Palazzo Volpe
Vicenza, Italy late 1560’s
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Twenty Alternative Plans for Modernizing the House of
Camillo Volpe, Vicenza
Among the hundreds of Palladio drawings now in London, this
sheet is quite unique. Palladio probably used to throw away
these kinds of jottings after making them, or they were lost
later, apparently because they were of little interest. Fortunately
for us, he did not discard this sheet, most likely because it also
contained some sketched details of the entablature of an ancient
temple, which he wished to keep. But here we are interested in
what Palladio did next: he sketched twenty alternative ideas for
the plan of the same palace, some with the pen and others with
black chalk.
In the second plan from the right at the bottom, Palladio
indicates the width of the frontage as 56 piedi vicentini (around
20 meters), which broadens out to 67 piedi at the back. Even
in such a schematic drawing, Palladio draws the doors and
windows in a different way from the chimneys: the doors and
windows are lines set perpendicularly to the line of the wall,
while the fireplaces are like a letter “C” laid over the line of
the wall. This enables us to see that the right-hand wall in the
palace has three fireplaces, but no windows. The building was
thus on a corner site with three sides free and only one backed
onto another building. This information helps identify the site
for the project, although the building was never constructed.
The present drawing takes us back in time and enables us to
watch Palladio at work designing, as if we were looking over his
shoulder. In different ways for each alternative, he assembles
the various elements typical of his vocabulary: different types of
stairs, courts, atriums and rooms. He rapidly sketches his ideas
and this suggests that he proceeds by assembling elements that
are already conceptually clear in his mind. He simply associates
them creatively in new ways each time in keeping with the
“Palladio architectural system”.

Dr. Guido Beltramini
Translated from Italy by David Kerr.

Opposite: Study drawing for Palazzo
Volpe. Image courtesy of Centro
Internazionale di Studi di Architettura
Andrea Palladio.
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