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1. Pianta di ampio magnifico 
Collegio, G. B. Piranesi, 
1749. Source: Opere Varie, 
1750 available on “The New 
York Public Library – Digital 
Collections” https://iiif-prod.nypl.
org/index.php?id=1694336&t=g.
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Introduction
This article is one of the results of a research1 that was developed at the School of Architecture and 
Urban Planning from the University of São Paulo (Brazil)2 and at La Sapienza Università di Roma, 
Facoltà di Architettura, Dipartimento di Storia, Disegno e Restauro dell`Architettura (DSDRA)3. 
Considering the institutional proceedings, the work became a Post-Doctoral research, whose 
scope was to develop an analysis about the Parere sull`architettura [Opinions on architecture] 
(1765) of Giovanni Battista [Giambattista] Piranesi (1720-1778) in order to understand  his 
notoriety and influence as a thinker and a critic for the architectural debate during the 18th Century.
To understand the relevance of the Parere sull`architettura in the piranesian`s trajectory, it 
was necessary to observe the development of his publications. For this purpose, it was used: 
documental and iconographic research; bibliographical references; interviews and surveys. 
Considering the data collection, it was adopted as an investigation method a chronological 
timeline based on the relation between the Piranesi`s main production, developed from 1743 
until 1778. It was observed a settle of common aspects and features in his works to understand 
the circumstances that the Parere sull`architettura was developed and its repercussions.
By consulting primary and secondary sources, emerged the ways how Piranesi tried to establish 
himself as an architect in the mid-18th Century roman setting. Based on this premise, it was 
possible to settled this contribution considering the relationship between Giambattista, the 
architectural demands of his time, his contemporaries and some themes developed by the 
notorious Concorsi Clementini.

1	 This project counted with a financial support from “São Paulo Research Foundation” (FAPESP – Fundação de Amparo à Pesquisa 
do Estado de São Paulo), Brazil (Processes: 2018/04931-2; 2019/05236-9 and 2021/09340-5).
2	 In the Department of Architectural History and Project Aesthetics (AUH), under the supervision of professor Dr. Mário Henrique 
Simão D`Agostino and professor Dr. Andrea Buchidid Loewen.
3	 Under the supervision of the professor Dr. Antonella Romano.
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Rome, the architectural scenery and the first publication of Piranesi
To develop this analysis, at first it is necessary to consider the architectural scenery when Piranesi 
arrived in Rome in 1740, when he had the opportunity to see works that were just completed 
in the previous years, produced by renowned names in a context of urban reformulation. By 
observing the appeal of this relevant city interventions, Piranesi would record these architectural 
works for his series Vedute di Roma also detaching the name of their respective authors, for 
example: the Spanish steps designed by the architects Francesco de Sanctis (1679-1731) 
and Alessandro Specchi (1668-1729); the new facade for the Basilica of Saint John Lateran 
from Alessandro Galilei (1691-1737); the new facade for the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, 
whose central part was designed by Ferdinando Fuga (1699-1781); and the new Trevi Fountain, 
designed by Nicolas Salvi (1697-1751) (that would be finished in 1762).
Besides these references of great visibility, the roman`s cultural and artistic environment was 
permeated by the presence of Accademia di Francia, Accademia dell’Arcadia and Accademia di 
San Luca. Since his early years in Rome (1740s and 1750s) he stablished different connections 
with these academies: he settled his atelier in front of Accademia di Francia at Via del Corso and 
he had close acquaintances with the professors and the French pensionnaires – for example 

2. Parte di ampio magnifico 
Porto, G. B. Piranesi, 1749-
1750. Source: Opere Varie, 
1750, available on Metropolitan 
Museum, New York (USA) 
https://www.metmuseum.org/
art/collection/search/338737.
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Charles-Louis Clérisseau (1721-1820) and Hubert Robert (1733-1808), among others4. Piranesi 
also joined the literary and cultural association of Arcadia due to the influence of Giovanni 
Gaetano Bottari (1689-1775), an influent intellectual in Rome, who was the librarian of the 
Cardinal Neri Corsini (1685-1770) at the Palazzo alla Lungara.
In those first years in Rome (1740-1743), Piranesi started to work at the studio of the engraver 
Giuseppe Vasi (1710-1782) – where he developed the acquaforte technique skills5. In 1743, 
Giambattista published his first series entitled Prima parte di architettura e Prospettive6; by 
consulting volumes of this primary source7, it is possible to read a dedication letter to Mr. Nicola 
Giobbe8 that Piranesi attached. In these few pages, there are relevant information revealing his 
relation to the architectural scenery of that time by mentioning names, references and precepts 
– which would guide the entire piranesian artistic trajectory.
At a certain point of this letter, Piranesi referred specifically to the acquaintance that he had of 
some great names of his time, mentioning their architectural works: Nicola Salvi (responsible for 
the Trevi Fountain design) and Luigi Vanvitelli with his project for the Port of Ancona:

And here, Sir, since mention is made of the benefits you have done me, I will not end 
this letter without reminding you with infinite pleasure of the friendship that through you 
I have acquired with the two most illustrious architects of our age, Nicola Salvi and Luigi 
Vanvitelli, the merit of which, as will be sufficiently proven to posterity by the illustrious 
works they have done, and especially by the Trevi Fountain, which the former is now 
about to finish, and by the Port and Lazzaretto of Ancona recently completed by the 
latter, so it would be vain for me to dwell on their praises [...]9

Piranesi knew Trevi Fountain, that was under construction, a monument that would be 
represented by him in a great number of engravings. Considering the historical notices, it is 
not completely certain that Piranesi visited Ancona; however, he had the acquaintance of the 
Vanvitelli Port by the Vasi`s engraving produced in 1739. In 1748, Giambattista would dedicate 
an engraving to Ancona, where the main subject was the architecture of the ancient Romans, 
the Arch of Trajan10.

Piranesi`s engravings and the themes related to the Concorsi Clementini
Adopting a chronological timeline for the purposes of this analysis, the first piranesian work 
published – Prima parte di architettura e Prospettive – was particularly relevant. Some years 
later Giambattista would return to this series:in that new edition there are the pieces that 
represent the focus of this contribution. In 1750, when Piranesi was already permanently 

4	 For more about these relationships see Henri Foncillon, Giovanni-Battista Piranesi 1720-1778. Thèse de doctorat prèsenteè 
a la Facultè des Lettres de l`Universitè de Paris (Libraire Renouard/Henry Laurens, 1918) and Académie de France a Rome. 
Piranèse et les français: 1740-1790 (Edizioni dell’Elefante, 1976).
5	 In the biography wrote in 1779 – Elogio Storico del Cavaliere Giovani Battista Piranesi – Giovanni Ludovico Bianconi exposed 
some inusitated facts related to the relationship between Piranesi and Vasi around the acquaforte technical secrets.
6	 Full title: “Prima parte di architettura e Prospettive inventate, ed incise da Gio. Batt.a. Piranesi, architetto veneziano dediacte 
al Sig. Nicola Giobbe”.
7	 Consulted at Biblioteca dell’Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei e Corsiniana (Rome) – 53 k 32.
8	 Information about Nicola Giobbe could be found in the work of Lola Kantor-Kazovsky. “Nicola Giobbe’s Library in the Context 
of Piranesi Studies”, in Bibliothèques d’architecture, edited by Olga Medvedkova (INHA-Alain Baudry éditeur, 2009): 127-38.
9	 From the original: “E qui Signore, poichè de`benefizj, che mi avete fatti si faa menzione, non finirò questa lettera senza ricordavi 
con infinito mio piacere, della amicizia che per vostro mezzo ho acquistata delli due chiarissimi Architetti dell`età nostra Nicola 
Salvi, e Luigi Vanvitelli, il merito de`qualli, come farà abbastanza alla posterità comprovato dalle insigni Opere che hanno fatto, e 
dalla Fontana di Trevi principalmente, che ora il primo sta per finire, e dal Porto, e Lazzeretto d`Ancona testè terminati per opera 
dell`altro, cosi vano sarebbe che io mi estendessi nelle loro lodi [...]” Giovanni Battista Piranesi. Prima parte di architettura e 
Prospettive inventate, ed incise da Gio. Batt.a. Piranesi, architetto veneziano dediacte al Sig. Nicola Giobbe (Stamperia de` fratelli 
Pagliarini Marcanti Librari e Stampatori, 1743).
10	 Luigi Ficacci, Piranesi. Catalogo completo delle acqueforti (Taschen GmbH, 2016): 141.
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settled in Rome, a new edition of Prima parte came to light. In this second version, Giambattista 
excluded the Giobbe’s dedication letter and highlighted in the cover page that he was a member 
of the Accademia dell’Arcadia with the name Salcindio Tiseio, a detail that shows the intentions 
to demonstrate his connections with this institution.
This new edition of Prima parte integrates a volume entitled Opere Varie di architettura, 
prospettiva, groteschi, antichità inventate ed incise da Giambattista Piranesi Architetto11 [Various 
Works of architecture, perspective, grotesque, antiquity invented and engraved by Giambattista 
Piranesi architect], that consists in a collection12 in which other interests come to light like the 
grotesques and the taste of the ancient roman remains.
In the second version of Prima Parte Piranesi added two engravings13: Parte di ampio 
magnifico Porto [“Part of a large magnificent Port”] ‒ produced between 1749-1750 ‒ and 
Pianta di ampio magnifico Collegio [“Plan of a large magnificent College”] ‒ produced in 
1749. (fig. 1) The themes of these engravings were inspired by the Concorsi Clementini di 
Belle Arti.
The Concorsi Clementini di Belli Arti were artistic and architectural competitions that were 
consolidated by the Pope Clement XI (Giovanni Francesco Albani, 1649-1721) in 170214. The 
Accademia di San Luca was directly involved in these competitions: the participation was limited 
to the students from this academy and to those from Accademia di Francia. For the participants, 
these competitions constituted a notorious opportunity to demonstrate their artistic and 
architectural skills in the Roman scenario. The proposed topics addressed programs of broad 
public utility, such as schools, meeting rooms, libraries, etc. These architectural commissions 
were rare in Rome during the mid-Eighteenth Century15. These competitions did not follow a 
regular periodicity; that one that would be held in 1750 would be especially relevant because it 
coincided with the Catholic Church Celebration of the Jubilee, under the Pope Benedict XIV16 
(Prospero Lorenzo Lambertini, 1675-1758)17.
The engraving entitled Parte di ampio magnifico Porto [“Part of a large magnificent Port”] was 
produced by Piranesi between 1749 and 1750. According to bibliographical references such 
as J. Wilton-Ely (1993)18 and M. Bevilacqua (2008)19 the theme of this piece was inspired by 
the Concorso Clementino of 1732: Una città in mezzo al mare [A city in the middle of the sea]. 
In this competition it was proposed that: “The topography of a city in the middle of the sea will 
be outlined in an arbitrary shape, fortified in its modern circuit, according to the rules taught 
for many years in our Academy of San Luca in Rome [...]”20. Bernardo Antonio Vittone (1704-
1770) won this competition, with a proposal for a complex that accomplished all the expected 

11	 Full title: Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Opere Varie di Architettura, Prospettiva, Groteschi, Antichitá inventate, ed incise da 
Giambattista Piranesi Architetto Veneziano raccolte da Giovanni Bouchard Mercante Librejo al Corso (Ed. Bouchard, 1750).
12	 Consulted at Biblioteca dell’Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei e Corsiniana (Rome) – 53 k 8.
13	 Ginevra Mariani (ed.). Giambattista Piranesi. Matrici incise 1743-1753 (Mazzotta, 2010): 24; Ficacci, Piranesi (2016), 174.
14	 Sessantacinque anni delle Scuole di Belle Arti della Insegne e Pontifica Accademia Romana denominata di S. Luca (Stab. G. 
Civelli, 1895): 45.
15	 S. Munshower and H. Hager. Architectural Fantasy and Reality: Drawings from the Accademia Nazionale di San Luca in Rome 
/ Concorsi Clementini, 1700-1750. (Pennsylvania State University; Museum of Art, 1981).
16	 According to: “Delle lodi e delle Belle Arti. Orazioni e componimenti poetici detti in Campidoglio in occasione della festa del 
Concorso, celebrata dall’Insigne Accademia del Disegno di S. Luca, essendo Principe di essa il sig. Francesco Mancini, l’anno 
del Giubileo 1750. Alla Santità di Nostro Signore Benedetto XIV”. Sessantacinque anni delle Scuole di Belle Arti (1895): 199.
17	 Sessantacinque anni delle Scuole di Belle Arti (1895): 199.
18	 John Wilton-Ely. Piranesi: as architect and designer (The Pierpont Morgan Library, 1993): 5.
19	 Mario Bevilacqua. Piranesi – Taccuini di Modena (Editoriale Artemide s.r.l., 2008): 182-83.
20	 From the original: “Si delinerà la topografia di una città in mezzo al mare di figura ad arbitrio, fortificata nel suo circuito alla 
moderna, secondo le regole insegnate da più anni nella nostra Accademia di S. Luca in Roma...” Accademia di San Luca. Per 
commodo della città. L’imagine architettonica nei disegni dell’Accademia Nazionale di San Luca XVII-XIX secolo (Accademia 
Nazionale di San Luca, 2019): 32.
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statements. (fig. 3) Vittone came from Turin to Rome in 1731 and faced the complex theme of 
the competition presenting a set of drawings with great ability. In 1750, Bernardo Vittone had 
already developed an extensive architectural trajectory in Piemonte and Piranesi was not yet 
connected with the Accademia di San Luca.
Beyond the theme inspired by the 1732 competition, other possible influences to Piranesi’s 
engraving Parte di ampio magnifico Porto (fig. 2) could be detected. In the descriptions of this 
plate, Giambattista addressed the ancient roman elements considering their diversity: triumphal 
arches, naval trophies, porches, arches, buttresses, statues, fountains, etc21. Piranesi already 
had a great familiarity with the ancient ruins that he constantly visited, publishing in 1748 the 
series Antichità Romane de tempi della Repubblica e de’ Primi Imperatori22 [Roman Antiquity of 
the Time of the Republic and the First Emperors].
Wilton-Ely and Bevilacqua demonstrated that the studies that the young Piranesi made in 1742 
‒ based on the work of the Austrian Fischer von Erlach Entwurff einer historischen Architectur 
[“A Plan of Civil and Historical Architecture”] (1721) ‒ could be also considered as references to 
rearticulate the ancient forms. This kind of formal experience would be applied in architectural 
fantasies; the reinterpretation of antiquity would become a prevalent topic in Piranesi`s artistic 
trajectory. Regarding the great sets of staircases that integrate the composition Parte di ampio 
magnifico Porto, it is possible to think about the Alessandro Specchi’s intervention for the 
Porto di Ripetta, in Rome that was finished in 1704. Giambattista represented it in 1753 and 
integrated the serie Vedute di Roma23.
The second engraving focusing here is Pianta di ampio magnifico Collegio, produced by 
Piranesi in 1749. In this work was developed a dense program inspired by the theme of 
the Concorso Clementino, published in the same year. According to Bevilacqua (2008), the 
statements stablished in this edition of the competition were

A magnificent college capable of teaching separately Mathematics and the Fine Arts 
‒ Painting, Sculpture and Architecture ‒ with two floors of rooms on the ground floor, 
a decent church and a large courtyard with porticoes around it, as well as a majestic 
staircase, in addition to the smaller staircases, with all the necessary comforts of the 
other workshops, for a family composed of 24 students, Director and Teachers and 
other servants for the use and care of the same college and church, with making the 
geometric plan of each floor, the elevation and section or split of the entire work.24

21	 From the descriptions: “Parte di ampio magnifico Porto all’uso degli antichi Romani, ove si scuopre l’interno della gran Piazza 
pel Comercio superbamte. Decorata di colonne rostrali, che dinotano le più segnalate vittorie marittime. Le Parieti,/ che sono 
d’intorno alla gran Piazza vanno formando molti Archi Trionfali ornati parim te. di Trofei navali, quali Archi si uniscono dalla parte 
opposta al Tempio della Fortuna, sopra la cui cima sta collo-/ cato il gran Canale per guida de’ naviganti. Le dette Parieti sono 
difese ed attorniate da Contraforti, che gli fanno argine e nel medesimo tempo gli servono di solido maestoso ornam to. Sopra 
di questi forti in qualche distanza sonovi/ distribuiti i posti di guardia per le sentinelle con a pedi de’ mascheroni per espurgo 
delle immondizie. Le grandi Scalinate, che veggonsi, portano alla gran Piazza ornata di Portici, Basilica, e d’altri nobili edificj 
con l’ara di Profumi inestinguibili dedicata/ a Nettuno Dio del mare. Si vedono ancora sepolcri ed urne colle ceneri de’ benemeriti 
Capitani, estinti nè conflitti navali, situate a miglior vista del Porto per eccitamento di gloriosa emulazione. Questa vasta Fabrica 
tutta di soda architettura composta/ e nobilitata di Statue, Fontane, Trofei, Bassirielivi, e di tutto ciò, che può servire non meno 
d’ornamento, che di comodo per la navigazione, resta molto bene difesa dag’insulti del mare per mezzo del Molo, dè Lazzaretti, 
e Magazini, che la circondano.” (Piranesi, Opere varie di architettura (1750) and Ficacci, Piranesi (2016): 177).
22	 Full title: “Antichità Romane de`tempi della Repubblica e de`Primi Imperatori, disegnate ed incise da Giambattista Piranesi, 
architetto veneziano: dallo stesso dedicate all`ill.mo e rev.mo sig. Monsig. Giovanni Bottari, cappellano segreto di N.S. Benedetto 
XIV uno dei custodi della Biblioteca Vaticana e canônico di S. Maria in Trastevere. Roma si vende dall`auttore dirimpetto 
L’Accademia di Francia.”
23	 Ficacci, Piranesi (2016): 744.
24	 Original: “Un magnifico collegio capace da potervi separatamente insegnare le Matematiche e le Belle Arti di Pittura, Scultura 
ed Architettura, con due piani di stanze nel piano terreno una decente chiesa ed un ampio cortile con portici all`intorno, come 
anche una maestosa scala, oltre le scale minori, con tutti i comodi necessari delle altre officine, per una famiglia composta di 24 
studenti, Direttore e Maestri e altri Famigli per uso e custodia dello stesso collegio e chiesa, con farne la pianta geometrica di 
ciaschedun piano, il prospetto e sezione o sia spaccato di tutta opera.” apud Bevilacqua, Piranesi (2008): 44; 84.
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The architect Francesco Sabbatini (1721-1797) won the first prize. In those years he was 
studying in Rome and presented a great plan considering all the statements disposed. 
After this recognition in Rome, Sabbatini would work with Luigi Vanvitelli to develop Reggia 
di Caserta.
Giambattista was already settled in Rome, but he did not participate formally on this competition 
because he still had no connections with the Accademia di San Luca. Even though, considering 
the prominence of the Conconsi Clementini in the roman scenario, it was relevant to Piranesi 
to demonstrate that he was aware of the competition demands and that he could interact with 
such theme. In the engraving proposed by himself, (fig. 1) it is described that the plan of a large 
magnificent college was based on the idea of the ancient palestra of the Greeks and the roman 
baths of the romans25.
The intricate concentric plan based on the ancient forms is full of rooms, atriums and 
staircases disposed in a symmetrical way, revealing the close relationship with the ancient 
remains. Considering our analysis method based on a chronological timeline, it is possible 
to highlight some features connected with other piranesian works that were produced later. 
The influence of the monumental schemes of the roman baths was particularly evident. This 
theme would be highlighted by Piranesi especially in his masterpiece Le Antichità Romane 

25	 Nel Upside right on the board: “Pianta di ampio magnifico Collegio formata sopra l`idea dell`antiche Palestre de`Greci, e Terme 
de`Romani, nella quale di scorgono Maestosi Portici con Scalinate, Anditi con Ale, Atrii con Vestibuli, Tablini con Loggie, Peristillo con 
Scalone, Laghi, e Fontane, Oeci, o siano Salotti con Efebei, o Scuole, Stanze ornate per rivevimento de`Personaggi, Essedre, o Sale 
grandi, Pinacoteche, o Gallerie, Biblioteche, Triclinii, o Refettorii, Cavedj, o Cortili Tempio co`suo Campanili, e Sagristia, Oratorio, 
Teatro, Cavallerizza, Scuderia, Abitazione per li Studenti, Rettori, Lettori, Sacerdoti, ed altri Ufficiali, ecc.;”. Piranesi, Opere varie di 
architettura (1750).

3. Source: 1. Concorso 
Clementino, first prize. Pianta 
generale, Bernardo Antonio 
Vittone, 1732. Source: 
Accademia Nazionale di San 
Luca, inv. 377, available on: 
https://accademiasanluca.it/
collezioni/opere/una-citta-in-
mezzo-al-mare.

4. Project for a monumental 
building in Paris, detail ‒ “Plan 
d`un bâtiment qui contien les 
Académies. Académie des 
Beaux-Arts”, Marie-Joseph 
Peyre, 1765. Source:
Œuvres d’architecture de 
Marie-Joseph Peyre ancien 
pensionnaire de l’académie de 
Rome (nouvelle édition), 1795, 
available on: https://gallica.bnf.
fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k856939.
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(1756) in which he dedicated various engravings to these ancient sets. The experiences 
developed to compose Pianta di ampio magnifico Collegio would be also useful few years 
later when Giambattista presented the work Campus Martius dell`Antica Roma26 (1762). 
In the great plan entitled Ichnographia Campi Martii Antiquae Urbis [“Ichnographia of the 
Campus Martius of the Ancient City”]27 Piranesi proposed a recomposition of a part of the 
ancient Roman city. In this urban scale recreation, he articulated buildings with various 
architectural programs which reveal his inventiveness in producing spatial experiences not 
only in perspective, but also in a plan.
In addition to considering the influence of these engravings into the Piranesian trajectory, it is 
also relevant to point out some contemporary repercussions. Parte di ampio magnifico Porto 
and Pianta di ampio magnifico Collegio influenced some visionary exercises for other young 
designers in those years28. From the circle of the French Academy (Accademia di Francia), 
emerged Charles Michel-Ange (1718-1778), who was in Rome between 1742 and 1749 and 
who also proposed a fantasy entitled “Magnificent Port”. Marie Joseph Peyre (1730-1785) was 
a pensioner between 1751 and 175329 and proposed a great scheme for the Accademia di Belle 
Arti in Paris in 1765 (fig. 4). In this plan it is recognizable a formal relation with the Piranesi 
monumental scheme for the magnificent College.

Piranesi architectural experiments and the academic roman environment: some 
reflections
By observing the engravings Parte di ampio magnifico Porto and Pianta di ampio magnifico 
Collegio, it is possible to consider some aspects about the relationship between Piranesi and 
the roman architectural and cultural scenario, especially with the Accademia di San Luca where 
the design of imaginary architecture acquired an almost utopian function.
Considering the content of his first experimentations, it is possible to settle that Giambattista 
tried to demonstrate his intellectual skills in those years that he arrived in Rome. Architectural 
fantasy became a powerful instrument to develop his ideas through contact with a vast ancient 
historical lexicon that included motifs, forms, and ornaments. Besides the possibility of visiting 
and studying the ancient remains in loco, Piranesi extensively used perspectival resources to 
produce his compositions. This aspect constitutes a crucial point to understand the piranesian 
trajectory, the engraving Parte di ampio magnifico Porto demonstrated it clearly. Piranesi 
dedicated the entire publication Prima parte di architettura e Prospettive to present his mastery 
on engraving techniques and perspectival tools. By reading the dedicatory letter to Nicola 
Giobbe, it is relevant to consider the following words:

I see no other option left for me, or for any other modern architect than to explain 
his ideas with drawings, and in this way takes away from Sculpture and Painting the 
advantage which, as the great Juvara said, they have in this area over Architecture; 
[...] In all these drawings you will see how much perspective has contributed to me, 
because some parts I wanted in a certain way to be observed more than others by the 
spectator [...]. Perspective, the great master of architecture Vitruvius very judiciously 
said, is necessary for the architect: and in truth I believe it can be added, that whoever 

26	 Consulted at Accademia di San Luca – Biblioteca Sarti, ASL 14 D/10.
27	 Ficacci, Piranesi (2016): 435.
28	 Piranesi: as architect and designer (1993): 22.
29	 Marie-Joseph Peyre, Œuvres d’architecture de Marie-Joseph Peyre ancien pensionnaire de l’académie de Rome (nouvelle 
édition): Nouvelle édition, augmentée d’un Discours sur les monumens des anciens comparés aux nôtres et sur leur manière 
d’employer les colonnes. (Panckoucke, 1795).
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does not see the use and the need for it in architecture, does not yet know where this 
draws bring a greatest and most solid beauty.30

In this passage, Giambattista addressed the “masters” Vitruvio ‒ as an authority of the ancients 
‒ and Juvarra, to support his ideas about the relevance of the perspective to the architectural 
mastery. Filippo Juvarra (1678-1736) won the first prize of the 1705’s Concorso Clementino 
and became a member of the Accademia di San Luca in 1706. Since then, Juvarra had a 
relevant role in the academy, teaching architectural and perspective courses. By including these 
themes, Giambattista exposed his abilities and erudition to the intellectual and artistic circle of 
Accademia di San Luca.
But, according to some researches, the relation between Piranesi and the Accademia di San 
Luca became controversy over the years31. Documental and bibliographical sources inform 
that Piranesi was formally indicated to integrate the Accademia in 176132. In that occasion, he 
donated six volumes of architecture of his own invention, this gift collected prints bounded in 
six volumes among them a version of Opere Varie di Architettura33. At this point of his trajectory, 
Giambattista had already produced other masterpieces ‒ Le Antichità Romane (1756) and 
Della magnificenza ed architettura de’Romani (1761) ‒ improving a theoretical approach to the 
architecture of the ancient roman.
Giambattista assumed various roles in the institution: sensor, director of foreigners, master of 
ceremonies; but he never participated in the instruction of architecture and he never reached 
the highest position ‒ that one of Principe dell’Accademia di San Luca. During the years that 
Piranesi was in Rome and became a member of this institution, this prestigious position was 
annually occupied by painters, sculptors and architects like the Florentine architect Ferdinando 
Fuga (between 1753-54); in 1755, Giovanni Paolo Pannini (1691-1765) that was also professor 
at the Accademia di Francia; between 1771-72, the German painter Anton Raphael Mengs 
(1728-1779); and in 1775-76 the roman architect Carlo Marchioni (1702-1786). Like Piranesi, 
Mengs and Marchioni were closely connected to the intellectual circle of the Cardinal Alessandro 
Albani (1692-1779)34 that shared interests around the value of the antiquities35.
With the publication of Le Antichità di Rome (1756), Piranesi was indicated to be a member of 
the Society of Antiquaries of London; this international recognition was always mentioned in his 
works. However, it is relevant to point out that he did not present himself as a member of the 
Accademia di San Luca.
The researcher Frank Salmon36 recovers historiographical references verifying the number 
of times that Giambattista had participated in the sessions of the Accademia di San Luca. 

30	 From the original: “altro partito non veggo restare a me, e a qualsivoglia altro Arquitetto moderno, che spiegare con disegni 
le proprie idee, e sottrarre in questo modo alla Scultura, e alla Pittura l`avvantaggio, che come dicea il grande Juvara, hanno in 
questa parte sopra l`Architettura; [...] In tutti questi disegni Voi vedrete quanto mi abbia contribuito la Prospettiva, perchè alcune 
parti di essi, le quali io voleva in certo modo che più dell`altre si osservassero dallo Spetattore [...]. La prospettiva diceva molto 
giudiziosamente il gran Maestro dell`Architettura Vitruvio, è necessária all`Architetto: ed in vero io credo potersi soggiungere, che 
chiunque non vede di questa l`uso, e il bisogno nell`Architettura, non sa ancora, onde questa traga la sua maggiore, e più soda 
vaghezza”. Piranesi. Prima parte di architettura (1743)
31	 Some of these circumstances were developed in Frank Salmon, “Piranesi and the Accademia di San Luca in Rome”, in 
Giovanni Battista Piranesi – predecessori, contemporanei e successori. Studi in onore di John Wilton-Ely, edited by Francesco 
Nevola (Edizioni Quasar 2016); 141-72 and Susanna Pasquali, “Roma veneziana? La città, il Pontificato Rezzonico e Giovanni 
Battista Piranesi”, in Clemente XIII Rezzonico. Un papa veneto nella Roma di metà Settecento, edited by C. Cavalli, A. Nante, S. 
Pasquali (Silvana Editoriale, 2008): 53-59. 
32	 According to the document cc. 16v-17 – Accademia di San Luca, Roma, ANSL vol. 52.
33	 Donation: “Opere Varie di Architettura, Prospettiva, Groteschi, Antichitá inventate, ed incise da Giambattista Piranesi Architetto 
Veneziano raccolte da Giovanni Bouchard Mercante Librejo al Corso. In Roma”.
34	 Elisa Debenedetti, Villa Albani Torlonia (Associazione Dimore Storiche Sezione Lazio, 1995): 9-10.
35	 For more details about these connections: Debenedetti, Villa Albani Torlonia (1995).
36	 Salmon, Piranesi and the Accademia di San Luca in Rome (2016): 142.
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He was always present on the occasions that the British were to be nominated as members, 
but, in the other occasions his presence became rare over the years. According to our survey, 
during Piranesi`s lifetime in Rome (1740 and 1778) seven Clementini competitions were held37, 
promoted by Accademia di San Luca. However, there is no historical notices that Giambattista 
had addressed the themes from the other competitions besides the two engravings highlighted 
here, based on the Clementine Competitions of 1732 and 1750.
During this research, by consulting primary and secondary sources, one aspect that emerged 
was the constant and renewed interest that Piranesi expressed in his entire career in establishing 
himself as an architect in Rome. The signatures of his productions highlight this point clearly: 
since his first works, Piranesi always signed as an architect. 
However, his contemporaries did not unanimously recognize him. Foncillon38 considered that 
Giambattista had wittingly mentioned Luigi Vanvitelli in the first publication (1743 ‒ Prima 
parte di architettura e Prospettive) in order to demonstrate his own education and erudition 
as an architect. According to our research, Giambattista would not mention again Vanvitelli in 
other works. Over the years, the relationship between them became controversy especially 
because Vanvitelli disqualified the piranesian architectural intentions in some personal letters, 
for instance: “It is a particular phenomenon that the madman Piranesi dares to become an 
architect, I only say that it is not the profession of madmen [...]”39.
 It is also relevant to consider that the great scheme of the Magnificent College was a subject 
of disqualification of Piranesi architectural skills in some occasions outside the Roman 
environment. According Wilton-Ely40, in 1791, the British architect William Chambers (1723-
1796) expressed the following considerations in a new edition of his “Treatise on the Decorative 
Part of Civil Architecture”:

A celebrated Italian Artist whose taste and luxuriance of fancy were unusually great, 
and the effect of whose compositions on paper has seldom been equalled, knew little 
of construction or calculation, yet less of the contrivance of habitable structures or 
the models of carrying real works into execution, though styling himself an architect. 
And when some pensioners of French Academy at Rome, in the Author`s hearing, 
charged him with ignorance of plans, he composed a very complicated one, since 
published in his work; which sufficiently proves, that the charge was not altogether 
groundless.41

The British architect John Soane (1753-1837) gave a lecture in 1809 at the Royal Academy in 
London where he mentioned that:

That great artist [Piranesi], to convince his foreign enemies, as he called them, of the 
knowledge he had acquired from his study of the Plans of the Ancients, produced this 
Design for a Roman College. How it is possible to account for this production, so unlike 
any part of the remains of the Roman Baths, the Imperial Palace, or any of those 
great vestiges of antiquity which had been constantly before his eyes, and which he 
had so successfully represented in his drawings? This failure, by such a great artist 

37	 The Concorsi Clementini between 1740 and 1778 were held in: 1750, 1754, 1758, 1762, 1766, 1771, 1775. Sessantacinque 
anni delle Scuole di Belle Arti (1895): 199-205.
38	 Foncillon, Giovanni-Battista Piranesi 1720-1778 (1918): 85.
39	 Franco Strazzullo, “Vanvitelli, 1764”, in Le lettere di Luigi Vanvitelli della Biblioteca Palatina di Caserta, vol. 2 (Congedo 
Editore, 1977): 116.
40	 John Wilton-Ely, “Soane and Piranesi”, in Georgian Group Symposium (1987): 45-57; Wilton-Ely, Piranesi: as architect and 
designer (1993).
41	 Wilton-Ely, Piranesi: as architect and designer (1993): 19 and Bevilacqua, Piranesi (2008): 42.
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as Piranesi, a man so justly celebrated for his knowledge and feeling of the antique, 
at first sight rather tens to lessen the value and importance of studying the remains 
of those ancient structures, which we have been taught to revere as the result of the 
combination of superior wisdom and refined intelligence and as the solid basis of all our 
architectural knowledge.42

Both, William Chambers and John Soane had personal acquaintances with Piranesi during 
their respective years in Rome, Chamber between 1750 and 1755 and Soane in 1778. Their 
comments demonstrate the difficulties that Giambattista had to achieve the aim to be completely 
accepted as an architect rather than an exceptional engraver.

Final Considerations
The two engravings that were detached in this article evidence aspects related to the premise 
that Piranesi tried to establish himself as an architect in the mid-18th Century in the roman 
context. Primary and secondary sources have demonstrated that to achieve his purpose, 
Giambattista articulated the mastery of the engraving techniques, perspective skills and the 
knowledge of ancient texts and architecture, producing an iconographical and textual material 
that showed his great erudition.
To articulate this paper, it was assumed that, during his first years in Rome (1740s and 1750s), 
it was relevant for Giambattista to demonstrate his abilities to deal with the themes that were 
established in the Concorsi Clementini. The connections with the cultural and artistic academies 
in Rome were evident. However, Piranesi would be widely recognized in Europe after the 
publication of Le Antichità Romane (1756).
Despite his architectural inventions and theoretical contributions, the Venetian architect had 
few architectural commissions. The Church of Santa Maria del Priorato is the most significant 
achievement because it was built. This work was developed in the middle of the 1760s in the 
same years that Piranesi wrote Parere sull’architettura, published in 1765 ‒ an essay that 
consists in a dialogue between two fictional characters ‒ Didascalo and Protopiro.
During the Twentieth Century ‒ based on the studies of Rudolph Wittkower published in 193843 ‒ 
it came to light that the Parere represents the rise of Piranesi’s reflections, decanting principles 
and topics that had already been pointed out by his previous production, proposing an alignment 
between his theoretical position and his artistic purpose. With the data collected developed 
during our survey, it was possible to observe that in the points discussed by Didascalo and 
Protopiro resonate the approaches of Piranesi with the architectural roman scenery44.
The research presented in this paper highlights the connection between Piranesi, the architectural 
demands of his time, his contemporaries and some themes developed by the notorious Concorsi 
Clementini. Through theoretic studies and spatial experiments, Giambattista could contemplate 
the historical data and he proposed his interpretation of contemporary demands. The two 
engravings focused here represent a sample of these abilities. By understanding the value of the 
experimental dimension of his works, it is possible to settle the recognition of the protagonism of 
Piranesi as an architect, a thinker and a critic in the architectural historiography.

42	 John Wilton-Ely, “Soane and Piranesi”, in Georgian Group Symposium (1987): 45. 
43	 Rudolf Wittkower, “Piranesi’s ‘Parere sul’Architettura’”. Journal of the Warburg Institute, 2 (1938): 147-58.
44	 Angela R. Rodrigues, “Piranesi and the dual structure of his Parere su l`architettura. A memorable dialogue to the critical history 
of architecture”, in Critic|all IV International Conference on Architectural Design & Criticism – Digital Proceedings. (Critic|all PRESS + 
Departamento de Proyetos Arquitectónicos, ETSAM-UPM), 2021): 497-503.
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