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Criticism and Historiography

It is commonly acknowledged that the appropriation of classical ornament constituted a
defining feature of Renaissance architecture. Indeed, its deployment and design elicited a
rich body of theory that is preserved in the numerous treatises of the period.! Yet despite
this considerable act of attention, neither definitions nor a general theory of ornament was
ever explicitly formulated. The orders claimed exclusive prominence in the literature, while
the human figure that so often accompanied them—the masks, herms and terms, cary-
atids, figural bas-reliefs, reclining bodies on window and door pediments, and upright
ones on roof parapets and stair balustrades—received no commentary (figure 6.1). Why
they were there, whose province this sculpted matter belonged to, and how they were
thought to interact with the columns and pilasters, cornices and entablatures, remain open
questions.

Occasional insights can be gleaned from the literature of the period. For example, in the
fourth book of the Quattro libri (1570), Palladio presents his reconstructions of the various
Roman and foreign antiquities best known to his contemporaries. As we know, much of
this was an exercise in imagination, for although some of the ruins now lost to us were still
standing, many of the temples he illustrates were in bad repair and, worse, obscured by tu-
muliand medieval construction. A far greater figment of his imagination, however, was the
figural sculpture with which he completes, and evidently believes he has embellished, para-
pets, pediments, colonnades, and niches. In fact, he admits as much when he describes the
temples of Mars Ultor in the Forum Augusteum and the Temple of Minerva in the Forum
Transitorium (or Forum of Nerva): “I have shown tabernacles with statues since the ruins
seem to suggest this.”? And as if to ensure that his readers do not think him entirely fanci-
ful, he adds, “No one should marvel that I have shown such a wealth of statues in this build-
ing, because we read that in Rome there were so many that they seemed to constitute



6.1
Andrea Palladio, Detail,
Loggia del Capitaniate, Vicenza.

(Photo: Author)

another people” (figure 6.2).2 The image, which belonged to Cassiodorus, was apparently
as well known as Augustus’s quip that he had found Rome brick and left it marble.*

But this is as far as Palladio will go with his comments on the sculptural matter attached
to or placed on Roman buildings. Curiously enough he is even less forthcoming when he
describes his own buildings. Although they too are inhabited by petrified bodies—parapet
figures, reclining nudes on window pediments, caryatids or modified caryatids, figures on
balustrades standing sentinel at entrances, not to mention varied figural bas-reliefs em-
bedded in walls—none is mentioned even in passing (figure 6.3). It could be argued that
as they were conceived and carved by others—such as Vittoria, Rubini, Zelotti, and India
and their teams of sculptors, scalpellini, and stuccatori—they did not belong to the archi-
tect’s province. Sketched into the facade by him, they awaited the input of others. Still, it
seems difficult to believe that such an important component of a facade—one, moreover,
that would affect its reception just as much as the columns and pilasters, and one that in
some of Palladio’s buildings takes on significant proportions—should be brushed off as if
of no architectural consequence at all.

Although Palladio may be a good example to illustrate how often such sculptural de-
vices were used, he may not be as instructive with respect to theory. His texts are very con-
cise and factual, and his silence on the sculpture of his facades may not in itself be that
singular. However, not one Renaissance author comments on the sculptural programs of
his buildings and projects: not Francesco di Giorgio, sculptor though he was; not Alberti,
who may well be expected to have done so since he wrote authoritatively on all the visual
arts; not Serlio, despite his evident interest in the representation of personality types and
character through architectural detailing; not Scamozzi; and certainly not Vignola.* And
this silence extends beyond the architectural treatise. Even Vasari, who had explicitly set
out to explicate art with categories that crossed mediums left architectural sculpture out-
side his purview.® The architects’ and critics’ collective gaze was firmly trained on the or-
ders, and the sculpture they routinely included on the facades they designed was passed
over in silence. Thus, we do not know how these figures were proportioned, if their di-
mensions were part of the larger network that embraced the whole facade, how their ges-
tures were selected and how they were positioned, why some were languidly hugging
pediments while others lined the roofs in contrapposto.”

Occasionally an author offers faint hints. In Book V1I of De re aedificatoria, for example,
Alberti assures his readers that in antiquity, “the use of statues was splendid (egregius fuit
usus statuarumy),” and he defines them as the ornament of public and private buildings
alike.® Yet as promising as this may sound, it is only moderately relevant. In this section he
describes everything as ornament (not only columns and cornices but also roofs and vaults,
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Andrea Palladio,
Palazzo Iseppo Porto, Vicenza.

(Photo: Author)

gates, streets, arches, and so forth). Moreover, this statement occurs in a passage focused on
commemorative monuments and effigies, and thus does not directly concern architecture.

Gherardo Spini, a Florentine letterato who wrote a treatise on ornament in the 1560s,
makes a more pertinent statement.” Unlike his predecessors he includes a short commen-
tary on the acroteria in his systematic survey of all architectural ornament. For him, this
device is the final touch in the sequence that starts with the column base and reaches all the
way to the roof. And with great acuity, he declares it to be most successfully used when rep-
resenting winged deities such as Fame and Victory.'® It is clear from the context ofhis over-
all argument that Spini sees such figures, frozen in the act of taking flight and suggesting
unfettered movement, levity, and weightlessness, as a necessary counterpoint to the load-
versus-support dialectic that the columns and beams set up. Yet despite the perceptiveness
of these observations, Spini remains unique among his contemporaries in discussing acro-
teria as a formal device of the facade and as sculptural ornament.



Given that such a blind spot affects commentaries of their own work, perhaps it is not
surprising to see how few Renaissance architects analyze triumphal arches critically. This is
not to say that they pass unnoticed, for the taccuini from the period are bursting with
sketches that demonstrate how attentively their details were studied." Palladio, for ex-
ample, planned a separate book on triumphal arches and many of his preparatory draw-
ings have been preserved.’” What he would have said about them is hard to speculate on,
though from scattered remarks we know that he admired their form and details. He spe-
cificaliy praises the irtagli of the Arch of Titus as an example of “edifici che furono fatti ai
buoni teritp?” and describes the Arch of Constantine as “very beautiful”'? Such an attentive
examination of riumphal arches can be traced back to Alberti, who was the first to include
them in his treatise on architecture and comment on their figural ornament. Thus, he rec-
ommended that “statues may be best set up on the ends of the beams where they project
from the work to embrace the columns” (VI11, ), yet he offered no comment on the visual
function that such a gesture performs. Moreover, the passage is so brief, and had so little
resonance even within Alberti’s own treatise, that it did not generate a tradition of critical
attention.'

An exception among his contemporaries, Serlio discusses triumphal arches in his Book
III {1540) on antiquities at great length. Yet, like Alberti, he omits figural ornament from
the discussion. Instead, he focuses on the agglomeration of prefiles and the rich carvings
that characterize these later products of Roman art. Although evidently drawn to them, he
finds them licentious and confused, and he dismisses all triumphal arches one by one, with
the exception of the least interesting of all, the Arch at Ancona.’® Hisillustrations are no Jess
biased, for he edits out all traces of extraneous ornament, figural sculpture in particular
{figures 6.4 and 6.5). It may be that early criticism of the sculptures on the Arch of Con-
stantine had set a precedent for such treatment; after all Raphael had dismissed them as the
products of a “late” and exhausted style producing figure sciochissime (foolish figures), and
Serlio may very well have been familiar with such a view from his days in the ambience of
the Raphael and Peruzzi circles in Rome.'s But even if true, such shortcomings in the exe-
cution of specific sculptural forms do not adequately explain why he should entirely ne-
glect a whole class of ornament.

The absence of a discussion of igural ornament in architectural discourse has been ac-
centuated by our own disciplinary biases and a scholarly tradition that came of age at the
end of the nineteenth century. Such neglect is hardly swrprising in an intellectual climate
in which both representation and ornament were under attack.'’? Indeed, whether focused
on tectonics or azbstraction, on materials and building technique or empathy theories,

6 ALiNaPAYNE - Reclining Bodies 98 - g9

Lisne reaze 1

12 CARS LVCIC SBPTIMUC. M Pl WVI P60 PEATIR.
ANG EATRE EATANAS PAUTHICO Pﬂﬂ. nru“:l
Ammw JoNTIE AL TRIBFI N L. T
a2 o nvnst.l.o. L m- ANTOH].
F n't‘» HD ruucl TaIRVIG POTRAT. VI GOk 3
GETIM IS, r 351 M1 ERINGIFIRYY

] RRAPURLITAH REITITVI AN 1F VMO, FOPYLI ROMA.
ml,sfo? U‘TQ-M ILE Nll\’J VIATYTIEYS HORV -

‘M DDML K.

Sebastiano Serlio, / terzo libro
{1540, Arch of Septimius Severus,

Arch of Septimius Severus, Rome.
{Photo: Author)



definitions of ornament that went back to Schinkel and Riegl, Wagner and Worringer did
not include the human body.**

Itis cértainly true that Jakob Burckhardt devoted a fair amount of space to architectural
decoration in his Die Geschichte der Renaissance (1867, 1878) as he drew attention to now
frequently neglected items such as door surrounds, candelabra mullions, interior decora-
tion, fireplaces, infilling of pilasters, friezes and window surrounds, altars and pulpits.’® Yet
he was also quick to distinguish between figural sculpture focused on the human body and
decorative carving that drew on vegetal motifs. The former was excluded from this survey;
even the latter received only an ambiguous accolade. Thus, he stated that “the great archi-
tects almost all loved ornamental work, and, if nonetheless they designed their buildings to
be simple and grand, for them this factor has to be taken all the more deeply into consid-
eration.”® The emphasis on “simple and grand” as the business of architecture resurfaces
later when he declares that “architecture, more than once threatened by the dominance of
a decorative style, held to the course of its high destiny thanks to the activities of the great
Florentines.”?! Even Wlfflin, who liked sculpture and was himself a great supporter of
Adolf von Hildebrand, concentrated on the orders and the proportional relationships they
set up on facades when he dealt with Renaissance architecture.? In his Prologomena zu einer
Psychologie der Architektur (1886), Wolfflin argued that “ornament is an expression of an
excess of force to form. The heavy mass produces no flowers. . . . Weight is overcome, the
excess of striving force manifests itself in the rise of the gable and celebrates its greatest tri-
umph in the plastic figures that, freed from pressure, unfold freely” Yet when he talked
about liveliness of surface or movement and excitement, he referred only to niches and pi-
lasters, and sculpture receded into the background.?*

That half a century later Wittkower should similarly ignore ornament, particularly fig-
ural ornament, need not surprise us.?> For his generation, truth and honesty of structure
were the ultimate goals of architecture, and so Alberti’s adage that “the work ought to be
constructed naked, and clothed later; let the ornament come last” (IX,8) rang a familiar
note.? That Alberti meant no value judgment, but simply advised on a sequence of build-
ing operations so as not to damage finished parts if set up too soon, naturally escaped
notice. Finally, in what became the principal reference work for modern scholarship,
Heydenreich and Lotz attended little to ornament, figural or otherwise. On the few occa-
sions when they did, as in the case of Alessi, they labeled his facades “pictorial” (malerisch).
In aworld focused on structure and its expression, on “space-time” and essential form, this
was not altogether a compliment.?”

Sculpture scholars have been equally disinterested in architecture with the exception of
those working on Donatello and Michelangelo.® Around the turn of the century, some



scholars brought architecture and sculpture together in the same work, as did Pietro Pao-
letti and Julius Baum.? Yet the echoes of these works remained weak. The treatment of the
oeuvre of sculptor-architects like Ammannati and Sansovino is particularly revealing in
this instance. Though we have exemplary studies on both, they tend to act out the preju-
dices of the field: some study their sculpture, others their architecture. Consequently, the
two parts of one artistic personality remain essentially isolated.> Although there have been
occasional efforts to redress the imbalance, such as Wolfgang Lotz’s short but powerful for-
mal analysis of Sansovino’s sculpted frieze for the Marciana or the work on the sculptors
associated with Palladio, this has not materially affected the interests, questions, and re-
search among historians.

For a world focused on abstraction and technology, neglecting figural ornament was
perhaps inevitable. However, it is more difficult to explain why Renaissance authors should
have done so too. And it is precisely because this omission is so baffling that it deserves
attention. Located at the point where architecture and sculpture meet (or part), figural
ornament, as dealt with at both the level of theory and practice, allows us unique op-
portunities to investigate how Renaissance architects defined ornament and construed the

relationship between the visual arts.

Ornatus

What caused this gap between the practice of architecture and its commentators? One ev-
ident reason for the absence of a discourse on figural ornament has to be sought at the
fountainhead of all architectural theory: Vitruvius’s De architectura. His treatise, the blue-
print for all those that followed from the Renaissance onward, entirely neglected this
aspect. For Vitruvius, architecture precedes the other arts and supplies them with their
context; paintings, mosaics, and sculpture are added later by other craftsmen, attached,
embedded, and mortared into walls, roofs, and porticoes. As such, architecture is isolated
away from this Gesamtkunstwerk; it precedes it and sets its parameters.>? Implicitly, how the
arts communicate with architecture is the sculptors’ and painters’ problem. Vitruvius’s
well-known vituperation against the irrational painted architecture of the second Pom-
peian style is only one example that confirms this bias: the painter fails to attend to the ar-
chitectural narrative, and the whole is an unmitigated disaster.**

These structural characteristics of De architectura had a direct impact on the treatise
writers of the Renaissance: Vitruvius excluded sculpture, and so did his readers. However,
three other moves Vitruvius made affected decisively, if more subtly, the way in which a
theory of architectural ornament was formulated. First, he suggests that the ornamenta

might be isolated as a concern unto itself.> This is evident in Book IV, 2 where he discusses

6 aLINAPAYNE - Reclining Bodies 100 - 101



the elements above the column and supplies origins and prescriptions for their correct use.
‘When he defines the ornamentaas imago (triglyphs and dentils as representations of beam-
ends and purlins) in a subsequent passage, he reinforces the separation between building
and ornament. Nevertheless, Vitruvius was ambiguous on this point. In Book IIJ, for ex-
ample, the orders are embedded in and indistinguishable from the building type itself. Yet
his Renaissance readers privileged the notion of an applied ornamental screen that starts
with pedestals, runs through columns and entablatures, and ends with acroteria.>* Such a
reading began to gain currency with Alberti, who declared the column to be “the principal
ornament without any doubt” and became so established that the fact that Vitruvius had
never stated as much was completely lost from view.3

If Vitruvius’s first prophetic move was to suggest that ornament could be isolated as a
concern, his second was to compare his endeavor in setting down the theory of architec-
ture with that of Cicero, Lucretius, and Varro.®” However, Cicero wrote on rhetoric, Varro
wrote on the Latin language, and Lucretius wrote on the origin of things. These terms of
comparison, though perhaps innocent enough for Vitruvius to use, were nevertheless not
innocent of innuendo, particularly for Renaissance readers whose entire culture was so lan-
guage driven and dependent on texts. For them, the subtle association of architecture, lan-
guage, and rhetoric would have been implicit, whether Vitruvius had intended it or not.

Finally, Vitruvius made one other interesting opening in his treatment of ornament: his
aesthetic category decor seemed to be of one family with the decorum of poetics and rheto-
ric.?® And since decor particularly affected the appropriate deployment of ornament—
which orders and decorative motifs were appropriate for which deity—and its definition
came so close to that of decorum, the two virtually merged in the Renaissance reception of
De architectura.®

These three aspects of Vitruvius’s treatise may not seem significant in the context of the
whole work, yet small gestures though they were, isolating ornament as a category, imply-
ing a paragone between architecture and the literary arts, and opening up ornament to the
theory of decorum did not pass unnoticed by the reception. To be sure, ornament was al-
ready on the way to acquiring independent status in the Renaissance, as the contemporary
taccuini with their endless records of carved details and measurements amply testify. Per-
haps with the sole exception of the temple pediment, ornament produced the most pow-
erful visual impact and gained an almost iconic currency as the most obvious way of
declaring the appropriation of antiquity. No other aspect of ancient architecture had the
same associative power when used as quotations; without its grid of classicizing pilasters,

the Rucellai palace would have been just another Florentine block.



Once isolated, ornament could enjoy a semiautonomous existence. Separated from the
main trunk of architecture, it could feed off other disciplines, especially those where orna-
ment was a distinct category and claimed its own body of theory and critical vocabulary.
Thus, when it came to a theory of ornament, it was difficult to resist the paragone that Vi-
truvius had so subtly proposed and not rely on the models provided by the literary arts. As
his readers learned all to soon, the theoretical apparatus provided by De architectura was
thin, at least when compared to that of rhetoric and poetics, where ornatus was part of
a highly complex and developed analytical vocabulary and theoretical framework. In-
evitably they turned to Cicero, Quintilian, and Horace for guidance to fill in the gaps.*

This process of appropriation of a theoretical apparatus from another discipline did not
happen overnight. At first, architects were more concerned with identifying the forms that
Vitruvius named, connecting and reconnecting signified and signifiers. From Alberti
through Francesco di Giorgio to Bramante, Raphael, and Peruzzi, architects were preoccu-
pied with little else. But as archaeological expertise sharpened and ever more authoritative
translations and commentaries of Vitruvius’s text became available, the interest in a theory
of ornament formation and use increased, as did the isolation of ornament into a self-
contained category. Already Alberti had intended the second half of his treatise to focus on
ornament, even if he ended up broadening this topic; Francesco di Giorgio also focused on
colonneseparately and gave the orders their own chapter. Nevertheless, it is Serlio who con-
secrated the primacy and internal cohesiveness of ornament as an independent category by
using it as the lens through which he looked on architecture. In Book IV, Regole generale
d’architettura sopra le cinque maniere degli edifici (1537), columns, entablatures, and cor-
nices combine and recombine into ever more complex systems, from door frames, through
gates and fireplaces, until they become entire facade arrangements for town houses, villas,
and palaces. Though he never made the connection himself, Serlio’s Book IV may be seen
as the complement to the ornatus section of any treatise on rhetoric or poetics. The grad-
ual buildup from simple to complex forms, complete with their definitions, parameters for
use, examples, warnings against abuses, and possible effects, constitutes the architectural
equivalent of the structured presentation of literary figure.

Perhaps the consequences of isolating ornament into a self-contained category is
nowhere more evident than in Gherardo Spini’s Trattato intorno all ornamento (c.1569). An
author of poetry and scientific treatises, a member of the Accademia Fiorentina, involved
with various literary and scientific circles, Spini was also in close contact with artists,
among them Vincenzo and Ignazio Danti, Ammannati, Cellini, Dossio, and Bernardo
Gamucci.*! Perhaps, given his literary formation, treating ornament as an independent

concern was a self-understood strategy for Spini, and it may be that his work illustrates the
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prejudices of his own discipline. Yet the very fact that he enters the architectural arena, fo-
cuses on ornament, and structures his text with the rigor of a treatise on rhetoric indicates
that such trespasses were possible, latent in the discourse, and that he simply enacts links
that were already there. Most important, he demonstrates that these links were associated
with ornament.

For Spini, the cardinal points of his theory of ornament are imitatione, corrispondenza,
invenzione, and decoro, categories customarily associated with the composition of a poem
or tragedy.”? Indeed, he says so outright when he concludes that “from here derives the
similitude between the architect and the poet[,] for both delight with the same means in
general.”*® Once he establishes this simile, Spini sets out to develop a rigorous theory of ar-
chitectural imitatio. And he bases it on the treatises on poetics by Aristotle and Horace. To
be sure, his efforts to derive every piece of the ornamental ensemble from construction is
not new, though he is more consistent than most others. What is new is the reason he of-
fers for this procedure: “Imitation is the representation and similitude of something that
has been first produced by Nature or by Art,” and he continues,

Indeed imitation has great force to move man to pleasure and delight, given that his na-
ture is intellectual; because while he recognizes through the means of the work which is
being represented the intention of the artist, he feels delight above anything else, as
there is no pleasure that equals that of the intellect and of learning . . . it will suffice that
in imitating something the architect gives another the opportunity to recognize it, and
who recognizeslearns and concludes what everything is, as human beings naturally find
pleasure in recognizing the things that they see.#

Clearly the shadow of Aristotle looms in the background and shows how, by way of orna-
ment, architecture can enter the discourse on #mitatio that united the figural and literary
arts.*s

That architectural ornament could be conceived of in this manner by the 1570s was not
only a direct result of the gradual isolation of ornament as category but owed much to three
other phenomena. First, the reception of De architecturawas largely left in the hands of let-
terati and historians, who routinely imported literary theory to fill in its gaps. Second, the
developinglanguage of architectural criticism had borrowed heavily from literary criticism
and so invited transference from one to the other. Third, the debate on the questione della
lingua that shaped Italian culture in the sixteenth century offered striking parallels to what
may be termed the questione dell’ornamento, that is, the debates on the correct use of ar-

chitectural ornament.*¢



As far as the reception of De architectura was concerned, it had been in the hands of hu-
manists since the time of Sulpitius and Pomponio Leto’s Accademia Romana. Its language,
already a hindrance to Vitruvius himself, who complained that he had to resort to Greek
all too often due to a lack of appropriate Latin terms, was difficult to translate into an even
less shaped Italian. As result it was in a “receiving mode”: notions, concepts, and categories
had to be named and, more often than not, were imported from the literary arts in which
the translators were expert. When Barbaro, for example, translated decor with decoro, when
he compared the maniere del dire with the maniere del edificare, when he talked of the stile
misto, he both enriched the vocabulary of architectural theory and provided opportunities
for a whole theoretical apparatus from the literary arts to seep through the porous wall of
language.*

In some cases, more was at stake than the translation of terms. Criticism demanded its
own vocabulary. To be sure, literary critics drew their most powerful similes and delivered
the miost incisive observations when using a vocabulary rich in images. Yet the attentive
reading of detail, such as Serlio initiates and Scamozzi later fully articulates, depended in
large measure on the practices of literary critics. The questione della lingua had prompted
ever closer analyses of language, and works such as Carlo Lenzoni’s In difesa della lingua
fiorentina e di Dante (1556), where he sought to pinpoint the effects of consonants, vowels,
and their combinations on the sound of words, were the natural outcomes of such at-
tention. For him few consonants produced “weakness, lowness and sweetness,” many
produced “gravity and grandeur,” and excessive use caused “inflation and difficulty”*
Scamozzi’s description of the effects of individual profiles, such as cymas, egg and dart,
cavetti, and crown molds, on the work as a whole owed not a little to this tradition of
analysis:

It is a certain thing that the soft (morbide) profiles make buildings turn out well, in such
a'way that they have firmness and beauty: and as the manners that are too solid, and too
swollen make them seem deformed, sqﬁat, and without grace; thus, to the contrary,
styles that are not fleshy enough (scarnate), or too sharp as some use, make the work ap-
pear weak and dry: in such a way that the marble and any other noble stone becomes
like wood, completely dry and without pulp (spolpato).*®

Indeed, the parallelism between sixteenth-century projects to consolidate the Italian lan-
guage and develop a systematic ornamental vocabulary for architecture is striking. Both ar-
chitects and humanists were engaged in sifting through a thesaurus of forms and words and
striving to identify criteria for their selection. The concern with setting up grammars on
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the one hand, and books of regole on the other, was only one of a series of similar responses
to what were in effect similar conditions. When Vignola wrote his virtually textless Regola
deli cinque ordini (1562) and Guillaume Philandrier his virtually imageless Vitruvii Pollio-
nis De Architectura Annotationes (1544), both were reacting to the impact of the exegetical
methods current in the literary circles of the Accademia della Virtl in whose great archae-
ological project they had both participated.*

In all these instances, theoreticians and critics acted in their own ways on that which
Vitruvius had offered. And in so doing, they demonstrated that he had been too strong for
his reception. What they talk about was what he talked about and in a world in which lan-
guage and its formation took on such prominence they leaned toward the most rapidly ex-
panding and most heavily used critical and theoretical apparatus available, that is, the
apparatus provided by the language arts. Vitruvius had hinted that such a rapprochement
was possible, and so it was.

Figura

The theory of the literary arts was not alone responsible for the architects’ failure to include
figural sculpture in their definitions of ornament and its functions. Yet this phenomenon
of borrowing affected decisively the direction in which their attention was channeled, the
issues they favored, and the problems they privileged. The remarkable fortuna of the deco-
rum concept in architecture is one such consequence; so is the vocabolario mentality that
invaded its treatise industry and caused a growing interest in regole and encyclopedias of
parts; so is ultimately also the focus on the orders. Once conceived in terms of maniere del
parlare, they necessarily took over the center stage of ornament theory, as the genera dicendi
had taken over center stage in any treatise on rhetoric and poetics. In conjunction with Vi-
truvius, this set up the forma mentis with which ornament was approached.

It would therefore seem that we witness a parting of the ways between practice and the-
ory, visual and verbal. The sculptural ornament so central to Renaissance architecture es-
capes theory and disappears into some form of collective blind spot. Yet is this cleavage one
that separates the two on the surface, or are these truly noncommunicating vessels? Does
the theory associated with the orders suggest nothing when considering figural devices?

The presence of the human body on a facade is no novelty in the Renaissance. If the Ro-
man remains did not afford any other examples but the triumphal arches and written doc-
uments, that was certainly enough. But there was more, for free-standing sculpture was
also a feature of Gothic architecture, and despite the shift in taste toward a classical vocab-
ulary, it survived in the context of religious art, especially in the design of chapels, funer-
ary monuments, and, most important, church facades. In all these cases, the religious
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Andrea Palladio, detail, Palazzo
Chiericati, Vicenza. (Photo: Author)

origin of the device and its connotations remained strong: the figures are placed in niches

as ifin the consecrated space of the church. From the cathedral at Cremona to Donatello’s
St. George at Orsanmichele and Annunciation at St. Croce, the examples illustrating this
type are legion. The same survival path is also true of acroteria figures. If they were miss-
ing from ancient temples, and architects knew of them only from Vitruvius, the Gothic fig-
wres on pinnacles certainly carried forward the notion of a petrified gers, negotiating the
delicate transition between building and sky as a diaphanous intermediary.

A dialogue between figure and frame—that is, an exchange between sculpture and ar-
chitecture—was certainly developing in this religious context. Tomb sculpture offered an-
other powerful point of intersection for the two media. Still, rich though this tradition was,
there were no examples of reclining, freestanding nudes on a pediment such as are most
conspicuously evident in Palladio’s palace facades {fgure 6.6). In fact these architectural
“gisants” seem to be a device newly invented in the Renaissance, which makes it all the more
interesting to ask, Why was it deemed necessary? What function did it perform? Why were
the figures in niches and parapets, the statue that Palladio mentions, insufficient? One
precedent was certainly the winged victories framing the central opening of Roman tri-
umphal arches (figure 6.7). Yet they were fully clothed, relatively flat reliefs, and contained
within spandrels, not detached from the wall, literally reaching out into the viewer’s space,
without an evident inconographical function to elucidate their suspended position or their
nudity.

Something approaching Palladio’s device may be seen in the Loggia Cornaro by Fal-

-
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conetto; in Ammannati’s Arco Benavides, in Sanmicheli’s Veronese palaces, and in Sanso- ‘) )
Detail, Arch of Constantine, Rome.
vino’s Marciana and Loggetta. As has been observed, all are indebted to some degree to (Photo: Author}
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6.8

Michelangelo, Medici Chapel,
Florence.

Raphael’s late work, to his facade of the Palazzo Branconio, where statues in niches tradi-
tionally associated with a religious type were brought into the domain of the profane, lit-
erally leaping from religious three-dimensional icons to a purely decorative device that
allowed texture, light, shade, and movement to enhance the tactility of the architectural el-
ements of the facade.® In Falconetto’s case the theater-related context for the Loggia, the
tight three-way relationship among himself, Ruzzante, and their patron Alvise Cornaro,
may suggest why detached “live” figures should suddenly inhabit the blank window spaces



of a reconstructed scaena frons5? And in Sansovino’s case as in Ammannati’s, the origin of
the winged victories in trinmphal arches is still apparent, especially as they gracefully en-
hance similar arched openings. Yet although their figures are more outspokenly three-
dimensional and nude than the Roman exemplars, there is still another leap from here to
Palladio’s pedimental figures.

It is possible to argue that the leap ocours in the wake of Michelangelo’s Medici chapel
at San Lorenzo and that his treatment of the sarcophagi with their reclining nudes, gener-
ically named Dawn, Night, and so on, is the missing link that connects Palladio’s Palazzo
Chiericati with medieval tomb sculpture and Roman victories (hgure 6.8). An inhabitable
sculpture or a sculpted piece of architecture, Michelangelc’s chapel begged the kind of
translation across media that I would like to suggest occurred here, The uniform use of
marble for figures, furniture, and spatial container enhances the equivalence between
them. Every dentil, volute, garland, and bead-and-reel appears to be of one family with the
stone furniture, the sarcophagi, and the bodies placed on themn. They are all seemingly
carved by the same tools, the same hand; the architectural details belong to sculpture in the
same way that the geometry of the bodies placed along pyramids and diagonals suggests
that they belong to architecture. On the eve of the seventeenth century, Scamozzi suggested
as much when he attemnpted to define architectural forms and was forced to resort to the
Michelangelesque reclining bodies to reinforce the traditional image of the Vitruvian man
(figure 6.9).

But not only bodies enter the architectural structure of the whole. A close Jook at the
sarcophagus shows clearly that its lid has much of the so-called tetto spezzato (broken ped-
iment) that was to become such a disputed architectural feature in the later sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. Moreover, this practice was put at Michelangelo’s deor by many
later critics like Pirro Ligoric and Teofilo Gallaceini, who were exasperated with the ex-
cesses of the epigoni s The same convex curve, very slight yet taut, the same scrolls and in-
terruption in the middle that we find in the Porta Pia, we also find in the Medici sarcophagi.
Nor does this effect of telescoping one member into another across media end here. The
curve and counter-curve of the sarcophagus lid echo the curve of the niche pediments and
garlands; its supports respond to the pilasters framing them; the reclining nudes refer to
the figure of Lorenzo contained in his architectural setting, And, the same profiles make up
the sarcophagus lid as the niche and door frames, thus suggesting continuity between
them. As a final gesture, the scroll placed directly below the knee joints of the seated figure,
and replete with connotations of mobility, simultanecusly carries architectural connota-
tions by recalling the Tonjc volute (figure 6.10). Indeed, it is only by comparison with more
traditional funerary monuments and with ancient sarcophagi that it becomes clear just
how deliberately architectural the Medici ensemble is.
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Uidea dell architettura universale
{(1615), Architectural Forms.

6.10

Michelangelo, detail of
sarcophagus, Medici Chapel,
Florence. (Photo: Author)



Michelangelo had already proposed the human figure as ornament with the ignudi of
the Sistine ceiling and in the facade of San Lorenzo in Florence. And certainly Palladio
would have known this work and its offspring in the painted work of others.** But the im-
pact of the Sistine ceiling should not obscure the kind of transposition possible between
two three-dimensional arts like architecture and sculpture—and one that could have
reached the Veneto through the confluence of relationships between Sanmicheli, Sanso-
vino, Ammannati, Falconetto, and Palladio, in which patrons like Trissino and Cornaro
played their part.** Indeed, Vasari tells us that “everyone was astounded” at the sight of the
Medici chapel and goes on to describe its extraordinary impact, particularly on architects.*

Seen in this context, Michelangelo’s anonymous naked figures set into a classical inte-
rior and reclining on a classicizing sarcophagus enhance and modify the tradition of the
detached figures set up on triumphal arches or winged victories in the spandrels of the arch
itself. Like them, from being sculpture they become architectural ornament. Palladio may
talk of statue when he describes ancient building complexes, but in fact they have ceased to
be unique objects authored by one artistic personality. In his pedimental figures, we wit-
ness a recession of authorship, a recession of the object as artifact to be admired and ap-
prehended in its uniqueness. His figures stop being one exceptional object offered to
close-up view, to be walked around and almost touched; they become one of many. Ac-
cording to the illustrations in the Quattro libri, there were fourteen such figures intended
for the Palazzi Barbaranno and Iseppo da Porto (figure 6.11) and ten for the Palazzo Chier-
icati (and, if we add the parapet figures, another eight in the case of the former). Just as a
column is one of many, just as the Corinthian capital is one piece of sculpture in the round
among many, these figures too are exactly repeatable objects. Lifted high off the ground
(not even on the first story as in the case of the Marciana, but all on the piano nobile), an
intermediary layer of deep carving between the column capitals and the ground floor rus-
tication, they are not presented as a unique artifact to be appreciated as the “original.” Al-
berti said as much: “But I would have the ornament that you apply be for the most part the
work of many hands of moderate skill.”” Walter Benjamin’s mechanical reproduction is far
in the future, but the aura is nevertheless the issue here. Between architectural ornament
and sculpture lies multiple reproduction; the aura is missing.*® Neither unique accom-
plishments deserving of commentary in their own right, nor precisely quantifiable (like the
orders that can be described piece by piece for a reader), these figural sculptures inevitably
disappear through a fissure between image and text.

We are witnessing here the translation of a sculptural motif into an architectural one,
and this is happening purely at the formal level, for there are no iconographic implications
associated with it as there are with the figure placed within a niche. Nor is this a preferred
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device for sculptor-architects like Sansovino or Sanmicheli. Palladio who crosses media
less than others, is perhaps the most frequent user of the pedimental reclining nude in the
sixteenth century, and his interest in this form is a testimony to its absorption into the pro-
fessional architect’s vocabulary.

Why do architects reach out for this device? Why add more sculptural incident to the fa-
cade? Certainly, when Renaissance architects wanted to signify a Gothic manner (as in the
proposals for the completion of the facade of San Petronio in Bologna, for example), they
covered the surfaces with figural sculpture. Why then skirt potential faillure?® To say that
they were necessary props for an allanticaappearance (as Palladio argued) is to stop short
of the real issues. With this example I would like to argue that in a visual culture focused on
motiand istoria, architecture seeks a point of contact. Palladio resists the humanization of
the frame in the manner of Alessi, Serlio, and other north Italian architects, or indeed, that
of the northern European tradition. Yet he uses it to explicate architecture more subtly and
more effectively. From the late 1540s, Palladio begins to add figural sculpture to the pianc
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nobile. The trend starts with the Palazzo Porto Festa; continues with the Palazzo Chericati,
the early drawings for the Rialto Bridge, and the Palazzo Valmarana; and reaches a climax
with Palazzo Barbaranno and Loggia del Capitaniato. These devices accompany a growing
sculpturalization of his architectural members that seems to require an intensification of
visual incident at the middle story.* His choice is for organic forms that literally lie beside
and accentuate the swelling of a column, and so enhance the carrying message of a pilaster
or the heavy, inert weight of a pediment.

We know that Palladio conceived of the classical frame of column/entablature/pedi-
ment in gestural rather than strictly tectonic terms.®! This is especially evident when he dis-
cusses junction points of the frame, such as bases and friezes, that is, the points where the
columns meet the platform or where the roof beams meet columns: “Likewise, since it is
most appropriate that those things upon which a great weight is placed are squeezed, they
[the ancients] placed bases under the columns, which, with their torus and scotiae seem
(paiano) to be crushed by the weight above. Thus, they also introduced triglyphs in the cor-
nices, modillions and dentils, to represent the ends of those beams in the attic which are
placed to support the roof.”¢? Clearly, for Palladio, bases and triglyphs exist no less in a
world of representation and fiction than in one of loads and structure. For him, “abuses”
in the use of ornament are those instances that violate this fiction. These are the cartocci, a
manner of brackets or scrolls that occasionally supported columns but most often ap-
peared in entablatures as mensole triglifate (brackets as triglyphs). Palladio’s target is clear:

For this reason instead of columns or pilasters which have to carry some weight one
should never place cartelle, also called cartocci, which is a sort of involuted form which
strikes the intelligent as extremely ugly, and to those who are not knowledgeable brings
confusion rather than pleasure, and produce no other effect except to raise the expense.
Similarly these cartocci will not be made to project out of entablatures; since it is neces-
sary that all the parts of the cornice be made towards some effect, and display that which
would be visible if the work were made of wood, and in addition, since it is appropriate
that in order to support a weight something hard and able to resist it is required, there
is no doubt that these cartocci are entirely superfluous, since it is impossible that a beam
or any other member produce the effect they represent, and feigning to be soft and
tender, I don’t know with what reason they can be placed under something hard and
heavy.s®

This concern for expressive tectonics is not without precedent, though it builds up grad-
ually over the course of two centuries. Alberti likened columns, beams, and arches with



bones and ligaments, the wall with flesh (III, 14);% Francesco di Giorgio described the fre-
gio pulvinato (curved frieze) as “little squashed pillows (piumacetti)”;s> Gherardo Spini de-
scribed the entasis as tumefazione (bruising), found etymological grounds to suggest that
the torus represented a muscle under stress, like the chest of a straining horse, and de-
scribed the egg-and-dart motif as gravel squeezing through mortar under the pressure of
the floor beams.% But none of these authors associated this organismic reading of orna-
ment with the structural frame as consistently as did Palladio. Nor was their reference to
imitatio as unequivocal. Of course, not being a letterato like Spini, Palladio does not resort
to Aristotle to ground his argument. But his terms of expression—fingere (to seem), di-
mostrare (to demonstrate), pare (to appear), and piacere (pleasure aroused in the viewer)—
testify to the assimilation of the theory of literary imitatio and its almost unself-conscious

application to architecture.

What do the two strands of this argument—about figural sculpture and the exchanges with
literary theory—reveal about the definition of ornament in Renaissance architecture? As
the discourse on #mnitatio developed in the literary and figural arts slides imperceptibly into
thereading of Vitruvius, ornament increasingly blends structural and corporeal references.
By Palladio’s time, the ornamental screen is understood to swell and contract as if it were a
muscle. In this scenario, the human figure completes the story—the architectural istoria—
of load carried by support. As figural ornament takes up the space halfway between the
inert wall of the building and the street of moving bodies, it gestures the structure. In so
doing, it beckons the viewer “in” as seductively and effectively as the strategically placed
figura that Alberti recommended painters include in a well-structured painted istoria.s”
Located at the intersection of literary theory, figural imitatio, and architecture, ornament
could and did slide between the artificial barriers with which scholarship so often separates
disciplines. Yet it is precisely from its location on this edge that ornament facilitated dia-
logue and exchange between the arts and tied Renaissance architecture into the fabric of

its culture.
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only through the perfection represented by
his body. The primary structure of the paint-
ing is therefore overlaid with groups of fig-
ures whose bodies articulate the numerical
and dimensional qualities of the painting.
Their identities (about which there can be no
certainty, and are not the focus of this study)
are a secondary consideration.

66. Tavernor 1998.
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