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In 1976, Peter Murray noted the lack of literature on Bramante, in 
comparison to scholarship focused on Raphael and Michelangelo, in 
the foreword to a work that was to alter that trend: Arnaldo Bruschi’s 
study of Bramante, published in Italian in 1969 and later reworked in 
English.1 Murray proposed two reasons for an absence of interest in 
Bramante’s work before Bruschi. Firstly, he suggested that the neglect 
of scholars had led to a general public unaware of “the true greatness 
of this extraordinary genius”,2 and secondly, that few of Bramante’s 
buildings still survive, and those that do are either incomplete or 
“need an experienced and sympathetic eye to discern their merit”.3 

The lost architecture of Bramante is a topic in itself. The Palazzo 
Caprini (1500–10), destroyed in 1936 to make way for the Via della 
Conciliazione, was the earliest (built) appearance since antiquity of 
a Doric order, alongside the Tempietto of San Pietro in Montorio. The 
palace’s façade was formed by a rusticated arcade of shops below a 
piano nobile of apartments formed with paired columns mounted 
by a Doric entablature. An attic storey is cleverly hidden with win-
dows inserted in the metopes of the entablature. As Georgia Clarke 
has noted, this division of storeys and use of an antique motif was a 
device for separating the social and functional roles of the palace.4 In 
a sense, Bramante’s design for the Palazzo Caprini became the univer-
sal paradigm for a palace façade in the all’antica style.5 For Bruschi, 
the façade of the palace portrays a sort of expressionistic emphasis 
and idiosyncratic licence that suggested the way toward Mannerism.6

Contemporaneous to the palace, Bramante and his workshop 
designed a project that utilized antique motifs but on a much vaster 
scale. The Cortile del Belvedere (1504–6) connected the Vatican Palace 
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that were further developed in the following decades by a number of 
architects in a new palimpsest.

Bramante’s half plan operated in the realm of pen and paper, inde-
pendent of its existence as built reality (for Bramante’s proposal was 
never fully constructed or realized). However, despite the fact that the 
plan was never put into practice as Bramante drew it, the influence of 
his drawing was nonetheless significant. Over the thirty years that fol-
lowed the drawing’s execution, the plan of St Peter's oscillated between 
a centralized church and a more traditional longitudinal basilica, but 
all eleven of the building’s subsequent architects (a catalogue of the 
leading “designers” of the time that includes Raphael, Michelangelo, 
Maderno and Bernini, among others) would be bound by Bramante’s 
basic scheme. “Whoever departs from Bramante departs from the 
truth”, said Michelangelo.6 In its final state, the plan of the temple 
ultimately does follow a basilican format, but the presence of the cen-
tralized scheme is inescapable. More than this, however, St Peter’s as 
drawn by Bramante defined a generic framework rather than providing 
a specific solution, and thus the drawing represented more of a set of 
conditions rather than a physical or concrete phenomenon. Abstracted 
from its overall form and from concrete reality, the building is deprived 
of its particular existence and therefore begins operating only in rela-
tion to a collective idea of what a temple is, constantly updating the 
representation of the work and thus reducing it to an always-changing 
figure. The plan becomes a diagram with the power to simultaneously 
construct and expose an idea while at the same time simplifying and 
idealizing the complexity of the work into something essential yet 
potentially multiple. 

Still one of the most important buildings in the world, St Peter’s 
is found today in the smallest nation on earth – Vatican City. From 
Bramante’s proposal through to the project’s final form, the visitor 
has had to enter the church by walking up a staircase that serves to 
elevate the sacred space and leads to a transitional area where one 
crosses from the secular world into the sacred interior. First the walled 
city within a city, then the plinth on which the building rests and 
finally the blunt definition of the building outline together create an 
operation of subsequent delimitations through which the building’s 
influential presence endures. Bramante’s description of a generic 
framework rather than a specific solution is what generates the radi-
cal instrumentality of his half plan.
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hypothetically reconstruct lost projects, to demonstrate the charac-
teristics of surviving buildings and to analyze patterns and propor-
tional relationships.

In 1954, Ackerman published The Cortile del Belvedere, an extra- 
ordinary study of the Cortile which combined his doctoral dissertation 
with a catalogue of primary sources from 1504 to 1585.13 From these 
documents and drawings, Ackerman reconstructed a history of the site 
and its buildings from the time of Julius II to that of Gregory XIII. As 
Ackerman sees it, the historian’s task is complicated by the fact there 
are two buildings to be reassembled from the fragments of evidence: 
the Cortile as conceived by Bramante and the Cortile as it was later 
executed by others. Ackerman reconstructed Bramante’s project for 
the Cortile through a three-page fold-out isometric projection which 
runs from the Vatican Palace up the Vatican Hill, taking in the three 
courtyards, flanking loggias, exedra and statue court. Each element 
of the Cortile is annotated with a chapter presenting the primary evi-
dence for its reconstruction (usually drawings and maps) alongside 
an analysis of the element itself. The primary visual resources are the 
relevant drawings of the Codex Coner, a pair of sketchbooks rebound as 
one in the 18th century that, after passing to James Adam and others, 
is now held in Sir John Soane’s Museum in London. Ackerman saw the 
relevant drawings in the Codex Coner as having their source in original 
drawings by Bramante and his workshop. Hence, he described them 
as providing “the soundest basis for reconstruction [of the Cortile]”.14 
As Ackerman recognized, the Codex Coner has a complex history and 
seems to be the product of multiple draughtsmen. One of these is 
almost certainly the Florentine woodworker–architect Bernardo della 
Volpaia who worked with Bramante and members of the Sangallo cir-
cle.15 There surely is a link to Bramante, but Ackerman’s reliance on the 
Codex as an accurate or definite source for the Cortile’s reconstruction 
is hugely problematic. Firstly, it relies on the premise that there was a 
definite plan of the Cortile project by Bramante that could be copied, 
but there is no evidence that such a drawing was ever made. Vasari 
suggests that a model for Bramante’s design was made but does not 
discuss a drawing.16 Secondly, Ackerman argues that the idea that the 
drawing “is made from the original project is indicated by its inclu-
sion of features that were never executed as we see them here”.17 This 
might be one explanation, but another could be the draftsman’s use 
of inventio, the act of discovery and invention, in the recording of the 
Cortile. Later in his reconstruction of the exedra, which was altered 
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to an existing villa at the top of the Vatican Hill built by Innocent VIII in 
the late 15th century. Alongside an extension of the existing villa with 
a sculpture gallery, the Cortile was formed by three levels of courtyards 
created by surrounding loggias that enclosed gardens, fountains and 
an open-air theatre. The Cortile had another function as an enceinte: 
the loggias that connected up the hill formed an extension of the 
Vatican fortifications. Despite the physical absence of these build-
ings, both live on in famous drawings, in particular Andrea Palladio’s 
sketch of the Palazzo Caprini7 and Giovanni Antonio Dosio’s vedute 
of the Cortile from the Vatican Palace.8

Many historians have been led astray by the beguiling combina-
tion of drawing and language in their search for Bramante’s lost or 
incomplete projects. The precedent for this was set in the century 
of Bramante’s death when it was proposed that the Tempietto is an 
incomplete project. Sebastiano Serlio’s Book III: On Antiquities, first 
published in 1540, presented the Tempietto with an additional colon-
nade and four small chapels formed by apses in each corner. Serlio 
annotated the drawing with the remark: “The plan shown below in the 
figure was the invention of Bramante, although the part which was to 
harmonise with the old work was never built.”9 Complementing this 
is a remark by Vasari claiming that the Tempietto would have been 
“even more beautiful . . . if the whole extent of the cloister, which is not 
finished, had been brought to the form that is to be seen in a drawing 
by his hand”.10 Despite the lack of evidence in the form of a building 
or drawing, the attribution of this additional colonnade to Bramante 
became an accepted truth among historians and architects, notwith-
standing Hubertus Günther’s demonstration that there is a lack of 
coherence between Serlio’s plan and the site itself.11

When architects are given the opportunity, as Adrian Forty has 
noted, most will choose the medium of expression of drawing before 
that of language due to the former’s directness and precision.12 It is 
through these attributes that drawings project a reality. Despite their 
absolute nature – either there is a line or there isn’t – this reality does 
not exist beyond the surface of the paper. In the absence of drawings 
attributable to Bramante (for there are none definitely by his hand), 
the architectural historians of the 20th century resorted to produc-
ing their own representations. In their studies of Bramante, all of the 
major 20th-century historians of the Renaissance are guilty of this, 
including Bruschi, James Ackerman and Christoph Frommel. These 
contemporary drawings are used in a variety of ways: as a means to 
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claimed that this design recalls the image of a palazzo appearing in 
a marquetry door at the ducal palace in Urbino, Bramante’s home-
town, but Bruschi’s reconstruction is far more nuanced and elegantly 
composed than the image depicted in the door.) The reconstructed 
elevation is hatched to show the various materials that made up the 
façade of this element, which connected the Vatican Palace to the mid-
dle courtyard. However, Bruschi himself demonstrates the problem 
of this sort of reconstruction: each of the three sources he uses – the 
Codex Coner, Peruzzi’s description and modern measurements – has 
a differing dimension for each portion of the colonnade. This epi-
sode demonstrates two clear historiographical problems: firstly, the 
problem of how to interpret and utilize a variety of primary sources 
that are not coherent in their description of an object; and secondly, 
the problem of presenting of this interpretation through new draw-
ings as something absolute and complete in order to demonstrate, 
not just illustrate, a historical argument. However, Bruschi also uses 
drawings in another way: to demonstrate facts and show facets of 
buildings that a photograph would fail to capture – for instance, the 
section that depicts the rising ground line (0.915 m) from the Vatican 
Palace to the middle court. Following this, Bruschi presents a plan 
and elevation to show the disjunction between pedestal heights at 
the north-east corner of the upper court. Here the building and its 
topography are presented through the analytical device of a drawing. 
These manipulations of ground and scenic background demonstrate 
that Bramante emphasized the spettacolo, or illusionary effect, of 
façades for theatrical reasons in the design of the Cortile.23

To demonstrate the sorts of issues faced by architectural histori-
ans in examining drawings from the 15th century, I would now like to 
examine a drawing that has been previously attributed to Bramante, 
U104A. The recto of U104A presents a survey of one half of the Baths 
of Diocletian in Rome with the addition of a few sketched reconstruc-
tions. From the third quarter of the 15th century, there is a series 
of drawings that indicate the baths were the site of determined and 
accurate surveys carried out by artists and architects in their study 
of ancient Rome.24 U104A is a prime example of this study, for it is 
littered with annotated measurements in palmi for individual walls, 
piers and columns. The number of annotated measurements on the 
drawing suggests that the draughtsman was interested in recording 
the exact dimensions, forms and internal relationships of the baths' 
structural elements. Larger spans between structural elements have 
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after Bramante’s death and subsequently destroyed and replaced by 
the Nicchione, Ackerman notes that the difficulty of reconstruction 
increases in direct proportion to the number of primary sources drawn 
upon: nine witnesses record five different solutions for the form of 
the exedra’s staircase.18 Ackerman follows the descriptions of Vasari 
and Peruzzi, who indicate that the exedra was formed by two sets of 
eight steps. He then takes licence with these descriptions, noting that 
the figures do not include the circular half-landing and semi-circular 
landing of the exedra. An axonometric projection included here dem-
onstrates this composition in relation to the surrounding hemicycle 
through a reconstruction of Ackerman’s interpretations. This approach 
is typical for Ackerman: earlier in the study he explains that his meth-
odology consists in bringing together the large volume of evidence (to 
reduce the margin for error), comparing and evaluating this evidence 
and then attempting to propose a reconstruction. Despite the obvi-
ous flaws and inconsistencies of such a reconstruction, his purpose 
possesses a tragic heroism due to its desire to restore “to its proper 
form and deserved position . . . one of the major monuments in the 
history of architecture”.19

In his later study, Arnaldo Bruschi separated Bramante’s projects 
and buildings into two groups defined by the main characteristics 
of their design. The works in the first group are categorized by their 
organization of interior space and expression of exterior volume, 
and for Bruschi, the most complete example of this is the project for 
St Peter’s.20 The most important characteristic of the second group 
is Bramante’s interest in the total plan or the urban strategy of the 
project, with the best example of this being Bramante’s work at the 
Vatican Palace and on the Cortile.21 Together with his scholarly and 
well-written analysis of the cultural context of Rome in the early 
Cinquecento, Bruschi provides a series of drawings that serve to give 
authority to his historical narrative. In his study of Bramante at the 
Vatican, Bruschi reconstructed the colonnades of the lower court 
of the Cortile in orthogonal plan, section and elevation. This recon-
struction is based on Ackerman’s scholarship and a series of details 
of the Cortile’s entablatures annotated with measurements in the 
Codex Coner. There is a ground-floor arcade, roughly twelve metres 
high, with Doric pilasters on each pier, above which there are Ionic 
pilasters alongside aedicules framed with alternating segmental 
and triangular pediments. At the top are Corinthian pilasters with 
pairs of smaller Doric columns above the aedicules.22 (Bruschi later 
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been recorded, and two columns of adding up these dimensions 
are clearly visible in the margins of the drawing. In addition to the 
ground plan, the draughtsman has drawn four enlarged “details” of 
portions of the baths. At the top of the drawing is an enlarged cruci-
form pier with the length of each face recorded. In the space where 
the caldarium should be, the draughtsman has drawn the detail of 
the doorway at a larger scale to represent how the curve of the door-
way wall is reflected in the negative profile of the central portion 
that divides one room from the next. Another drawing of a detail at 
the bottom of the sheet shows the integration of the rotunda with a 
rectilinear staircase.

The attribution of drawings to particular draughtsmen is an impor-
tant factor in our understanding of how historians might consider 
the relationship between buildings and drawings. In the late 19th 
century, Alfonso Bartoli attributed U104A to Bramante.25 In the 1980s, 
Christoph Frommel dated the drawing to circa 1508–9.26 More recently, 
Frommel has reconsidered the drawing and dated it to between 1505 
and 1506.27 Despite their attribution of the drawing to Bramante, both 
Bartoli and Frommel believe that the measurements on the drawing 
look like they are in Giuliano da Sangallo’s handwriting. On the basis 
of this evidence, Hubertus Günther has attributed the drawing directly 
to Giuliano.28 As discussed earlier, there are no drawings that can be 
securely attributed to Bramante, and yet Frommel has nonetheless 
interpreted Bramante’s intentions on the recto of U104A as an under-
standing of how a structural element like a pier could articulate four 
adjoining rooms or spaces while simultaneously supporting vaulting 
and a roof. This interpretation has arisen because Bramante faced this 
very challenge in his work on the construction of the four great piers at 
the crossing of the nave and transepts at St Peter’s. Bramante’s inten-
tions for St Peter’s are commonly deduced from U1A, the “Parchment 
plan”, which depicts the design for a building composed of a juxta-
position of spaces of different sizes and forms separated by screens 
of columns, piers and walls. While at most the drawing only depicts 
one half of a proposal, scholars have simply mirrored the drawing 
along one axis in order to interpret Bramante’s design for St Peter’s 
as a Greek cross plan.

The connection between Bramante’s designs for St Peter’s and his 
possible study of the Baths of Diocletian is reinforced by scholars’ inter-
pretation of the drawing on the verso of U104A: a ground-plan sketch 
of a square building with projecting apses on each side set within 
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a courtyard formed by a square precinct. Some scholars, including 
Frommel, have interpreted this drawing as a sketch of the plan for St 
Peter’s influenced by the compositional principles derived from study 
of the Baths of Diocletian.29 A more detailed plan in the Codex Mellon 
(probably drawn by a draughstman in the fabbrica at St Peter’s dur-
ing Bramante’s tenure) depicts a Greek cross plan formed by a cross-
ing with four piers and contained within a peribolos-like precinct 
with elements borrowed from a variety of imperial bath complexes 
in Rome. However, there is no firm evidence that the drawing on the 
verso of U104A was a sketch for St Peter’s or even that it derived from 
study of the Baths of Diocletian. Within these drawings there is the 
refracted image of antiquity, used as a means to design architecture in 
a contemporary context, and frustratingly difficult to dismantle into 
recognizable components that form a lineage established through the 
study of antiquity. This ambiguity, possibly due to our lack of language 
beyond a few annotations to explain the drawing, is the opposite of the 
drawings that illustrate 20th-century histories of Bramante.

Following Michael Baxandall’s analysis of art history, the use of 
language alone in architectural history to describe and explain build-
ings is not unmediated: it is a constructed, interpretive description.30 
Just as in the manner that art history (language) relies on the presence 
of the picture for its meaning, architectural history relies upon the 
presence of the building or drawing to support language. When that 
picture, building or drawing is lost, then language loses its validity. 
In the case of Bramante, the historians of the 20th century produced 
drawings, often in the absence of buildings, to validate historical 
arguments. These drawings are meant to be some sort of impartial 
document, but in truth, of course, they represent the values and views 
of the historian in relation to primary material rather than Bramante’s 
approach to architecture. It was through these contemporary draw-
ings that an image of Bramante was constructed by the historians 
(and architects) of the 20th century.
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