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Preface

Since Palladio research has been intense lately, and new discoveries are still changing our idea of his work, this is not the time to write a ‘definitive’ monograph about him. The sort of essay suggested by my editors (I really should say my collaborators) John Fleming and Hugh Honour attempts to portray the architect in several different aspects: his uniqueness as a designer, and in turn his borrowing from the past and present; his education and point of view; and the nature of the cultural and physical environment in which he worked. The approach is indicated by the recent evolution of art history and criticism and reflects the expanded perspectives of the contemporary architect, who has had to look beyond buildings to the larger environments of history, society, landscape and the city. The structure and message would be the same if the book were several times longer and discussed every building and project thoroughly, and I hope that its brevity may recommend it to many readers who lack time or courage to face volumes of more imposing bulk.

For an unencumbered year of looking and writing in Italy I thank the American Council of Learned Societies for a grant, Harvard University for a leave of absence, and the American Academy in Rome for shelter and good fellowship. The Centro Internazionale di Storia dell’ Architettura in the Palazzo Valmarana in Vicenza, with its library and fototeca and its excellent annual seminar, was the ideal headquarters for study; its Executive Secretary, Renato Cevese, has been a cornucopia of information and ideas, and Vittor Luigi Braga, who undertook the restoration of the palace, a splendid guide. I am grateful to Professors Franco Barbieri, Camillo Semenzato and Wladimir Timofiewitsch, the authors of monographs awaiting publication at the Centre, for their generosity in allowing me to enrich my account with perceptions for which they deserve credit, and to Antonio Dalla Pozza of the Bertoliana Library in Vicenza for sharing his most recent discoveries. I should not have started this study without the stimulus of conversations with Michelangelo Muraro, whose insights and knowledge, especially of the economic and social background, reappear in every chapter. My wife cheerfully read the most boring of the Palladio literature and did her best to keep me from emulating it.

If this book has more than passing value, it will be due to the photographs by Phyllis Massar whose generosity, I hope, will be rewarded by the realization that they reveal Palladio far better than my words.

Rome, 1965

Preface to the Second Edition

The revisions to the original text that I have made on the tenth anniversary of its publication are aimed only to correct those errors called to my attention by reviewers and to alter the dates of buildings and the bibliographical notes to take account of scholarly contributions of the past decade.

The book was conceived prior to the extraordinary burst of scholarship on Palladio and the architecture of the Venetian mainland which was stimulated by the activities and the publications of the Centro Internazionale di studi dell’ architettura ‘Andrea Palladio’ in Vicenza, dating from the early sixties on. Our greatly expanded knowledge of the subject today is finding expression in new and different characterizations of Palladio than the one found here; but I believe that this book remains valid, and I hope that readers will continue to find it illuminating.

Cambridge, Mass., Mass., 1976
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1: Palladio and His Times

All over the western world, hundreds of thousands of houses, churches and public buildings with symmetrical fronts and applied half-columns topped by a pediment descend from the designs of Andrea Palladio. He is the most imitated architect in history, and his influence on the development of English and American architecture probably has been greater than that of all other Renaissance architects combined.

To many generations his architecture seemed the perfect embodiment of the classical tradition, partly because of its obvious references to Greek and Roman antiquity which in fact are superficial, like the ancient names and words in Renaissance poetry. The essential factor is a sense of order, of the relationship of parts among themselves and to the whole, that Palladio inherited from the great procession of Italian designers from Brunelleschi to Bramante and Michelangelo, and reformulated in a way that distils the Renaissance.

Palladio’s birth in Padua in 1508 was perfectly placed and timed. He grew up in the midst of one of the most creative periods in the history of architecture; not at the centre of things, where he might have become just another member of the Roman or Florentine school, but in the one area outside that centre where a Golden Age was in the making, the Republic of Venice. Palladio was a contemporary and collaborator of Veronese, Tintoretto and the sculptor Vittoria, and died only three years after Titian – names that bring to mind rich colour and light and varied textures, peculiarly Venetian luxuries for which Palladio came to invent architectural equivalents.

There was no other first-rate architect of Palladio’s generation born and trained in the Veneto; those who came in from outside, like Sansovino and Sanmicheli, adapted the central Italian idiom to the Venetian tradition, but never quite absorbed, as Palladio did, the Byzantine fantasy or the marvellous lightness and radiance of the provincial earlier Renaissance architecture of Venice. The sensuousness of Venetian style was a catalyst that transformed the scholarly and intellectual ingredients of Palladio’s thought into the most human architecture of his age, and made it accessible to every succeeding generation.

Andrea di Pietro della Gondola was apprenticed at thirteen to a stonecarver in Padua, but in 1524 he broke his contract, fled to nearby Vicenza [Map] and settled there. For the next fourteen years he worked as an apprentice and assistant to the carvers Giovanni da Pedemuro and Girolamo Pittoni, who did most of Vicenza’s monuments and decorative sculpture of this period in an up-to-date style derived from the architecture of Michele Sanmicheli of Verona [5]. At thirty, Andrea must have been the presumptive heir to this modest enterprise, when he had the good luck to be called to the outskirts of town to work on a new loggia and other additions that the Count Giangiorgio Trissino had designed for his Villa at Cricoli [2]. This loggia was the first actual building in Vicenza composed in the classical style of the Roman Renaissance.

Trissino was the pre-eminent intellectual of Vicenza: distinguished for Humanistic studies, a writer of drama, poetry and philological scholarship, he enjoyed sharing his learning, and accepted a number of young nobles into his household as students. As an amateur architect, he followed progress on his villa closely, and this brought him into contact with Andrea, whom he decided to house and to educate together with the younger aristocrats. He also gave him the classical name Palladio, to crown his elevated status; it suggested the wisdom of Pallas Athene, and Trissino had decided to use it for an angelic messenger in his epic poem, Italia Liberata dai Goti. That ambitious and uninspired work was dedicated to the Emperor Charles v. Trissino, in spite of his generosity toward Andrea, cultivated a kind of Humanism that was, as Wittkower put it, ‘aristocratic and in a way anachronistic; he advocated a formal, esoteric and dogmatic classicism free from any popular tendencies.’ Both in the epic and in a fragment that remains of a projected architectural treatise, he shows that he was as interested in architectural theory and ancient remains as in literature and rhetoric. Probably he looked on Palladio as a potential specialist-assistant in this field, and, since he could not hope to give an ignorant stonemason of thirty a rounded classical education, set him to reading only what pertained to architecture, engineering, ancient topography, and military science (in the translation of Caesar’s Commentaries that Palladio published with the help of his sons, Trissino is cited as his preceptor in tactics). These were to be the fields in which Palladio could quote ancient and modern authorities; he rarely referred to non-architectural writers. He became, in substance, a part-Humanist in the Trissino circle – not an Albertian uomo universale such as the Accademia Olimpica, of which he was later to be a founder, sought to encourage, but an early precursor of the modern expert with a penetrating knowledge of the practice and the literature in one discipline, and a casual acquaintance with some others.

When Trissino left Vicenza in 1538 to spend three years in Padua, Palladio may have joined him for part of the time, and in this way may have come to know a still more stimulating dilettante of architecture, Alvise Cornaro, and the Veronese painter Falconetto, whom Cornaro had employed to help him design two garden structures in the court of his palace – a loggia inscribed 1524, and an ‘Odeon’ for musical performances, of about 1530 [1]. These were the precursors of Villa Cricoli, and the first buildings in the Veneto that tried to emulate the Roman Renaissance. The impression they made on Palladio shows in some of his earliest drawings [44], which have a similar pedantry or self-consciousness, in that the architectural vocabulary learned from ancient and modern Roman architecture is not absorbed effortlessly into its setting. Compared with the easy pictorial interrelation of parts and whole in a mature Palladio façade [62] these seem to be assembled from a repertory of independent units. But it is always awkward to handle new forms for the first time, and Cornaro’s garden architecture is full of fresh ideas, most of which must have been his, since Falconetto’s independently designed buildings are not nearly as imaginative.

Alvise Cornaro was a great figure in Padua; a successful farmer, a generous patron and a scholar, but one who preferred action to rumination and devoted much of his life to a vigorous campaign for the reclamation of the river deltas along the Adriatic coast, writing books and urgent memoranda on the salvaging of arable areas that ultimately won the support of the Republic.

His brief treatise on architecture is as original as his garden buildings, but it is surprisingly un-Roman and polemically practical; he was impatient with Vitruvius and Humanist theorists because they could not help to build the comfortable, healthy and inexpensive house that everyone needed. His seven rules of building, besides stating some basic structural precepts, confront aesthetic matters such as symmetry and proportion indecisively, but in a spirit that Palladio was to share. They include, as no other Renaissance theory had done, thoughts about furniture and problems of maintenance: the bedroom door, for example, was to be centred so that beds could go on either side opposite windows; moulded terracotta door and window frames are recommended as against the traditional stone for both economy and ease of repair. Even the design of lavatories preoccupied Cornaro. The tone is as antithetical to Trissino’s courtly Humanism as it could be, and Palladio must have found it congenial. The traditional element in his own writing is tempered by the same simplicity and common sense. Probably his debt was even greater: Cornaro was the only Renaissance theorist who suggested that frugal patrons might abandon the ancient orders and all traditional ornament in façade design, and Palladio was the only architect of the time who accepted the challenge.



1. Loggia Cornaro [Falconetto]







In the inchoate but unprecedented designs and buildings of this early period he left even window frames without decorative finish [11, 12]. There is other evidence of Cornaro’s influence on Palladio: his inclusion, without explanation, of the pediment among the features of the domestic façade, and his distinctions of size, covering, and proportion between the sala, or hall, and the stanze, or side rooms.

The contribution of the Cornaro-Falconetto circle to Palladio’s education in the late 1530s is inseparable from that of Sebastiano Serlio, the Bolognese theorist who had been working in Rome with Baldassare Peruzzi, and had moved to Venice to prepare the first two of his projected seven books on architecture, the fourth and the third, published in 1537 and 1540. Serlio was in Vicenza in 1539 to consult on the Basilica and to design a temporary wooden theatre in the court of one of the Porto palaces. Palladio may or may not have met him, but in any event the books were certainly more inspiring than the man. They were richly illustrated with woodcuts of ancient and modern Roman buildings and inventions, partly inherited from Peruzzi, but mostly his own. These were the first printed books in which the image rather than the word became the chief conveyor of information and style in the arts. Serlio was not one of the Humanists for whom architecture meant scholarship among the ancient sources, but a non-intellectual publicist of ancient and modern design. He must have known or have heard of the work of Andreas Vesalius, who was preparing in Padua at the same moment a similar revolution in scientific literature – an anatomical treatise in which the results of dissections were published in engravings of cadavers and the parts of the body, and explained in a minimum of words. Vesalius also had to reject much of the baggage of Humanistic learning to introduce his innovations. This atmosphere of experiment and of instruction-by-example was more of our time than of the Renaissance.

Serlio’s pictures must have lit the imagination of a provincial colleague who had heard of, but had never seen the splendours of Rome. As if to acknowledge his debt, Palladio modelled his own book a few years later on Serlio rather than Alberti and the Vitruvian tradition, and this choice, given the high quality of the work he illustrated, was to make him the most influential architect of the Renaissance. Serlio’s own designs, none of which was carried out in Italy, were not strong enough to win the world, but they appealed to Palladio in these few years of growth when he absorbed and used everything new that came to his attention. Specific Serlian motives appear often in the early drawings and buildings. The style in a larger sense was alloyed with those of Cornaro’s circle and of Sanmicheli and Sansovino.

Apart from the lessons to be learned from these two Tuscan-trained architects, which were more fundamental and did not show in particular inventions but rather in scale
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