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PIRANESI AND VILLALPANDO: 
THE CONCEPT OF THE TEMPLE IN EUROPEAN 

ARCHITECTURAL THEORY* 

Lola Kantor Kazovsky 

The commentary to the prophecy of Ezekiel by Juan 
Bautista Villalpando, In Ezechielem Explanationes et Appa- 
ratus Urbis ac Templi Hierosolimitani, Commentariis et Imag- 
inibus Ilustratus (1596-1605), was the most significant 
and the most extensive discussion of the architecture 
of the Temple of Jerusalem in Europe in the Baroque 
period." Its influence was considerable especially in the 
seventeenth century. Erik Forssman and other re- 
searchers have shown that Villalpando’s idea of the di- 
vine origin of the classical orders in the Temple of 
Jerusalem contributed significantly to the formation of 
the ideology of French classicism in architecture.? 

However, Villalpando’s architectural idea of the 
Temple played a role also a century later, in the so- 
called Graeco-Roman controversy, when Giovanni Bat- 
tista Pirane: , defending the Romans against partisans 
of the Greek revival, resorted to Villalpando’s views. 
This has been overlooked by scholars: although they 
constantly search for the slightest lead to Piranesi’s the- 
ory and aesthetics in his polemical writings, for the 
most part they tacitly ignore his extensive use of Villal- 
pando. The lack of interest in this point may seem 

strange, because Villalpando’s attempt at an imaginary 
architectural reconstruction should inspire scholars to 
make comparisons with those of Piranesi. The proba- 
ble explanation for this oversight is that since Piranesi’s 
ideas of Roman priority over the ‘Greeks seemed to 
researchers to be the product of his nationalistic delu- 
sions, his following of the mystical Villalpando seemed 
merely an additional curiosity. If Piranesi’s interest in 
the Temple is at all noted, scholars are inclined to 
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Fig. 1. Primitive hut. Illustration to Marc Antoine Laugier; 
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ascribe it either to an indirect influence of Vico, or to 
Piranesi’s hypothetical connection to masonic circles,® 
rather than to his relation to the architectural ideas of 
a Baroque Jesuit mystic, who by Piranesi’s time had 
already become outmoded. Piranesi’s connection to 
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Villalpando would, moreover, question their estab- 

lished view of Piranesi as a typical “Enlightenment,” 
Neoclassical figure. However, an investigation of Villal- 

pando’s influence on Piranesi will prove particularly 
rewarding, not only because it was historically true, but 

because it allows us to gain an insight into his way of 
thinking about architecture. 

Piranesi’s first reference to Villalpando appeared in 

1761, in his first and most serious polemical treatise, 

Della Magnificenza ed Architettura de’ Romani* As Pirane- 
si wrote in a letter of 1762 to the Marquis de Marigny, 
this book is a formulation of his views on the history of 

architecture.” This statement takes on even greater sig- 

nificance if we take into account that this was a work of 

Piranesi’s mature middle ars, which followed the 

most important decade of his archeological activities 

and publications, including his opus magnum - the 
four volumes of Le Antichita Romane. There is no doubt, 

however, that for the 1760s, the use of Villalpando in 

this connection was at the very least anachronistic. The 

approach of the Enlightenment to architecture in the 

cighteenth century had no need of the hypothesis that 
God gave his in. 
of Solomon. This epoch invented instead the secular 

ructions to the builders of the Temple 

idea of Nature dictating the laws of the post and lintel 

construction of the earliest primitive huts, and this 

primitivist approach, best formulated by Abbé Laugier, 
became a basis for Neoclassical architectural theory 

(Fig. 1).6 
The Greek revival in architectural thought was from 

. David Le Roy, 
the French architect who first extensively published the 

monuments of Athens and thus laid the basis for West- 
ern Europe’s knowledge of Greek architecture, devel- 
oped Laugier’s hypothetical natural man constructing 
his first hut into a whole wise nation of primitive 
builders. He wrote, “The first steps that the Greeks 

the beginning based upon this very ide 

made in architecture, were so happy, that they never 
left them afterwards; for which they must be praised 
most of all, because it often happens that reflection 
spoils the simple productions of the first effort of a 
genius. They constructed their huts so wisely, that later 
they kept this very form even in their most magnificent 
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temples.” To keep “this very form,” to abstain from 
changing (i.e., spoiling) it, should thus be the general 
aesthetical recipe also for modern architects, who were 
required to return to the natural simplicity of the first 
models of construction. 

Le Roy’s conception contested the contribution of 
other, non-Greek, pcoples, thus challenging other 
views. According to Le Roy, the Greeks, still in their 
primeval state, deduced their mode of hut construc- 

tion from their natural disposition, unspoiled by reflec- 
tion, and so could not be indebted for their architec- 
ture in any measure to their neighbours. Le Roy actu- 
ally denied the contribution of more ancient peoples, 
such as the Egyptians, to the formation of Greek archi- 
tecture: “One is obliged, in a way, to recognize that the 
Greeks were the people who invented the art of build- 

ing.” The explanation of this paradoxical view was that 
they first invented the regulated (reguliére) system of 
this art.* Moreover, in his opinion, when transferred 

outside of Greece, this native Greek phenomenon of 

classical architecture was inevitably changed and, by 
implication, spoiled. The prime example of this 

process for Le Roy was the invention of the Roman Tus- 

can order, which he called a bad version of the Greek 

Doric.? 

To understand Piranesi’s polemic in Della Magnifi- 
cenza and later texts, which were directed specifically 
against Le Roy's book, we must go beyond the obvious 
affirmation that he defended the Romans, whom Le 
Roy had blamed for beginning the process of architec- 
tural decadence. For Piranesi more basic things were 
involved in the discussion. He had a fundamentally d 
ferent view of historical development, which he saw in 
terms of progress, open to innovations. This positive 

approach to innovations, essential for his position as an 
artist using his fantasy, came into inevitable collision 

with the new primitivist attitude. 

Piranesi did not deny the idea of the origin of archi- 

tecture in the “primitive hut, but criticized the 

approach that saw the primeval state as the source of 
the highest perfection. His critique of this view in Della 
Magnificenza was mainly based on questioning the mea- 
sure of historical probability in Le Roy’s idealistic view 
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