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The Paradoxes of Piranesi
by Gail Leggio

The Roman views of Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720-78) have lost none
of their power over the last two centuries. Their longevity derives from the
formidable arustic skills lavishly displayed in Piranesi’s thousands of etchings,
bolstered by his architectural training and informed appetite for archaeological
detail. In part, too, as David Watkin remarks in his recent study The Roman
Forum, Piranesi benefits from fortunate timing. Because he was depicting the
city before the widespread excavations and reconstructions that began in the
nineteenth century, “any ancient building he shows we can take as genuinely
ancient.”’ The images of half-buried monuments, integrated with churches
and street life and picturesque rural incursions, are compelling documents of
a great city in an era when the study of antiquity was fueling the contradictory
aesthetic revolutions of neoclassicism and Romanticism. At the same time, they
transcend their immediate circumstances to become definitive expressions of
the “grandeur that was Rome.” Exhibitions such as “The World of Piranesi,”
a recent collaborative project between faculty and students at the University
of Notre Dame’s Snite Museum of Art, continue to promote discussion about
Rome’s architectural heritage and imaginative legacy.

In fact, Rome’s master printmaker and principal visual rhetorician
described himself as an “architetto veneziano,” and Piranesi first visited the
city as a draftsman in the entourage of the Venetian ambassador to the papal
court. He learned a good deal from Venetian artists, including Giovanni
Antonio Canaletto (1697—-1768), prince of the vedutisti or view painters, whose
1mages of La Serenissima were prized souvenirs of the Grand Tour. Canaletto
depicted, with uncanny verisimilitude, the piazzas and palazzi, churches and
canals, establishing the instantly recognizable iconography of Venice. He also
publicized Venetian light—limpid, sparkling, a glamour born of the interplay
between sky and water. Venetian light made the city a magnet for colorists such
as JM.W. Turner and John Singer Sargent, but it also inspired the evocative,
low-key paintings and engravings of James McNeill Whistler. Piranesi worked
exclusively in black-and-white, but he is a master of the effects of light, in his
masses of deep shadow and bold areas of full sun, in the unobtrusive yet deftly
sketched movement of clouds in his skies. The light gives his Roman vedute an
élan that makes academic architectural renderings look dry and chilly.

Piranesi could build on the work of two other Venetians, on Giovanni
Battista Tiepolo’s (1696-1770) Capricci and on the set designs of Ferdinando
Galli Bibiena (1656—1743). Capricci are picturesque jumbles of architectural
and sculptural elements; the tombs and urns, pillars and pyramids can be
decorated with inscriptions and peopled by mythological beings and symbolic
animals. Tiepolo’s capricci are airy and playful. Piranesi’s are denser and more
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Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Viz Appia and Via Ardeatina, from Le Antichita Romane, 1756

learned, manisfestations of scholarly horror vacuii. In one of the frontispieces
in the four-volume Le Antichita Romane (1756), Piranesi reimagines the intersec-
tion of the Via Appia and the Via Ardeatina as a sort of attic-jungle, piled high
with mausoleums and capitals and marble body parts, busts and gravestones
and a stone she-wolf suckling Romulus and Remus. Piranesi was also influ-
enced by Ferdinando Galli Bibiena (1656—1743), a master of Baroque scenog-
raphy and founder of a dynasty of architects and theater designers. Bibiena
broke the staid symmetry, based on single-point perspective, of the formal
set presented frontally to the audience. His scena par angolo was laid out on a
diagonal, a far more dynamic strategy for stage composition. This cornering,
using multiple-point perspective, allowed for the illusion of deep distance.
Bibiena also exaggerated the scale of architectural elements, so that buildings
appeared cropped by the proscenium arch.

Scenographic presentation is eminently suited to the inherent theatricality
of Rome’s public spaces, and Piranesi makes evocative stage pictures from
Roman locales, both modest and iconic, in two etchings featured in the Snite
Museum show. His Internal View of the Atrium of the Portico of Octavia (1760)
shows the remnants of the ancient temple complex that had been used as a fish
market since the middle ages. Piranesi encloses the space on three sides. On the
left, an arch flanked by handsome, half-broken pilasters is cropped, at court-
yard level, by a low wall; the pile of rough stone surmounting the arch rises
out of frame. On the right, in much steeper perspective, runs a trio of columns.
The back wall holds another arch, interrupted by a makeshift awning. An alley
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through that arch disappears, at an angle, into the distance. Tiny figures go
about their daily business amid the monumental detritus. Sun and shadow
carve out spaces and pick out textures built up over centuries.

The Portico of Octavia, in Rome’s Ghetto, seems absorbed into its neigh-
borhood. The grandeur of the Arch of Titus is unmistakable, as is its freight
of history. One of the principal monuments of the Forum, the Arch of Titus
was erected by the Emperor Domitian in 81 A.D. to honor the victories of
Titus and Vespasian in the Judaean War. In his View of the Arch of Titus (1760),
Piranesi places the arch on the left, angling it sharply so that the top rises out
of frame, emphasizing its sheer bulk. That angle also offers a good interior
view of the famous bas-relief of the sacking of Jerusalem and, in dramatic
shadow, the coffered ceiling. Hard sunlight reveals the ruined surfaces, which
would be rebuilt and restored by Giuseppe Valadier in 1821, when the warren
of modern buildings and shacks that had attached themselves to the arch like
barnacles would also be removed. Again, Piranesi creates a stage picture by
placing a dark wall on the right, including picturesque trees and showing a side
road dissolving in sunlight as it runs off at an angle, in an etcher’s version of
atmospheric perspective.

Vedulea interna 2l Abrio Pel Fortico dt Ollavia..
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Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Internal View of the Atrium of the Portico of Octavia, from
Vedute di Roma, 1760




Giovanni Battista Piranesi, View of the Arch of Titus, from Vedute di Roma, c. 1770

Piranest’s 1760 Arch of Titus print suggests some of the artist’s stylistic
complexity, in the way he combines a classicist’s fervent admiration for ancient
architecture with Baroque stagecraft and proto-Romantic sensibility. In another
print, View of the Arch of Titus (c. 1770), Piranesi places the arch on the right,
straight on to the viewer, emphasizing the inscription above the arch itself
and clearing away the surrounding structures. On the left is a panorama of
the Forum which includes, improbably from this angle, the Temple of Castor
and Pollux. While this view looks more classicist and archaeological, it is, as
Malcolm Campbell remarks, a “fictional vista” that Piranesi has “edited and
manipulated.” The difference between these two versions of the Arch of Titus
demonstrates why generalizing about Piranesi’s attitude toward Rome is a
tricky proposition.

In his view of the Portico of Octavia and 1760 etching of the Arch of
Titus, Piranesi reveals an intuitive understanding of the exhilarating spatial
dynamics of a city where, as Christian Norberg-Schulz puts it, “the street is
an ‘urban interior’ where life takes place.” The piazzas, tiny and expansive,
scattered around Rome become anterooms to the great building interiors that
Norberg-Schulz claims are “the most important contribution of the ancient
Romans to the history of architecture.” Piranesi presents the most perfect of
Roman enclosed spaces in luterior View of the Pantheon (1756), in an unusually
symmetrical staging, perhaps in honor of its elegant geometry. Many views of
the structure are in vertical format, such as Giovanni Paolo Panini’s Interior of
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