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INTRODUCTION


A vast dome covering most of Midtown Manhattan, a royal palace right next to the Parthenon in Athens, a skyscraper 1 mile (1.6km) high, a triumphal arch in the shape of an elephant: some of the most exciting buildings in the history of architecture were never constructed. These are the designs in which architects pushed materials to the limits, explored challenging new ideas, defied convention, indulged creative whims or pointed the way towards the future. This book tells the story of fifty of these buildings and shows how, although they exist only as plans, drawings or models, they still fascinate people today, living a ghostly life as phantom architecture.


There are many reasons why designs stay on the drawing board. The builder can run out of money, hit unexpected structural difficulties or fall foul of regulations. Architects can clash with clients, lose out to rivals, change their minds, produce a design that is judged wrong for the site or unfit for its purpose or is said to be ‘too far head of its time’.


The plans survive, though, as fascinating and sometimes breathtaking evidence of what might have been. Many were unlucky masterpieces. Sir Christopher Wren’s ‘Great Model’ design for St Paul’s Cathedral would have been a great building and a centrepiece for London. It fell by the wayside because it was not traditional enough for London’s clergy. Mies van der Rohe’s Berlin Friedrichstrasse Tower and Eliel Saarinen’s design for the Chicago Tribune skyscraper – both runners-up in architectural competitions – were masterpieces that showcased new kinds of tall building. In one sense, these plans were failures, because they were never built, but they were hugely successful, in the sense that their visionary designs stayed in people’s minds, and were studied and imitated by architects all over the world.


Some of the most outstanding architectural designs ever created have this phantom life. Among the most remarkable works of the French eighteenth-century architect Étienne-Louis Boullée, for example, were designs for a French national library and an enormous spherical monument to the scientist Isaac Newton. Neither was built, but their drawings live on because of their striking and pure architectural form, because they sum up visually and spatially the great intellectual movement known as the Enlightenment and because they survive in engravings of such surpassing beauty. Boullée’s buildings were so vast and impractical that they stood little chance of getting off the drawing board, but their qualities give the designs enduring fascination.


Boullée dreamed of gigantic buildings, but some people wanted to transform entire towns or to build from scratch ideal cities or utopias. The notion of creating the perfect place goes back to the ancient world, to the Republic of the Greek philosopher Plato, who was more interested in society and government than in architecture. Philosophers and artists of the Renaissance followed in his footsteps, and sometimes gave visual form to their ideas, making plans of ideal cities or haunting images of their buildings.


Renaissance ideal city plans usually took perfect geometrical form – a circle or a square enclosed by a wall, with streets radiating like the spokes of a wheel or making concentric circles. Designs such as these were a reaction against the unplanned chaos of medieval cities, with their narrow, twisting alleys, and strove to impose architectural order which, it was hoped, would reflect and contain ordered government and society. There were also attempts to solve practical problems with city planning, such as Leonardo da Vinci’s Split-Level City, proposed as a way of reducing the spread of infectious disease.


Schemes for rebuilding existing towns or cities such as Urbino or Milan had little chance of coming to fruition, even in the prosperous Renaissance period – the cost and upheaval would have been too great. Twentieth-century proposals to rebuild swathes of Paris or Barcelona would have caused still greater disruption and needed an even bigger budget. However, twentieth-century ideal cities such as Le Corbusier’s Ville Radieuse proved hugely influential, especially in Europe when rebuilding took place after the Second World War. Few cities, though, got designs that were as thoroughly thought through as Le Corbusier’s. His successors built Corbusian tower blocks, but were not allowed enough green apace around them; they copied the visual style of his Unités d’habitation (buildings containing shops, childcare facilities and restaurants, as well as flats) but built apartment blocks not communities.


If some of these plans look like impossible dreams, this was not usually how they began. Architects are often confronted with crises that require quick and ingenious solutions. The spread of bubonic plague in Renaissance Europe, the unprecedented growth of nineteenth-century cities, reconstruction after the devastating damage caused by the Second World War – all of these sent artists, planners and architects in search of designs that were worthy of pressing needs. The responses can be as unexpected as the challenges that brought them into being. When faced with the gridlock caused in Victorian London by the city’s rapid expansion, engineer Joseph Paxton came up with the Great Victorian Way, a combination of covered shopping street, housing development and two-level railway on a gigantic scale – the structure would have made an 11 mile (17.7km) loop around the centre of the city. Paxton saw this structure mainly as a practical solution to a real need, but in designing something so huge he had also created a symbol of London’s success and importance.


Some architecture – triumphal arches or national monuments, for example – is meant to be mainly symbolic. Symbolism of something with large claims to power or significance, such as absolute monarchy in eighteenth-century France or communism in post-revolutionary Russia, can lead to structures that look ungainly or grandiose. A French architect, Charles-François Ribart, conceived a building in the shape of an elephant as a monument to King Louis XV, which is an absurd idea but charming and interesting historically. It is all the more remarkable when seen in terms of its proposed site – right on the Champs Élyseés in Paris. Russian sculptor Vladimir Tatlin’s huge, spiral-shaped Monument to the Third International also had a provocative site, against a backdrop of eighteenth-century St Petersburg (known as Petrograd when the tower was designed). This structure, all iron struts and braces and glass boxes, is odd in a very different way from Ribart’s elephant. It had a major influence on later sculpture and visual arts, even though all that ever existed of it was some artwork and a few models.


One reason unbuilt designs survive is the sheer quality of the drawings. From the rapid Expressionist pencil sketches of Erich Mendelsohn to the beautifully composed coloured paintings of Zaha Hadid, these works are a feast for the eye. So, unlike the precise, hard-edged technical drawings of some designers, they force us to look closely before they reveal their secrets. Some are more literal, but just as beguiling. Frank Lloyd Wright’s vast drawing of his 1 mile- (1.6km-) high skyscraper for Chicago or Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s elegant coloured illustrations of his proposed royal palace on the Acropolis in Athens are so persuasive they almost make us accept buildings that are in many ways unthinkable. For most people of the twenty-first century, the idea of building a nineteenth-century palace right next to the Parthenon or a 1 mile- (1.6km-) high monster dwarfing the tall towers of the windy city feels just wrong, but the drawings are so good that you almost give way to unreason.


There are lots of other reasons for remembering the phantom buildings in this book. Some are the rich fruit of individual endeavour, some are key steps in an architect’s development, some are highly influential on other architects, some are just charming examples of the eccentric and the odd. Most are important because of where they point. A famous, or notorious, example comes from the 1960s, when the engineer and inventor Richard Buckminster Fuller came up with the most bizarre of his many odd ideas – to construct an enormous dome over most of midtown Manhattan. Enclosing an enormous area of New York City like this would have, Fuller argued, great benefits for energy consumption and water use. Applied elsewhere, vast domes might enable us to build cities in inhospitable parts of the globe. Fuller knew that he had no chance of constructing a dome over New York. But he thought it worthwhile to propose the idea because of where it might lead – to lighter, more energy-efficient structures and cities, decades before such issues had the urgency they do now.


So the buildings in this book are interesting for all kinds of reasons. They are the cherished schemes of rulers or city governments; attempts by architects and planners to show us better ways to live; buildings that glorify heroes or leaders; responses to urgent and pressing needs; endeavours to turn architectural norms upside-down. They all deserve our attention.





CHAPTER 1


IDEAL WORLDS


What would the ideal city be like? How would you house the perfect community?


Throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance period, people strove to answer these questions in a variety of ways. In the Middle Ages, the answer was usually based on religion – a perfect cathedral as the image of heaven on Earth or a monastery as an ideal Christian community. Later, during the Renaissance, it was more likely to take the form of an ideal city designed using the Classical proportions of ancient Greek or Roman architecture to create buildings, streets and piazzas of surpassing elegance. As they were ideals, these places were never likely to be built – it would have been both expensive and impractical to construct new cities for the people of Milan or Urbino and to relocate every house, business, palace and church. But the plans remained something to aspire to when a street or piazza was redeveloped, or a major building was reconstructed.


The people who imagined these ideals and put them down on paper were usually not architects as we understand the term today. The profession of architect, in the sense of a person who trained to become a specialist designer of buildings, evolved gradually, during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and those who designed buildings and towns before this time combined the role of designer with that of master mason or sculptor, craftsman, engineer, painter or writer. It was most probably a monk who drew up the plan of the ideal monastery of St Gall, Switzerland, in the ninth century. The person who created the most beautiful ideal city design for the Duke of Urbino in the 1480s was a painter. Leonardo da Vinci, creator of a famous ideal city design for the Duke of Milan a few years later, mastered every skill from oil painting to engineering.


Coming from such different places and periods, these ideal worlds varied hugely in appearance and style, ranging from the austere simplicity of medieval monasteries to the princely magnificence of some Renaissance designs. The traces their creators left behind – the half-built fabric of Beauvais Cathedral, the stunning Urbino painting, the complex and detailed plan of St Gall, Leonardo’s fascinating sketches, the city plans of Sforzinda and Christianopolis – recall vanished times and ideals, and haunt the minds of anyone who has seen them.
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ST GALLEN, SWITZERLAND


THE ABBEY OF ST GALL


c.820


An Ideal Benedictine Monastery


Nasty, brutish and short: that is how we are used to thinking of life a thousand years ago. For most, there was no formal education, work began in childhood and was grindingly hard, and home was a draughty hovel with no running water, no artificial light and no sanitation; healthcare was minimal and crude. For one group, though, things could be different. Monks and nuns worked hard and prayed hard, but did so in surprisingly sophisticated surroundings. Monasteries might have been cold and spartan by modern standards, but many had clean running water, decent lavatories and the best healthcare available. Monks could read and write, and did so by candlelight. By the standards of the time, they lived in decent conditions.


One astonishing ninth-century manuscript shows what the ideal monastery might have been like. It is an enormous document, 44 × 30in (112 × 77.5cm), on five pieces of parchment, meticulously stitched together. On it is the ground plan of a large and well-equipped Benedictine monastery. It shows the church and all the ancillary buildings – dormitories, workshops, kitchens, infirmary, stables and so on – necessary to support a self-contained community of up to 110 monks, more than a hundred workers and their guests.


This document is known as the St Gall plan, after the abbey of St Gall (now St Gallen) in Switzerland, where it is kept. It is the only surviving major architectural drawing from the period between the fall of Rome in the fifth century AD and c.1250. The scribe who drew it seems to have thought of everything: dedicated buildings for every aspect of the abbey’s farm, for example, and workshops for specialists such as a wood turner and barrel maker. Short annotations on the plan identify these buildings, and areas such as a garden and an orchard. Looking closer, we can see how carefully they have been considered. Everything is arranged in ordered rows. The abbot’s house is linked by a passage to the church. The servants’ quarters are conveniently near the workshops and farm buildings, and well away from the abbot’s house. Some parts of the monastery even have underfloor heating, similar to the hypocausts used by the Romans, and there are plenty of lavatories, sited near the edge of the site to aid waste disposal.
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The church of St Gall is shown on the plan with apsidal (rounded) ends. The western end has a square entrance porch in the centre and is flanked by a pair of circular towers.


The large parchment plan includes some forty structures arranged around the church and its adjoining cloister. Each structure, from infirmary to brew house, is identified with its own label.








The plan was drawn up in Austria, at the monastery of Reichenau, and was sent by Reichenau’s abbot to Gozbertus, the abbot of St Gall between 816 and 836, who was planning to rebuild his monastery. As far as is known, the document has remained at St Gall ever since. However, the extensive buildings it depicts would not have fitted the site at St Gall, and scholars believe that it is actually an ideal plan, showing the monastery that both men would have liked to have built, had they had the perfect site and access to enough materials and labour. The parchment bears a dedication to Abbot Gozbertus, and this hints that the plan is for meditation and study rather than a precise blueprint for his new buildings: ‘For thee, my sweetest son Gozbertus, have I drawn this briefly annotated copy of the layout of the monastic buildings, with which you may exercise your ingenuity and recognize my devotion.’
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This 1982 perspective drawing by Ernest Born shows how the interior of the church might have appeared. The view shows the nave, looking towards the tomb of St Gall at the east end of the church.








As he began his building project, Gozbertus might have contemplated the plan and tried to incorporate as many of the details of it as he could. In the event, his rebuilding was confined mostly to the abbey’s church, which in turn was replaced in the seventeenth century. Although his buildings do not survive, archaeological evidence has shown that Gozbertus’s church was different in dimensions and design from the one on the plan, confirming that he did not use it as a literal model.


The St Gall plan is exemplary both in the sense that it has every facility and that it embodies the latest monastic ideas – the reforms that the church was introducing at the time, such as providing accommodation for lay workers inside the monastic complex rather than outside. It is a highly ordered plan, and this order is no doubt meant to reflect the order of the Benedictine rule, by which the monks lived. The document represents the ideal version of a very idealistic way of life.


The abbots of most small medieval monasteries would have found the facilities in the plan very lavish. For example, it was usual for monasteries to have dedicated accommodation for the novices (the young monks still in ‘training’ before taking their full vows) and for the sick; in the St Gall plan, both novices and the infirm have their own separate complexes, each with its own cloister, church, refectory and dormitory. Everything else, from the guest accommodation to the profusion of workshops, is on a large scale.


Architectural historians such as Ernest Born have published drawings showing what the monastery might have looked like had it been built. The style is the Romanesque of the period, with thick stone walls, small windows, semicircular arches, and round towers with conical roofs. The interiors would have been very plain, but the church would have had columns in the style of the period, perhaps topped with capitals decorated with carved foliage.


Medieval monks devoted themselves to God’s service, spent much of their time in prayer, liturgy or work, took vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, and lived mostly within the walled confines of the monastic enclave. Their lives were always those of ideals, and monks strove (in theory at least and often in practice) to live as close to these goals as they could. The plan of St Gall is an architectural picture of these ideals, with every conceivable building provided. It is not surprising that, in the real world, limits of money, space and willpower meant that the plan was never carried out in full.


But in the twenty-first century it might be built, not in Switzerland but in Messkirch, Baden-Württemberg, in southwestern Germany. Here Campus Galli is an ongoing project to build a monastery following the St Gall plan, using the materials and techniques that were available in the ninth century. It is a long-term project, and relies on raising income from tourists who visit the site. It is also a fascinating piece of experimental archaeology, exploring medieval building techniques and telling participants much about the difficulties faced by their ancient predecessors. Finally, it is a tribute to the lasting power of the St Gall plan.




BEAUVAIS, FRANCE


BEAUVAIS CATHEDRAL NAVE


1225


The Ultimate Medieval Cathedral


The thirteenth century saw a kind of race among French bishops to build the most magnificent and highest cathedral. The motivation was religious. Medieval clergy saw churches as images of heaven on Earth. The bishops wanted their cathedrals to reach closer and closer to the heavens and they demanded ever-larger stained-glass windows, to fill their interiors with heavenly light. The great cathedral of Nôtre Dame in Paris, built between 1163 and 1250, set the standard, with an interior more than 112ft (34m) high. There followed a clutch of cathedrals – Chartres, Bourges and Reims – with heights around 121ft (37m) and Amiens, with its staggering 139ft (42.3m) nave. One man, Milo of Nanteuil, Bishop of Beauvais, wanted to build even higher and create a cathedral still more daring and dizzying than Amiens – 156ft (47.5m) was his target.


Building this high was always going to be a challenge, especially because of the great weight of the heavy stone vault that forms the ceiling of a medieval cathedral. When you combine a stone vault with big windows, there is not much wall left to hold up the vault, and the weight of stone tends to push the walls outwards, making them collapse. Gothic architecture provided the answer, because it used flying buttresses – large, arch-like structures – to support the building from the outside. Flying buttresses push the vault inwards and take the stresses and strains down to ground level, relieving the pressure on the walls and allowing larger windows. So a Gothic cathedral had a stone skeleton of flying buttresses and pointed arches that held the whole building together. This kind of construction meant that Beauvais could become the tallest of all the Gothic cathedrals.


Milo’s rebuilding project began in 1225, when the old cathedral at Beauvais was damaged in a fire. Fire was a frequent hazard in medieval cities with their wooden buildings, and this was not the first blaze to affect the cathedral. But this time the damage was severe and Milo decided to build a replacement. The east end of the damaged cathedral was therefore demolished, leaving part of the nave to function as a place of worship in the early phases of the building work.
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The view looking up towards the stone-vaulted ceiling of the completed choir of Beauvais Cathedral shows a space of vertiginous height, bathed in light.








Work began on the new cathedral soon after the fire. By 1272, the cathedral choir – its eastern arm – was completed. At some point during the construction, the clergy and masons took the decision to make this the highest vaulted space in Europe. If this was not daring enough, the masons of Beauvais also made the choir’s supporting masonry very slender, to allow for larger-than-ever windows. The result was a precarious structure which, shimmering with stained glass and extending ever upwards, must have amazed contemporaries, who had never seen a space so vast or so high. It was an architectural triumph.


But the triumph was short-lived. In 1284, just twelve years after the completion of the choir vault, part of it collapsed, perhaps because its buttresses were not able to withstand storm-force winds. A rebuilding campaign began almost immediately, and the vault was reinforced with extra ribs and supports. However, a turning point had been reached. The cathedrals built in the next 200 years were all on a smaller scale and, although this might have had something to do with the financial restrictions imposed by major events such as the Hundred Years’ War, the collapse at Beauvais must have made builders pause. No other medieval mason tried to beat the height record set by the choir of Beauvais Cathedral.


But only the choir was competed in the thirteenth century. It stood alone until the sixteenth century, when a new building project was launched, to construct the transept and central tower, the intended second or middle phase of the building. The transept maintained the same height as the choir, and the tower was set to be even higher – a monster of some 500ft (153m) was begun, but this too collapsed. The masons tidied up the debris and drew a line under the work by finishing off the transept. The cathedral still lacked a nave (its western arm), but this was never built. The masons inserted a west wall to make the building weatherproof, and the church remained in its half-finished state.


The missing nave would have virtually doubled the length of the building, to the same vaulting height, creating the most awe-inspiring vistas of any medieval church. It would also have helped balance the cathedral both visually and structurally. As it is, the building has been fragile ever since it was begun. At some time, perhaps soon after the first vault collapse in 1284, iron tie rods were inserted to help make the building stronger. At one point in the nineteenth century, the rods were removed and the building began to vibrate dangerously in high winds. They were quickly replaced with steel bars.
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Much of the masonry of the cathedral, seen here in cross-section, is in the massive buttresses that support the cathedral from the outside. Wooden-framed roofs above the stone vaults add to the building’s great height.








Medieval masons had enormous experience of structures, built up over centuries – especially the twelfth and thirteenth centuries when they constructed the most daring vaulted cathedrals. Partly by trial and error, partly by calculation, they accumulated knowledge of the best angle and curve for a flying buttress, the weight and size of the ribs of a vault. They knew to within quite small tolerances how thin they could make their walls, and how slender their piers. But they were always trying to push that bit harder, to get a few feet more height, or accommodate a few square feet more stained glass. Building collapses were not uncommon, and the one at Beauvais showed them the limits of what you could build with finely balanced stone. Today, the cathedral, its walls cracked, its structure held together with tie rods of steel, and its transept propped with trusses of wood and metal, is still a triumph – one that eloquently demonstrates equally the daring and the fragility of Gothic architecture.




MILAN, ITALY


SFORZINDA


Antonio di Pietro Averlino, c.1450


A City in Which to Recreate the Golden Age


People often long for the ‘good old days’, the mythical time in the distant past when everyone was innocent and honest, when kings and governments ruled justly and without corruption, when humans and animals lived in harmony, when no one was poor, everyone was happy and the sun always shone. This ideal world can take many forms, from the Garden of Eden to some historical period when life was allegedly better and fairer. The ancient Greeks and Romans had a myth of the Golden Age, a period at the beginning of time when, as the Greek poet Hesiod puts it: ‘Men lived like gods without sorrow of heart.’


When they rediscovered the culture of the ancient world, the writers and artists of the Italian Renaissance also rediscovered the Golden Age. Renaissance Italians lived in city states such as Florence and Siena, places of great prosperity and culture, but also not immune from mishap, corruption, disease and war. They surrounded themselves with beautiful works of art, but such beauty did not always go hand in hand with a well-run life. One way the Renaissance Italians hoped to recreate the mythical happy age – or at least to get closer to its happiness – was to plan ideal cities, in which beautiful architecture reflected fair and just government.


One of the most successful cities in Italy in the second half of the fifteenth century was Milan. From 1450, it was ruled by the Sforza family, a dynasty founded by Francesco Sforza, who had conquered the city that year and became its fourth duke. His principal architect and engineer was a man called Antonio di Pietro Averlino, usually known as Filarete (lover of excellence). Filarete was born in Florence but came to work for Francesco in Milan at the beginning of his reign, building the city’s Ospedale Maggiore and working on the reconstruction of Francesco’s castle. Filarete was also a writer, who produced a long book on architecture, part of which is a description of an ideal city, called Sforzinda in honour of the duke.


Filarete’s description of Sforzinda takes the form of a detailed account of the city and a fictionalized narrative explaining its origins. The architect describes the city’s layout, which is based on an eight-pointed star formed by overlaying two squares, the whole surrounded by a circular moat. He gives each of the eight points of the star a defensive tower, and each of the star’s inner angles a gateway. The gateways open onto straight main streets leading to the centre of the city, like the spokes of a wheel. At the very centre of the city is a large square, which has a public water supply and also contains a tall tower, for which Filarete includes quite a detailed drawing.
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This obelisk, supported by carved stone figures, shows the ornate style of Filarete’s designs.
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Filarete’s manuscript is illustrated with line drawings of the main structures and architectural details.








The architect also provides detailed depictions or accounts of key buildings such as the cathedral and ducal palace, schools (separate ones for boys and girls) and an extraordinary building called the House of Vice and Virtue, which has a brothel on the lower floors and an academy higher up. Trade and commerce brought real Renaissance cities their prosperity, so this function is catered for in Sforzinda too. Each of the main streets has a square at its mid-point, and each of these squares houses a market. The city also has canals, linking to a river, so that goods could be brought in and out with ease.


To explain the origins of the city and its roots in the Golden Age, Filarete gives Sforzinda a fictional ancestor. His story of Sforzinda’s construction describes how, when the foundations were being dug for one of the buildings, the workers unearthed a box made of stone. In the box was a book, called the Golden Book, written by a king, Zogalia, who long ago had been ruler of a city called Plusiapolis. In the book Zogalia writes how he believes that his own kingdom will fall to barbarians and that Plusiapolis will vanish. So he has written the book in order that future people will know something about the lost city, and benefit from knowledge of it and its architecture. One of the buildings is a temple, which Filarete makes the basis for the Cathedral of Sforzinda, linking Zogalia and his architect with Francesco Sforza and Filarete.
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Star-shaped plans such as Sforzinda’s were not unusual in city plans in the Renaissance period. They were effective both architecturally and in terms of fortification.








By pretending that his ideal city is actually a copy of an earlier ideal city – and by calling the book discovered in the stone box the Golden Book – Filarete makes a clear connection between Sforzinda and the mythical Golden Age. He is implying that Duke Francesco could recreate the Golden Age by building an ideal city and honouring it with his wise government. As well as offering a fresh and interesting city plan, therefore, Filarete is also complimenting his lord – always a wise thing for an artist to do in the Renaissance, when every artist needed a patron.


Francesco would also have recognized other symbolic references in the plan. The number eight (the eight-pointed star and the eight radiating streets) is clearly very important in the design, and the eight points are produced by drawing two overlapping squares, implying two groups of four. This is probably an allusion to the four primary elements (earth, air, fire and water) and four basic qualities (hot, cold, dry and wet) laid down by Aristotle. These groups are repeated widely in ancient and Renaissance writings and were seen to be fundamental to life – everything in the universe being made of the four elements and being understandable in terms of the four qualities. The kinds of scientific writing that Francesco would have admired – treatises on astrology, astronomy and alchemy – all explained the universe in these terms.


Astrology was especially important to Filarete and his patron. Filarete’s book has the court astrologer telling his patron the most propitious times for laying the foundation stone of the city. The date he comes up with is 15 April 1460 at 10.20am, which, as the scholar Berthold Hub has pointed out, is the precise moment at which the sun enters the first sign of the zodiac, Aries – in many traditions the planetary situation at the time God created the world. Filarete’s ideal city is a new start, but looks back to the first beginning, linking Filarete and his patron Francesco Sforza with the most exalted creator of all.
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URBINO, ITALY


IDEAL CITY


Francesco di Giorgio Martini (attrib.), c.1480


The Ideal City of the Renaissance


When the artists and writers of the Renaissance rediscovered the Classical civilization of ancient Rome, the culture of Europe was transformed. The art of Piero della Francesca and Sandro Botticelli, the sculpture of Donatello and the scientific discoveries and inventions of Leonardo da Vinci were all made possible. There was a revolution in building, too, with the pointed arches of Gothic architecture being replaced by the Classical style of the Renaissance. But these changes took place in crowded, chaotic, medieval towns with narrow, winding streets and buildings that had grown organically over the centuries. Having rediscovered the art and architecture of ancient Rome, people hoped to reconstruct their towns in Rome’s image, with buildings in the Classical style arranged harmoniously and also equipped with the best the age could offer in modern facilities, from academies to aqueducts.
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Of the three related Ideal City panel paintings, the one at Urbino is the most striking. The subtle variations in masonry tones, the harmonious forms of the Classical buildings and the geometrically patterned pavement together create an impression that combines balance with variety.








What would the perfect fifteenth-century city look like, if you could start from scratch? Three of the most haunting and beautiful images of the Renaissance offer an answer. They depict ideal cities and are among the most enigmatic paintings of the period: a trio of depictions of imaginary city squares, painted on wooden panels in elongated landscape format in the 1480s. No one is sure who painted them, or where the panels were originally located, or even what their precise purpose was – they may have been attached to the walls of a room as part of the interior decoration, but they could equally have been incorporated into pieces of furniture.


The panels seem to belong together but are now held in museums in Baltimore, USA and Berlin, and in the Ducal Palace at Urbino, where they may all have originated. They date to Urbino’s heyday under its most celebrated duke, Federico da Montefeltro, a military leader and patron of artists and scholars who was lord of Urbino from 1444 to 1482. Federico had many artistic interests – architecture and city planning among them. In his studiolo (the private room in which he entertained only his closest friends and associates), the walls are decorated with stunning inlaid wooden panels, some of which illustrate architectural subjects. Federico would have been an enthusiastic viewer of the painted panels, too. Another likely link to Federico is the triumphal arch that occupies the centre of the Baltimore panel, alluding to his famous military victories.


These ideal city paintings have been attributed to several artists, including Piero della Francesca, but a strong candidate is Francesco di Giorgio Martini, an architect and artist who worked for Federico as a designer of fortifications. Martini was a practical military architect who pioneered the idea of building fortresses on a star-shaped plan with triangular bastions – a form of fortification that was highly effective and much used in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In addition, he was an architectural theorist and author of a book, Trattato di architettura, ingegneria e arte militaria (Treatise on Architecture, Engineering and Military Arts), which contains the plans of several ideal fortresses and cities. Among these plans are various polygonal city layouts, including a striking octagonal one, designed for a site on a hill, with a main street that ascends the slope in the form of a spiral.


All of these plans are designed with symmetry and harmony in mind, and the images in the panel paintings are also very harmoniously arranged. The buildings on either side of the piazzas are Classical and symmetrical in their proportions, although the sides of the squares are not mirror images of one another – these are ordered spaces but not regimented ones. At the centre of the square in the Urbino panel is a circular church (a temple, as it would have been described in the Renaissance, in deference to its ancient Classical origins). The circle was an image of perfection in the Middle Ages and Renaissance – the planets move in circles, and the circle is the purest geometrical shape, with every point on its circumference equidistant from the centre. The door of this building is open, indicating that one is welcome to enter the perfect space within.


The paintings show purely urban spaces, very much built environments, without visible trees or gardens. But in the distance in the Urbino panel a couple of slivers of green landscape are just visible. This hint of the countryside outside the city suggests that it is hilly, indicating, if the panel was indeed made for the ducal palace, that the setting could be Urbino itself. It suggests, in other words, that Federico’s own city could partake of this perfection.





[image: image]

The Baltimore painting, with its diverse architectural forms, has been attributed to the architect and artist Fra Carnevale as well as to Martini.








One of the striking things about the designs is their sense of space. This is partly because they are almost empty of people – only the Baltimore panel includes any figures, and art historians think that these may well have been added after the painting was completed; the Berlin painting shows ships in a harbour beyond the square. This emptiness gives the cities an atmosphere of silence but also hints at the perfection of these places – even humanity, with all its faults and troubles, is absent.


The sense of space around the buildings is in dramatic contrast to most fifteenth-century cities, with their narrow streets and their lack of space between the buildings. The Renaissance dukes and their artistic employees wanted generous civic spaces, where people could meet, talk and do business, and, for all their lack of people, Martini’s paintings would have reminded Federico of this social role of the city.


No Renaissance ruler quite achieved the sense of order portrayed in Martini’s paintings. Cities such as Florence, Siena and Ferrara come close, with their elegant squares and monumental palaces, but a real city redevelopment is usually a compromise with an ancient street plan or old buildings that cannot be demolished. Few city builders have the opportunity to make a completely new start. Enigmatic and haunting, the paintings of Martini show what the architects of the Renaissance could have done if they had had the chance.




MILAN, ITALY


SPLIT-LEVEL CITY


Leonardo da Vinci, c. 1490


Leonardo’s Solution to the Spread of Bubonic Plague


For centuries, plague was a disaster that recurred across Europe. The devastating outbreak of the Black Death in 1348–50 is the most famous example, killing perhaps half of Europe’s population, but there were many other epidemics. One particularly bad one was in Milan in the 1480s. It cut swathes through the population. Rich people, including its ruler, Lodovico Sforza il Moro, left the city. Lodovico would not even open letters from home unless servants had decontaminated them using strong perfumes.


One of the people who made the perfumes thought to remove the taint of plague might have been Leonardo da Vinci. The artist, engineer and inventor worked for Lodovico from c. 1482 to 1499 and was famous for being able to turn his hand to any problem – artistic or scientific. He did some of his greatest work in Milan, painting two masterpieces – The Virgin of the Rocks and The Last Supper – and compiling notebooks packed with inventions, ideas and designs that sum up the diversity of his genius. One result of the plague was that Leonardo began to focus increasingly on architecture and town planning, in the hope that he could design a city where the disease was less likely to spread. He was already interested in architecture, and this interest must have been stimulated by contact with the great Renaissance architect Donato Bramante, who also worked for Lodovico. Looking at the question of city planning, though, was more than an architectural problem for Leonardo as it also drew on his expertise as a scientist and engineer.
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The fantastical structures the world’s great architects really wanted to build






OEBPS/html/docimages/page29.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/page16.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/page24.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/page13.jpg
gt i
e artind 8 o

Lo






OEBPS/html/docimages/page21.jpg
e

— <AUIEERERIDTET






OEBPS/html/docimages/page26.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/page24_1.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
PHANTOM
IMRCHITECTURIE

PHILIP WILKINSON

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi
A CBS COMPANY

MMXVII





OEBPS/html/docimages/tpa.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/page6.jpg
H. NYHUH

\
SR
\‘% \%ﬁ
”‘{‘i\\‘g“%‘* }

Tpoexr xyx. B. E. TATIHHA

NETEPBYPT
W3panne Otaena Wso6pasutensubix Wckyccts H. K. M.
1920 ¢





