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ABSTRACT

The aim of the study has been to investigate the
history and development of major national European
philosophies, i.e. those in Italy, England, France and
Germanic countries, in respect to historic buildings,
monuments and sites, the cross fertilization of these
ideas and principles, and their contribution towards
an international approach in the treatment of historic
structures. Five case studies have been examined
in depth for examples in the treatment of historic
buildings; these are the Colosseum (Rome), the
temple of Athena Nike (Athens), Durham Cathedral
(England), Magdeburg Cathedral (Prussia) and the
Madeleine in Vézelay (France). The study extends
from the Italian Renaissance over to the period
following the Second World War, and distinguishes
between the traditional approach to the treatment
of historic monuments, the ‘romantic restoration’
established in the Italian Renaissance and developed
particularly in the nineteenth century (Schinkel,
Scott, Mérimée, Viollet-le-Duc), the ‘conservation
movement’ emphasizing the material authenticity and
documentary value of the monument (Ruskin, Morris,
Boito), and the modern conservation theory which is
based on a critical historical evaluation of the work
of art in its aesthetic, historical and use values (Riegl,
Argan, Brandi), and is reflected in the Venice Charter
(1964) and in the policy of ICCROM and ICOMOS.
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Introduction

In 1964 the International Charter for the
Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and
Sites was introduced in Venice with the following
words:

“Imbued with a message from the past, the historic
monuments of generations of people remain to
the present day as living witnesses of their age-
old traditions. People are becoming more and
more conscious of the unity of human values and
regard ancient monuments as a common heritage.
The common responsibility to safeguard them
for future generations is recognized. It is our
duty to hand them on in the full richness of their
authenticity.” (1)

The long development which has brought about
this consciousness and the concepts of conservation
and restoration, of which the Charter is a landmark,
is the subject of this study. The aim has been to
investigate the history and development of major
national European philosophies in respect to historic
buildings, monuments and sites, the cross fertilization
of these ideas and principles, and their contribution
towards an international approach in the treatment of
historic structures.

The period of study has been defined as beginning
with the Italian Renaissance, through the French
Revolution at the end of the eighteenth century, to
the international policy guidelines after the Second
World War, these marking three moments of particular
significance in the development. Originally, the
intention was to limit the study to the philosophies
in three countries, i.e. England, France and Italy, and
on their influence especially on Austria, Germany,
Greece, Holland, and Scandinavia. During the study
the importance of the contribution of Germanic
countries to conservation theory has, however, turned
out to be so significant that its treatment in more
detail has been considered necessary. The work
has been based on a critical selection of the most
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significant aspects in the development of theories and
the relationship with current practice in the relevant
cultural context. The discussion of influences
outside England, France, Italy, Prussia and Austria
has been limited to examples mainly in Greece, the
Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries. The
general development of concepts is accompanied
by five in-depth case studies, based on archival
research, to show practical examples of the treatment
of historic buildings in a period extending from the
French Revolution approximately to the middle of
the nineteenth century. These case studies consist
of the restoration of the Colosseum in Rome, the
Temple of Athena Nike in Athens, Durham Cathedral
in England, Magdeburg Cathedral in Prussia, and the
abbey church of the Madeleine at Vézelay in France.

The treatment of ancient monuments and works
of art of the past can be seen to have evolved in
three different directions, or approaches. One is
the traditional approach that has probably existed
as long as society, in which historic structures are
preserved so long as they continue to have use
values, or because there is no specific reason for their
destruction; changes and new constructions in large
buildings are slow and can take generations, showing
in many cases a desire to continue the efforts of
previous generations in a harmonious way, as was the
case in mediaeval cathedrals. Particular monuments
can, however, occupy a special position having, as
Alois Riegl has said, ‘memorial’ value. This was true
in ancient Greece, where Pausanias mentioned many
instances. In the ancient world a few objects even
gained a symbolic universal value, and were regarded
as ‘Wonders of the World’, such as the Pyramids
of Egypt which alone of these remain standing
today. Similarly, an image or a statue of a god or an
important personality can itself assume some of the
significance of the person or spirit and be respected
and protected in its material authenticity, as was the
case in Egypt. Conversely, because of this symbolic
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value, objects could also be destroyed or carried
away by an enemy. More commonly, however, the
significance of a monument was linked with the
purpose that the building served or the memory of
its original builder. Consequently, the essence of
‘restoration’ was oriented towards keeping intact the
function of the monument; this could be done through
renovation and renewal, even by improvement, which
rarely showed concern for the material substance.

The second type of approach to historic objects,
which could be defined as ‘romantic restoration’,
was established in the Italian Renaissance. Although
destructionand abuse ofancient monuments continued,
Petrarch and the Italian humanists and artists of the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries recognized them
as nostalgic remains of the past, material fragments
which documented Roman greatness - not only as
the capital of an empire and ancient civilization, but
also as the capital of Christianity. This duality, which
matured during the Middle Ages, formed the basis on
which the political attitude of the Renaissance toward
ancient monuments and their treatment was founded.
Antique works of art and structural solutions became
a model to be learnt from, to be imitated, but also to
be surpassed. Ancient sculptures, triumphal arches,
memorial columns and other monuments and works
of art were preserved, protected, as well as restored
and completed in order to give them new actuality,
new function and new life as a part and reference of
present society. This was also related to the Church’s
desire to show its superiority over paganism,
and restore ancient structures as monuments of
Christianity.

Although the first reaction of the Italian Renaissance
was to condemn mediaeval art and architecture,
which appeared alien to the aims of the new artistic
goals, there was at the same time a more general
respect for the achievement of past generations, as
reflected in the approach of Leon Battista Alberti,
and seen in a certain reluctance to destroy even
mediaeval structures. The Italian example was soon
influential elsewhere; in England local antiquities
such as Stonehenge became an object of interest
and speculations, and in Sweden rune stones and
mediaeval churches even of protective measures.
Further developments in England, Germanic
countries and Italy resulted in a maturing of historic
consciousness, clearly expressed in the events of the
French Revolution. With the evolution of nationalism
and romanticism in European countries, the desire to
protect and restore national monuments as concrete
evidence of a nation’s history became a wide-spread
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movement. Particularly with relation to mediaeval
buildings, ‘restoration’ aimed at the completion and
recreation of an architectural whole according to its
original intentions or its most significant period, using
historical research and analogy with other buildings
of the same style as a reference - as is shown in the
work of Sir George Gilbert Scott in England and
Eugeéne Viollet-le-Duc in France. The ‘historical’
significance of a building was seen - not so much
related to continuity and stratification in time - but
rather to a particular moment or period in history,
especially that of the first architectural concept.
National monuments thus tended to become ‘frozen
illustrations’ of particular moments in the history of
the nation.

Along with this emphasis of aesthetic values,
another approach developed. This was one that
aimed at the conservation and re-evaluation of the
authentic object, preserving its historic stratification
and original material, and avoiding falsification.
Although the aims of these two approaches in part
coincide, both being directed toward the protection
of historic buildings and works of art, their methods
and objectives are often opposed, resulting at times
in bitter conflicts. This approach was clearly present
in the Renaissance, when orders were given for the
protection of ancient monuments, and when Raphaél
made efforts to preserve documents engraved in
stone, conserved as ancient monuments with their
message from the past, and dear to Renaissance
humanists. This approach was present in the early
debates on the restoration or conservation of antique
sculptures such as Laocon or the Torso of Belvedere,
and a demonstration of it was given by Michelangelo
in the Thermae of Diocletian, which were left in
their ruined state although a part was transformed
into a church and convent. These concepts, more
concerned with the substance than the form, were
further developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries by Giovan Battista Bellori, who emphasized
the authenticity of paintings, and by Johann Joachim
Winckelmann, who insisted on a distinction between
the original and the restored parts in order not to
falsify the intrinsic artistic values of antique works
of art. Results of this theory were seen in practice
particularly in the treatment of classical monuments
in Rome and France, as well as in Greece, where the
concept of ‘anastylosis’, reconstruction using existing
original elements, was defined as acceptable.

Following the late eighteenth-century antiquarian
criticism against the restoration of mediaeval
churches in England, an anti-restoration movement
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gradually developed also in other countries; in
France it was supported by Victor Hugo and A.N.
Didron in the 1830s, in Prussia by Ferdinand von
Quast. The penetrating mind of John Ruskin and the
efforts of William Morris gave it a clear definition,
emphasizing the question of historic time and
authenticity in relation to the original object, and the
impossibility to reproduce an object with the same
significance in another historical-cultural context.
Any reconstruction was refused, and additions were
recommended in contemporary form. Since the 1870s
the English influence was echoed in Italy particularly
by Giacomo Boni and Camillo Boito, and later by
Gustavo Giovannoni; by the end of the century it had
an impact even in France. In Germany the subject
was debated in regional meetings beginning in 1900,
and one of the leading personalities in this regard was
Georg Dehio. In Austria the theory of conservation
was defined by Alois Riegl in 1903, and continued
by Max Dvorak, who gave particular attention to
environmental conservation policy.

These two approaches to the treatment of ancient
monuments and works of art, ‘restoration’ and
‘conservation’, born in the modern sense with the
new cultural attitude of the Italian Renaissance,
had much in common although different in some
fundamental aspects. A certain ambiguity that
has accompanied the philosophy and practice of
restoration may well be due to this. In England,
where the treatment of mediaeval churches gradually
developed from arbitrary treatment into ‘faithful
restoration’ as defined by Scott, and was based on
an apparent respect for all the historic stratification,
the building in reality, in too many cases, was
substantially changed according to the fashion of the
time. This was pointed out strikingly by Ruskin, who
emphasized the quality of workmanship in particular
historic periods, the impossibility to reproduce this
and the values connected with it at any other time, and
the necessity to conserve the authentic object in its
material consistency. Even ‘faithful restoration’, if it
meant reproduction of original features, as it usually
did, was ‘a lie’, a falsification, not the real thing any
more. One can question how far Scott was really
conscious of this conflict, although he did confess
that all restorers were offenders!

In France, the example of English and German
historians, the establishment of a State organization
for the protection of national monuments and the
criticism by writers such as Victor Hugo were the
foundation for a systematic study of mediaeval
art and architecture. With the development of this
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into ‘science’ and the confidence gained through
vast practice in restoration, ‘faithful’ as it may have
been at the beginning, analogical reconstructions
and ‘stylistic restorations’ became an officially
accepted result. Leading personalities, such as
Prosper Mérimée, who emphasized full respect for
all historic periods, at the same time were responsible
for directing ‘complete restorations’, which could
mean purification from historic additions, as well as
construction of parts that never had existed.

In TItaly, the discussion on conservation and
restoration was aimed ata sort of compromise. Camillo
Boito, who drafted the Italian charter of conservation
in 1883, promoted strict conservation on similar lines
to those of Ruskin and Morris, although critical about
the English approach at the same time. In his writings
he was equally critical about the French example in
stylistic restoration, although his restorer colleagues,
particularly his pupil Luca Beltrami, who were
trained and practiced on this basis, generally seem to
have had his approval for their work. In the twentieth
century, the development has led after the ‘broadening
touch’ by Giovannoni, and particularly after the shock
of the world wars, toward what could be seen as a
modern synthesis of the two previous approaches, the
so-called restauro critico. This was defined in Italy
by Giulio Carlo Argan, Roberto Pane and Cesare
Brandi. The theory is based on a historical-critical
evaluation of the object; it is a strictly conservative
approach considering all significant historic phases,
but it takes into account both historic and aesthetic
aspects, and allows for a reintegration of a work of
art under specific conditions, if this can be achieved
without committing an artistic or historic fake. In
the case of a conflict regarding works of art that have
preserved their potential unity, and particularly when
certain additions are less significant, artistic values
are given priority.

It is mainly on this basis that most of the existing
international guidelines, have been drafted; these
have developed after the second world war to guide
and assist national efforts in the protection and
conservation of cultural heritage. The universal
value of this heritage depends on its authenticity; it
is the test of authenticity which has to be passed in
order to be eligible to be included in Unesco’s List
of the World Cultural Heritage, and it is authenticity
that forms the basic principle and guide-line of the
Venice Charter, which also marks the conclusion of
this study. This Charter, although still concentrated
mainly on historic buildings and ancient monuments,
shows concern also for historic sites, referring thus to
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the development of the definition of cultural property
from a single monument to entire historic areas.
‘Environmental conservation’, which had been given
some attention since the early days of Romanticism,
and had found support in Camillo Sitte at the end of the
nineteenth century, had to wait until the Second World
War for broader consciousness and a more active
development. Concerning the dialectic of restoration
and conservation of historic objects, although solved
in principle and in official recommendations, the
question still seems to remain open. This may be
partly subject to the difficulty of technical application
in various cases, but it is certainly due to the cultural
character of the problem, the need for maturity and
proper historic consciousness.

A History of Architectural Conservation
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Chapter One

Beginnings in the Renaissance

1.1 Early Approach

The contrast between the literary memory and
artistic remains of the past grandeur of Rome, and the
present state of the fallen walls, her ruined temples
and palaces, filled Francesco Petrarch (1307-74), the
famous poet and scholar, with deep sorrow and moved
him to tears during his visit to Rome in 1337. (1)

While Christian thinkers before him had seen
history as continuous from the Creation to their own
time, Petrarch distinguished between the classical
world, historiae antiquae, and the recent historiae
novae. (2) He felt cut off from the ancient world and
could thus see it as a totality, “an ideal to be longed
for, instead of a reality to be both utilized and feared”,
as it had been in the Middle Ages. (3)

Meditating on the glorious history, both pagan
and Christian, of Rome, and looking at the present
remains, the sacrosancta vetustas, induced in him
a nostalgia for what had gone; in his writings, he
introduced this new concept, the lament for Rome,
Deploratio urbis, with sentiments that already pointed
towards Romanticism. (4)

At the same time, he railed against the ignorant
neglect and destruction of these remains by the
Romans themselves.  “Hasten to prevent such
damage!” he wrote to his friend Paolo Annibaldi in
Rome afterwards. “It will be an honour for you to
have saved these ruins, because they testify to what
once was the glory of unviolated Rome.” (5)

In 1341, a symbolic coronation ceremony was
held on the Roman Capitol, in order to celebrate
Petrarch’s merits as a poet. Linking this ceremony
with the ancient centre also had political significance,
underlining as it did Rome’s importance as a world
capital. Petrarch made valiant attempts to convince
the Pope to return and re-establish the centre of
Christianity in Rome; at the same time a friend of
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Petrarch’s, the self-taught antiquarian Cola di Rienzo,
made patriotic attempts to revive Rome’s ancient
glory and political significance. (6)

The revived interest in antiquity brought about by
Petrarch in the field of literature has been compared
with the work of Giotto di Bondone (1267-1337),
painter and architect, in the field of arts. A disciple
of Petrarch and author of the Decamerone, Giovanni
Boccaccio (1313-1375), admired Giotto’s genius in
“restoring to light” an art that for centuries had been
buried under the errors of those who painted only to
please the eyes of the ignorant rather than to satisfy
the intelligence of experts. To Boccaccio, Giotto
was “one of the lights in the glory of Florence.” (7)
It was, however, only at the end of the fourteenth
century that Giotto’s work began to gain fuller
appreciation. This was the time when more and more
artists started travelling to Rome to study antique
works of art; and amongst them were Brunelleschi,
Donatello and Masaccio, the great early masters of
the Renaissance.

1.2 Filippo Brunelleschi

Filippo Brunelleschi (1377-1446), a goldsmith,
sculptor and architect, who built the dome of Santa

Figure 1, The Forum Romanum in the 16th century
(Heemskerck)




Maria del Fiore in Florence, and became the father of
Renaissance architecture, was considered the second
Giotto. (8) He is said to have made four visits to
Rome in the early fifteenth century in order to study
the architecture and technical solutions of the ancient
Romans. (9) He was completely overwhelmed by the
scale and quality of what he found. Giorgio Vasari,
in his Life of Brunelleschi, wrote that “at the sight of
the grandeur of the buildings, and the perfection of
the churches, Filippo was lost in wonder, so that he
looked like one demented.” (10)

The Pantheon must certainly have attracted his
special attention and influenced the solution and
the dimensions adapted in the dome of Santa Maria
del Fiore. (11) Other structures, which were later
demolished, also still retained some of their original
features. (12)

According to Vasari, Brunelleschi measured all the
important buildings, temples, basilicas, aqueducts,
baths, arches, theatres and amphitheatres. He
excavated to understand the proportions of the
buildings, studied the details, and made drawings
so that when one looked at them it was possible to
imagine ancient Rome still intact. (13) None of his
drawings seems to have survived, but his example
was followed enthusiastically by others.

1.3 Humanists

Ancient remains were of great interest to others
besides architects - to humanists, historians,
antiquarians, poets, artists, collectors, and politicians.
The humanists were the heirs and disciples of
Petrarch. One of the first was Gian Francesco Poggio
Bracciolini (1380-1459), founder of the Accademia
Valdarnina and papal secretary, who wrote his De
fortunae varietate urbis Romae et de ruina eiusdem
descriptio between 1431 and 1448 (14) giving a
lengthy description of the ruins of Rome. He made
an attempt to identify the monuments, using literary
sources and comparing these with inscriptions. (15)

Poggio’s successor, Flavio Biondo (1392-1463), also
a curial officer, was more systematic in considering
the buildings according to typology and dividing
them according to regions in his Roma Instaurata,
written between 1444-1446. (16) Ciriaco d’Ancona
(1391-1452) is remembered for his extensive travels
both in Italy and in other Mediterranean countries,
visiting for example Athens. He searched and
recorded all types of antiquities, collecting ancient
documents, medals, statues, and had a special interest

in epigraphy. (17)
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During the fifteenth century, these humanistic,
historical and antiquarian studies laid the foundation
for later developments in history and archaeology.
During the sixteenth century, more information
was collected, of which the work of Pirro Ligorio
(1513/4-83) is an example. He was the architect of
the Villa d’Este, Tivoli, and of the Casino of Pius
IV in the Vatican, but he also has great philological-
archaeological interests. He collected large quantities
of information on antiquities, intending to compile an
encyclopedia that was never published. His records
were, however, not quite scientific because he often
changed the evidence in order to make it agree with
his own ideas - or invented it altogether. (18) A more
systematic attempt was made by Raphael and his
friends, as will be discussed later.

1.4 Poets

The cult of ruins found expression especially in
poetry. Enea Silvio Piccolomini (1405-64), later
Pope Pius II, was probably the first after Petrarch
to look at ruins with the sensitivity of a poet and to
describe them with an almost romantic emotion. (19)
When elected pope, he was given the dedication of
Roma triumphans by Flavio Biondo, a Latin verse on
the relics still preserved in Rome. (20)

Around 1500, ruins became a subject of neo-Latin
literature. For example, Giovan Battista Spagnoli
(1448-1516) made an analogy in his verse between
the decaying greatness of Rome and the premature
death of his young disciple. (21) Ruins were also
seen as a symbol of the shame and discredit of
modern barbarism and destruction, as in the poems of
Cristoforo Landino (1424-1504) (22), or later in the
verse of the French poet Joachim Du Bellay (1522-
60). Jacopo Sannazaro (1456/8-1530) was the first to
see the melancholic reality of the ruins being returned

Figure 2, The Colosseum with architectural remains
(Heemskerck)
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to nature and wilderness, and to relate the majestic
sadness of a site and the fragility of human life. (23)

Certain subjects became extremely popular and
were copied and imitated in many languages for long
after. Such was De Roma of 1552 by a Sicilian Giovan
Francesco Vitale (1485-1559) which was more or less
copied and anglicized by Edmund Spenser (1552-99)
in 1591:

Thou stranger, which for Rome in Rome here seekest,
And nought of Rome in Rome perceiv’st at all,

These same olde walls, olde arches, which thou seest,
Olde Palaces, is that which Rome men call.

Rome now of Rome is th’only funerall,
And onely Rome of Rome hath victorie,
.. (24)

The same sentiments can be found in the Antiquitez
de Rome of Du Bellay, as well as in many other
contemporary works in Europe. (25) The three
main themes introduced by poets of the period
can be summarized as follows: human vanity and
the fragility of man’s works, moral and Christian
accusation of fallen humanity, and praise of the
greatness of Rome. (26) Protests against destruction
increased, and as many sensitive men were influential
at the papal court, the results could be seen in ever
more numerous orders for protection.

1.3 Painters

Classical buildings were depicted in paintings as
early as the fifteenth century. Examples of this are
the frescoes of Andrea Mantegna in the Chapel of the
Ovetari in Padua, or his painting of Saint Sebastian
tied to the shaft of a broken classical column (1459),
ruins of temples that the saint himself had wanted
to destroy, and thus symbolically had made his own
history aiming at the salvation. (27) Similarly, the
‘Punishment of Korah, Dathan and Abiron’ (1485)
by Sandro Botticelli in the Sistine Chapel, Rome, has
the ruined Arch of Constantine in the background to
remind of the continuity of law. In Ferrara, around
1470, Francesco del Cossa painted the series of
‘months’ in the Palazzo Schifanoia, in which classical
ruins appear in the background. (28) However, it was
only during the sixteenth century that ruins became
a fashionable subject for artists. Especially in
landscape painting, they became an essential element
in the background, as in the paintings of Raphael, or
in the drawings of Peruzzi, Giulio Clovio, Francesco
Salviati and others. (29)
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Rome attracted artists not only from all parts of
Italy but also from abroad: from Holland, France,
and Germany. Marten van Heemskerck (1498-
1574), for example, stayed in Rome from 1532 to
1536 preparing a series of drawings of ruins with
admirable accuracy. Others were Hendrick van
Cleve, Cornelis Cort, Mathijs Bril, and Jan Brueghel
the Elder. Etienne Dupérac (1525-1604), a French
architect and garden designer, made important
engravings of Rome; in addition, he prepared two
maps, one of ancient Rome in 1574, the other of
modern Rome in 1577. (30) Another series of useful
drawings was made by an Italian architect sculptor,
Giovanni Antonio Dosio (1533-1609), who prepared
material for an architectural treatise which was never
published. (31)

These drawings and paintings are important
as documentation, because they were often
an accurate illustration of the condition of the
monuments at the time. They also recorded many
buildings which were later destroyed. On the other
hand, as works of art, they paved the way for the
seventeenth and eighteenth-century  ‘vedutisti’.
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Chapter Two

Fifteenth-century Architectural Treatises

2.1 Vitruvius Rediscovered

Apart from the buildings themselves, the most
important classical source for architecture was the
treatise De Architectura by Vitruvius Pollio, an
architect and engineer, who seems to have held an
official position in the rebuilding of Rome during
the reign of Augustus. (1) The treatise was probably
written before 27 BC, and during the first century AD
it seems already to have been a standard work. (2)
The text survived in various manuscripts during the
Middle Ages, the oldest of which dates from around
the end of the seventh century. (3)

Vitruvius’ treatise could be found in several libraries
in Central Europe, but was not so easily available
in Italy. (4) A few copies existed, however, and
humanists such as Petrarch, Giovanni Dondi, Niccolo
Acciaiuoli, and possibly Boccaccio seem to have
had it in their libraries. (5) It was only after 1414,
when Poggio Bracciolini, a humanist and antiquarian,
rediscovered it in the library of the monastery of
Montecassino, to the south of Rome, that copies were
made for wider distribution. (6) The text was first
printed in Rome between 1483 and 1490 (probably
1486) (7), followed by numerous other editions, of
which that by Fra Gioconda (Venice, 1511) merits
special attention. The first printed translation into
Italian was made by Cesare Cesariano in 1521. (8)

Vitruvius divided his work into ten books which deal
with a great variety of subjects: general requirements
for towns and buildings, techniques of construction,
hydraulic engineering, astronomy and machines. An
architect, according to Vitruvius, had to have many
qualifications;

“He must have both a natural gift and also
readiness to learn.  (For neither talent without
instruction nor instruction without talent can
produce the perfect craftsman.) He should
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be a man of letters, a skilful draughtsman, a
mathematician, familiar with historical studies,
a diligent student of philosophy, acquainted
with music; not ignorant of medicine, learned
in the responses of juriconsults, familiar with
astronomy and astronomical calculations.” (9)

Vitruvius emphasized the correct planning of a
building or a town in order to guarantee the best
possible climatic and physical conditions. He advised
on the orientation of libraries and art galleries in order
to have the most convenient illumination and avoid
decay of books. (10) He was concerned about the
stability and durability of buildings and advised on
the correct choice and preparation of materials, on
special care about foundations, and gave hints on
repairs. These were some of the aspects that we can
find also in Renaissance writings.

The text of Vitruvius was written in a vernacular
type of Latin, emphasizing his direct contact with
worksites. His language is one of the aspects of
his work that was to be criticized later, e.g. by
Alberti and Winckelmann. However, the books

Figure 3, The Arch of Septimius Severus, Rome, showing
the excavation of 1563 by order of Pius IV to survey the
monument in its full height (Dosio).
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provided a window into the world of ancient building
practitioners, giving a great wealth of detailed
technical information, which became an invaluable
source of knowledge. The numerous editions in
different languages guaranteed a wide distribution of
this information and Vitruvius’ text became a basic
reference for architectural treatises from Alberti
onwards.

2.2 L.B. Alberti

The first and one of the most important Renaissance
writers on architecture was Leon Battista Alberti
(1404-72), a humanist, architect and antiquarian,
employed in the papal administration as abbreviator
of Apostolic Letters. His writings, both in Latin and
in Italian, covered the most varied subjects from
family life and mathematics, to archaeology, art,
and architecture. He was involved in architectural
projects in Ferrara, Florence, Mantua, and Rimini, and
was probably consulted for many others especially in
Rome, where he resided for several years. (11)

On his arrival in Rome in 1432, Alberti started
extensive studies and recordings of ancient
monuments, claiming to have studied all that had
any importance. (12) A result of these studies and
his mathematical interests was the development of
a technique using polar coordinates, which made it
possible to measure and draw maps referring to a
central point. He used this technique to draw a map
of the walled city of Rome with the Capitol Hill as
the reference point, and coordinates of a surprising
accuracy were published in his Descriptio urbis
Romae (13) (1450). In 1450, he was involved in an
archaeological operation to raise a Roman ship of
Trajan’s time from the Lake of Nemi. (14) Alberti’s
main work was the ten books on architecture, De
re aedificatoria, written in Latin between 1443 and
1452, but published only after his death in 1485. The
first Italian edition dates from 1550. (15) He was
conscious of the loss of many important classical
texts; only Vitruvius had survived, and it was this
work that inspired the form of his treatise and
provided him with factual information on building
techniques. He used, however, other authors as well,
such as Plato, Pliny, Aristotle, and Thucydides, and
he relied especially on his own surveys of ancient
monuments in Rome and other parts of Italy. He also
had had the opportunity to make observations during
his travels in central Europe. (16)

The rules that had been crystallized from the
example of the ancients, from the council of experts,
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Figure 4. Florence, S. Maria Novella, main elevation,
completed by L.B. Alberti harmoniously with the earlier
mediaeval forms

and from the exact knowledge achieved through
continuous practice (17), formed the basic message
of the treatise. Alberti was concerned about the
quality of architecture and he advised great care in
the preparation of projects, allowing enough time and
consulting necessary experts. (18) He was also aware
that construction on a large scale usually took more
than a lifetime to achieve, and so those responsible for
the continuation of such as yet uncompleted projects,
should “examine and consider thoroughly what you
are going to undertake” in order to understand the
building well and “adhere to the original Design of
the Inventor” so as not to spoil the work that had
been well begun. (19) In this respect, he gave a
good example in his own practice by completing
harmoniously the elevation of the twelfth-century S.
Maria Novella in Florence. (20)

Throughout the treatise, continuous reference
was made to antiquity; types of buildings in use in
Roman times were described, - their functions, their
structures, their ornamentation - giving examples
of classical writings and anecdotes related to them.
We read of ancient sepulchres, ancient types of
inscriptions, examples of ancient road structures,
bridges, theatres, amphitheatres, circuses, curias,
libraries, ancient types of thermae, etc. (21) The
reader is, thus, exposed to the world of classical
building practice. He can understand the context and
evaluate the information needed. On the other hand,
one can also find descriptions of ‘more recent’ types
of buildings such as monasteries. (22)

Architecture, according to Alberti, should fulfill
three basic requirements: it should be functional,
have maximum solidity and durability, and be elegant
and pleasing in its form. (23) This last point, the
aesthetic appearance of the building, consisted of
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two elements: beauty and ornament. Beauty to
him was accordance and harmony of the parts in
relation to the whole to which they were bound. (24)
Ornaments he considered a kind of complementary
addition, and ‘auxiliary’ beauty. (25) Beauty is
something inherent in the structure, just like harmony
in music. so that the whole work of architecture can
breath freely and harmoniously without discord. (26)
Beauty is, thus, not dependent on the richness or
luxuriousness of materials, but on their harmonious
use. Often common materials well used could be
more harmonious than expensive materials used in a
disordered manner. A modest country house with its
irregular small ashlar was harmonious in itself, and
generally Alberti recommended modesty in private
houses. (27) He also praised Cyrus for the modesty
of his tomb! (28)

When Alberti examined architecture, he used these
criteria in his judgment. His examples range from
works of pure utility to temples. He considered the
sewerage system of ancient Rome to be one of the
architectural wonders of the city. (29) The wall
structure of the Pantheon in Rome was given as an
excellent example of the skill of the architect, who
had obtained the maximum strength by building only
the structural skeleton, while leaving to other uses
the cavities that a more ignorant architect might have
filled in at unnecessary expense. (30) The coffered
vault of the Pantheon also provided a model for
experimentation in casting. Examples of this can be
seen both in the vault of the vestibule of the Palazzo
Venezia, Rome, in 1467, and in the church of San
Andrea in Mantua circa 1470. (31)

Following the theories of classical authors (32),
Alberti gave importance to the observation of nature.
He saw buildings as natural organisms, in which
everything was linked together rationally and in
correct proportions. (33) Consequently, the addition
of any new elements had to be done with respect to
the organic whole, both structurally and aesthetically.
This approach was extended even to mediaeval
buildings, as in the case of Santa Maria Novella,
where the forms recalled the original concepts so
closely that later historians long rejected Alberti’s
authorship (Milizia, Quatremere). (34)

Alberti’s Advice for the Repair of Buildings

When dealing with repairs of buildings, he insisted,
the architect needed a good knowledge of the causes
of the faults; just like a medical doctor, he had to
understand the disease to be able to cure it. (35) The
defects could depend either on external causes or arise
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out of the construction of the building; in the latter
case, they were the responsibility of the architect. Not
all defects were curable. Alberti reminded his readers
that we are all part of nature and thus mortal. Even the
hardest materials will deteriorate under the sun and in
chilly shade, or due to frost and winds. There are also
various disasters, such as fire, lightning, earthquakes,
floods, and other unforeseen accidents, that may
cause the sudden destruction of any architectural
concept. (36) Not all the mistakes of an architect can
be repaired either; when everything is wrongly made
from the beginning, it is difficult to do much about it
afterwards. (37)

Those defects that could be improved by restoration
are the subject of the tenth book of the treatise.
Alberti starts with public works, i.e. with the town
and its environment. The site and the position of the
town may be the cause of many problems related to
defence, to climate or to the production of primary
necessities. A great part of the book (fifteen chapters)
deals with general questions such as canalization,
hydraulic engineering, cultivation, etc., while only the
last two chapters are dedicated to ‘minor probelms’
like the internal environment, elimination of
vegetation from buildings, methods of reinforcement
and consolidation of structures, etc. (38)

Sometimes the causes of defects may be easily
detectable; sometimes they are more obscure and
only become evident in the case of an earthquake,
lightning, or due to natural ground movement. Fig-
trees are like silent rams of a battle ship, if allowed to
grow on a wall; a tiny root can move a huge mass. (39)
Finally, the fundamental reason for decay, according
to Alberti, was man’s negligence and carelessness.
He strongly recommended a maintenance service
for public buildings, to be financed by the State; he
reminded that Agrippa had employed 250 men in this
capacity, Caesar 460! (40)

In the case of apparently weak structural elements,
like thin walls, Alberti advised the use of additional
structures either behind or inside the old wall, and
the reinforcement of joints between two walls with
iron or (rather) copper ties. Care should be taken
not to weaken the core of the wall. (41) He further
analyzed the formation of cracks and their causes,
explaining methods for deepening foundations in
stone, or - in the case of poor ground - using wooden
piles and underpinning. (42) If one wanted to replace
a column, he advised lifting the structure above by
means of centering on both sides of it in brick and
gypsum mortar. Gypsum would expand when drying
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Figure 5, Illustration to Alberti’s De re aedificatoria,
showing his advice on replacement of damaged columns.

and thus allow the necessary relief for the column to
be removed and replaced. (43)

Alberti’s Criteria for the Protection of Historic
Structures

Destruction of historic structures was a great
concern to Alberti, and he wrote about this in his
treatise:

“l call Heaven to Witness, that I am often
filled with the highest Indignation when I see
Buildings demolished and going to Ruin by the
Carelessness, not to say abominable Avarice of
the Owners, Buildings whose Majesty has saved
them from the Fury of the most barbarous and
enraged Enemies, and which Time himself, that
perverse and obstinate Destroyer, seems to have
destined to Eternity.” (44)

He was angry with incompetent contractors who
could not start a new building without demolishing
everything on the site as the first operation. According
to Alberti, there was always time to demolish; it was
much more important to leave ancient structures
intact! (45)

The reasons which led Alberti to protect historic
structures can be summarized as follows: 1. inherent
architectural qualities, solidity and beauty; 2. didactic
values; 3. historic values. He tells of having seen
historic buildings so solid that they could resist
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decay for many centuries. Today, we might call
these substantial values! The aesthetic appearance,
the beauty of the building, was another reason
for protection. Beauty was so important that even
barbarians and Time were defeated by it.

The art of medicine was said to have an age of a
thousand years and to be the work of a million men.
In the same way, architecture had developed little
by little, having had its youth in Asia, becoming
an authority in Greece, and reaching its splendid
maturity in Italy. (46) The ancient remains were
thus like “the most skilful masters” from whom
much could be learnt. (47) Alberti thus advised
that wherever architects found buildings universally
admired, they should carefully survey them, prepare
measured drawings, examine their proportions and
build models to be kept at home for further study.
This was especially important if these proportions
and details had been used by distinguished authors
of great buildings. (48) Alberti also admired the
landscape value of sites. He recalled that in antiquity,
places and even entire zones had been the object
of respect and cults; for example, Sicily had been
consecrated to Ceres. (49) Ancient monuments and
sites, such as Troy or ancient battlefields, etc., often
evoked such memories of the past or of memorable
events that they filled the mind of the visitor with
amazement. (50)

2.3 Filarete

While Alberti could be defined a humanist and
intellectual, a realist in his proposals who did not
favour fantastic designs, quite a different approach
can be seen in the work of Antonio Averlino, called
Filarete (c. 1400-69/70), who came from a Florentine
family of artisans. Filarete worked on the new bronze
doors of the basilica of St. Peter’s in Rome and was
the architect of the first municipal hospital, Ospedale
Maggiore, in Milan. He was also the first to write an
architectural treatise in Italian (1461-64), describing
the planning and building of an imaginary, ideal town
called Sforzinda (thus flattering the dukes of Sforza
in Milan!).

Like Vitruvius and Alberti, Filarete made an analogy
between architecture and human beings. He not only
suggested a similarity of forms and proportions, but
even went further, suggesting that a building had the
same life as man. “It will get sick when it does not
eat, that is when it is not maintained, and will slowly
fall into decay, like a man without food; then it will
die. So behaves a building and if it has a doctor when
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it is sick, that is a master who will repair and cure it, it
will be in good health for a long time.” (51) “So you
have to maintain it continuously and protect it from
any inconveniences and from too much fatigue.”
(52) One of the tasks of the architect was to foresee
the needs of the building in order to avoid damage,
and have anticipated repairs carried out in good time.
(53)

Filarete gives an extensive survey of the state of
ancient monuments in Rome, and shows these as
an example of buildings that, having such massive
walls and being built of good materials, should
have lasted forever. However, not having had the
necessary maintenance, they had fallen into ruin. Of
the ‘Templum Pacis’, only one of its huge columns
remained. “Where is the Capitol, that one can still
read to have been so admirable with four gilded horses
on its summit? Where is the palace of Nero, that had
those carved doors, that one can still see engraved
on his medals?” (54) A building like the Pantheon,
instead, that had been used as a church, Santa Maria
Rotonda or Santa Maria dei Martiri, was preserved
in a more complete state, because “it had been given
nourishment out of respect for religion.” (55)

The death of buildings could also be hastened.
Filarete refers to stories of Attila and Totila who had
wanted to destroy Rome. However, as they had not
enough time, they only caused minor damage to all
the buildings that were in good condition, so as to
encourage the growth of vegetation on them. (56)
Some buildings could be ‘born under favourable
planets’ and live longer than the others. Also, just
as there were great men who were remembered long
after their death, so there were important buildings
which for their excellence or beauty remained in the
memory long after they had fallen into runin, like the
city of Thebes in Egypt or the town of Semiramis
(Babylon). (57)

The criteria for the design of Sforzinda and its
buildings were based on the study of classical
monuments, on the texts of Vitruvius and Alberti,
and on Filarete’s own experiences. His design for the
hospital in Milan, which seems to have been inspired
by the lay-out and architecture of Diocletian’s palace
in Split, was also included in the ideal town together
with structures inspired by Roman theatres, bridges,
etc. However, more distant places also appealed to
his imagination. He may have visited Constantinople
himself, and he was probably much attracted by the
stories of Marco Polo from China which were popular
in the fifteenth century. (58)
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Even if Filarete condemned the Gothic (the
‘modern’) and favoured the classical manner
(because the round arches did not create any obstacle
for the eye!) - he showed examples from all periods:
classical, mediaeval, contemporary, such as St.
Sophia in Constantinople, St. Mark’s in Venice,
various churches in Rome and other parts of Italy,
and the contemporary architecture in Florence, thus
emphasizing the continuity of history. He himself
seems to have worked first in the Gothic style before
being attracted by projects of Brunelleschi. (59)
This ‘mixing of ancient and modern’, as well as the
popular character of his treatise written in the form
of a dialogue, were criticized by Vasari in his Lives
(60).

Another theme, that is the appeal to the imagination
evoked by the mystery of ruins, can already be felt
in the treatise of Filarete. It is even more explicit,
however, in another text, the Hypnerotomachia
Poliphili, written by Francesco Colonna and
published in Venice in 1499. This was an allegorical
tale of a dream of fantastic buildings, made famous
by the illustrations of Aldo Manuzio. (61)

2.4 Francesco di Giorgio Martini

The third really important treatise of the fifteenth
century, however, was written on architecture,
engineering and military art by Francesco di Giorgio
Martini (1439-1501). (62) He was born into a modest
family in Siena, first practising sculpture and painting,
and later working in architecture and military
engineering. The design of fortifications occupied a
great part of his treatise, and he became a recognized
authority, being consulted in all parts of the country
from Siena to Urbino, Gubbio, Montefeltro, Milan,
Ancona, Naples. (63)

His aim in the treatise was to rewrite Vitruvius
in a more modern form, checking the proportions
and measurements on existing classical buildings
and remains. Being concerned about continuing
demolition, he also wanted to make a record of
the ruined buildings before all disappeared. This
record, included as a separate section in the treatise,
contained plans, elevations, details, axonometric
drawings of a variety of ancient monuments in Rome
and its surroundings. Buildings were usually drawn
in their complete form, but diagrammatically and
with various errors. (64) Contemporaries called him
a “restorer of ancient ruins.” (65)

Francesco started his work around 1478, using a
poor transcript of Vitruvius. After the publication
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of Alberti in 1485 and Vitruvius in the following
year, he subsequently revised his text around 1487-
9. (66) Through the critical assessment of Vitruvius
and existing classical buildings a a whole, Francesco
could establish practical building norms and give
new actuality to the classical text on one hand, and
emphasize the newly recognized didactic values
of the ancient ruins on the other. In this way, he
also contributed, at least indirectly, to the future
conservation of these ruins. His work influenced
many important architects, such as Bramante,
Peruzzi, Fra Gioconda, Serlio, and perhaps even
Palladio. (67)

2.5 Leonardo da Vinci

Another who was influenced by Francesco was
Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), the central figure
of the Italian Renaissance both in artistic and in
scientific terms. Scientific curiosity led him to study
architecture and especially fortifications. He was
in close contact with Bramante and his circle, and
was consulted for various projects dealing both with
agricultural bonification and urban planning as well
as buildings, such as the cathedrals of Milan and
Pavia. (68)

Like Alberti and Filarete, Leonardo related
buildings to human beings, both in terms of their
structural integrity and proportions. According to
him, the health of men depended on the harmony of
all elements; disease resulted from discord. Similarly
in buildings, one had to understand the causes of a
disease in order to cure it. (69) Various sketches
and manuscripts show the structural thinking of
Leonardo, who did not stop at a simple comparison
of human beings and their architecture, but made an
effort to give an objective, scientific explanation to
the phenomena. An example is his definition of the
arch as a “fortress resulting from two weaknesses”.
(70) That is, two quarter circles, each weak in itself,
leaning against each other, together form a strong
component.

Leonardo was specially interested in structural
behaviour. He proposed experiments to define the
load-bearing capacity of arches of different forms
by connecting counter-weights under the arch to the
springing points. (71) He analyzed the problems of
structural failure, formation of cracks, foundations,
drying of walls after construction, etc., suggesting
repairs or preventive measures. (72) He also dealt
with timber structures and treatment of wood when in
contact with masonry; he observed that waterproof or
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Figure 6, Leonardo’s experiments on the strength of
arches.

inflexible paint would not last due to the movement
of wood with changing humidity. Floor beams should
be well tied with the wall structure in order to avoid
damage in case of an earthquake. (73) Even if his
notes were not published, he surely influenced the
development of Renaissance architecture through his
contacts with practising architects.

The ‘Tiburio’ of Milan Cathedral

The question of the completion of the Gothic
Cathedral of Milan, and particularly its crossing,
the Tiburio, was a test for the fifteenth-century
architectural theoricians around 1490. In this
occasion, three major personalities were consulted,
Leonardo, Bramante and Francesco di Giorgio.
Although the question was about a Mediaeval
building, the general approach was to continue the
construction in harmony with the existing structure.
One of the major problems with the Tiburio was in
fact its structural solution; Leonardo took the question
from the point of view of “a medical architect”
insisting that the project had to be based on a thorough
knowledge of the condition and form of the existing
structure, in order to understand how to load it with
the new construction proposing various solutions to be
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Figure 7, Leonardo’s sketches for the construction of the
Tiburio of Milan Cathedral.

considered. (74) While the general opinion in Milan,
including the proposals by Leonardo and Francesco
di Giorgio, seems to have favoured the form of an
octagon, (75) Bramante maintained that square form
would have been the most appropriate corresponding
best to the general design criteria of the Cathedral. In
his ‘opinion’, which echoed the ideas of Alberti, he
proposed four aspects to be considered in the design,
the strength (“la forteza”), the correspondance in form
(“la conformita™), the lightness (“la legiereza”), and
the beauty (“la belleza”). (76) Naturally the strength
and solidity of the construction were essential, and
he maintained that square form was stronger than an
octagon, and that it also corresponded better to the
original structural form of the building. The octagon,
instead, would have meant breaking the formal
requirements of the buiding. Gothic structure in itself
was light already, and as to the criteria of beauty;
these were satisfied when the new construction was
harmonious with the original whole. (77)
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Chapter Three

Early Practice and Protection

3.1. Protective Measures before the
Renaissance

The Renaissance can be seen as a moment of new
awareness of the cultural values threatened by the
destruction of monuments of Antiquity, a recognition
of the patriotic significance of these monuments to
modern world, and of their value as a testimony of
the early phases of Christianity. Also in the ancient
world, however, special values in historic buildings or
in their remains, had given rise to attempts to protect,
conserve or restore them. This was the case in Egypt
in the third millennium B.C., when the damaged right
arm of a monumental statue of Ramses II in the Great
Temple of Abu-Simbel, was given a support of simple
stone blocks. (1) It was the case in the fifth century
BC, when the Athenians decided not to rebuild the
temples destroyed by the Persians, but to keep their
remains as memorials. Even after the decision was
reversed, in the time of Pericles, some column drums
were built into the northern wall of the Acropolis as a
reminder of the event. (2) Similarly, in Rome, after the
fire of Nero, culturally conscious writers lamented the
loss of many historic buildings, (3) and in the writings

Figure 8. The statues of Ramses II (1304-1237) in the
Great Temple of Abou Simbel, Egypt, restored by his suc-
cessor Sethi II (1216-1210) respecting original material

the column drums from temples burnt by Persians in
480=479 BC, inserted here as a memorial ‘for the impiety
of the barbarians’.

of Pausanias one can hear a meticulous concern to
remember the historical significance of even minor
details, seen in the example of the protection of a
remaining pillar of a burnt house as a memorial to its
distinguished owner, Oenomaus, in Olympia. (4)

The Greek word for ‘monument’ was related to
‘memory’, while in Rome the concept contained
even political and moralistic issues. (5) For example
monuments served as reminders of the power of the
governers. Often there was a greater respect for the
original builder than for the material form of the
building. When Hadrian ‘restored’, or really rebuilt,
the Pantheon in a new form in the second century AD,
he conceived it as if still the work of Agrippa, the
author of the first building, one and a half centuries
earlier. Procopius, when describing ‘restorations’
by Justinian, made it clear that the general aim
was to improve both the function and the aesthetic
appearance of the buildings whilst remembering their
original name and significance. (6)

After the christianization of the Roman Empire
in the fourth century, the use of spoils from older
monuments in new constructions became common,
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as was the case of the Arch of Constantine, and
growing vandalism threatened pagan temples and
other public buildings. At the same time, however,
there was a revival of classical studies and a return to
old traditions. Special laws and orders were issued
for the protection of ancient temples and tombs,
especially in the time of Julian ‘the Apostate’ (b.332)
and Symmachus (340-402), the most prominent
opponent of Christianity in his time. In 458 AD, Leo
and Majorian (457-61) ordered that “all buildings that
have been founded by the ancients as temples and as
other monuments and that were constructed for the
public use or pleasure shall not be destroyed by any
person”. (7) Punishments included fines and even
mutilation of hands.

Theodoric the Great of the Goths, King of Italy
493-526, revived some Roman laws, and was praised
by contemporaries for having given new life to
the empire. He was particularly concerned about
architecture considering maintenance, repair and
restoration of ancient buildings equally valuable as
the construction of new. (8) He appointed a curator
statuarum to take care of statues, and an architectus
publicorum, to take care of ancient monuments in
Rome. The architect, named Aloisio, was reminded
of the glorious history and importance of the
monuments, and of the duty to restore all structures
that could be of use, such as palaces, aqueducts
and baths. Theodoric wrote to the Prefect of Rome
presenting the architect, and emphasizing his desire
to conserve and respect ancient buildings and works
of art. (9) Restorations included the Aurelian Walls,
aqueducts, the Colosseum, and Castel St. Angelo. (10)
Also other municipalities were ordered not to mourn
for past glory, but to revive ancient monuments to
new splendour, not to let fallen columns and useless
fragments make cities look ugly, but to clean them
and give them new use in his palaces. (11)

3.2. The Condition of Buildings in Rome at
the End of the Middle Ages

Gradually Rome took a double significance; it
continued to remind the people of its greatness as
the capital of a world empire, but in the same time it
assumed the symbolic function as the capital of the
Christian Church. Although lost its economic power,
Rome retained its symbolic value, and became a
centre of pilgrimage as well as an ambitious target
for conquerors during the Middle Ages. Enemy
attacks, floods and earthquakes on the one hand, and
demolition for the reuse of building materials on the
other, gradually reduced the magnificent monuments
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Figure 10. Antique columns in the choir of the cathedral
of Magdeburg as a ‘relic’ of ancient Rome

of ancient Rome to ruins. Some monuments were,
however, preserved and protected due to patriotic
or symbolic reason - as e.g. the Column of Trajan,
the Arch of Constantine and the equestrian statue
of Marcus Aurelius, retained to be the immage of
Constantine the Great, father of the Christian Church.
Romans claimed their Roman ancestorship by
building fragments from ancient monuments into their
houses, as in the case of Casa dei Crescentii. Rulers
in other countries acquired ancient marbles to be built
into their palaces or cathedrals - as Charlemagne in
Aachen or Otto in Magdeburg.

During the Middle Ages the ground level of Rome
had risen due to various factors - floods, accumulation
of spoils, fillings - so that the existing level was
some two to five metres or even more above the
original level of the Roman period. At the end of
the fourteenth century, Rome had about 17,000
inhabitants, and only a small part of the ancient
walled city was inhabited, concentrated in the area
of the Campo Marzio, Trastevere, and the Lateran.
There were still, however, a great number of ancient
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Figure 11. The temple of Minerva still standing in the
Forum of Nerva, Rome (Heemskerck)

monuments standing, even though in ruins. In the
inhabited area of the city, these were occupied and
integrated into the urban fabric; outside that area,
they remained isolated. Many structures were still
standing in the Roman Forum, including parts of the
basilicas, though the area had changed to the extent
of being called the city of towers due to fortifications
built over many of the monuments. The triumphal
Arches of Constantine and Septimius Severus still
retained some of these structures on them during the
Renaissance.

By the mid-eleventh century, the vaulted spaces of
the Colosseum had been rented and the arena was
used for housing, later transformed into a fortification
by the Frangipani, who fortified the whole Forum
area. In 1200, the building came into the ownership
of the Annibaldi who retained it until 1312 when it
passed into public ownership and the fortifications
were demolished. In 1340, it was used as an arena
for bullfights. Earthquakes had already caused some
damage to the structure of the Colosseum but, in
1349, an especially large section of the southern
part seems to have collapsed. In 1362, the Pope
is reported to have quarelled with the Frangipani
about the use of the spoils, an enormous amount of
travertine and other materials that had fallen to the
ground. In 1397, one-third of the building was given
to a religious organization, which also had the right to
sell the spoils.

Many ancient temples had been transformed into
churches. The Pantheon had been consecrated to
Christian martyrs in 608 AD, and other adaptations
included S.Nicola in Carcere, S.Bartolomeo all’Isola,
SS.Cosma ¢ Damiano, S.Lorenzo in Miranda, and
S.Lorenzo in Lucina. The Curia Senatus in the Roman
Forum became the church of S.Adriano; the Altar of
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Hercules in the Forum Boarium was incorporated in
S. Maria in Cosmedin. A chapel was built on the top
of the Mausoleum of Augustus in the tenth century,
and later it was transformed into a fortification by the
Colonna family and devastated in 1167. The Theatre
of Marcellus had lost its architectural ornament as
early as the fourth century, when part of its material
was used for the repair of the Ponte Cestio. In
1150, the Fabii transformed it into a fortification.
By the end of the thirteenth century, it was owned
by the Savelli family, and later transformed into a
palace. The Palatine Hill was full of holes to quarry
material from ancient foundations. Metal cramps had
been removed from stone structures reducing their
resistance to decay and earthquakes. Aqueducts had
been ruined. Only two places allowed to cross the
Tiber, the Ponte Sant’Angelo near the Vatican, and
the area of the Tiber Island where there was a choice
between crossing the island or using the Ponte S.
Maria next to it. (12)

3.3. Treatment of Buildings in the
Fifteenth Century

Papal Measures for Protection

Like Petrarch before them, the humanists of the
fifteenth century criticized those who destroyed
without understanding monuments and ancient works
of art. A friend of Poggio Bracciolini wrote that
demolishers of ancient statues claimed them to be
images of false gods, but that those really responsible
for the destruction were the “representatives of Christ
on earth”, who did not care about this patrimony
and were incapable of achieving anything valuable
themselves. In his letter of 1416 to a Curial officer,
he urged him to do something to prevent destruction,

Figure 12. The Arch of Septimius Severus, Rome, with
remains of mediaeval structures (M. Brill)
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Figure 13. Detail of a 15th-century painting by Andrea
Mantegna, showing restoration of a tower

because by doing so, he said, “you will assure yourself
henceforth immortal glory and them perpetual shame.
Farewell.” (13)

Martin V (1417-31)

When Martin V established his court in Rome,
the city was in a poor state, needing “restauratio et
reformatio”. On 30 March 1425, he issued a bull,
“Etsi in cunctarum orbis”, establishing the Office of
the “Magistri viarum”, whose responsibility it was
to maintain and repair the streets, bridges, gates,
walls, and also to a certain extent buildings. (14)
This organization was reconfirmed by his successors.
Eugenius IV (1431-1447) also ordered the protection
of the Colosseum, but continued using it as a quarry
himself. (15)

Nicholas V (1447-55)

At the time when the popes returned to Rome in the
fifteenth century, the Byzantine Empire was involved
in the decisive battles against the Ottomans ending in
the siege and fall of Constantinople in 1453. Defence

Figure 14, Mausoleum of Augustus in Rome used as a
garden in the sixteenth century. (Dupérac, 1577)
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was one of the important aspects considered in the
papal building programmes of the period. Nicholas V
(1447-55), in fact, repaired and improved fortifications
in different parts of the papal states, in Gualdo, Assisi,
Fabriano, Civita Castellana, Narni, Orvieto, Spoleto,
and Viterbo. (16) These concerns were also important
in Rome, together with the improvement of the city
infrastructure and the repair and improvement of the
papal residence (transferred from the Lateran palace
to St. Peter’s) and religious properties.

The biographer of Nicholas V, Giannozzo Manetti,
has divided the programme of Rome into five major
projects: “Five great plans were in the Pope’s mind:
to put the town walls in order, to adjust the aqueducts
and bridges, to restore the forty churches so-called
stazionali, the new building of the Borgo Vaticano,
the palal palace and the church of St.Peter.” (17) The
scale and grandeur of these projects seems to have
caused some perplexity and Giorgio Vasari, in the
following century, is rather ironic in his description
of this “theatre for the coronation of the Pope”, which
would have been “the most superb creation since the
beginning of the world so far as we know”, (18) but
which unfortunately remained unfinished at the death
of the pope. At the time of the arrival of Leon Battista
Alberti in Rome, Vasari described Nicholas V as
having “thrown the city of Rome into utter confusion
with his peculiar manner of building.” (19)

The pope himself seems to have taken a lead in the
formulation of the projects, gathering around him a
“pool of brains” (20), of which Alberti certainly was
one and the Florentine architect Bernardo Rossellino
(1409-1464) another. Vasari tells how after the arrival
of Alberti, the pope started consulting him together
with Rossellino: “Thus the pontiff, with the counsel
of these two, and the execution of the other, brought
many useful and praiseworthy labours to conclusion.”

1)

The papal residence in the Vatican with the
Castel St.Angelo and St.Peter’s, formed the nucleus
of Nicholas’s projects, including works on the
fortifications, town planning, new structures and
restorations. Vasari writes that Rossellino, having
first worked outside Rome on different projects, such
as the restoration of the baths of Viterbo, “in the city
itself (he) restored, and in many places renewed, the
walls which were for the most part in ruins; adding
to them certain towers, and incorporating in these
additional fortifications, which he erected outside
the Castel Sant’ Angelo, besides numerous rooms and
decorations which he constructed within.” (22)
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Castel Sant’Angelo

Castel Sant’Angelo, the ancient mausoleum of
Hadrian inaugurated in 134 AD, had been included as
a bastion in the Aurelian wall at the beginning of the
fifth century. Theodoric had used it as a prison, and in
537 it served as a fortification against the attack of the
Goths. (23) During the Middle Ages, it had become
a stronghold for the popes, and during the fifteenth
and sixteenth century, it continued to be maintained
as a fortification and residence, especially important
due to its strategic position next to the Vatican. (24)
In front of the Castel Sant’ Angelo, at the end of the
bridge, Nicholas V cleared a square linked with three
streets through the Borgo to another square in front
of the Basilica of St.Peter’s. On this square, the
plan was to erect an obelisk, standing on a base of
four bronze lions, decorated with the figures of the
Apostles and being crowned with the statue of Jesus
Christ. (25) This was the first proposal to re-erect an
obelisk during the Renaissance. In his treatise, Alberti
refers to the planning of squares in front of a temple:
“Lastly, the Place where you intend to fix a Temple,
ought to be noted, famous, and indeed stately, clear
from all Contagion of secular things, and, in order
thereunto, it should have a spacious handsome Area
in its Front, and be surrounded on every Side with
great Streets, or rather with noble Squares, that you
may have a beautiful View of it on every Side.” (26)
showing that his concepts were influential in the
planning of the area.

St. Peter’s

The old basilica of St. Peter’s had been completed by
Constantine in 329 AD. It was the only large church
built furing his reign, created to house the tomb of the

Figure 15, St. Peter’s, Rome, under construction showing
the walls and wall paintings of the old basilica (Heem-
skerck)
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apostle. The nave with two side aisles on either side
was made especially spacious to accommodate large
crowds, having a length of 90m and a width of 64m;
the total inner length of the church was 119m. (27)
The basilica was built of spoils as was common in the
period; the huge columns supporting the walls ranged
in material from green serpentine and yellow giallo
antico to red or grey granite. The wall above was
originally intended for non-figural decoration, but in
the fifth century it had been covered with frescoes
illustrating scenes from the Old Testament. (28)

Though perhaps the most important of Rome’s
basilicas, St. Peter’s was in rather poor condition
in the fifteenth century - probably partly due to the
structural system, as noted by Alberti:

“I have observed therefore in St. Peter’s Church at
Rome what indeed the thing itself demonstrates,
that it was ill advised to draw a very long and
thin Wall over so many frequent and con tinued
Apertures, without strength’ning it with any curve
Lines or any other Fortification whatsoever. And
what more deserves our Notice, all this Wing of
Wall under which are too frequent and continued
Apertures, and which is raised to a great Height,
is exposed as a Butt to the impetuous Blasts of the
North-East: by which means already thro’ the
continued Violence of the Winds it has swerved
from its Direction above two yards and I doubt not
that in a short time, some little accidental shock
will throw it down into Ruins; and if it were not
kept in by the Timber Frame of the Roof, it must
infallibly have fallen down before now.” (29)

Another writer, Giacomo Grimaldi, also refers
to the ruinous condition of this basilica, speaking
especially of problems in the foundations, due to the
fact that they were constructed over the remains of
ancient circuses, and were partly laid on loose soil,
partly on solid clay; therefore the longitudinal walls
were cracked and inclined by more than a palm at the
top. (30)

Alberti proposed the consolidation of the basilica
through a systematic renewal of the masonry of the
leaning sections:

“In the great Basilique of St. Peter at Rome,
some Parts of the Wall which were over the
Columns being swerved from their Uprights, so
as to threaten even the Fall of the whole Roof; I
contrived how the Defect might be remedied as
follows. Every one of those Parts of the Wall
which had given Way, let it restupon what Column
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it would, I determined shold be taken clear out,
and made good again with square Stone which
should be worked true to its Perpendicular, only
leaving in the old Wall strong Catches of Stone
to unite the additional Work to the former. Lastly,
I would have supported the Beam under which
those uneven Parts of the Wall were to be taken
out, by means of the Engines, called ‘Capra’s’
erected upon the Roof, setting the feet of those
En gines upon the strongest Parts of the Roof and
of the Wall. This I would have done at different
Times over the several Columns where these
Defects appear.” (31)

The old frescoes decorating the interior of the
church were preserved until the sixteenth century, and
as the proposal would have meant their destruction, it
seems that it was not carried out.

Instead, it was Nicholas V who planned the first
Renaissance renewal of the basilica. According
to Vasari, “The fifth work which this pontiff had
proposed to himself to execute, was the church of

Figure 16, A plan of S. Peter’s, Rome, showing project by
Rossellino and Alberti for the new basilica.
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San Pietro, which he had designed to make so vast,
so rich, and so splendidly adorned, that it were
better to be silent respecting it than to commence the
recital.” (32) The plans have been attributed mainly
to Rossellino, even though the contribution of Alberti
has been generally recognized. (33) The new basilica
seems to have been conceived as if encasing the old
building within a new structure. Though the old
nave was left intact, the transept was considerably
enlarged and a completely new choir of monumental
proportions was planned behind the old apse. (34)

The plan was a mixture of old and new. The first
works seem to have concentrated on the restoration
of the entrance; the mosaics of the main elevation
were restored, and the roof, the pavement and the
doors of the entrance portico were renewed. These
works seem to have gone on until 1450. After this,
payments are recorded for the “tribuna grande” and
for the foundations. (35) It has been considered
possible that the pope initially had intended to restore
the basilica - possibly on the counsel of Alberti - but
that at a certain moment he changed his mind and
initiated a renewal on a larger scale. (36) On the other
hand, there is a note by Mattiae Palmieri indicating
that the new work may have been suspended on the
advice of Alberti. (37) This interruption, supposed
to have happened in 1452, has been interpreted as a
need to modify the plans or to insert Rossellino more
firmly into the project, but the question remains open.
(38) In any case, the foundations of the choir were
laid and the walls built up to certain height. Work was
then interrupted until new plans were developed by
Julius IT (1503-13) and his successors.

It is interesting to compare this project with another
one by Alberti, the Tempio Malatestiano in Rimini,
commissioned by Sigismo di Malatesta as a memorial
for himself. This work, in which Alberti seems to
have been involved from 1449, remained unfinished.
It involved the transformation of the thirteenth
century Gothic church of S. Francesco into a classical
building. Here, again, the old structure was retained
and encased inside a new building. It is not known
how much Alberti was or would have been involved
in the interior; however, in order to build the choir,
which was never executed, the old transept and apse
would most probably have had to be demolished. (39)
Vasari considered this building “beyond dispute one
of the most reknowned temples of Italy.” (40)

Other Restoration Projects

Other than St. Peter’s, few new churches were
built in Rome during the fifteenth century; attention
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Figure 17, S. Stefano Rotondo (Francesco di Giorgio M.)

was mostly given to the repair and improvement
of the existing ones. Vasari wrote that Nicholas
V intended to restore and gradually to rebuild the
forty Churches of the Stations instututed by Pope
Gregory 1. Nicholas V completed much of this work,
restoring Santa Maria Trastevere, Santa Prassedia,
San Teodoro, San Pietro in Vincoli, and many other
minor churches. And, according to him, with even
greater spirit, magnificence, and care, the same work
was carried out for six of the principal churches -
St. John the Lateran, Santa Maria Maggiore, Santo
Stefano in Monte Celio, Sant’ Apostolo, St. Paul, and
San Lorenzo extra muros. (41) Archival documents
in fact confirm that works were carried out on a great
number of churches, often involving repairs of the
roof or windows. (42)

The church of Santo Stefano Rotondo, built in 468-
483 on the Coelian Hill, east of the Colosseum, was
one of the buildings most extensively restored in this
period. The work was again carried out under the
supervision of Rossellino, probably in consultation
with Alberti. (43) The original layout of the building
consisted of a circular nave resting on a trabeated
colonnade and surrounded by an ambulatory, opening
crosswise through arcaded colonnades into four
chapels and between these into four open courtyards.
Fragments of stucco decoration give an idea of the
lavish appearance of the original interior. (44) The
building seems to have been in use until the eleventh
century; after that, it had fallen into disrepair.
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Flavio Biondo expressed his admiration for the rich
decoration of which remains were still visible, and he
regretted the present state of the church which had
lost its roof. (45)

The restoration of Nicholas V (46) consisted of
closing the arcaded colonnade of the ambulatory,
demolishing the chapels, and building a new entrance
portico, instead, with a double entrance door. The
circular nave, probably originally covered with a
light dome, was roofed with a timber structure, as
was the ambulatory. Survining remnants of marble or
stucco decoration were removed, and the wall closing
the arcaded colonnade was decorated with frescoes
(with scenes of torture) while the rest received a plain
intonaco. The original round windows of the nave
wall were closed and new Renaissance windows were

opened. (47)

The contemporary Francesco di Giorgio Martini
recorded an idealised image of the church showing
the trabeated colonnade walled with doors, and the
arcaded colonnade open; the central cylinder was
shown with a dome. On the drawing he noted:
“A ruined building with columns and a circular
ambulatory with richly decorated vaults. Pope
Nicholas re-made it, but in doing so he caused
even more damage. It is known as Santo Stephano
Rotondo.” (48)

Modern critics, too, have been rather severe about
the restoration. Carlo Ceschi, for example, notes that
there was “evidently no intention to restore the old
church, but principally to give a new function and a
present-day form to the building.” (49) Bruno Zevi

Figure 18, Schematic drawing of S. Stefano Rotondo,
showing the antique lay-out on the right and the Renais-
sance repair on the left.
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and Franco Borsi point out especially that the restorer
“remodelled the early-christian space, subordinating
archaeological respect to the requirements of the day,”
(50) and that the earlier concept of “continuous space”
was transformed into a closed “centrality” according
the ideal of the Renaissance. (51) Reference has
also been made to the concepts of Alberti, who gives
preference to the use of columns with architraves and
square pillars with arches. The closing of the arcaded
colonnade and its transformation into a decorative
feature is so in full agreement with his thesis. (52)

The Pantheon had suffered of earthquake damage,
and was restored in this period. Eugenius IV (1431-
47), the predecessor of Nicholas V, had already altered
the building which had become the church of S. Maria
Rotonda. The portico of the temple had been cleared
and repairs undertaken in the covering of its dome,
as reported by Flavio Biondo (53) and Nicholas V
continued work on the covering as referred to by
Andrea Fulvio in the sixteenth century. (54)

Amongst other works of Nicholas V, attributed to
Alberti and Rossellino by Vasari, was “the Fountain
of the Acqua Vergine, which had been ruined, and was
restored by him. He likewise caused the fountain of
the Piazza de’ Trevi to be decorated with the marble
ornaments which we now see there.” (55) Similarly,
a project was prepared for the bridge of St. Angelo.
According to Alberti, the bridge had been amongst
the most solid constructions, but had been so badly
damaged by the floods that it was doubtful how
long it could last. (56) During the jubilee of 1450,
in fact, an accident on the bridge had cost the lives
of nearly 200 pilgrims and plans were made for its
repair. (57) Vasari applauds Alberti’s project for the
repair of the bridge which provided it with a covered
colonnade: “Yet he was able to show his meaning in
his drawings, as we see by some sheets of his in our
book, containing a drawing of the Ponte S. Agnolo,

Figure 19. The interior of the church of S. Stefano Ro-
tondo, Rome
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and of the roof made there from his design for the
loggia, as a shelter from the sun in summer and from
the wind and the rain in winter.” (58) In his treatise,
Alberti gave a detailed description of his project for
the roof, but the drawing has been lost. (59)

Pius II (1458-64)

The humanist pope Pius II (1458-64) was the fist
to issue a bull, “Cum almam nostram urbem” of
28 April 1462, specifically for the preservation of
ancient remains. In order the conserve the ‘alma’
town in her dignity and splendour, it was necessary to
maintain and preserve the ecclestiastical buildings, as
well as those which served as a protection and cover
for the burials and relics of holy men. These were the
most important ornaments of the town to be preserved
for future generations. (60) Conservation was here
closely linked with Christianity, which provided
the final argument for protection. The bull seems
to have resulted from requests made by municipal
administrators and citizens of Rome. However, the
pope was not able to enforce it in reality. (61)

Paul IT (1464-71)

When the Cardinal of San Marco, Pietro Barbo,
became Pope Paul II (1464-71), one of his first
undertakings was the construction of a new residence
for himself, the Palazzo Venezia, next to his church
of San Marco at the foot of the Capitol. (62) In the
church there had been small repairs over the years;
in 1465, Paul II began the first major restoration
and renewal of the building, as mentioned by his
biographer, Michele Canensi. (63) The nave walls,
arcaded colonnades, were reinforced by building a
new wall supported on pillars attached to it on the
side of the aisles. A richly decorated wooden coffered
ceiling was added to the interior and the roof was
covered with gilded lead tiles. In addition, an open
loggia for benedictions, similar to the one created
for the basilica of St. Peter’s a few years earlier, was
built in front of the church of San Marco. The church
interior was enriched with small shell-shaped niches
in the side aisles. (64)

This restoration of the church of San Marco has been
attributed by Vasari to Giuliano da Maiano (1432-
90). Born in Fiesole, Maiano had first worked with
his father as an inlayer of wood and then practised
architecture in Florence, Siena and Naples. He was
first engaged by Paul II to work in the Vatican. “But
his most stupendous work was the palace which he
made for that Pope, together with the church of S.
Marco at Rome, where he introduced a countless
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number of Travertine stones, said to have been taken
from quarries near the arch of Constantine, and
buttressed up with part of the spoils of the Coliseum,
which is now in ruins, perhaps owing to this very
act.” (65)

The name of Alberti has also been linked with this
restoration. Since he was free from administrative
duties during this period, it is possible that he had more
time for architecture. Similarly, certain architectural
solutions, such as the shell decorations, bear Alberti’s
mark. The solution adopted for the reinforcement of
the nave walls (66) had been recommended by Alberti
in his treatise:

“If a Wall be thinner than it ought to be, we must
either apply a new Wall to the old one, in such a
Manner that they may make but one; or, to avoid
the Expence of this, we may only strengthen it
with Ribs, that is to say, with Pilasters or Columns.

Figure 20. The interior of the church of S. Marco, Rome
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Figure 21, An example of 14th-century restoration of
a public monument, the ‘Dioscuri’, with the support of
brick walls (Rome, c. 1550)

A new Wall may be superinduced to an old one,
as follows. In several Parts of the old Wall fix
strong Catches made of the soundest Stone,
sticking out in such a Manner as to enter into the
Wall which you are going to join to the other,
and to be in the Nature of Bands between the two
Walls; and your Wall in this Case should always
be built of square Stone.” (67) Having described
various methods of reinforcement, he adds that
in all works “great Care must be taken that no
Part of the new Work be too weak to support the
Weight which is to bear upon it, and that for ever
so long Time: because the whole Pile bearing
towards that weaker Part, would immediately fall
to Ruins.” (68)

It is thus possible that Alberti had advised on the
restoration of San Marco.

In conclusion, it can be said that even though the
church of San Marco and the old basilica of St.
Peter,s were radically renewed, and Santo Stefano
transformed to correspond to the architectural ideals
of the time, a certain respect was still shown toward
the old buildings. Even in this period, there was a
cultural choice to keep something of the old building.
We may not yet be able to speak of restoration in its
modern sense, but we begin to recognize its roots.

Restoration of Classical Monuments

Up to this point, restorations had dealt with
ancient monuments or buildings which still had a
contemporary use; i.e. the Pantheon, the basilicas,
the bridges or even the mausoleum of Hadrian. Paul
IT was the first pope to deal with other monuments
as well, including the triumphal arches and the
equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius. The latter,
which had survived at St. John Lateran because it
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Figure 22. An example of late 16th-century restoration
under Sixtus V of one of the statues of the Dioscuri on the
Capitol, Rome. Completion of details in original type of
marble

was believed to represent Constantine, was protected
with a wooden building in 1466-67 (69) to allow for
its repair by Cristoforo de Geremia from Mantua, a
well-known medallist, who requested 300 gold ducats
for his expenses in 1568. (70) The restoration was
completed during the time of Sixtus IV (Paul II’s
successor) in 1473-74 for the jubilee of 1475. (71)
Repair work is also reported on the Arch of Titus by
Florentine masons in 1466, (72) as well as on the
Arch of Septimius Severus, the equestrian statues of
the Dioscuri on the Quirinal and on a column of the
Thermae of Diocletian 1469-70. (73)

It is not known exactly what works the papal and
municipal administrators (“Conservatorii”) carried
out on the triumphal arches. Most probably, these
were relatively minor interventions, since, for
example, the mediaeval structures over the Arch of
Septimius Severus were still in position during the
following century. (74) Intervention on the statues
of the Dioscuri was similarly minor. Originally part
of a colossal Temple of the Sun on the Quirinal,
these equestrian statues were so much a part of the
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place that even the hill was called after them “Monte
Cavallo”. The fifteenth century repair was limited
to simple reinforcement and the building of brick
supporting walls in order to display the statues on
their bases. (75)

The proposal of Nicholas V to erect an obelisk
on the square in front of the basilica of St. Peter’s
also interested Paul II. He commissioned Aristotele
di Fioravante di Ridolfo (1415/20-86), an architect
and engineer from Bologna, to transfer the obelisk
then standing at the side of the church, the “acu July
Caesaris ad sanctum Petrum”, (76) to the square. The
works had already started when the pope suddenly
died and the project was interrupted. The same
engineer was, however, involved in various other
technical undertakings, such as elevating two large
monolithic columns in Santa Maria sopra Minerva
in Rome, moving the bell tower of Santa Maria del
Tempio in Bologna, and straightening the leaning bell
tower of S. Angelo in Venice. (77)

Erection of the Vatican obelisk infront of St. Peter’s
also seems to have been included later in the plans
of Bramante, and when one of the obelisks of the
Mausoleum of Augustus was discovered in July 1519,
Raphael had offered to have this obelisk transported
there. (78) This obelisk, as well as another one
in the Circus of Caracalla, both broken in pieces,
were of considerable interest to the architects of the
time. Peruzzi and Antonio da Sangallo the Younger
prepared recording and reconstruction drawings of
them. Sangallo also proposed erecting the obelisk
of the Augusteum in the Piazza del Popolo, having it
supported on elephants, sphinxes and turtles. (79)

Sixtus IV (1471-84)

Sixtus IV (1471-84), the ‘Restaurator Urbis’,
established improved constitutions for the growth
and splendour of Rome leaving a significant mark
on the city of Rome. (80) His building activities
included the rebuilding of the Ponte Sisto on the
site of an ancient Roman bridge, the construction
of a new hospital. Although his activities were
not always conservative, he was reponsible for the
restoration, repair and reconstruction of many palaces
and religious buildings. He issued a bull, “Quum
provvida” of 25 April 1474, against destruction and
damage to ecclestiastical buildings, or removal of
parts from them; this was later confirmed by Julius
IT (1503-13), and recalled even in the nineteenth
century. (81).
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3.4. Collections and Restoration of Objects

Collections in the Ancient Rome

Collecting did not begin in the Renaissance. The
Romans had encountered the wealth of Greek art
for the first time on the occasion of the capture of
Syracuse in 212 BC. During the following century,
following the example of great Greek collectors such
as the King of Pergamon, the prices paid for works
of art by, for example, Caius Gracchus (d 121 BC)
and Lucius Crassus (140-91 BC) rose to exceptional
levels. Looting brought more works of art as war
trophies to Rome, where they were sold to private
collectors. Many of the emperors themselves became
interested in collecting (especially Nero (54-68 AD)),
and Rome became both a museum and a world market
for art dealers. Important sculptures, not available
for purchase, were copied; for example, some fifty
copies were known of Praxiteles’ statue of the Venus
of Cnidus, one of the great tourist attractions of the
ancient world. (82)

Renaissance Collections

After AD 400, when Rome in its turn was looted,
many of these works of art were dispersed, destroyed,
or buried underground. Some of them found their
way to Byzantium. But then, after an interval of
about a thousand years, fourteenth-century humanists
started to collect antique objects. One of the earliest
was a rich merchant in Treviso, who had a collection
of coins, medals, cameos, and bronzes. (The
inventory is dated 1335.) Petrarch had a collection
of medals and was considered a connoisseur. Artists
also collected statues and architectural feagments for
purposes of study. Mantegna, for example, displayed
his in the garden of his house. (83)

It was not only in Rome that these activities were
developing. Because of her successful commercial
enterprises in wool, silk, and dyeing, Florence had
become the leading monetary centre by the early
fifteenth century. The most important families
were bankers, who became patrons of the arts and
architecture. Following the example of humanists
and artists, they became interested in collecting
antique works of art, which were displayed in their
palaces and villas, largely as status symbols. The
powerful Medici family had the most important
Florentine collections. Similar collections were made
in other parts of Italy by, for example, the Conzagas
in Mantua, the d’Estes in Ferrara, and the Sforzas in
Milan. (84)
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In Rome, the largest early collection was made by
Cardinal Pietro Barbo, then Pope Paul II (1464-71),
who built the Palazzo Venezia as a gallery in which
to display it. The collection contained antique busts
of the most precious materials, onyx, amethyst,
jasper, rock crystal, and ivory. The inventory of
1457 lists 227 cameos and over a thousand medals
in gold and silver. Barbo was also interested in early
Christian objects, and he had valuable Byzantine and
contemporary works of art, jewellery, textiles, and
furniture. The inventory does not list marble statues,
but these were included in the collection. (85)

His successor, Sixtus IV (1471-84), dispersed
the collection. One part was sold to the Medici in
order to obtain their favour; another part was used to
furnish the palaces of the Vatican; and a collection of
statues was donated to the Palace of the Conservators
on the Capitol, where the first public museum of the
Renaissance was opened in 1471, the first year of
Sixtus’ papacy. The museum also included other
works of art that had been on the Capitol Hill, or in
the Lateran, such as the Spinario, the Camillus and
the Wolf, and a huge bronze Hercules found in the
excavations of the period. These gifts marked the
inauguration of the Capitol Museum which, to some
extent because of its location, became a ‘store house’
for the excavations in the centre of Rome during the
sixteenth century. (86)

By the end of the fifteenth century, there were some
forty collections in Rome. During the sixteenth
century, however, as a result of increased building
activities and axcavations, collections such as those of
the Della Valle, Medici, and Farnese increased both in
number and in size. At the beginning of the sixteenth
century, Julius II (1503-13) commissioned Bramante
to form a courtyard for the display of selected antique
works of art. This was located between the fifteenth-
century villa of Belvedere and the rest of the Vatican
palaces, taking the form of a terraced garden with
fountains which formed a fresh and green setting
for the sculptures. The most important pieces were
displayed in a special manner. Vasari writes that #
“Bramante likewise erected the cupola which covers
the Hall of Antiquities, and constructed the range
of niches for the statues. Of these, the Laocoon, an
ancient statue of the most exquisite perfection, the
Apollo, and the Venus, were placed there during his
own life, the remainder of the statues were afterwards
brought thither by Leo X., as for example, the Tiber
and the Nile, with the Cleopatra; others were added
by Clement VII.; while in the time of Paul III. and
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Figure 23, An early collection in the garden of Casa Ceni
in Rome. Antique sculptures were left in fragmented state
(Heemskerck).

that of Julius III., many imortant improvements
were made there at great cost.” (87)

During the seventeenth century, fewer major works
of art were discovered. Consequently, prices became
higher, too high for small collectors. This meant
that collections were concentrated in fewer hands.
Vincenzo Giustiniani (1564-1638), the son of a
Genoese banker, was the owner of one of the largest
collections, which was described in an illustrated
catalogue. Among others of special note were those
of the Barberini, the Ludovisi, and the Borghese. (88)
But during this and the following century, many of
the Roman collections were sold and moved out of
the city. The Medici collections went to Florence,
and the Farnese collections to Naples. Foreigners,
too, entered the market. In France, Francois I had
started collecting in the sixteenth century, and Louis
XIV continued this on a grand scale in the seventeenth
century. His Minister Jean Baptiste Colbert declared
his intention to obtain for France all that was beautiful

Figure 24. Sixteenth-century drawing of the collection of
Cardinal della Valle in Rome. Statues were here restored.
(Cock)
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in Italy. (89) England, too, became active in the early
seventeenth century, when Charles I and Lord Arundel
commissioned their agents to travel all around Italy
and to the Levant and Greece in order to acquire
antique pieces. It was not only original works of art,
however, that were collected. The Capitol museum
collection was used extemsively to produce casts and
copies of the sculptures, which were then placed in
royal and private collections all over Europe. (90)

Restoration of Sculpture

In the early collections, mutilated antique statues
and architectural fragments were usually left as
found and displayed in the court or in the interior
of the palace. (91) Already in the fifteenth century,
however, the Medici commissioned Donatello to
restore antique fragments for the decoration of their
palace in Florence:

“In the first court of the Casa Medici there are eight
marble  medallions containing representations
of antique cameos, the reverse of medals, and
some scenes very beautifully executed by him,
built into the frieze between the windows and the
architrave above the arches of the loggia. He
also restored a Marsyas in antique white marble,
placed at the exit from the garden, and a large
number of antique heads placed over the doors
and arranged by him with ornaments of wings
and diamonds, the device of  Cosimo, finely
worked in stucco.” (92)

In Rome, Cardinal Andrea Della Valle (1463-
1534) displayed his collection of antique marbles
in a similar manner in his palace near St. Eustachio.
He commissioned Lorenzetto (Lorenzo di Ludovico,
1490-1541), a sculptor and architect from Florence,
who worked with Raphael in the Chigi Chapel in
Santa Maria del Popolo and designed many palaces.
For Della Valle, he prepared the design of the “stables
and garden..., introducing antique columns, bases
and capitals, and as a base he distributed ancient
sarcophagi con taining bas-reliefs. Higher up he did
a frieze of ancient fragments, placing some marble
statues above in niches, and al though they lacked
heads or arms or legs, he manages all excellently,
causing the missing parts to be replaced by good
sculptors.” (93)

This arrangement by Lorenzetto was well received
by many and started a fashion for restoration of
sculture in Rome: “This introduced other great men
to do the like, such as the Cardinals Cesis, Ferrara,
Farnese, and, in a word, all Rome.” (94) The little
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Figure 25. The courtyard elevation of the Villa Medici,
Rome, showing the fashionable use of antique fragments
as an ornament to contemporary buildings

Casina Pia in the Vatican Garden decorated by Pirro
Ligorio in the same fashion might also be mentioned
here. The courtyard elevation of the Villa Medici,
erected by Annibale Lippi on the Pincio for Cardinal
Ricci di Montepulciano in 1544, was decorated
with busts, ornaments, and reliefs in marble and
stucco, some of which had been part of the Ara
Pacis of Augustus. (95) The fashion continued in
the seventeenth century. Maderno designed stucco
frames for some of the finest pieces of the Mattei
collection in the court of their palace in Via dei Funari
in Rome. Alessandro Algardi used similar decoration
in the elevations of the Villa Doria Pamphili in Via
Aurelia.

Vasari himself was much impressed by the
restorations and probably contributed to the fashion
of restoring the antique sculptures: “Antiquities
thus restored certainly possess more grace than
those mutilated trunks, members without heads, or
figures in any other way maimed and defective.”
(96) Restoration became part of a sculptor’s normal
activity - especially when young. When Bramante
wanted to present the young lacopo Sansovino
(1486-1570), later city architect of Venice, to the
pope, he asked him “to restore some antiquities. In
this he showed such grace and diligence that the Pope
and all who saw them decided that they could not be
improved upon.” (97)

One well-known statue which remained unrestored
was the Belvedere Torso, of which the famous art critic
Johann Joachim Winckelmann wrote in the eighteenth
century, introducing the reader “to the much-lauded
and never yet sufficiently praised torso of a Hercules,
a work that is the most perfect of its kind and should
be reckoned among the greatest of those which have
come down to us.” (98) In his Analysis of Beauty, the
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English artist William Hogarth mentions that “there
are casts of a small copy of that famous trunk of a
body to be had at almost every plasterfigure makers”,
and he refers to “Michael Angelo, who is said to have
discovered a certain principle in the trunk only of
an antique statue (well known as Michael Angelo’s
Torso, or Back), which principle gave his works a
grandeur of gusto equal to the best antiques.” (99)
This torso with “no head, nor arms, nor legs” had
been in fact “particularly lauded by Michel’ Angelo”
(100), whose muscular figures in the ceiling of the
Sixtine Chapel reflect the strength of the antique work
of art. The Torso “was not much considered by the
uncultivated”, though, and attempts had been made to
show the statue in its original state. (101)

The much admired group of Laocoon with his
two sons attacked by the snakes was discovered
on 14 January 1506. Giuliano da Sangallo and
Michelangelo Buonarroti were amongst the first to
see the statue and propose a hypothesis for the original
form of the missing arms, noting from the remaining
traces that the missing right arms of the father and of
his son were raised and that the snake seemed to have
been around the father’s right arm and its tail around

Figure 26. Sixteenth-century drawing showing the group
of LaocOon as it was found missing arms
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Figure 27. Restoration of the Laocdon, conceived by G.
Montorsoli, emphasising diagonal movement

Figure 28. The group of Laocdon after 1906 restoration,
inserting the arm found by L. Pollak

A History of Architectural Conservation

the son’s arm. They also thought that the father might
have had some weapon in his hand. (102)

The statue was soon brought to the collection of
the Vatican Belvedere, and Bramante organized a
competition inviting four artists to model it in wax.
Raphael was amongst the judges and he considered
that the young Sansovino had far surpassed the others.
So, by the advice of Cardinal Domenico Grimani,
Bramante dicided that Jacopo’s model should be cast
in bronze. (103) Sansovino was the first restorer of
the statue integrating the missing parts - probably in
gypsum. It seems that the arm of Laocoon was bent
towards the head in this restoration. A few years
later, Baccio Bandinelli (1488-1559), who had been
commissioned to make a replica in marble, made a
new repair for the arm of Laocoon, which had broken
off in the meantime. He made the arm stretch upwards
much more than had Sansovino. Bandinelli proudly
claimed he had surpassed the antiques with his
replica, but Michelangelo commented: “Who follows
others, will never pass in front of them, and who is
not able to do well himself, cannot make good use of
the works of others.” (104) In 1532, Michelangelo
recommended one of his collaborators, Fra Giovanni
Angiolo Montorsoli (1506-63), to restore some
broken statues in the Belvedre including the left arm
of Apollo and the right arm of Laocoon. The work
was accorded “the greatest affection” by the pope.
(105) Laocoon’s arm was made in terracotta and
pointed straight; this gave strong diagonal movement
to the statue, differing greatly from the original closed
expression with a bent arm (as was later discovered).
(106)

3.5. Architectural Treatises in the
Sixteenth Century

Palladio

During the fifteenth century, the character
of architectural treatises had been literary and
humanistic; in the sixteenth century, it became more
strictly architectural with an emphasis on illustrations,
an ABC for practitioners. This was the case
especially with the rules on the five orders by Jacopo
Barozzi Vignola (1507-73), first published in 1562,
and the four books of architecture by Andrea Palladio
(1508-80) in 1570. Palladio had also collaborated in
the illustration of an edition of Vitruvius by Daniele
Barbaro in 1556 in Venice, and had used his vast
knowledge of ancient structures to write a concise
(32 pages) guidebook to the antiquities of Rome, thus
replacing the twelfth century Mirabilia urbis Romae
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Figure 29. Sixteenth-century drawing of the Arch of Titus
in Rome possibly by Palladio.

Figure 30. Proposal for reuse of antique ornaments (Ser-
lio)

with its rather imprecise information often based on
legends. (107) This Antichita di Roma was published
in 1554.

Serlio

Two slightly older architects, Baldassare Peruzzi
(1481-1536) and Sebastiano Serlio (1475-1554), who
worked in Rome in the early sixteenth century, also
collected material to be published. Peruzzi never did,
but Serlio used part of this material in his seven books
of architecture, (108) published separately beginning
in 1537 and together in 1584. Speaking about his
intentions in the preface, Serlio wrote: “In the seventh
and last, shall be set downe many accidents , which
may happen to workmen in diuers places, strange
manner of situation, repayring of decayed houses,
and how we should helpe our selues with pieces of
other buildings, with such things as are to be vsed,
and at other times haue stood in worke.” (109) In his

Figures 31 and 32. Proposals for the restoration of old
buildings in the style of the Renaissance (Serlio).
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seventh book, published in 1584, he presented a series
of proposals for an elegant use of buildings elements,
especially columns acquired from ancient structures
or found in excavations. He showed different types
of solutions, where columns of different sizes and
different orders had been adapted to the requirements
of ornamenting elevations of palaces and houses.
(110) He made suggestions too regarding the
modernization of existing mediaeval structures.
Considering that ‘ancient Romans’, when they “had
abandoned the good Architecture”, had formed
irregular sites in cities in part due to arbitrariness
in construction, in part because of later divisions,
it was often desirable for a decent habitation to be
rearranged so as to have at least a regular appearance.
Consequently, Serlio proposed examples where the
buildings had been made regular within the limits of
the site and through exchange of pieces of land with
the neighbours or with the city. (111) In the case of a
Gothic building, left alone in a ‘modernized’ context,
he proposed to change the elevation into a centrally
oriented Classical form in order to harmonize with
the environment. (112) In another case where the
owner had bought two separate buildings next to each
other, the block was provided with a new Classical
elevation and a central entrance while preserving the
structure behind. (113)

3.6. Treatment of Buildings in the
Sixteenth Century

Leo X (1513-21)

In the sixteenth century, with the new wealth
arriving from America, Rome was able to spend
more money in building activities. Donato Bramante
(1444-1514) was made responsible for the first large
scale undertakings in Rome, including the Belvedere
of the Vatican and, most importantly, the new basilica
of St. Peter’s, started in 1513 by Leo X (1513-21) Leo
X also began raising funds by collecting indulgences;
the latter were partly responsible for the theses of
Martin Luther and for the rise of Protestantism. (114)

In 1508, Bramante brought to Rome the young
Raffaello Santi (1483-1520), already a distinguished
painter, from his home town of Urbino, which under
the Duke of Montefeltro had become one of the
major centres of the Italian Renaissance. In Rome,
Raphael came into close contact with humanistic
circles in the papal court, including Mario Fabio
Calvo’ andrea Fulvio, Baldassare Castiglione, as well
as the architects Giuliano da Sangallo, Antonio da
Sangallo the Younger, and Fra Giocondo. (115) He
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was thus introduced to the study of authentic works
of art and monuments, especially under the guidance
of Bramante, who also instructed him to architecture.
(116) Raphael soon made his way to the top, being
active both in architecure and painting; he also
arranged for artists all over the country to measure
and draw ancient monuments as well as initiating
an ambitious study of ancient Rome. He became
assistant to Bramante in the construction of the new
St. Peter’s and his successor in August 1514. (117)

The massive walls of St. Peter’s required large
quantities of stone and good quality marble. For
convenience of transportation, it was decided to
acquire this from Rome itself and its immediate
surrounding. For this reason, Raphael was nominated
the Prefect of all marbles and stones in the brief of
Leo X of 27 August 1515. (118) All excavations and
quarries in the city of Rome and in the surrounding
area for a distance of 10,000 passus (nearly 10
kilometers) had to be reported to him within three
days, and he was authorized to select suitable marble
and stone from them for the construction of St.
Peter’s. It seems that as a rule, if the quarry was on
public land, half of the material went to the Camera
Apostolica and half to the quarrier; if on private land,
one third went to the owner, one third to the Camera,
and one third to the quarrier. (119)

Even if this brief, in fact, authorized the destruction
of ancient structures in order to obtain building
material, the second part refers specifically to
protection and has often been considered the first
official nomination in this regard. (120) The brief
states:

“Furthermore, being informed of marbles and
stones, with carved  writings or memorials that
often contain some excellent information, the
preservation of which would be important for the
cultivation of literature and the elegance of Roman
language, and that stone carvers are using them
as material and cutting them inconsiderately so
that the memorials are destroyed, I order all those
who practice marble cutting in Rome not to dare
without your order or permit to cut or to sever any
inscribed stone.” (121)

The Latin text speaks of “monumenta”, here
translated as memorial. This derives from the
verb “moneo”, which means: to remind, to recall,
to admonish, to warn, to suggest, to advise.
“Monumentum” so means: memory, memorial,
funeral monument, document, something that recalls
memories, and it was used in reference to buildings,
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statues, or writings. (122) One could thus see the
remains of classical buildings, so far as they had
inscriptions on them, as the ‘bearers’ of a message
or memory of past divine spirits; such remains were
a reminder or warning to obedience, as in ancient
Rome. In fact, there had been several quite severe
laws in Imperial Rome stipulating the protection of
ancient monuments and existing buildings. (123)

Consequently, even if the brief of Leo X referred
basically to the protection of inscriptions and the
stones on which they were carved, most of the public
buildings of ancient Rome usually incorporated
inscriptions; their remains would, thus, be protected
and under the responsibility of Raphael. This was
indirectly confirmed by an epigraphic study and
publication undertaken by a Roman editor, lacopus
Mazochius. On 30 November 1517, he was given
a seven year privilege for this work, which was
published in 1521 as Epigrammata antiquae Urbis.
(124)

As Mazochius was one of Raphael’s collaborators,
the collection of inscriptions could thus be seen as
a part of the ambitious study undertaken by him for
Leo X. The publication included first all important
classical buildings, such as town gates, bridges,
arches, temples, forums, columns, the pyramid of
Cestius, the obelisk of the Vatican, acqueducts, Castel
Sant’Angelo, etc. It then copied various tables,
decrees, privileges, and finally had a large section
containing inscriptions collected from all over the
city and arranged according to region. (125)

The growing concern about the need for protection
found an important expression in a letter addressed
to Leo X, describing the current destruction of ancient
monuments and calling for urgent measures:

“How many popes, Holy Father, having had the
same office as Your Holiness, but not the sa