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Essay:

A Silkworm. a Construction Kit, a Ruined Temple and a
Book: Clues to the Reasons for Palladio’s Success

Guido Beltramini
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In 1622 the Banqueting House for King Charles I of England
was completed in London. A century and a half later, Pavlovsk
Palace was raised for Empress Catherine the Great’s son Paul

at Saint Petersburg. And from 1792 to 1800 the President of

the United States’ official residence, the White House, was

built in Washington. What do these buildings, constructed at
different times in various cultural contexts and even on different
continents, have in common?

The answer is that they were all inspired by the ideas of Andrea
Palladio, an architect born in 1508 in a provincial town in the
Republic of Venice, a small state in what is now northeast Italy.
Andrea came from a humble family with no interest in art (his
father was a miller). He began work as an apprentice stonemason
on construction sites at the age of eleven. Clearly a talented
young man, he soon won the trust of wealthy patrons and he
gradually educated himself from books and by traveling. He thus
became an architect and was awarded important commissions,
first in Vicenza and its environs and then in the capital, Venice.
After his death in 1580 his reputation continued to grow in the
following centuries throughout Europe and in North America.
Today we can claim that Palladio is the most significant figure
in Western architecture in the last 500 years. How did this come
about? And what was the secret of his success?

Telling Palladio’s story in a few pages is far from easy. To do so,
I'would like to build my narrative around four keywords that
represent four aspects of Palladio’s architecture: economics,
harmony, system and communication. Tmagine that on your
drawing table you have a silkworm, a drawing of a ruined
temple, a construction game kit and a book. Each of these items
is a vital clue to the mind and ideas of the architect Andrea
Palladio.

The Silkworm

The wealth funding the development of Palladian Vicenza
mainly came from silk, woven from the thread made by an
insect brought to Europe from the East around five centuries
earlier. In the first half of the 16th century Vicenza and its
surrounding territory was a leading area in European silk
production and trading. The silk was produced in farm houses,
where the silk worms were raised and nourished on mulberry
leaves. The raw silk extracted from them was then spun in the
town in large water-driven mechanical mills. Palladio’s story
is not only about an ingenious architect. It is also the story of
a group of entrepreneur patrons who supported him in both
public and private projects. These men were convinced that
architecture was a means of promoting themselves and their

12

businesses, but also of improving the life of their community.
Palladio’s patrons, such as Marco Antonio Thiene, Iseppo
Porto, Bonifacio Poiana or the brothers Girolamo and Gioyan
Chiericati (see their palaces and villas in the following pages)"
had grown wealthy through their trading companies, which
exported cloth made of wool or silk from Vicenza to France,
Holland, Germany and England. Although these international
entrepreneurs did not live in a capital city, they were inevita
cosmopolitan and particularly well-educated. The noble fa
often sent their sons to embark on military or diplomatic
careers in the courts of Europe; it was also a way of establishi
very useful contacts for future business. The artistic taste of i
Vicenza aristocracy, therefore, was in no way provincial, as mi
be expected of a similar-sized town. Palladio invented moder
new buildings, where the leading families could offer fitting
accommodation to their protectors or foreign business partis
when in Vicenza. Gianalvise Valmarana and his wife Isabe a
commissioned Palladio to design their family palace. Less th
twenty years later, their son Leonardo, who was educated at
Habsburg court, offered hospitality in the same palace to
Empress Mary of Austria when she came to Vicenza.

The Palladian buildings were thus a means to pursuing fanii
policies in international relations, as well as a source of ple‘l
and pride for the patrons, who took an active part in the nes
revolutionary architecture. Palladio was to write in his “Foul
Books of Architecture” (I Quattro Libri dell Architettura): “la
sure that those who know how difficult it is to introduce a1
approach — particularly in building — will regard me as exu
fortunate to have found gentlemen of such noble and ge
character and discriminating judgment that they have been
convinced by my arguments and rejected that obsolete apP
to building without grace or beauty.” Before Palladio most
facades of the major buildings in Vicenza were highly colol
either with multicolored plaster or precious marbles. Ini
the startling effect that Palladio’s completely white pala
have had on the people of Vicenza and on visitors. This
color must have made the buildings seem like large ali€
“spaceships” that had suddenly landed in the predomi
Gothic town. Iseppo Porto was so proud of his new Palladt
style palace that he set statues of himself and his firstbor
Leonida, dressed as ancient Romans, on the fagade, whel€
still greet us today. ]
In the countryside the same families also built villas as 2%
of promoting themselves and their social relations. But &
to Palladio, these buildings had an unprecedented efﬁ01
in the overall logistics of farm production. Palladio’s P4%
used to spend winter in Vicenza, but from April to OCtO¥
they stayed for long periods in the country, both to SuP
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Andrea Palladio, survey drawing

of the Temple of Hercules Victor at
Tivoli. Image courtesy of RIBA Library
in London, Drawings and Archives
Collection, X/16r.
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farm work and to escape the oppressive heat in the towy Th
aristocratic entrepreneurs did not merely view their villag 1
as places of leisure but more importantly as working farmg
Palladio carefully studied the logistics of the villas in Order.to
coordinate the owner’s house, which dominated the compley
with the other spaces and buildings involved in farm prOduCt{ )
a large farmyard where the corn was threshed, the brolo (Wall
garden or orchard with fruit trees), the barchesse (large magg n
outhouses with the various functions, such as rearing silkyyq 4
and storing hay or agricultural equipment), the cowsheds
stables, dovecotes and fish tanks (to ensure fresh fish was, alwa
available). Of course there had been noble residences in the
Veneto countryside long before Palladio. But they were simple:
farms with the main house surrounded by buildings arranged
according to logical functional criteria. Palladio transformeq
these groups of farm buildings into architecture. He gave
them form and a visual hierarchy with rationalized accesses,
pathways and functions. The majestic, minimalist Villa Emg, is
one of the most successful examples of the Palladian villa ag
thoroughgoing efficient “machine” designed for an agriculturg
setting.
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The Survey of a Ruined Ancient Temple
We know from a letter of May 1547 that Palladio scoured the -
countryside round Rome for archaeological sites. During his
visits to those sites he produced several drawings, such as
the survey of the Temple of Hercules Victor near Tivoli (RIBA'
X/16r). Palladio carefully measured what was left of the semis
ruined masonry, including the orientation of the walls, using '
a forerunner of the theodolite. He drew the complex as a large
court with a central building flanked on each side by long
I-shaped arcades. Today we know that this was the main blocl
of the temple with two wings for use by worshippers. Palladio
mistakenly thought that the temple was an ancient villa, as i
own annotation on the drawing reveals. This misunderstandiik
led to the creation of the Palladian villa and the arrangements
the main house surrounded by outhouses.

After a journey from home lasting several weeks, why did
Palladio spent so much time measuring ruins in the Roman
countryside? This question was raised by one the great Italian
Renaissance men of letters, Pietro Bembo, in a book that was
to exercise enormous influence in Palladio’s day: Prose della
volgar lingua, published in Venice in 1525. According to Bem
every day in Rome artists, even great Masters like Raphael ani
Michelangelo, could be seen spending their time drawing t
ancient Roman statues and buildings. They did so becausé
wanted to be inspired by those models of perfection as far as
possible. ‘
The great ancient Roman architecture was also Palladio’s .
principal source of inspiration. Hundreds of his at times hi
detailed drawings of ancient temples, bath complex, theatels
and triumphal arches have survived. He was fascinated by B
fact that in the ancient buildings the size of every element¥
proportionate to the others in accordance with mathematié&
ratios. The proportions were calculated starting from the =8
columns, whose diameter was considered to be the basiC
module. The resulting building was a kind of rational macis
governed by harmonious proportions that were often the sg
as musical intervals. The problem was that having beert bul§
almost 1,500 years ago, the ancient buildings had been al 1
completely destroyed by time and man. There was thus 8 B%
to study carefully the rare surviving written documents, SUS
as Vitruvius’ treatise De Architectura, and most importalt 18
the ruins in order to reconstruct the architectural languag®
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and logic. Palladio had to work like a modern archaeologist,
although his interest in the past was far from academic. As

an architect, he wanted to acquire a mastery of the language

of ancient Roman architecture to construct new buildings in

his own age. He wished to use the past to construct the future.
Palladio’s success mainly lay in his capacity to be seen as the
heir to the great ancient Roman tradition. He, in turn, designed
architecture that was dubbed as “(lassical” in the centuries to
come — i.e. rational, harmonious and timeless with no local
connotations — and with which various cultures could identify.
But how did the young stonemason trained on construction sites
manage to achieve so much? In reality he was not completely
self-taught, but received an education after a crucial encounter
with Giangiorgio Trissino, a Vicenza noble deeply versed in
ancient Roman culture. Trissino was also a politician who saw
architecture as a means for Vicenza to go beyond its status as

a provincial town by changing its own image. The story goes
that Trissino noticed that the young Palladio already had the
makings of a future architect when he was working on the
construction of Trissino’s villa. We do not know if the story is
true, but Trissino did go on to make his protégeé the leading
player in the architectural renewal of Vicenza. He helped him
in his career by introducing him to the nobles in the town and
organized his education through books and various trips to
Rome, which were a seminal experience for the young architect.
Trissino also very probably invented the professional name of
Palladio for the young stonemason, who previously had simply
been known as “Andrea, son of Pietro”. This new name alluding
to the classical world (Pallas Athena is the Greek goddess of
wisdom) came from a character in a literary work by Trissino,
LTtalia liberata dai Goti (“Italy Freed from the Goths™), a long
epic poem narrating the deeds of the Roman general Belisario,
who defeated the Germanic invaders of Italy. Palladio is the
angel who appears to Belisario in dream and shows him how to
win battles. Trissino saw Andrea Palladio as being the angel who
would win the battle for a new architecture.

The Construction Kit

As an architect Palladio was never employed only by one all-
powerful lord. He worked in the Republic of Venice, a aristo-
plutocratic society. When the doge (the highest authority) died,
the successor was not chosen from his children, but elected
from among the Venetian nobles. In what at least in theory

was a society of equals, there was no room for ostentatious
individually owned buildings. In fact for various aristocratic
Veneto families Palladio designed a series of villas and palaces
of similar nature and size in such large numbers that no
Renaissance architect could boast an even remotely comparable
“civil” production. These relatively uniform and often repeated
commissions enabled him to develop a design method based

on a “system” of very carefully chosen standard elements and

a series of simple proportional rules governing their relations.
Palladio used forms that were as highly standardized as possible
for windows, doors, columns, capitals, stairs, chimneys and even
rooms. Rooms interrelated by harmonious proportions feature
most often in the villa plans, which have fewer restraints, such
as pre-existing walls, than urban palaces. In most of his projects
we can identify a set of rooms, associated in different ways, but
whose sizes create harmonious proportions: e.g. a rectangular
room measuring 24 X 16, a square room 16 x 16 and a smaller
rectangular room 16 x 12. The dimensions of the plan are in
turn proportioned to the heights. These “cells” are arranged
round the large central living room (sala), the centre of gravity
for the whole building. Howard Burns, Mauro Zocchetta and

[ had some fun inventing a construction kit that we calleq
“The Villa Game”, enabling us to reconstruct existing viljaq
joining up the standard rooms, but also to invent complege]
new “Palladian” villas. And this is more or less what happe ]
in so-called Palladianism in subsequent centuries. The pOWe
Palladio’s language lies not only in the clear, well-defineq P !
It is also open-ended and capable, therefore, of generating

developments.
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as the Palazzo Chiericati or the Villa Pisani at Montagnana, g 3 Qe nep s, v B ER i RReETeRL.
architraves between the columns were made of wood and the
covered in stucco to look like stone. Palladio was particularly;
astute in finding intelligent ways of keeping the cost of |
construction down and his background as a stonemason enak
him to develop building ideas to support his own expressive ‘
needs. His buildings achieved magnificence and grandiosity o
through design, form and proportions, through care in execul
and never through the use of precious materials. As he wrote
a report of 1567, “buildings are appreciated more for their {0
than for the materials used in their construction”. This was &
from obvious statement made by a young man who had traii
as a craftsman. ]
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The Book i
Palladio worked on publishing his designs and buildings sin
the early days in his career as an architect in the 1540s. He:
knew that some great architects before him had also publish
books. Thanks to Trissino, he had studied De Re Aedificatort
by Leon Battista Alberti, published in the previous century. -
He probably met Sebastiano Serlio, who in 1537 had begui
publishing a series of seven books on architecture, but died
in 1554 before being able to complete them. In 1556 Pallad
had collaborated with Daniele Barbaro on the illustrated I
translation of Vitruvius’ De Architectura. He certainly also ¥
the books published by Antonio Labacco (1552) and Vigno ’
(1562).

None of the books on architecture before Palladio, howeves L . R . . S Py
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communication as his “Four Books of Architecture ,pUbl e e
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from the evidence of their ruins, and always represented ”
scale in orthogonal projections with an archaeological a0 -
both in details and overall aspects. In the third book, alo
ancient bridges and basilicas, Palladio included some of b
designs. There are many more of his own projects, howe l.
the second book: drawings of over twenty villas and @ do
urban palaces. The drawings are preceded by a few lines &
text mentioning the owner, the features of the site and
functional characteristics. The illustrations provide an &5
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Above: Mauro Zocchetta, sketch for
“The Villa Game”, Below: Fan-shaped
bricks for the columns of Palazzo
Chiericati. Photo courtesy of Museum
of Fine Arts, Vicenza.
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Palladio is not interested in
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! . ‘tecture of several contemporary

i considerl}lfllgt t?tz aIr(r:r}llllltSf; say that Palladio came to mind. I
e blere of 7familiar aspects, such as the rigorous control

. and elementary proportions, the tension of the

e mas'st;sa sparing use of materials, and the way their

e » c:,es wtlake possession of the land and dialogue with nature

| 'm:ild&lnegfandscape. Of course I might be wrong, but I like to

s this could be possible. Just as [ like to remember that

,: ?::;kn w;s one of the first non-European cultures. to c.o'm.e into

] sontact with Palladio’s architecture. In 158.5, while visiting Italy,

l. a delegation of Japanese princes came to chepza. They were

welcomed by the citizens in the Teatro Olimpico, Pallgdlo s last

work and his architectural testament. Reports of the time r.ev'eal

that the Japanese princes were deeply impressed by the building

and that a new fresco was immediately made to celebrate the

~ event. That fresco can still be seen inside the theater today. It is
" the earliest image we have of Palladio’s admirers visiting one of

his buildings.

Translated from the Italian by David Kerr.

*] was able to write this text as a Mellon Senior Fellow at the
* Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montreal, for which I should
* like to thank Phyllis Lambert and Mirko Zardini.
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Opposite, above: Villa Badoer at
Fratta Polesine (left) and Villa Zeno
at Cessalto (right) in 1 Quattro Libri
dell’Architettura (Venice 1570, pp.
48-49). Opposite, below: Alessandro
Maganza, Welcoming Address by the
Chair of the Accademia Olimpica
Before the Japanese Princes (1585).
This panel can still be seen om the
entrance hall of the Teatro Olimpico.
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