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Introduction

The Italian Renaissance was one of, if not the most colourful, vital and exciting 

periods of architectural antiquities, where the scholars and social elite of the 

fourteenth century became more interested in the literature and ideas of ancient 

Greece and Rome. As the interest in Classical civilization grew, so did a tendency to 

reject many of the ideas and practices of medieval civilization. While remaining 

deeply religious, the people of the Renaissance concerned themselves more with the 

secular, physical world than medieval people did. The term that best describes the 

meaning of the Renaissance is humanism: a new concern with people as powerful, 

creative individuals in a dynamic secular world. 

The word ‘Renaissance’ derives from the French word ‘Renaistre’ meaning ‘to be 

born again’, the revival or re-birth of cultural awareness and learning amidst the arts, 

laws, languages, literature, philosophy, science and mathematics. 

Marking the end of the middle ages in Europe, the Italian Renaissance was a period 

where the classical past was regarded as a norm in civilized behaviour, where 

inspiration of classical antiquity would act as an important factor in the development 

of all the arts. Renaissance architecture as its name implies is a deliberate revival of 

the ideas and practices of Architects from classical antiquity. It was an exciting time 

of new inventions, amazing discoveries, magnificent buildings and beautiful art. The 

Italian Renaissance consists of two main movements which have been named the 

early and high renaissance.  The early renaissance took place from c.1450 to c.1495, 

during which emerged Brunelleschi, Michelozzo and Alberti who would prove to be 
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the leading Architects of this period. During the Renaissance, these Architects and 

many others trained as humanists, that helped raise their profession from skilled 

labourer to artists, they hoped to create structures that would appeal to both emotion 

and reason. As in the classical world, architecture is characterised by harmonious 

form, mathematical proportion, and a unit of measurement based on the human scale.

Without the knowledge and understanding of Renaissance architecture and the 

willingness to accept it on its own terms, the normal spectator will not acquire the 

same feelings and pleasure of Renaissance architecture, St Peters in Rome and St 

Pauls in London may not have the same effect on everyone, and for the simple reason, 

which comes down to the lack of understanding.

“I shall define beauty to be a harmony of all parts, in whatsoever subject it appears, 

fitted together with such proportion and connection, that nothing could be added, 

diminished or altered but for the worse“…….1

The Italians considered themselves to be living in the ‘Golden age’, superior than 

anything since the fall of the Roman Empire a thousand years earlier, with paintings, 

sculptures, music, poetry and architecture all awakening to the revival after laying 

dormant for centuries. The classical buildings of a secular type were obviously easier 

to revive compared to the Pagan temples of antiquity, as they were unsuited to the 

Christian liturgy. The fascinating spectacle of the past was growing into the present 

more clearly to be seen in Italy than anywhere else in the world.  We tend to assume 

every age is greater than the one it preceded, but this is not always the case.

1 ( Alberti L.B, (1485), De Re Aedificotoria )
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As Vitruvius says, there are three things to be considered in any building, without 

which no edifice is worthy of praise: utility or commodity; durability; and beauty….. 

Beauty will be the result of a beautiful form and from the correspondence between the 

whole and it’s parts, and of the parts between themselves as well as to the whole; thus, 

buildings may appear as a single, well-finished, body within which all the members 

agree, and all members are necessary for what desired” 2

2    Vitruvius, M, (2004)Vitruvius: The ten books on Architcture, London, Elibron Classics
5



The Early Renaissance.

Brunelleschi 

Filippo Brunelleschi, (born 1377-1446) a Florentine Architect is the man credited with 

‘restoring the ancient Roman manner of building’ ( Manetti ) in the Renaissance. 

However this is subject to a number of reservations. It is certain that he was the first 

man to comprehend the structural system of classical architecture and to adapt the 

principles of this to the modern needs of 15th century Italy. Having trained as a 

goldsmith, Brunelleschi turned to architecture only after losing to Ghiberti in the 

competition to design the doors for the Baptistery. Antonio Manetti, who was 

Brunelleschi’s biographer, wrote of his early visits to Rome with Donatello to study 

the ancient Roman ruins is still disputed, however, it is now believed that the 

constructional technique behind his most famous achievement, the cupola of Florence 

cathedral ( Santa Maria del Fiore ) was derived less from ancient Roman antiquity 

than from Byzantine or Ravennate dome types. The continuous self-supporting 

masonry system without centring was above all a major feat of structural engineering 

for Brunelleschi.

Brunelleschi was first consulted on the Cathedral of 

Florence as early as 1404, this was only a routine 

matter. However this was just the beginning of an 

attempt at constructing the crossing of the cathedral, 

due to the pressure and the possibility of Florence 

being ridiculed for any failure, the Florentines 

themselves were right to be anxious, as this was a chance to show their superiority. By 
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1413 the octagonal opening of the drum of Florence Cathedral was ready, measuring 

at 140 feet across and 180 feet above ground level, it was proving impossible to build 

any kind of wooden framework strong enough to support the dome. Due to the 

complexity of the dome construction, it came as no surprise that each successive 

‘Capomaetro’ concentrated his attention on any other part of the Cathedral other than 

the dome.

“Viscari, in his life of Brunelleschi, written about 1550, tells us that the suggestion 

was seriously advanced that the whole tribune should be filled with earth and that the 

top of this the dome should be built. It was then proposed that all the earth should be 

disposed of by expedient of mixing pennies in at intervals so that the Florentine 

children would come and take the earth away in order to get at the money“. 3

Before work began on the dome construction Brunelleschi had already built two 

smaller domes, which were more or less trial run. However those domes are no longer 

intact, but he used the same construction technique. Brunelleschi, like many other 

Architects of his time, would have preferred a hemispherical dome because of its 

perfection in shape and because the great Roman domes of antiquity, above all the 

3 Murray, P, (1986) The architecture of the Italian Renaissance, London, Thames and Hudson Ltd
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‘Pantheon’, which is solid concrete, has no side thrust at all, but the dead weight of 

such a dome at the Cathedral would have crushed the existing drum. Therefore the 

dome only had one solution which was the lightest possible infilling whilst having the 

solidity of a ribbed structural support. Brunelleschi’s solution was nothing short of a 

work of genius.

This is the first known use of a double shell dome and it is clearly one of the ways in 

which Brunelleschi used to reduce the weight. This construction also helped in 

Brunelleschi’s words; “to keep out the damp and give a greater magnificence.” The 

eight key ribs of the Cathedral are very much visible from the exterior, while the 

minor ribs can only be seen from the inside of the two shells, where there is also a 

passageway leading up through the structure to the lantern.

The herring bone structure in the masonry courses has been observed and researchers 

think there can be no doubt that Brunelleschi learnt this from his studies in Rome of 

ancient Roman construction. No-one had really understood or had even tried to 

understand how these enormous Roman domes and vaults were constructed. However 

Brunelleschi must have learnt from walking through the ruins and questioning the 

techniques behind the construction. Work on the lantern had not begun actual 

construction until 1446, a few months before Brunelleschi’s death, but the execution 

of the lantern was entrusted to his close friend, Michelozzo and he followed 

Brunelleschi’s winning design in every respect.

Leon Battista Alberti

Born in Genoa (1404-1472), Alberti was a humanist scholar, natural scientist, 
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mathematician, architect, cryptographer, a true pioneer of the Italian vernacular and 

author of the Latin pastiches. He also transformed the theory and practice of the visual 

arts with his treatises on painting and architecture. He was a follower and true 

believer in Brunelleschi and shared his reverence for Roman antiquity. Brunelleschi 

had taken architecture to new heights, developing it into a scientific discipline 

(universal culture). It came as no surprise that Alberti, an educated humanist follower, 

someone who gained his studies at the University of Padua, was keen to continue 

Brunelleschi’s theories. By 1430, after he studied in Bologna, he forged friendships 

with Brunelleschi, Donatello, Ghiberti and possibly also Michelozzo, who had already 

laid the foundations of the new style. At first Alberti focused his attentions on the 

principles of painting, such as central perspectives, to which the secrets Brunelleschi 

had no doubt introduced him to and which he described in his first theoretical work on 

the arts, his treatise on painting (1435). Alberti became a secretary of the patriarch of 

Grado by 1431 and an official in in the papal Curia. Alberti left Rome in 1438 with 

the Curia on their way to Florence. Alberti’s architectural interests began in the 1440s, 

which were the last years of Brunelleschi’s lifetime. Around this time Alberti began to 

compose his greatest theoretical works, ‘the ten books on architecture’, De re 

aedefictotoria ( on the art of building) . The obvious model for Albertis treatise was 

the work of Vitruvius, the only technical treatise on the arts to have been passed down 

from classical antiquity. It is almost certain the Alberti was in fact the first man of ‘the 

high Renaissance’ to make real use of Vitruvius’s treatise. Albertis purpose was to 

write on the basic principles of architecture, as Vitruvius had done before him. Much 

of Albertis treatise is clearly recognisable as a product from the Humanist era, with its 

strong emphasis on, 

“the development of the ’individual’ through the cultivation of the will, the restraint of 
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feeling, and the development of ones own capacity in order to secure the public 

good”. 4

This very Roman conception of the ‘individual’ is characterised from the early 15th 

century. The use of Latin in his writings has led to the misunderstanding of Albertis 

ideas, since it’s quite obvious that in spite of his insistence on the glories of the 

Roman antiquity, he is always thinking entirely within a Christian framework. Alberti 

gives the first consistent theory of the five orders since classical times. He also writes 

of beauty and ornament in architecture, which depends basically on a mathematical 

system of harmonic proportions.

Alberti distinguishes himself in his treatise by a considerable knowledge of building 

techniques and materials which he must have acquired already during his Florentine 

years, which a great deal is owed to Brunelleschi and their close friendship. He 

perfected his knowledge and gained a better understanding of antiquity, like 

Brunelleschi, he must have reconstructed the ancient monuments in ground plans and 

sketches. 

Although Vitruvius had worked under Augustus, he had not described the buildings of 

the early imperial period and ignored basic elements, such as the arch and vault, 

precisely those elements in which the architecture of the early renaissance was based. 

Like Aristotle, Alberti saw the highest beauty achieved when the well proportioned 

building was s decorated that nothing else could be added or removed without making 

it worse.

The beauty of a building according to Alberti; 

4 Murray, P, (1986) The architecture of the Italian Renaissance, London, Thames and Hudson Ltd
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“Rests in its harmony, its ‘concinnitas’… As a musical harmony, it can be expressed 

in the ratio of small, not fractioned numbers, ornament plays only a auxiliary part and 

helps to distinguish the rank in the hierarchy of the building types”5

Albertis first works came as he contributed to the Palazzo Rucellai in Florence for the 

Rucellai family and also a church which he rebuilt for Sigismondo Malatestra, the 

tyrant of Rimini. The 15th century Florentine ‘church’ was dedicated to St Francis, 

however it is now more usually known as the Tempio Malatestiano since it was re-

built from about 1446 onwards. Sigismondo had intentions from the start of making it 

a memorial to himself, his wife Isotta, and to the members of the court. The idea of 

building a church for the glory of god was clearly not in Sigismondo’s plans. The 

importance of the ‘church’, Tempio Malatestiano at Rimini in the history of 

architecture lies in the fact that it is the first modern example of the classical solution. 

Most of its portals, its large ornamental 

windows, betray the Angevin gothic style. 

The rather awkward shape of the building 

and its façade was not a common classical 

form, since the classical temple consisted of 

a ‘portico’ ( porch ) standing in front of a 

single chamber. The rich ornamentation of 

the façade exceeds even that of the arch of 

Augustus. The lettering of the dedicatory inscription was the first of its kind, the 

columns decorated with flowers and festoons, also with the Sigismondo badge 

5 Alberti L.B, (1485), De Re Aedificotoria 
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‘imprese’. The two heavy festoons are suspended from the portal pediments. 

Most classical examples of the arch, consist either of a single arch flanked either side 

by columns similar to the arch of Augustus which is located in Rimini, with a large 

central arch and small ones either side separated by columns. The most famous 

example , which was available at the time was very well known to Alberti, is the arch 

of Constantine in Rome. The Constantine arch was undoubtedly the original precedent 

for the Tempio Malatestiano, although many of the details are taken directly from the 

arch of Augustus. Alberti was still faced with the problem of a double height nave, 

and since ‘triumphal arches’ are always a single storey, with perhaps an attic. In fact 

the interior of the Tempio Malatestiano is still largely of a gothic style, but it is 

evident that Albertis intentions from the fragment that exist are visible;

“A letter, recently rediscovered, from Alberti to Matteo de Pasti of 18 November 

1454, explains clearly some of Albertis ideas and the medal shows his proposed 

solution for the upper storey. It also proves that he intended to build a very large 

dome, hemispherical in shape, like the Pantheon but carried in ribs, like 

Brunelleschi’s Florence Cathedral”. 6 

Classical as Albertis intentions were, the detail in the Tempio Malatestiano is quite  

often much closer to the Venetian gothic style than to the Roman antiquity. This may 

caused due to the fact that Alberti was designing the building whilst having 

correspondence with Matteo and other masons on site who were all making decision 

that were more like the northern decorative forms most familiar to them. In Alberti’s 

6 Murray, P, (1986) The architecture of the Italian Renaissance, London, Thames and Hudson Ltd
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later buildings it’s clear that he was dependant on Roman prototypes, but he never 

allowed them to take over his every decision, and this detachment attitude to the 

buildings of antiquity can be found throughout his treatise. Alberti held the 

architecture of the Romans in the highest regard and felt in every way they were 

superior to the efforts of the architects in the generations that would immediately 

precede his own, however it was obviously clear that men like Brunelleschi were 

capable of using the rules which they could deduce from classical architecture for 

different purposes.

Alberti died a celebrity, renowned for his originality and versatility, which had won 

him many powerful friends and patrons. His books survived him, doing much to 

spread the taste for a classical style to Northern Europe and to form a language in 

which Italians and northerners alike could discuss works of art critically. 

The High Renaissance

Donato Bramante     (1444- 1514)
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By the 16th century, architecture had changed and indeed Brunelleschi had been 

forgotten, which meant the start of a new era where Bramante would lead the way to 

the high Renaissance. Regarded as (in Serlio’s words);

“The inventor and light of all architecture”6

Bramante had a very different background and had different experiences and thoughts 

towards architecture compared to Brunelleschi, who believed that that;

“An intellectual and cultural discipline, no longer a mechanical but liberal art, one 

that was worthy of free men”7

This was developed further by Alberti, however this strong early Renaissance theory 

never made much of an impression outside Florence itself. Having grown up in a 

different time and style, only really knowing the ambitions that surrounded Urbimo, 

Milan and Rome, Bramante faced a different humanistic culture, although still steeped 

in traditional medieval attributes.

The progress through Renaissance architecture first started with Brunelleschi, who 

first highlighted and formulated his ideas to Alberti, who interpreted them with a more 

humanistic touch, and then in the second half of the century it moved to the high 

Renaissance to Bramante, with his new synthesis which marked the need to adapt 

those original ideas to a different social, economic and political context. This was 

evident even more so around 1465- 1480, when it would appear Bramante’s career 

would surface, this was a time of profound crisis within Humanistic culture itself, 

6 Bruschi, A (1978), Bramante, London, Thames and Hudson Ltd
7 Bruschi, A (1978), Bramante, London, Thames and Hudson Ltd
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which would climax in the final decade of the century. 

The attitude of educated people had changed since Brunelleschi’s time. On the surface 

things may have not looked too different, but the vision of the first Florentine 

humanism had given place, as Garin states;

“To a very delicate culture….. Ready to escape indulgently into an atmosphere of 

easy optimism.”8

Hardly any of the inheritance of early humanism seems to have been lost, such as 

ideas and hypothesis that were previously uncertain and adventurous had become 

solid and stable.

The period when Bramante’s career began was one of exhaustion and crisis in the 

field of architecture. The architecture of Humanism was divided into several genes 

involving separate disciplines: there were architects - sculptors, often found among 

the Lombards, the Tuscans and the Venetians ; architect partners; architects who went 

in for carpentry and made models; master builders, who understood the problems of 

building technique. If we exclude Alberti, the only two men who were most advanced 

were both partners Piero Della Francesca and Mantegna. Both had a major influence 

on a young Bramante.

The Renaissance “Grand manner” was born, Bramante alone was the founder of this 

new revolutionary movement. Brunelleschi being the first, it is only right that 

Bramante be the second founder of the architectural Renaissance;

8 Bruschi, A (1978), Bramante, London, Thames and Hudson Ltd
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“A man of such genius in architecture that with the help and authority which the pope 

gave him, it might be said that he was the inventor and light of all good architecture 

which had been buried until his time.”9

Bramante may have been drawn out of central Italy to Mantua by Alberti’s buildings 

and by Mantegna, who is also mentioned as his master, and to Milan by the gothic 

cathedrals, as Vasari tells. Having moved to Lombardy, where he painted the Palazzo 

de Podestra in Bergamo, his earliest authenticated works in 1477.

Bramante’s presence in Milan was only documented up to the end of 1498. It is very 

likely that he remained in Lombardy until the end of the political events which led to 

the fight of Ludovico il Moro and the occupation of Milan by the French on 6th 

September 1499. In July the French army had passed Asti and was seriously 

threatening Milan. Visari, who generally seems well informed about Bramante’s 

Roman period, possibly from first hand witnesses, writes;

“having therefore departed from Milan, he betook himself, just before the Holy year 

of 1500, to Rome, where he was recognised by some friends, both from his own 

country and from Lombardy, and received a commission to paint, over the Porta Santa 

of S. Giovanni Laterano, which is opened for the Jubilee, the coat of arms of Pope 

Alexander VI, to be executed in fresco, with angles and other figures acting as 

supports.”10

9 Bruschi, A (1978), Bramante, London, Thames and Hudson Ltd
010 Bruschi, A (1978), Bramante, London, Thames and Hudson Ltd
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Bramante was working on a few projects in the early years of the 11th century, 

however there is not any firm evidence to confirm it. It is only in the case of the 

palace of Adriano Castellesi di Corneto that Vasari implies explicitly that a building 

was designed by Bramante. The general plan of the building and the detailing of some 

points may well go back to Bramante’s design which at some later stage was 

abandoned, since Vasari says “work on the building continued for a long time”

The other works mentioned by Vasari are referred to In terms of collaborators and it is 

very difficult to know the actual extent of his involvement.

This renewed serious and in depth study of Roman architecture, was of fundamental 

importance for the achievement of Bramante’s new “grand manner”. As Vasari 

suggests, it may have been through his study of the antique that Bramante met 

Oliviero Carafa, Cardinal of Naples, a very rich and influential prelate at the Roman 

court, passionately fond of literature, art and 

antiquities. There are various historical 

factors that may explain why, particularly in 

his early years in Rome, Bramante was 

introduced to numerous influential 

Spaniards, who commissioned or 

administered at least some of the work that 

Vasari seems to attribute to him. In any case, Vascari mentions that Carafa 

commissioned the first work by Bramante in Rome that is undoubtedly his and has 

survived, the convert and cloister of S. Maria Della pace. 
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His first earlier work, the façade painting of the Palazzo del Podesta, Bergamo (1477) 

already demonstrates an interest in architecture, as well as in perspective illusion.

A signed engraving of about 1481 contains many elements which were to appear in 

his buildings in Milan, where he was by then living, attracted, like Leonardo, to the 

court of Lodovico il Moro . Leonardo’s architectural 

drawings, the early Christian churches of Milan, and the 

logical harmonies of the building in Urbino, were the 

formative influences on Bramante’s architecture. 

Alberti’s Mantuan churches were also reflected in 

Bramante’s first church, S. Maria Presso S. Satiro (1482-

1486). During his work on this building it developed 

from a simple rectangular oratory to a Latin cross Basilica with nave and aisles. The 

sombre monumentality of the nave with its massive arch and pier system and barrel 

vault, owes something to Alberti’s S Andrea.

The tribune at S. Marie delle grazie (1493) was commissioned by Lodovico Sforza as 

a huge family mausoleum. The plan is like a larger version of the old Sacristy by 

Brunelleschi. The uncluttered articulation of huge space indicates Bramante’s mature 

Roman works.

Michelangelo Buonarroti     (1475 - 1564)

Michelangelo was born in Tuscany, Italy in 1475 and was brought up in Florence. His 
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family were not supportive of his ambitions and he was not fully appreciated until 

later on in his career. Michelangelo was a renaissance sculptor, painter, architect and 

poet but he himself wished to be known as a sculptor first and solely. Michelangelo 

became involved in architecture when he was ordered by Pope Julius II to come to 

Rome to work on his tomb and later felt obliged to paint the fresco ceiling of the 

Sistine Chapel. Through working on these projects Michelangelo found he was 

becoming absorbed by architectural activity.

Michelangelo received his first task in architecture, prescribed by the Medici family 

in Florence in 1516, his job was to design a façade on the San Lorenzo Church which 

was originally designed by Brunelleschi. The design eventually fell through after 

several years of hard work but it is still very well known. Additionally he designed the 

Laurentian Library in Florence which was attached to the church of San Lorenzo. 

Michelangelo did not enjoy following the traditional rules and ways of architecture;

“he made a composite ornament, in a more varied and more original manner than any 

other master at any time, whether ancient or modern, had been able to achieve, for in 

the beautiful cornices, capitals, bases, doors, tabernacles and tombs, he made it very 

different from the work regulated by measure, order and rule, which other men did 

according to normal usage.” 11

He paved the way for future architects to design through creative arts and not only 

through technique alone. It was clear Michelangelo looked at his designs with a 

11 Murray, P, (1986) The architecture of the Italian Renaissance, London, Thames and Hudson Ltd
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sculptor’s mindset;

“This conception of a building as an extension of sculpture is fundamental to 

Michelangelo’s architecture and may be seen very clearly in the Medici Chapel of S. 

Lorenzo.” 12

His designs displayed a large amount of architecture from the Mannerism period such 

as; the triple stairway in the Laurentian Library at San Lorenzo, his designs were 

contradictory and were based on visual impact rather than function and practicability.

For the last thirty years of his life Michelangelo lived and worked in Rome. One of 

the most recognised works carried out by Michelangelo did not begin until he was 72 

years old in 1546. At this time he was commissioned as the architect of St Peters, 

there he worked on the project until he died in 1564. He believed this work was his 

biggest accomplishment in his lifetime and therefore did not wish to be paid for his 

hard work. Many architects were greatly influenced by Michelangelo. He changed 

architecture through visual paradox and confusion, throwing the Vitruvian principles 

and mathematics and symmetry on its head. However he never fully abandoned the 

classical form of Vitruvius. His buildings are still very well proportioned and strongly 

designed and he draws most of our attention to his use of the architectural elements.  

Andrea Palladio (1508-1580)

Palladio was intent on achieving a final revival of Roman Antiquity in Vicenza. Son 

of a miller and married to a carpenter’s daughter, Andrea di Pierto (Palladio) was 

212 Murray, P, (1986) The architecture of the Italian Renaissance, London, Thames and Hudson Ltd
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trained as a building worker. He learnt his trades from a stone mason in his home 

town of Padua, and soon after entered the famous workshop of the Pedimuro in 

Vicenza, to which he remained attached to until he was well into his thirties. In the 

mid 1530’s he was discovered by the Venetian Count Giangiorgio Trissino, who took 

him under his wing and gave him the suitable famous classical name ‘Palladio‘. 

Trissino, one of the leading humanists of Italy, had spent many years at the courts of 

Leo X and Clement VII, and there he must have come into close contact with other 

architects and students of Vitruvius like Sangallo. Trissino could have sent Palladio to 

study under Sangallo even before 1540.

Trissino built his villa in Criccoli near Vicenza in1537/38, he no doubt called upon the 

services of the gifted protégé. Trissino had tried to reconstruct Vitruvius’s Roman 

house, the ground floor plan of the villa at Criccoli seems significantly more 

functional and professional and already precedes Palladio’s own villas.

It was presumably through Trissino that Palladio was given the villa Godi in Lonedo 

in 1537with its symmetrical ground plan, developed from a grid of rectangles, it 

seems inspired by Sanmicheli’s Villa La Soranzo. Palladio may have learned from 

Sanmicheli how to design a villa with clearly defined volume intended to have an 

effect when seen from afar.

In 1541 Palladio undertook a journey to Rome with Trissino. The effect of this 

journey and the conclusion from the numerous projects for villas, for which Palladio 

adapted a more decidedly Roman form, such as the open pediment of the imperial 

Roman baths or the window. Trissino and his protégé, Palladio were motivated by the 
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idea of reconstructing and reviving the ancient house, it’s interiors and its comforts. 

Whether a palace or villa, hospital or house with porch remained thereafter the central 

theme of Palladio’s forty year activity.

Alberti had already traced back the “Vestibulum” of the ancient house ( first room of 

the Vitruvian house), and the porch of the temple to the primeval house and therefore 

topped both with a pediment.

Bramante was able to significantly reduce the overall building costs by the 

simplification of the forms and the use of brick, stucco and limited amounts of hewn 

stone. Trissino and Palladio had learnt from these economic techniques, and were able 

to persuade the nobility of Vicenzo to build classical style villas from 1541 onwards.

The design of the Ridolfi apparatus, under the 

careful guidance of Trissino, was Palladio’s first 

public commission as Vicenza’s city architect. It 

marked the beginning of a career that was to 

lead, on 1st May 1549, to the commission for 

the construction of the loggias of the Palazzo 

della Ragione.

Palladio was fascinated by the achievement of the Roman years, in which Bramante, 

Raphael, and Peruzzi had created great architecture to emerge from the mists which 

had shrouded it for centuries, and to which Trissimo had also been an eyewitness. 

Palladio did not simplify their lesson through Provincial interpretation, but from an 
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appropriate distance, he absorbed the Roman experience  into his own particular 

vision and meaning, by comparing it with the examples of Vitruvius and Alberti, as 

well as local tradition and practice. This allowed Palladio to lay the foundations for an 

architectural system which was stripped of regional inflection and in subsequent 

centuries would make him the architect’s architect.

Palladio developed his system progressively throughout his career. The 1540’s, the 

first decade of his career brought projects that would reveal how an initially eclectic 

style gradually evolved into a more personal language. In the design of the Palazzo 

della Ragione, Vicenza (1546- 1549) for the Loggias, he seemed to have turned to 

several models, such as; Sanmicheli, who inspired the massive rustication of the early 

designs, and Sansovino’s Library in Venice.

Palazzo Thiene 

In 1542, early patrons, Marcantonio and Adriano’s thiene commissioned Palladio with 

the brick built Villa thiene at Qunto, one of the most classicizing of his early period. 

In his final project for the palace , Palladio adopted the same kind of economic 

Rustication from roughened and stuccoed bricks that Giuliu Romano had first 

developed. Palladio in fact uses exclusively Roman motifs in the Palazzo Thiene, 

including the rusticated windows of Giulies Roman house. The slender proportions of 

detail and the rhythm of the order, which he doubled only in the corner bay, he clearly 

followed once again Sangallo. 

The main façade was to be finished with projecting centrepieces within the vestibule 

and pediment topped. Rather similar to that of Giulios Palazzo Adimari. Palladio thus 
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formed a style of disciplined monumentality, of Roman quality, that was diametrically 

opposed to Giulios late Mantuan buildings. Here Palladio was revealed to the public 

in his designs for the Palazzo Thiene for the first time. Palladio had proved that the 

effect of a building does not lie in complication, alienation, abstraction or bizarre 

décor, but in the strict tectonic system, balanced composition and classical vocabulary.

During his next visits to Rome in 1545/46 and 1547, Palladio would have seen how, 

after the death of Sangallo, that a more decorative approach to architecture had  

become very popular. In his designs for the façade of his next commissioned palace in 

1549, the Palazzo Iseppo Porto, he still uses a Bramantesque prototype and based his 

ideas on Palazzo Caprini, Farnese and Massimo. The design of the palace also has an 

urban logic, with its two blocks (one for the owner, the other for any guests) giving 

onto parallel streets linked by a courtyard. The urban scale logic is even more evident 

in the Palazzo Chiericati (1550) which is so well integrated into the city fabric that the 

whole length of the ground floor of the main façade consists of a continuous Loggia, a 

fully articulated, covered public passageway. In this house built for Girolammo 

Chiericoti, Palladio expresses himself in a highly personal style. Some ideas are 

derived from identifiable models, but this building represents a “new style”, an 

evolutionary leap in the language and the outcome of the decade of experimentation.

The key feature in the design is the free standing columns, to which Palladio once 

more gives a structural load bearing foundation. No doubt inspired by Peruzzius 

Plazzo Massimo. As in the design for the Palazzo Thiene this dominated centrepiece 

design also corresponds to the salon on the second floor. It is distinguished by large 

pedimented windows set behind a balcony balustrade and topped by a row of small 
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mezzanine windows above. The magnificent façade as a whole, brilliantly disguises 

the narrowness of the site. In the space of a few years Palladio, with the simplest 

materials and often unfavourable plots of land, succeeded in turning Vicenza into the 

most classicizing towns in Europe.

Although we should be cautious about establishing potentially arbitrary chronological 

periods for Palladios career, it can however be noted that Pallazo Chiercati fits neatly 

at the end of the apparent eclectic period and would mark the beginning of a new 

phase. The success of the Palazzo Chiercati quickly led to two further palace villas: 

one for the very wealthy Giorgio Cornaro (1552) and the other for Francesco Pisani at 

Montagana (1552). In both these free-standing columns, and in the case of the Villa 

Cornaro, the façade has a double projecting ’pronaos’ ( open vestibule before the 

cella’ ) , very close to some solution in the design of the Palazzo Chiercati.
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Not long afterwards Palladio combined the colonnade of the Palazzo Chiercati with 

the type, proportions and simplistic attention to detail of his earlier villas and created 

his most successful invention, a villa with a classical temple portico in front. Like 

Alberti, he equated the ‘vestibulum’ with the pediment porch of a temple, believing 

that both derived from the pillar and roof of the primitive hut. It was in 1566 that he 

gave a villa with a temple front its 

most perfect form in the Villa 

Rotunda of the Paolo Almerigo. 

Situated on the outskirts of Vicenza, 

the villa is reduced in height 

compared to previous builds, with a hexastyle temple front repeated on all four sides. 

The ground plan is perfectly symmetrical : a circle at the centre of the square. The 

residential quarters are grouped around the central atrium, whose Pantheon cupola 

also culminates the exterior.

With the death of Sansovino, Palladio effectively became chief architect of the 

Venetian republic. He was consulted on major issues and given important state 

commissions, such as the temporary architecture for Henry III’s  entry into Venice      

( 1574 ). After Sansovinos death, a Venetian technician was appointed, Proto di San 

Marco, but no one turned to him for important design decisions. Marcantonio Barbaro 

was losing his fight to conclude the antique version of the Redentore. The church of 

Redentore, as it was eventually built, was the result of intensive research persued over 

several decades and still stands as one of Palladios greatest achievements. 

Having failed to have his prefered design for the Redentore approved by the Venetian 
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senate, Marcantonio Barbaro commissioned Palladio to build a chapel for the family 

villa at Maser ( 1580 ) ,the result of which was the Tempietto Barbaro, a free standing 

building with a dome and projecting ‘pronaos’, reminiscent of the form of the central 

plan design for the Redenstore. Here we see the succinct Palladio, the architect of 

simple, bare, vaulted spaces. This abstract Palladio was taken up by the best 18th 

century Palladianists, as well as 20th century admirers such as Aldo Rossi. Christian 

Norberg-Schulz states in his book, ‘meaning in western architecture ’; Palladio’s 

influence on the protestant north probably stems from the fact that he won Mannerists 

ambiguity without subscribing to the rhetoric of counter-reformation architecture”  13   

The early spread to Britain

The Italian Renaissance spread through books and trade, although it took some time to 

infiltrate outlying European countries, such as England. Kings collage chapel, 

Cambridge, for example, a perpendicular Gothic masterpiece, was completed more 

than a decade after Bramante’s Tempietto. Gradually, though, English patrons began 

to adopt the Italian design and building techniques, as their French counterparts had 

earlier, but to begin with only decorative details. Crude versions of Doric,Ionic and 

Corinthian pilasters abounded, accompanied by carved angles, demons and dragons, 

giving the impression that the medieval and Renaissance worlds were locked in battle 

for supremacy. England’s truly classical buildings were designed by Inigo Jones, who 

had travelled through Italy for the court of King James I. This slow adoption of Italian 

ways led to the spread of some fascinating architectural hybrids across western and 

313 Christian Norberg-Schulz, Meaning in western architecture, studio vista, London (1975)
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northern Europe in the 16th and 17th centuries.

Inigo Jones  ( 1573 - 1652 )

An important English architect, not merely for establishing a change of style but also 

a change in the intellectual and social status of the designer buildings. The ‘architect’ 

is now often a man of refined intellect who may have studied and travelled on the 

continent, often equipped with artistic gifts that enable him to draw and sketch his 

architectural ideas onto paper. Jones definitely possesses those attributes which make 

him stand out from both his predecessors and his contemporaries.

Jones may have gained all this from Renaissance Italy. We have seen how in the 

course of the 16th century Renaissance features were applied throughout English 

architecture in an essentially decoratively way. The Renaissance provided a new way 

of thinking about architecture, and about the proportional relationship of all the parts. 

Now we know from his protégé, John Webb, that as a young man before 1603, Jones 

had spent many years in Italy where he acquired a considerable artistic reputation. It 

seems likely that he had also studied the art of Masque design at the Medici court in 

Florence, as after he returned he was employed as a masque designer by James I’s 

Queen Anne of Denmark, 1605. It was at this time that he produced his first recorded 

architectural design which was for the completion of the central tower of old St Pauls 

cathedral, which had lost its spire. His drawings for these projects, both dating from 

1608, mark a complete break from Jacobean tradition in their not especially suited 

combination of elements from Palladio, Antonio da Sangallo and Serlio. In 1610 he 

was commissioned for the first time as an architect to Prince Henry, heir to the throne. 
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Before Prince Henry’s premature death two years later, he was already acting the role 

of enlightened Renaissance prince by forming an important collection of Italian 

Renaissance paintings and classical antiquities. As one of the few men in England to 

have first hand knowledge of Italian art and architecture, Jones, the son of a 

Smithfield cloth worker , was welcomed into the circle surrounding Prince

Henry.

Thomas Howard, 14th earl of Arundel (1586 - 1646) chose to take Jones on an 

extensive tour of Italian cities in which Jones was able to consolidate and deepen his 

already considerable understanding of classical architecture and Renaissance theory. 

Jones was interested in, Unlike previous Englishmen, Jones was interested in what 

was going on across the channel and the principles of design in antique architecture as 

enshrined in the work of Palladio and of Palladios heir, Vicenzo Scamozzi (1551-

1616), who he met in Venice in 1614. Palladios I Quattro Libri dell’ architettura, 

published in Venice in 1570, is perhaps the most influential architectural books of all 

time. The first of its four books is concerned with the orders and with technical 

matters; the second with domestic architecture, mainly his own; the third with public 

and urban buildings; and the fourth with temples, almost entirely those of ancient 

Rome.

From Palladio’s buildings Jones derived an interest in the various ‘harmonic 

proportions’ which could be used to govern the length, breadth and height of rooms as 

well as the relationship of one room to another. A Roman sketchbook that has 

survived from this period in which Jones states clearly his opposition to what he calls 

the ‘composed ornaments which proceed out of abundance of designers and were 

brought in by Michelangelo and his followers. He thought these were inappropriate to 
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‘solid architecture’ and should therefore be confined to garden architecture and 

interiors. In Jones opinion, architecture ‘ought to be solid, proportionable according to 

the rules, masculine and unaffected’. This is clearly a very opinionated man who 

knows exactly what he wants. In September 1615 Inigo Jones succeeded Simon Basil 

as Surveyor General of the kings works, a post he held until 1642. All his major works 

were done for the crown. His first work being in 1616 as surveyor for the Queens 

house at Greenwich, for Queen Anne of Denmark. The original dual plan may owe 

something to Giuliano da Sangallos Villa of the 1480s for Lorenzo de Medici at 

Poggio a Caiano, but the true inspiration for the open loggia on the South front is 

undoubtedly from Palladio, although we do 

know that Jones’s immediate source was 

Scanozzi’a villa Molini, near Padua 

(1590s). The work of Jones on the house at 

Greenwich would have the most impact 

during the 1620s, due to the death of Queen Anne in 1619, which held up the works 

for almost 5 years.

The two-storey exterior is developed from Palladio’s designs for two palaces, and is 

modelled with a subtle pattern of engaged columns and single and coupled pilasters in 

an extremely sophisticated classical way, quite obviously without any English 

precedent. The interior of the Banqueting house, Whitehall has slightly lost its 

original sense of direction by the removal of the large coffered apse that dominated its 

southern end. This was based on Palladios reconstruction of the Temple of Venus in 

Rome. 
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Hardwick Hall

Robert Smythson ( 1536-1614), designer of Longleat, Wiltshire, the first monument in 

the group of giant buildings aptly christened ‘prodigy houses’ by Sir John 

Summerson. Longleat had an extremely complicated building history since its 

facades, probably designed by Allen Maynard and Robert Smythson, were erected in 

1572-80 round a house built in 1568 after a fire the previous year in which a yet 

earlier house was burnt down. Compared with the previous house, and many later 

Elizabethan ones, Longleat is as David Watkin describes ; “memorable for its 

compactness, horizontality, reticent silhouette, and undeniably classic gravitas”.  

Smythson then went onto in 1580-88 

work for Sir Francis Willoughby on 

Wollaton Hall, Nottinghamshire. 

Wollaton is like a far more dramatic 

version of Longleat with the corners vigorously pulled out to form towers. Apart from 

Longleat, its sources include English Gothic as well as plates in the third book of 

Serlio’s, Architettura (1540), in de Vries’s Varae Architectae Formae and Tombs 

( 1563 ).The plan of the whole building including the great hall’s chimney-piece is 

based on Serlio’s design for Poggio Reale, which consists of a rectangular plan with 

four squares attached to its corners and containing a hall at its centre. The central hall 

at Wollaton has to rely on a clerestory which rises high above the main body of the 

building just to gain light.

It seems almost certain that Robert 

Smythson was also the designer of 
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Hardwick Hall ( 1590-1596 ), the great Derbyshire seat of the wealthy and eccentric 

Elizabeth, Countess of Shrewsbury, ‘Bess of Hardwick’. As at Wollaton the many 

windowed rectangularity of Longleat has been the starting point for a composition of 

more animation and verticality. The most remarkable and influential feature of the 

extremely complex plan is the two-storey great hall with its long axis running at right 

angles to the main body of the house. Among the advantages of this disposition was 

that it enabled the hall, which had essentially been an asymmetrical feature in the 

medieval house, to be incorporated symmetrically into the centre of the plan. 

Hardwick, has been less altered internally than either Longleat or Wollaton and 

survives with much of its original features and fittings to give an eloquent impression 

of late Elizabethan life on the grand scale.
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Conclusion

The 160 years or so years between Brunelleschi’s first works and Palladios death, 

form a fairly coherent period in which Italian architects followed a strict example of 

antiquity as closely as they possibly could. With unprejudiced rationality and 

instinctive certainty, architects during this period succeeded in replacing the medieval 

with the classical. At the same time they managed to fuse together the compositional 

methods, functional traditions and technical achievements of the later middle ages, 

with those of antiquity. These medieval roots remain unmistakable, even in the 

buildings of Bramante and Michelangelo .

The Italian Renaissance architectural period can be conveniently divided into two 

equal parts, one corresponding to the 15th century and the other to the 16th century . 

Though this whole period is given an overall coherence by its allegiance to a single 

tradition, it was certainly anything but continuous in its development and its 

inseperable from all the conflicting forces and tendencies of the age.

Palladio, one of the most influential exponents of the younger generation, did not 

allow his faith to be swayed by Michelangelo’s sometimes orthodox vocabulary. Yet 

he profited from Michelangelo’s sense of volumetric building blocks and colossal 

proportions. While Palladio was able to convince the patricians of the Veneto of his 

triumphanl classicism and even approximated their villas to ancient temples. It was 

only after the death of Michelangelo that Roman architecture began to turn away from 

the ideas of the Renaissance and adapt to the spirit of the counter-reformation. 
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