imagined ancient Roman buildings as being highly embellished, impressive not only in size 

and form, but in ornamental details too. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the patron 

for whom this book was intended is unknown, but Dupérac clearly would have intended 

for his viewer to find pleasure in seeing the ruins as they knew them in the sixteenth 

                                                   
90 The inscriptions on the sheet with the reconstructed Septizodium (folio 22v) reads: 
“SEPTIZONIVM SEVERI” (at the top of the page); “Settimio Seuero fece far quest’edifitio per collocarui 
dentro I trofei delle sue uittorie, e no[n] p[er] sepoltura come alcuni uogliono, e d’ordine corintio con le collone di 
mischio parte striate, e parte lisse, et penso anco di fare quiui una porta d[e]l palazzo.” Folio 23r, which shows 
the state of the Septizodium in the sixteenth century has an inscription that reads: “hoggi e ruinato 
la meta, e chiamasi la Scuola di Virgilio vedesi, che e stato occupato da’particolari per altro tempo, i quali se ne son 
seruiti p[er] habitatione serando I vani tra le colonne con muri.” 
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century returned to their once-pristine – albeit imagined – forms. The Morgan Codex 

proves that a reconstructive image could be even more fascinating and evocative when 

juxtaposed with the architectural “skeleton” from which it was derived.91 Even though 

Dupérac’s reconstruction did not reflect the true original form of the Septizodium, his 

exquisite reconstructive drawing captured the essence of this building as an imposing and 

dominant structure marking the end of the Via Appia.92 

The last reconstruction of the Septizodium to be discussed was produced by 

Giovanni Battista Montano, the antiquarian-minded draughtsman and architect 

introduced in Chapter 4 (figure 159).93  Montano presents the monument as he believed it 

looked in antiquity – with rows of columns, an elevated base, and free-standing sculptures 

– not unlike the depictions of this building by Ripanda and Dupérac. In regard to 

Montano’s standard method of reconstructing ruins in drawings, no matter how 

deteriorated or fragmented an ancient building was, he always depicted it as though it was 

whole, free of any imperfections. His reconstructed Septizodium further exemplifies  

                                                   
91 Dupérac’s sophisticated renderings of reconstructed ancient buildings and ruins testify to his 
talents as an artist and an architectural (perhaps even archaeological) understanding of ancient 
Roman buildings. 
92 According to the description at the bottom of the sheet, Dupérac thought that the Septizodium 
had been some sort of monumental entranceway to the imperial palaces atop the Palatine Hill. 
Pierre du Prey has suggested that the backdrop of arches in Dupérac’s reconstruction comes closer 
than any other early modern reconstruction to achieving the feel of the long and narrow scaenae 
frons-like design of the original monument. 
93 For a catalogue entry of this drawing see Lynda Fairbairn, Italian Renaissance Drawings in the 
Collection of Sir John Soane’s Museum, 2 vols. (London: Azimuth Editions, 1998), II, p. 624. An 
engraved version of this drawing was included in the posthumous publication of Montano’s works, 
the 1624 Scielta di varij tempietti antichi, pl. 28.  
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his characteristic method of representation through the inclusion of an elevation, an 

interior cross-section, and a plan. Unlike the reconstructed Septizodium in Dupérac’s 

Morgan Codex, which shows the monument within its imagined third-century setting, 

Montano opted to show his monument in a spatial vacuum, without a scale for 

measurement or any indication of the surrounding landscape or buildings.  

 Montano’s Septizodium is unique among other reconstructions of the building 

because of the inclusion of the interior cross-section, which acts as a window into the 

Figure 159   
Giovanni Battista 

Montano, 
Reconstruction of the 
Septizodium with 

Elevation, Cut-away 
Section, and Plan, post 

1580-ante 1621, 
graphite, pen and ink 
and ink wash, 266 x 
191 mm, Volume 

124, folio 2r, Sir John 
Soane’s Museum, 

London. 
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structural components of the building.94 By stripping away the columnar porch and 

rusticated wall shown on the left half of the image, Montano’s right half of the drawing 

exposes the inner construction of the monument, indicating that this drawing was not just 

intended to portray the monument, but that it could have been genuinely informative for 

architects and architectural enthusiasts interested in grasping the spatial organization of 

the whole monument.95 In comparison to earlier representations of the Septizodium, 

Montano’s image is exceedingly dense and complex. Indeed, his entire corpus of drawn 

reconstructions functioned as curiosity pieces for individuals already familiar with Roman 

ruins, but who wished to expand their understandings of these buildings; individual sheets 

would probably have been circulated amongst Rome’s many antiquarians, serving the 

purpose of sparking intellectual discussions on ancient architecture, and on the verity of 

Montano’s reconstructions and his personal interpretation of ancient architecture.96  

Montano’s personal interpretation is characterized by the often fantastical 

decorative and ornamental flourishes that he added to his reconstructions. His personal 

aesthetic preferences included extremely ornate motifs and an abundance of sculptural 

decoration, and although his drawing of the Septizodium is not the most ornate of his 

illustrations, he does top his Septizodium with tall, free-standing sculptures in exaggerated 

                                                   
94 The perspective of this drawing is slightly unusual as the viewer can both see the floor of the 
ground level and the ceiling of the uppermost storey. Montano was obviously not concerned with 
creating perfect perspective, but rather he wished to show as much of the building as possible. 
The prototypical plan of the U-shaped building, with the resulting central exedra, was also 
promoted through the drawings and prints of other artists like Jacopo Ripanda. 
95 The placement of the plan directly below the elevation and cross-section assists in this respect. 
96 It remains unclear whether Montano’s contemporaries understood these drawings to be faithful 
reconstructions of ancient monuments or if their somewhat over-the-top, fantastical and often 
inaccurate nature was recognized as Montano’s liberal interpretation of the architecture of 
antiquity. If so, these drawings were likely appreciated for this unconventional interpretation of 
classical interpretation, not despite it. 
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contrapposto poses. Montano also added a tiered structure on the very top of the building, 

even though there was no evidence that the building would have been “crowned” in such 

a way. The liberty with which Montano drew the Septizodium may very simply be 

explained by the fact that by the time be produced this drawing, the monument had likely 

already been destroyed. Montano was present in Rome by at least the 1580s, so it is feasible 

that he could have studied the monument before its destruction in 1589, yet this highly 

finished drawing was probably done later in his career (post-1600) when he became 

absorbed with the idea of publishing a collection of imaginative reconstructive of ancient 

buildings.97 In many ways, the liberties that Montano took were the direct result of the 

destruction of the monument: because there was no longer a monument with which to 

compare the drawing, Montano was not constrained by the physical ruin.98 Having said 

this, Montano’s drawing is rooted in true knowledge of the Septizodium, acquired through 

on-site study or at least the consultation of existing illustrations made before the 

monument’s destruction. Ultimately, Montano’s reconstructed Septizodium shows that 

even once the building had been destroyed, artists, architects, and antiquarians alike were 

fascinated by the monument and used drawing as a means to acquire and disseminate 

knowledge on this anomalous ruin. 

                                                   
97 Montano may have had access to the fragmented third-century marble map of Rome (the Forma 
Urbis Romae, discovered in 1562), of which survived a small fragment that showed part of the 
plan of the Septizodium. Unfortunately, the portion of the marble map that survived showed only 
the plan of the remaining northern end of the Septizodium, leaving those interested in the 
Septizodium again unaware of the monument’s original sprawling length (see Appendix A, figure 
160). 
98 In addition, his work may also have received a more favourable reception from other artists, 
architects, and antiquarians for the same reason of not having a monument to compare the 
drawing to. This drawing would also have been appreciated because if preserved the image of a 
lost monument.  
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This chapter’s examination of depictions of the Septizodium has shown that 

despite the obscurity surrounding the identity, function, and original appearance of the 

ancient building, such fragmented and enigmatic ruins could capture the attention of 

numerous artists. Early modern artists, architects, archaeologists, and humanists based 

their understandings of buildings like the Septizodium on a mélange of evidence extracted 

from a variety of sources - some accurate, others inaccurate. Ancient myths, historical 

legends, medieval chronicles, early archaeological excavations, topographical descriptions, 

and architectural renderings all informed what was thought of the antique buildings 

scattered throughout Rome. 

The diverse range of graphic illustrations of the Septizodium demonstrates the 

almost limitless interpretations that could be produced based upon a single architectural 

model. Furthermore, these images of the Septizodium are especially valuable since they 

preserve the appearance of a building that no longer exists. The Septizodium’s unusual 

shape posed a puzzle in the early modern period and, luckily for modern day scholars, the 

immense interest that many artists and architects took in the building has provided a wealth 

of visual evidence on a lost antique monument and how artists and architects went about 

studying and recording it and in a sense decoding its artistic lessons, even decades after its 

unfortunate destruction.  
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CHAPTER 6 

Conclusion 

 

 This dissertation has explored the many facets of ruin-based drawings produced 

between the fifteenth and early seventeenth centuries with two specific aims: firstly, to 

comprehend the evolution of ruin-based images and their resulting relevance to the 

development of early modern antiquarianism, archaeology, and architectural design; and, 

secondly, to establish a practical framework within which scholars can contextualize, 

organize, and henceforth better understand the surviving ruin-based images housed in 

museums, art galleries, and private collections throughout the world. The different ways 

in which artists and architects went about recording, analyzing, and understanding ruins 

through drawings and prints have been detailed, thereby revealing the seemingly endless 

derivatives of such images. At the root of these drawings and prints was a fascination 

with the crumbling - yet still impressive and alluring - architectural remains of the once-

great Roman Empire. 

 Chapter 1 addressed the emergence and growth of the interest in ancient 

architecture from the Middle Ages onwards in order to set the stage for understanding 

the unprecedented antiquarian movements of the Renaissance. By the fifteenth century, 

classical antiquity was being studied on a previously unseen scale and it was during this 

century that individuals first turned their attention to illustrating Roman ruins; 

furthermore, they shared and discussed their two-dimensional studies and the buildings 

they represented with other enthusiasts of ancient architecture. The unique cultural and 
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artistic context in which these activities were taking place encouraged artists and 

architects to produce images of ruins, which in turn fueled the general antiquarian 

movement of the time. This chapter demonstrated how early modern archaeology, 

antiquarianism, architectural design and theory were interrelated, with each field 

informing and encouraging the others. 

In Chapter 2, the discussion of fifteenth-century publications by Poggio 

Bracciolini, Flavio Biondo, Leon Battista Alberti, Filarete, and others discussed how their 

texts stimulated the growing interest in antiquarian and architectural subjects. Raphael’s 

famous 1518 letter to Pope Leo X, in which the artist extolled the pricelessness of 

Rome’s architectural remains and his fear that these monuments faced imminent 

destruction, testifies to the growing concern for the deteriorating ruins. Moreover, the 

emergence of a previously unseen archaeological awareness was shown to have 

developed simultaneously with Raphael’s demands for preservation and conservation, 

with individuals like Pirro Ligorio dedicating much of their careers to these progressive 

endeavors.  

On a previously unmatched scale, the sixteenth century witnessed the publication 

of specialized architectural treatises intended for use by practicing architects. Sebastiano 

Serlio, Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola, and Andrea Palladio, among others, produced 

publications that combined text and image, thereby providing their readers with 

interpretations of ancient architecture more comprehensive than had been achieved since 

the days of Vitruvius’ illustrated manuscript treatise. Academies established by those 

fascinated by art, architecture, and antiquity also thrived in the second half of the 

sixteenth century as a direct result of the concurrent production of books, drawings,  
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prints, and contemporary building designs related to or inspired by the architectural 

remains of the Roman Empire. In sum, the arguments presented in Chapter 2 confirm 

that the interest in and concern for ancient architecture – which had been intensifying 

since the Middle Ages – was eventually expressed to its full potential through a variety of 

means ranging from literary material, to illustrated records, to early archaeological 

investigations. 

 In Chapter 3, ruin-based images that showed Rome’s ancient architecture as it 

looked in the early modern period were discussed. Rather than treating all such images as 

examples of a single genre of ruin-based image, I divided the works into specific 

categories: maps; architectural and archaeological studies; and vedute. By classifying the 

larger group of ruin-based images into smaller categories that are defined by the methods 

of representation employed and the intended uses for such works, I clarified the 

motivations for creating these works and how they were used in Rome’s antiquarian and 

artistic circles. In addition, I defined and presented an analytical framework for 

organizing ruin-based images with the hope that it will benefit scholars and students of 

art history examining these types of drawings.  

In discussing early modern maps of Rome, I traced their evolution from 

fifteenth-century examples that depict select ruins with simple means of representation 

to extremely large, detailed, and accurate topographical renderings of the city’s ruins 

alongside later constructions. I showed that as antiquarianism developed and grew in 

popularity in Rome (especially in the sixteenth century), the demand for more 

comprehensive and artistically sophisticated maps of the city’s topography increased.   
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Advances in antiquarianism were encouraged and cultivated by maps which, like the 

other images discussed in this dissertation, were probably used by those specializing in 

ancient history, topography, and literature to complement their own fields of study. 

These maps, therefore, must be recognized as tools that served a purpose more complex 

than just locating particular ruins: they were employed by a wide variety of intellectuals 

who understood that the architectural remains of the ancient city were among its most 

important surviving evidence and that when studied in conjunction with other branches 

of antiquarianism, greater knowledge of the past could be acquired. 

In my discussion of architectural and archaeological studies, I demonstrated that 

the practice of making measured, detailed drawings of ruins was an effective means of 

comprehending the fragmented architectural remains found throughout Rome. Through 

these drawings, the appearance of ancient buildings could be recorded, analyzed, and 

eventually shared with a larger audience of antiquarian-minded individuals or used by 

practicing architects striving to emulate the classical style of architecture. The production 

of architectural and archaeological studies was the method by which the elements of 

“good” architecture, as defined by Leon Battista Alberti, could be recognized. The 

process of representing ruins two-dimensionally revealed truths about ancient 

architecture that could neither be acquired nor so easily shared by any other means. 

Lastly, through my discussion of early modern vedute, I established that these 

land- and cityscapes reflected the desire of many artists and architects to record Rome’s 

unique architectural character which was, without a doubt, generated by the 

omnipresence of antique monuments and ruins within the city. In drawn and printed  
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vedute, the fragmented ruins reflect the passage of time, the ever-changing topography of 

Rome, and, perhaps most importantly, the ruins’ new identity within the functioning 

early modern city. The poor state of preservation of many of the buildings as highlighted 

in such depictions demonstrates how a veduta acts more like a “portrait” of a building’s 

deterioration at a specific moment than a study of its underlying architectural 

components or form. In one sense vedute are less informative to an architect than a 

measured record drawing, yet in another sense they can contain the most reliable 

depictions of ruins as they stood when illustrated. Generally speaking, many artists 

depicted precisely what they observed without any desire to “alter” or embellish the 

appearances of ancient monuments.   

Although the three sub-genres of ruin-based images discussed in Chapter 3 have 

been shown to possess distinct characteristics, the arguments presented confirm that the 

creation of all such images represent an underlying fascination with how the ancient 

ruins scattered throughout Rome contributed to the city’s unique character. Maps, 

architectural and archaeological studies, and vedute emphasize how the consistent 

depiction of ancient buildings in the early modern period was prompted by the pervasive 

allure of these crumbling monuments. Ruin-based images were produced by individuals 

who wished to have such imagery at their disposal; little did they know that their 

foundational “archive” of drawn and printed works would influence the way in which 

ancient architecture was graphically represented throughout the following century. 

In Chapter 4 I examined drawings and prints that depict imaginative 

reconstructions of Rome’s decaying and fragmented antique monuments. Although 

artists continually recorded the appearance of surviving ancient ruins, many were  
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equally interested in trying to re-imagine how the ruins had looked when newly 

constructed in the days of the emperors. This type of exercise in draughtsmanship and 

invention had special appeal because it simultaneously indulged artists’ interests in 

existing ruins and their desire to express architectural creativity. The result is a genre of 

ruin-based images that communicates an understanding of surviving architectural 

remains as well as the urge to “complete” these fragmented monuments. Drawing 

proved to be the ideal medium for such endeavours, both in terms of producing these 

images and disseminating them within Rome’s antiquarian circles, while prints of 

reconstructions – often collected with equal zeal – were capable of reaching a larger 

audience. 

My analysis of reconstructive images began with late fifteenth-century examples 

by the anonymous artist of the Codex Salzburg and Giuliano da Sangallo, then discussed 

sixteenth-century reconstructive images by Sebastiano Serlio, Antonio Labacco, Pirro 

Ligorio, Andrea Palladio, and Étienne Dupérac, and finally went on to the works of 

Giovanni Battista Montano, produced in the decades around the turn of the seventeenth 

century. The chronological study of these works verified that as the Renaissance 

progressed, these imaginative reconstructions became more and more fantastical and 

elaborate. By the time of Montano, artists were uninhibited in their drawn 

reconstructions of antique monuments. Furthermore, reconstructions that were highly 

creative seem to have been received with never-before-seen enthusiasm.  

The entire genre of reconstructive images was related to the desire to compare 

the original glory of Rome’s architectural appearance in antiquity to what remained in the  
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early modern period. Although residents and visitors to the city had surely always 

pondered this question, this dissertation has shown that it was the influx of ruin-based 

images (especially architectural and archaeological studies) produced beginning in the 

fifteenth century that opened the door for artists to approach this problem from an 

unprecedented creative angle. To be precise, thousands of careful studies of ruins were 

carried out from the fifteenth century onwards that were disseminated in architectural 

treatises, accompanying woodcuts and engravings, original drawings, and single prints. 

As a result, by the middle of the sixteenth century there was a rich “archive” of 

trustworthy ruin-based graphic works that artists and architects could access and draw 

inspiration from. Because of the abundance of these well-founded prototypes, artists and 

architects no longer felt the need to repeat the same investigations that their 

predecessors had carried out without benefit of such an “archive” of ruin-based images. 

Instead, the “newcomers” satisfied their innate curiosity about ancient architecture by 

making reconstructions which, consequently, contributed to generating a more complete 

understanding of the architectural achievements of the ancient Romans. Familiarity with 

how ruins looked in the early modern period was an admirable goal in its own right, but 

attempting to decode exactly how the ancient architects had wanted their buildings to 

look was perhaps a more bold and appealing ambition. Working in the ancient tradition 

yet transcending it in new directions - like two-dimensional reconstructions - established 

a valuable and long-lasting trend for centuries. 

The role of Rome’s antiquarian community in encouraging the production of 

such inventive works was also addressed in Chapter 4 since, by the end of the sixteenth  
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century, the lines dividing Rome’s artistic, architectural, and antiquarian communities had 

all but disappeared. The increased production of reconstructive images in the decades 

leading up to the turn of the seventeenth century was directly related to the flourishing 

of Rome’s antiquarian community: indeed, many of these individuals wished to know 

what Rome had looked like in antiquity with its then-pristine architecture, yet only a few 

talented artists and architects were capable of fulfilling the demand for such inspiring 

representations. The imaginative reconstructions of ancient Roman buildings presented 

in this chapter represent the most creative avenue of early modern antiquarian studies, 

and it was the freedom demanded of this particular genre of ruin-based image that made 

it so popular throughout the Renaissance and well into the Baroque period.  

The final chapter of this dissertation was a case study of representations of the 

Septizodium, an ancient Roman façade-fountain recorded in drawings and prints by 

numerous artists and architects from the fifteenth century onwards. Many individuals 

puzzled over and depicted the fragmented Septizodium in drawings because it was a 

unique and fascinating ruin, and it appears that the ambiguity relating to the building’s 

original form and function only contributed to its overall allure. The tower-like 

appearance of the Septizodium may have been the impetus for studies of the ruin, but 

individuals were also trying to understand why it had been constructed and what its 

function had been in antiquity. Those making drawings of the Septizodium might have 

been ill-equipped to answer these questions on their own, but by sharing their drawings 

and prints with those specializing in other branches of antiquarian studies, progress 

could be made and the enigmatic ruin better understood. 
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 The drawings and prints of the Septizodium discussed in Chapter 5 prove 

especially interesting because the monument was destroyed in the 1580s. This, however, 

did not stop artists and architects from producing “new” images of the monument (both 

as it had stood in the sixteenth century and as imaginative reconstructions). My 

discussion of these drawings, therefore, addressed the role of images as intermediaries 

between actual ruins and later generations for whom observing a building in person was 

not possible. This study of drawings and prints of the Septizodium clarified that, by the 

turn of the seventeenth century, antiquarian-minded individuals relied heavily upon 

drawn and printed prototypes of ancient buildings, not just architectural remains. The 

plentiful number of early modern images of the Septizodium kept the ruin’s legacy and 

architectural form alive, and these graphic works are treasured today for the information 

that they reveal about a completely lost ancient Roman building and how it had been 

admired in Renaissance and early Baroque times. Ultimately, the images of the 

Septizodium discussed in this dissertation, which include maps, architectural and 

archaeological studies, published illustrations, and imaginative reconstructions, confirm 

the proposed evolution of ruin-based drawing practices laid out in the previous chapters 

of this dissertation, as well as the resulting conclusions that relate to the concurrent 

development of antiquarian and archaeological practices. These “evolutionary” advances 

include: the unprecedented interest in the architectural remains of ancient Rome that 

emerged early in the fifteenth century - a fascination manifested as on-site studies of 

ruins, the production of drawn records and prints of said ruins, and the publication of 

treatises on antique buildings; the continued production of both ruin-based images and 

textual information on ruins throughout the first half of the sixteenth century, along with 
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more frequent “archaeological” explorations of ancient monuments; the existence of a 

body of imagery (original drawings and prints, both single-sheets and as part of books) 

that allowed individuals to ponder the appearance of ruins away from their original 

setting; lastly, many artists and architects turning their attention away from producing the 

same ruin-based images produced by their predecessors and instead combining their 

knowledge of classical buildings with their own inventiveness to create fantastical, 

beautiful, and fascinating reconstructions of ancient buildings.  

In the Introduction of this dissertation I posed the question of how Giovanni 

Battista Montano was able to produce fantastical and inventive reconstructions of 

ancient monuments that were extremely well received by his contemporaries around the 

year 1600. By demonstrating the origins of ruin-based image production and its 

evolution through different genres including maps, architectural studies, archaeological 

studies, vedute, treatise and guidebook illustrations, and imaginative reconstructions, I 

have shown that a body of ruin-based imagery so thorough and large had been amassed 

by the second half of the sixteenth century that the realm of antiquarian 

draughtsmanship became open to novel and unconventional interpretations, like 

Montano’s. I have established that each generation of artist and architect active in Rome 

from the earliest days of the Renaissance to the emergence of the Baroque period 

contributed to the narrative of how ruins were studied, artistically interpreted, 

disseminated, and appreciated.  

When I first began researching the drawings of Montano they seemed to be 

completely unusual and unprecedented interpretations of the ruined architecture that was 

found throughout Rome. I have now shown that his works form the brilliant outcome of 
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a progression of antiquarian draughtsmanship that began in the fifteenth century with 

small-scale, detailed, and measured studies and ended with reconstructions of ancient 

monuments that, above all, expressed the artist’s creative interpretation of the 

achievements of his ancient counterparts. Unifying every drawing and print discussed in 

this dissertation is the fact that their creators strove to understand the admirable – and to 

their eyes unparalleled – architectural achievements of ancient Rome’s architects and 

builders. Once mastered, the understanding of ancient Roman ruins led to artistic 

breakthroughs within the classical tradition that might even have rendered ancient 

architects awestruck.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

Early Modern Drawings and Prints of the Septizodium 

 

 

Figure 160   Fragments of the Forma Urbis Romae showing the Plan of the 
Septizodium, 203-211 CE, marble, Palazzo dei Conservatori, Rome. 

 

Figure 161   Maarten van Heemskerck, The Septizodium, Circus Maximus, and Palatine 
Hill, c.1532-1537, pen and brown ink, 205 x 247 mm, folio 14r, Heemskerck 

Album II, Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche Museen, Berlin. 
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Figure 162    
Raffaello da Montelupo,  

Plan of the Septizodium, 1535-
1540, pen and ink, folio 54r, 
Lille Sketchbook (no. 795), 

Musée des Beaux Arts, Lille. 

Figure 163    
Francisco de Holanda, 
The Septizodium, c.1538-

1571(?), pen and ink with 
ink wash, folio 23r, 

Antigualhas, El Escorial, 
Madrid. 
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Figure 164   Anonymous, 
Sketch of the area around the 

Palatine with the Septizodium, 
post 1539-ante 1560, pen 

and ink with ink wash, folio 
89r, Heemskerck Album II, 

Kupferstichkabinett, 
Staatliche Museen, Berlin. 

 

Figure 165    
Giovanni Antonio Dosio, 

The Septizodium,  
post 1547-ante 1570, 

black chalk, pen and ink, 
ink wash, 202 x 129 mm, 
folio 7r from the album 
Ancient Roman Architecture 
(RL 10792), The Royal 
Collection at Windsor 

Castle, Windsor, 
England. 
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Figure 166   Giovanni Antonio 
Dosio, The Septizodium, post 
1547-ante 1565, pen and ink 

with ink wash, 285 x 218 mm, 
inv. 2524 Ar, Uffizi Gallery, 

Florence. 

 

Figure 167   Giovanni 
Antonio Dosio, Studies of the 
Septizodium, post 1549-ante 
1569, pen and ink, folio 36r 
from the Codex Destailleur, 
Kunstbibliothek, Staatliche 

Museen, Berlin. 
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Figure 169   Hieronymus Cock, Imperial Palaces on the Palatine and the Septizodium, 
1550, etching, 250 x 345 mm, from the Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae. 

 

Figure 168   Hieronymus Cock, Veduta with the Palatine Palaces and the Septizodium, 
1550, etching, 250 x 345 mm, from the Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae. 
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Figure 170   Anonymous French 
Artist, Study of the Elevation of the 
Septizodium, c.1550-1575(?), pen 

and ink, inv. Egger no. 148r, 
Albertina, Vienna. 

 

Figure 171    
Vincenzo Scamozzi, 

Elevation and Orthogonal 
Section of the Septizodium,  
post 1559-ante 1589,  
pen and ink, folio 9r, 
inv.Ms.it.cl.IV 149, 
Biblioteca Marciana, 

Venice. 
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  Figure 172   Vincenzo Scamozzi, Veduta with the Colosseum and Septizodium, 1582, engraving, 
pl. XXIII from Scamozzi’s Discorsi sopra l’antichità di Roma. 

 

Figure 173   Anonymous, Elevation and Plan of the Septizodium, 1585, woodcut, pls. 25 and 26 
from Ludovici Demontiosii’s Gallus Romae Hospes. 
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Figure 174   Giacomo Lauro, Imaginative Reconstruction of the Septizodium, 1612, 
engraving, pl. 38 from Lauro’s Antiquae urbis splendor 

Figure 175    
Anonymous, Two 
Representations of the 

Reconstructed Septizodium, 
1633, engraving, pl. 224 
from Pompilio Totti’s 
Ritratto di Roma antica. 
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Figure 176   Giacomo Lauro, Reconstruction of the Septizodium, 1641, engraving, pl. 
118 from Lauro and Giovanni Ridolfo Alto’s Antiquae urbis splendor. 
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