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How to use this book

This book is written as an introduction to the conceptual 
questions faced by those who write architectural history and 
study the work of architectural historians. As such, it assumes 
some basic knowledge of architectural history, its chronolo-
gies, canon and geographies, such as the reader might fi nd in 
a more general survey of the history of architecture. Readers 
of this book might be taking courses or conducting research 
in architectural history while attached to a school of archi-
tecture, or in a department of art history; or they might be 
undertaking a history programme where buildings and city 
plans are thought to evidence historical phenomena that do 
not originate in architecture. What is Architectural History? 
introduces some of the key issues that have shaped the way 
in which historical knowledge of architecture has been 
formed, rallied and disseminated over the last century or so, 
and aims to direct inquisitive readers to other writing that 
explores aspects of this subject and its major fi gures in greater 
depth.



Introduction

In the preface to Renaissance und Barock (1888), one of the 
founding modern histories of architecture, the young Swiss 
art historian Heinrich Wölffl in explained the intentions of 
his book:

The subject of this study is the disintegration of the Renais-
sance. It is intended to be a contribution to the history of style 
rather than of individual artists. My aim was to investigate 
the symptoms of decay and perhaps to discover in the ‘capri-
ciousness and the return to chaos’ a law which would vouch-
safe one an insight into the intimate workings of art. This, I 
confess, is to me the real aim of art history.1

We might not now agree with Wölffl in’s views that the works 
of architecture appearing in Rome during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries describe a descent from the High 
Renaissance into a state of chaos. Nor would we fi nd it 
remarkable to write the histories of art and architecture as 
other than the history of painters, sculptors and architects. 
Wölffl in’s brief words of introduction nevertheless raise a 
number of questions. How, for example, and why should 
historians study architecture? How does architecture change 
over time as a concept, art and institution? And why does 
change occur? Because of factors internal to architecture 
itself, or because of the forces to which architects are subject? 
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In setting out the terms for the academic study of architec-
tural history, Wölffl in inscribed a series of concepts and 
questions that have proved fundamental to the architectural 
historian’s practice. Even as architectural historians have 
left Wölffl in and his methodology behind, developed new 
approaches and cultivated fresh territories of enquiry, they 
remain indebted to this initial systematization and intellectu-
alization of architecture as a modern historical fi eld. None-
theless, as a discipline architectural history echoes a common 
problem faced by many historical disciplines and specializa-
tions: there is as little agreement on what architectural history 
is and how it should be done as on what architecture is and 
how it should be made.

1 Il Gesù, Rome, offi cially the Chiesa del Santissimo Nome di 
Gesù all’Argentina. Construction commenced 1568; consecrated 
1584. Principal architects Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola and 
Giacomo della Porta.
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This book is concerned with the form of architectural histo-
riography that emerged in the mode of a discipline at the 
start of the twentieth century and persists in today’s universi-
ties and learned societies. I use the term ‘discipline’ lightly; 
there is by no means a consensus on whether architectural 
history is a discipline in any autonomous sense, even if one 
might talk hesitantly of its ‘disciplinarity’. Few of those 
describing themselves as architectural historians were trained 
fi rst in the history of architecture as such, rather specializing 
after initial undergraduate formations in architecture, art 
history or some other related fi eld. This does not undermine 
the persistence of a coherent line of enquiry or the presence 
of an equally coherent body of work concerned with the 
history of architecture served by these specialists, range as 
they might from consultants in the restoration and preserva-
tion of architectural heritage through to academics concerned 
with architecture’s intellectual history. It does, however, raise 
a number of issues that this book will explore.

Architecture is a popular subject that receives a great deal 
of non-specialist attention. In setting some restrictions on our 
discussion we would be wise not to underplay the large audi-
ence for architectural history of all kinds. We could narrowly 
defi ne the academic practice of architectural history as the 
teaching and research activity concerned with the history of 
architecture that we fi nd in universities, academies, museums 
and research institutes: doctoral students preparing theses 
and scholars writing books and articles.2 It would be foolish, 
though, to overlook the material gathered and processed by 
the vast number of enthusiasts, hobbyists and dilettantes who 
share the academic’s interest in architectural history.

Many of these non-academics are architects who enjoy a 
privileged perspective from which to delve into the deep past 
of their own profession. Professional authors like journalists, 
biographers and travel writers likewise regularly take archi-
tecture as their subject. Their contribution to architectural 
historiography appears in coffee-table books, architect-
biographies and guidebooks – it is often derivative of existing 
scholarship, but not universally so. Local historians, too, 
write on architecture when their subjects relate strongly to 
the built environment. For example, a religious community 
might identify with a church building or convent, a university 
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community with a college complex or campus. Archaeolo-
gists and historians of other specializations will regularly 
write on architecture when built works, interiors, architec-
tural documents or city plans shed light on issues that 
are pertinent to their own respective disciplines and 
specializations.

This is not to mention the research undertaken around the 
practical tasks of restoring and preserving historic monu-
ments and places, which often functions as the backbone of 
local architectural history. We recall, too, the comprehensive 
guidebooks to a region’s architecture, like Guilio Lorenzetti’s 
1926 guide to Venice and its environs, or the Buildings of 
England series initiated by Nikolaus Pevsner in 1951, or the 
Buildings of the United States, the volumes of which have 
been appearing under the direction of the Society of Archi-
tectural Historians since 1993.3

All of these writers might share the architectural histori-
an’s interest in architecture, but will not necessarily partici-
pate in the intellectual traditions, access the methods or 
advance the questions that have proven central to architec-
tural history as a modern academic fi eld. The studies encom-
passed by the categories introduced above have nonetheless 
widened the audience for architecture and its history by 
piquing interest with notable details and connecting the par-
ticular and the peculiar with the general and the signifi cant. 
However academic architectural historians might account for 
such studies as these, they demonstrate a form of historiog-
raphy that exceeds the strict borders of scholarly activity as 
it can be found in the university, the programmes of museums 
and research institutes, and in the specialized forums4 and 
scholarly journals5 that lend architectural history its institu-
tional form.

In this book I wish to cast architectural history as a fi eld 
of study that draws on the widespread general interest and 
investment in architecture, monuments and cities while being 
subject, at a professional and academic level, to disciplinary 
rigours. This form of architectural historiography constitutes 
an enquiry into the past of architecture that pays varying 
degrees of attention to its usefulness for those who make 
architecture. Within this general constraint, my scope is 
intended to be catholic, using a range of approaches and 



Introduction 5

examples through which to consider the intellectual limits 
and problems that affect the work of architectural historians. 
Insofar as the question What is Architectural History? must 
be asked of something, I direct it to the modern, academic 
fi eld of study instigated in the mode of cultural history and 
art history that gained widespread currency from the end of 
the nineteenth century.

That the very concept of architecture has more recently 
expanded to become available as an analogy for corporate 
structure, knowledge, communications and law is not, his-
torically speaking, a new test for the fi eld. The most enduring 
and curious challenges faced by architectural historians have 
concerned writing into history a fi eld that is marked by con-
ceptual and technical fl uidity. There is little in architecture 
that is consistent across all time and geography: appearance, 
building technology, materials, uses, status and so on. Where 
some have found it important to see fundamental differences 
and ruptures between the Industrial Revolution and that 
which followed, others have been content to posit longer 
continuities that begin in the Renaissance or even the medi-
eval world and implicate the work of present-day architects. 
Others still have taken an even longer view that the activity 
of building, irrespective of the values, intentions or status 
projected by or ascribed to the buildings themselves, is the 
material of a history of architecture as the history of building, 
space-making or inhabitation. Matters of historical perspec-
tive are considered below. These frameworks have occasion-
ally resulted in anachronism, and at other times have exposed 
anachronisms in the work of others. In either case, as we 
shall see, architectural history has regularly taken on the 
form of a mirror – a mirror portraying a fi eld of architecture 
into which architecture itself peers in order to defi ne itself 
historically, a mirror held insistently before it by the 
historian.

Surprisingly few books attempt a geographically inclusive 
view of the methods and limits of architectural historiogra-
phy, but the local development of many countries and regions 
has come under close scrutiny. David Watkin’s The Rise of 
Architectural History (1980) and Simona Talenti’s L’histoire 
de l’architecture en France (2000) are both excellent surveys 
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concerned with important disciplinary geographies: France, 
Great Britain, Germany, Austria and Switzerland.6 The 
anthology ‘Problemi generali e problemi di metodologia 
storico-critico’ was developed by Bruno Zevi and Paolo Por-
toghesi as a teaching tool; it offers a vital survey of texts 
concerned with method and other historiographical prob-
lems.7 Likewise the special issue of Architectural Design, ‘On 
the Methodology of Architectural History’ (1981), is now a 
classic survey of approaches and voices.8 A number of special 
issues of the Journal of the Society of Architectural Histori-
ans (JSAH) edited by Eve Blau9 and Zeynep Çelik10 from the 
end of the 1990s conduct a broad international survey of 
teaching, research and institutions in the fi eld of architectural 
history. The American community of architectural historians 
has been especially mindful of its intellectual and institutional 
heritage, particularly in the period following the celebration 
in 1990 of fi fty years of the SAH.11 Great Britain, France, 
Germany, the Netherlands, Italy, Australia and New 
Zealand12 have likewise evidenced concern with the concep-
tual and institutional bases of national or regional structures 
for supporting the work of architectural historians.

The tendency of recent years to explore the intellectual 
biographies of historians of architecture has yielded many 
signifi cant insights into the means by which the work of these 
individuals contributed to the fi eld. Reyner Banham, Sir John 
Summerson, Henry Russell Hitchcock, Pevsner, Zevi, Colin 
Rowe, Manfredo Tafuri and others have been subject to 
posthumous analysis regarding the relevance of their work 
to the practice of contemporary architects, theoreticians and 
historians of architecture. Panayotis Tounikiotis’s The His-
toriography of Modern Architecture (1999) is a key study on 
the historiography of architectural modernism. So too is 
Anthony Vidler’s Histories of the Immediate Present (2008), 
which probes deeply and perceptively into the work of four 
infl uential and mainly post-war historians who remained 
engaged with the polemics of contemporary architecture: 
Emil Kaufmann, Rowe, Banham and Tafuri.13 We will 
encounter in the following pages a number of these later 
fi gures and the critical and scholarly attention they attract.

In a slightly different genre, Harry Francis Mallgrave’s 
Modern Architectural Theory (2005) is one of the most 
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important thematic studies in architecture’s intellectual 
history of the last twenty years, adding considerable insight 
to the fi eld surveyed authoritatively by Hanno-Walter Kruft 
in his Geschichte der Architekturtheorie (1985).14 Tafuri’s 
1968 study Teorie e storia dell’architettura conducts a broad 
appraisal of the changing status of history within architec-
tural culture since the fi fteenth century, simultaneously offer-
ing a theoretical refl ection on the historian’s tools and tasks 
within that same culture.15 It remains unrivalled as a theoreti-
cal refl ection on the architectural historian’s work.

As a library, these books and others that share their sense 
of disciplinary enquiry have made a number of distinct but 
interrelated incursions into the questions of what architec-
tural history is and has been, how architectural historians as 
individuals or schools have conducted their practice, what 
constitutes historical knowledge for architecture, and what 
of architecture’s intellectual or theoretical activity ought to 
be understood as historical. As such, they form an imposing 
context for this book, which seeks in turn to show how ele-
ments and sections of that library address those fi ner points 
to which I can at best allude.

What is Architectural History? comprises fi ve chapters. The 
fi rst considers a number of the rhetorical, analytical and 
historicist traditions from which modern architectural history 
has taken clues for its own limits and concerns. Whatever 
allegiance these approaches hold to modern and contempo-
rary disciplines, this chapter demonstrates that many of the 
confl icts and complexities encountered by architectural his-
torians in the twentieth and twenty-fi rst centuries owe some-
thing to the diverse origins from which architectural history 
fi rst drew as it entered the university as a structured fi eld of 
study. The next chapter then considers several of the strate-
gies by which historians narrate the past and systematize it 
according to critical categories, such as stylistic unity and 
change, period or the architectural œuvre. Leading on from 
these observations, the third chapter turns to the theme of 
evidence, its implications for the conceptualization of archi-
tectural history, and the tools and tasks this suggests for 
the architectural historian. The fourth chapter steps into the 
question of instrumentality or operativity by considering the 
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relationship of architectural history to its professional audi-
ence, and the conceptual problems raised by anachronisms, 
historical traditions and the infi ltration of architecture’s 
‘project’ into the domain of architectural history. This ten-
dency among modernist historians of architecture drew much 
criticism later in the twentieth century, but we will consider 
it as an issue particular to an architectural culture that some-
times struggles to draw a clear line between production, 
refl ection and critique. This moves us towards the fi nal 
chapter, which studies the recent history of architectural 
historiography and the impact of architecture’s ‘theory 
moment’ on its historians.16

Naturally, this leads us to refl ect on the present day and 
the diffi cult question, ‘what is architectural history, now?’ 
On this point, the American architectural theorist K. Michael 
Hays recently wrote,

The role of the historian is not principally to describe build-
ings or architects, to produce biographies, explications, and 
specialised commentaries – though we do that, too. The role 
of the historian is rather to be concerned with the larger 
conditions on which architectural knowledge and action is 
made possible: with the multiple agencies of culture in their 
ideological and historical and worldly forms.17

To understand how architectural history can be conceptually 
unifi ed across the period bracketed at one end by this view 
and at the other by Wölffl in’s words quoted at the outset is 
not, at fi rst glance, such a diffi cult task considering the 
grounding effect of building as architectural historiography’s 
basic material. But, as we will see, the ready availability of 
architectural history’s tools and materials beyond any dis-
cernible core that the historian might assign to architecture 
is matched by the architectural historian’s own bower-bird 
tendencies to draw from surrounding disciplines and to learn, 
above all, from his or her subject: the work of architecture 
and the intellectual, artistic, and technical cultures in which 
it has existed historically and continues to exist in the present, 
and the practically unlimited claims made by architecture on 
culture per se.



1
Foundations of 
a modern discipline

Antiquarians, historians, architects and archaeologists have 
long studied the architecture of the past. To look at architec-
ture has meant looking at buildings and cities, artefacts and 
ruins, historical monuments and monumental sculptures, and 
to wonder how they came to be what they are. Architecture 
also offers a lasting mirror image of the people who commis-
sioned, made and lived in and around it. When we already 
know something of them from other sources, understanding 
how and why they built enriches our knowledge of them. For 
as long as the architecture of the past has interested people in 
the present, the questions posed of it by scholars and students 
of all calibres have ranged wide. And so when architectural 
history emerged in German-speaking universities more than a 
century ago as part of the new discipline of art history, it bor-
rowed tools, conceptual frameworks and imperatives from a 
range of places, but especially from archaeology, philology 
and architecture itself. Many of these tools, frameworks and 
imperatives have been adapted by successive generations of 
architectural historians to the extent that we can speak of 
them as now belonging properly to architectural history.

If architectural history is, in one sense, a democratic 
subject, available to anyone, it has nevertheless enjoyed privi-
leged attention from its parent disciplines, which in turn have 
together shaped the modern academic discipline. Since the 
eighteenth century, for instance, architectural history has 
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been taught to aspiring architects in schools and academies 
of architecture, grounding students in the past of their future 
profession, constructing and defending a canon of great 
works, and formulating and defi ning traditions – and the 
classical tradition above all. Art historians have long treated 
architecture as one of the visual arts, so that architects sat 
alongside painters, sculptors and printmakers – all artists. As 
the literary genre of the artist biography gave way to a ‘sci-
entifi c’ art history, this convention remained fi rmly in place 
from the end of the nineteenth century as works of architec-
ture became subject to formal and iconographic readings. 
Since the eighteenth century, archaeologists have scoured 
ancient building sites around the Mediterranean, Aegean, 
Adriatic and Red Seas. The architecture of the medieval era, 
too, has presented archaeologists with rich problems. In the 
British Isles and across northern and central Europe, study 
of the middle ages nourished early courses in the history of 
art and architecture and informed the fi rst practices of archi-
tectural restoration and preservation. In Germany and Britain 
alike it underpinned a turn to Romanticism and nationalism. 
The nascent germanophone academic fi eld of cultural history 
from the mid nineteenth century regarded architecture as 
evidence of culture, a resource equivalent to the history and 
‘science’ of the visual and plastic arts. In this setting, archi-
tecture, as readily as printmaking, could help historians to 
understand the workings of culture and civilization. Build-
ings were documents that were best understood alongside 
other kinds of documents.

In their translation, many of these historiographical and 
analytical traditions now serve distinct ends for historians of 
architecture. Over the last century and a half, architectural 
history has emerged as a fi eld of study in its own right. Some 
regard it as a discipline, with its own knowledge, questions 
and tools. Others understand the history of architecture as 
an inherently interdisciplinary venture. Others still treat 
architectural history as a specialization within the larger dis-
ciplines of architecture, art history, archaeology and history. 
Even those fi gures who have argued stringently for the disci-
plinary autonomy of architectural history fi nd it diffi cult to 
isolate an incontestable core that remains unmuddied by 
multiform beginnings.
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Defi ning architecture historically

Some scholars of architectural history defer to a canon of 
signifi cant architects and buildings. Many would now rail 
against such a position, especially after the 1980s and 1990s 
and the upheavals of post-structuralist relativization that 
these decades witnessed across the humanities – and in the 
architectural humanities no less. The canon nonetheless has 
its uses, even if they are ultimately rhetorical.1 Writers still 
quote the aphorism with which Pevsner famously began An 
Outline of European Architecture (1943): ‘A bicycle shed is 
a building; Lincoln Cathedral is a piece of architecture.’2 
Whether or not one trusts these categories and what Pevsner 
does with them, they (and he) offer a familiar distinction 
between what architecture is and what it is not. This then 
acts as a starting point for separating out the fi ner conceptual 
and categorical distinctions that shape what falls in and 
beyond the remit of architectural history. Much of the 
twentieth-century history of architectural historiography is 
informed by this basic distinction, its application to historical 
problems, the historical judgements on which it rests, and the 
disagreements that gather around it.

There is great disagreement, too, over the set of buildings 
deemed fundamental to an architect’s historical education, 
an art historian’s knowledge of architecture, an anthropolo-
gist’s study of traditional communities, a military historian’s 
knowledge of castellated fortresses, an economic historian’s 
appreciation of how building, urban planning and trade 
interact, or a church historian’s understanding of architec-
ture’s expression of the liturgy or reaction to the dictates of 
the Curia – to name just a few examples. No one position 
has an inherently stronger claim than any other, even if the 
architect can claim privileged insight into historical works. 
Architecture is sometimes studied in its own terms, but is just 
as often tabled as evidence for problems that are not archi-
tectural in nature. A survey of houses built in the 1920s can 
tell us much about social and domestic arrangements, the 
structuring of class and gender roles, and geographical dif-
ferences on these issues. They can tell us about technology 
and its repercussions for domestic life, patterns of consump-
tion and standards of taste. Where architecture might hold 
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clues for the historian of society or technology, an architec-
tural historian may wish to know how a ‘traditional’ house 
might have made way for modernist planning, or for the mass 
production of building parts. The architecture thus becomes 
evidence of itself, of the decisions and awareness of its 
designer and/or builder. Is a house exemplary, or symptom-
atic? Is it important architecturally, or historically?

Architectural historians have tended to enjoy these kinds 
of ambiguities. Pulling architecture in one disciplinary direc-
tion and another means that architecture as a subject sustains 
perpetual scrutiny from many angles, which in turn feeds 
back into the knowledge base of architectural historians to 

2 Florentia, rendering intended to illustrate Ptolemy’s Geografi a, 
probably drawn 1420.
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the subject’s further enrichment. On the question of how to 
‘do’ architectural history, there is no fundamental agreement 
to be found in and between conferences, universities or any 
other infrastructure supporting its discussion. This refl ects 
the different patterns through which the knowledge tradi-
tions we are about to consider gave modern architectural 
history a specifi c scope and structure in each iteration of its 
appearance.

These observations do not add up to a systematic account 
of architectural historiography before the emergence of a 
‘modern’ architectural history. They are meant to point, 
rather, towards a matrix of conceptual and methodological 
problems inherited by architectural history as it became more 
clearly differentiated from other modes of historical study 
from early in the twentieth century. This new fi eld’s inheri-
tance from the various strains in which historical knowledge 
of architecture was understood and transmitted was itself 
institutionalized, contested and developed. Historiographical 
issues of infl uence, style, taxonomy, critical categories (plan, 
space, form, etc.), progress and change, restoration and pres-
ervation, instrumentality, analytical units, the permeability 
of historical knowledge – these categories shaped the devel-
opment of architecture’s historiography in the fi rst century 
of academic architectural history. But in doing so, they gave 
new form to a much longer tradition of fi nding lessons, tra-
jectories and narratives in architecture’s past, and to defi ning 
architecture itself in historical terms.

Architectural history as the 
architect’s patrimony

Architectural theory in antiquity

The oldest surviving account of architecture’s history was 
penned in the last decades of the fi rst century BC by Vitru-
vius, an architect and engineer who, seeking to secure an 
imperial pension, documented Roman building practices 
and outlined their general principles. After 2,000 years, 
we cannot expect much of what Vitruvius understood of 
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architecture to remain relevant to present-day readers. Still, 
the architect of his De architectura understood building 
materials and their properties, methods of construction, plan-
ning and siting, as well as principles of harmonics, heating, 
sunlight and colour. He understood that architecture relied 
on ‘Order, Arrangement, Eurythmy, Symmetry, Propriety, 
and Economy’.3 And he understood that the values of dura-
bility, convenience and beauty stood behind worthy build-
ings.4 Vitruvius claimed to lay down the rules of architecture 
as they had been practised up to and during his time to enable 
Caesar Augustus (most likely) ‘to have personal knowledge 
of the quality both of existing buildings and those which are 
yet to be constructed’.5 His ambitions, then, were twofold. 
First, he sought to explain the formal, semantic and prag-
matic dimensions of the buildings of the past. Second, he 
sought to identify the principles derived from their study that 
could help architects make good architecture. As he wrote to 
his Emperor, by understanding the principles that had resulted 
in superior buildings in Greece and Rome he had become a 
better judge of architecture in his own time. An architect in 
the Emperor’s service could take Vitruvius’ observations and 
apply them to the conception and construction of new build-
ings and monuments.

Vitruvius wrote during a transitional phase in the history 
of Roman architecture, when native principles of architec-
tural composition and engineering governing the form, dis-
position and decoration of buildings began accommodating 
a fashion for the architecture of Greece and Asia Minor and 
from the golden fi fth century of the Greek Empire. Vitruvius’ 
treatise is Roman, but it is also a Roman refl ection on the 
historical architecture of Ionian and mainland Greece at a 
moment in which Romans placed great worth on the art and 
architecture of that territory, from around the start of the 
second century BC. Rome knew the architecture of many 
distant lands, from Spain and Britain to Armenia and Syria, 
but in the subjugation of Greece, Rome adapted its artful 
approach to building. Vitruvius’ Rome is a hybrid architec-
tural culture: of Rome and its territories. Rome welcomed 
the powerful and permanent infl uence of Hellenic culture. 
This did Rome no harm: through respect for and emulation 
of Greece – the greater historical authority, the originator of 
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artfully building with columns, beams and pediments – 
Rome’s architecture, too, became a worthy exemplar.

From shelter to architecture

De architectura on two occasions describes the origins of the 
Roman architecture of Vitruvius’ day. In the primordial past 
(book II), people gathered around fi re, found a basis for com-
munication and formed communities, which in turn required 
shelter. The Greeks (book IV) gave order and meaning to the 
habits and customs of shelter and community, and the author-
ity with which they did so demanded emulation. Their archi-
tecture embodied this order, and their architects developed a 
language for architecture, which the Romans then imitated, 
adapted and elaborated. On the basis of the Greek model, as 
presented by Vitruvius, architects skilfully used systems of 
proportion and decoration to achieve beautiful, fi tting and 
well-disposed buildings.

Consider how Vitruvius presents the three Greek orders 
(Doric, Ionic and Corinthian) in book IV (1.8). ‘Posterity’, 
he writes, found ‘pleasure in more slender proportions’. 
Hence the Doric column is less slender than that of the 
Ionians (commonly called the Ionic order, but increasingly 
also the Ionian), and the Corinthian order, which imitates 
‘the slenderness of a maiden,’ is the most fi ne of all, ‘for the 
outlines and limbs of maidens, being more slender on account 
of their tender years, admit of prettier effects in the way of 
adornment’.6 Early modern treatises regarded Vitruvius’ rules 
as hard and fast. In their study of the extant monuments of 
antiquity, Sebastiano Serlio (1475–1554) and Andrea Palla-
dio (1508–80) were troubled by the apparent freedom with 
which Roman architects used the orders: their proportions 
as much as their decorations. Nevertheless, Vitruvius linked 
the proportions of the Greek orders to the human body (man, 
woman and maiden, respectively), which in turn determined 
their application. The palace of a military offi cer would, for 
instance, employ the robust Doric order rather than the deli-
cate Corinthian; the Temples of Vesta, both at Tivoli and in 
the Foro Romano, employ the Corinthian order rather than 
the more mature Ionic or the heavy Doric.



16 What is Architectural History?

Documentation versus advocacy

De architectura illustrates a way of writing about architec-
ture that mixes documentation and advocacy. By imitating 
this ancient example, architectural treatises written from the 

3 Sebastiano Serlio, studies of architectural details from the 
Pantheon, in Book III ‘On Antiquities’, Tutte l’opere d’architettura 
et prospetiva, 2nd edn, 1544.
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fi fteenth century onwards assumed this role too. It is diffi cult 
to measure, from our present-day perspective, how important 
Vitruvius’ observations or his sometimes heavy-handed rhet-
oric were in his own time. It seems clear that, from the fall 
of the Roman Empire until the early phases of what we now 
call the Renaissance, his treatise was not an important source 
of instruction about building. When medieval scholars read 
De architectura it was as a classical text, alongside Livy or 
Plotinus, or for its insights into Roman views on astronomy, 
astrology and atmospherics. As an architectural history, it 
offered a model to writers from the fi fteenth century onwards. 
It conveyed knowledge of the past and of the technique of 
building that made a narrative out of mythical sources and 
monuments already, in some cases, several centuries old 
when Vitruvius wrote of them. Vitruvius explained the 
sources for the art and science of architecture and on their 
basis described a set of principles and preferences for archi-
tecture in the present. Put simply, Vitruvius sought to distil 
the knowledge of the ancients and transmit this to architects 
of his own time and of the future.

Leon Battista Alberti’s own ten-book treatise on architec-
ture, De re aedifi catoria, was completed around 1452 during 
the pontifi cate of Nicholas V (1447–55). It pursued many of 
the implications for architecture of its important precursor, 
Alberti’s De pictura (1435), a founding theory of painting. 
In writing on perspective and drawing, Alberti distinguished 
between the world of bricks and mortar and the intellectual 
domain of the artistic project, conceived (and executed) on 
paper by approximating the world through mathematical 
relationships and drawing. For Alberti, as Rykwert has noted, 
Vitruvius was less a model for style than for content.7 As a 
humanist adept in poetry, philosophy, diplomacy and the 
law, Alberti addressed the rules of classical architecture as he 
imagined Cicero might have done had he possessed Vitruvius’ 
technical knowledge. Alberti writes for a contemporary fi f-
teenth-century audience, and although he counts architects 
among his readers they are not the extent of his public. As 
an architect himself, Alberti had a secure grasp of architec-
tural technology, which he conveys. The second and fourth 
books of Vitruvius’ treatise assign architecture’s origins and 
development to a socio-cultural process of forming language 
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around technology: social interaction around the fi re; the 
orders around basic shelter. Alberti shifts his theory to posi-
tion the architect as an agent of social formation and order. 
On the matter of architecture’s origins, therefore, it is telling 
that Alberti brings to the fore of his work the historical 
authority on which he writes: ‘Since we are to treat of the 
lineaments of buildings, we shall collect, compare, and extract 
into our own work all the soundest and most useful advice 
that our learned ancestors have handed down to us in writing, 
and whatever principles we ourselves have noted in the very 
execution of their works.’8 Alberti draws on the advice and 
better examples of his forebears, writing a treatise on archi-
tecture that is not a direct imitation of his ancient predeces-
sor, but which regards Vitruvius as a paradigm in which 
Alberti too might work – to different ends and in a different 
register. This establishes a principle for fi fteenth-century rela-
tions to the past: as for the treatise, so too for architecture.

An architectural historiography

In making these observations, it is important to recognize 
that there is no trans-historical, trans-geographical, fi xed 
defi nition of architecture about which historians can make 
histories. Much architectural history applies the terms ‘archi-
tect’ and ‘architecture’ anachronistically, as Pevsner observed 
in 1942 of the historiography of medieval architecture.9 
Architectural history is always shaped, to one extent or 
another, by a theory of history and historiography that deter-
mines the historical scope and content of architecture as a 
profession, discipline, art, craft, science or technique. The 
treatises on architecture written in the fi fteenth and sixteenth 
centuries determined a classical historical canon: a corpus of 
works to which contemporary buildings could relate concep-
tually and technically. They also resolved a set of composi-
tional principles building upon the lessons those examples 
left for the present. These relationships frame architecture as 
a changing practice with a deep heritage, and the historiog-
raphy linked to this frame remains deeply embedded in archi-
tectural culture. Architecture tends to defi ne itself, through 
its historians, against historical measures – even when claim-
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ing to work beyond history, and even when those measures 
are made outside of any concept of architecture.

Notwithstanding the suspicious glances (and penetrating 
stares) to which the great buildings of Western Architecture 
have, as a canon, been subject in recent decades, together 
they serve an important function for those architectural his-
tories written fi rst for a professional audience, and which 
equate history with the patrimony of present-day architec-
tural practice. Such histories do not simply establish the 
terms under which a past work can offer a precedent, para-
digm or model for contemporary architecture. Nor do they 
necessarily defer to an idea of genealogical continuity among 
‘families’ of architects. More subtly, each history written for 
architects describes a reservoir of ‘architecture’ against which 
is set the scope and terms within which a present-day reader-
ship might relate to their intellectual, professional, artistic 
and technical pasts. By no means must an architectural 
history look like the historical passages of Vitruvius’ De 
architectura or Alberti’s De re aedifi catoria to situate the 
architect’s knowledge and practice in history. Indeed, most 
writing on the history of architecture does not. As a broad 
class of histories on which modern architectural historians in 
particular have built, such historical works establish a strong 
relationship between the material of their subject and an 
audience of professionals, commissioning patrons, cultured 
individuals connected with architectural culture, and so 
forth. Many an architectural historian has willingly recon-
ciled this relationship with a private sense of artistic and 
cultural mission.

The architect as artist

Painters, sculptors, architects

In his book Le Vite dei più eccellenti pittori, scultori ed 
architettori (1550, rev. 1568), the painter, architect and biog-
rapher Giorgio Vasari drew upon an idea that had survived 
from antiquity, grouping painters, sculptors and architects 
as artists and artful artisans.10 The Vite offers the fi rst 
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biographical and historical accounts of the most renowned 
artists (then, as now) of the Italian Renaissance. It is a found-
ing history of art, but it is also a cornerstone of the intel-
lectual and institutional traditions that have informed 
architecture’s enduring relevance to art historians. Vasari 
inscribes the buildings of artists and artisans, working as 
what we now call architects, into the historical canon of 
Western art. For historians of art and architectural alike, 
Vasari has continued to shape the historical treatment of the 
fi gure of the ‘architect-as-artist’: the fi gure whose artistic 
formation and internal motivations offer insight into their 
artistic life, which is in turn documented by their art. Works 
of art carry something of their artist, be this the elusive ‘aura’ 
of which Walter Benjamin wrote, the telling details of ear-
lobes and fi ngernails on which Giovanni Morelli (as Ivan 
Lermolieff) argued attributions, or formal and semantic 
structures that the artist shares with others of his or her 
time.11 As obsolete as this model for understanding art his-
torically has become, within its parameters we fi nd a series 
of principles that shaped, to an extent, the early manifesta-
tions of what we could think of as a modern architectural 
historiography, independent from art history, or mostly so.

The artist trope

Vasari’s Vite offers a way of understanding art and artists 
that has been repeated time and again since the sixteenth 
century. It would be obvious that we could fi nd traces of 
Vasari in Giovanni Pietro Bellori’s Le Vite de’ pittori, scultori 
ed architetti moderni (1672)12 or in Alfred Leroy’s La Vie 
familière et anecdotique des artistes français du moyen-âge à 
nos jours (1941).13 Their titles indicate an allegiance to the 
genre of artist-biography to which the Vite gave rise, even if 
we can easily understand how they would differ from Vasa-
ri’s sixteenth-century precedent. Vasari established a writing 
genre which in turn deployed ancient tropes that have wide-
spread importance for the way we understand the formation 
and work of artists, and thus of architects as artists, even well 
beyond academic architectural history. These are explored in 
Die Legende vom Künstler, which was fi rst published in 1934 
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by the Warburg Institute researchers Ernst Kris and Otto 
Kurz.14 The book rose to widespread prominence following 
its translation into English at the end of the 1970s, and 
offered a way to understand the two-millennia-old literary 
and rhetorical traditions to which Vasari attended. Kris and 
Kurz observe that, according to a number of distinct tradi-
tions, the artist is often self-educated, copying nature (carving 
into wood, marking images out in the dirt) while tending 
livestock (which the artist represents in drawing, imitating 
nature). The artist is recognized by someone important 
(another artist, or a nobleman) who can appreciate his skills. 
These are then cultivated through apprenticeship until they 
can practise their art independently of the tutors who helped 
to craft their genius. In Vasari, for example, Raphael serves 
this role for Giulio Romano. Their cultivation might equally 
come from a structured independence that allows the artist 
to make their own way. Vasari presented Lorenzo il Mag-
nifi co in this light in his account of the life of Michelangelo.

4 Titian (Tiziano Vecellio), portrait of Giulio Romano, c.1536.
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For Vasari among members of the Florentine Accademia 
del Disegno (est. 1562), artistic conception (making art), 
biological conception (making life from life) and alchemy 
(transforming matter to a higher state) manifested the same 
creative process over which artists could claim mastery.15 
Painting, sculpting and designing works of architecture lay 
somewhere between divine creation and alchemy, between 
God’s hold over the natural world and the powers of the 
magician. The highest form of art is mimesis, and the archi-
tect, as an artist, demonstrates his/her grasp of this power 
by understanding the workings of mathematics in nature: 
the rules and relations governing the proportions of plans, 
façades and ornaments. Command over imitation translates 
into freedom of invention. This principle is already at stake 
in the origin stories told by Vitruvius. In Judeo-Christian 
culture, God is the artist’s model, and the artist does a job 
akin to God himself – in understanding divine systems of 
proportion the artist can perform such feats as inducing the 
whole from details, thus the Latin phrase ex ungue leonem 
to describe Phideas’ skill in sculpting an entire lion on the 
basis of its claw alone.16 So too from the capital of a column 
might the architect determine the geometrical rules governing 
the whole building – and then bend them to greater or lesser 
effect.

If Vasari gave these ancient tropes a literary corollary, he 
also embedded them in a new historiographical tradition that 
would dominate writing on architects and other artists 
through to the nineteenth century. In doing so, he makes this 
conceptual claim on the architect for art history that has been 
at the heart of later adaptations of the architect-fi gure for art 
historiography. The importance placed on the architect by 
Vasari and others who wrote histories after the model of his 
Vite raised a number of broad questions for later historians: 
how does knowledge of an architect’s life inform knowledge 
of his or her work (biographical causality)? To what extent 
can we fi nd the architect in the work (attribution, author-
ship)? What is the nature of infl uence on an artist from his 
or her institutional or historical settings (contextual causal-
ity), upbringing and culture (psychological causality), a 
‘master’ (infl uence as genealogy), or class, race, gender and 
sexuality? The special status reserved for the architect by 
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those analysing works of architecture is one of the most 
persistent dimensions of architectural-history writing.17 The 
‘magic’ that fi gure performs is an important dimension of the 
history of architecture.

An architectural history without names?

To return to those words of Heinrich Wölffl in quoted at the 
outset, the new aims of academic art history at the end of 
the nineteenth century add up to a fundamental turn towards 
the systematic study of art, and of architecture among the 
arts. This shifted the historian’s attention away from the 
propagation of biographical sketches and artistic anecdotes 
and the determination of provenance to the almost a-bio-
graphical, scientifi c study of processes of stylistic and formal 
change and (a generation or so later) to the study of art’s 
meaning and its place in society. All of these changes taking 
place in art historiography had a direct impact on historians 
of architecture, many of whom were art historians by train-
ing and practice.

A quarter of a century after writing Renaissance und 
Barock, Wölffl in announced in the fi rst edition of his 1915 
book Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe his ambition to 
write a ‘Kunstgeschichte ohne Namen’ (an ‘art history 
without names’), in which the work of art would exist in 
history independent of a unique bond with its artist.18 A 
painting, sculpture or building would not, fi rst of all, be the 
work of an artist or architect. A formal reading of any 
artwork divorced it from biographical circumstances and 
put into play super-chronological and extra-artistic factors. 
The history of architectural style and the problem of why the 
appearance of buildings changes over time assumed new 
importance in this light. The problem was no longer what 
Maderno learned from Michelangelo and what Borromini 
learned from Maderno. Rather the question had become one 
of how the set of qualities and characteristics of classical 
Renaissance architecture had been replaced by those of the 
baroque. (Hence Wölffl in’s famous bases of formal compari-
son, which we will consider below.) Naturally, this intellec-
tual shift occurred in neither an intellectual nor a cultural 
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vacuum. The cultural history pioneered by Jacob Burckhardt 
in the nineteenth century was crucial in determining these 
new terms of art historiography. So too were the eighteenth-
century developments in philosophy and aesthetics led by the 
German thinkers Immanuel Kant and Johann Gottfried von 
Herder.

The reduction of the critical distance of the artwork from 
the present was a vital aspect of this pivot in modern art 
historiography from the fi gure of the artist to the artwork 
itself. It was achieved by identifying abstract mechanisms and 
concepts in historical artworks that resonated with their his-
torians and the world in which they wrote. Art survives its 
artists, and architecture its architects. As long as they con-
tinue to do so and remain relevant to a present-day culture, 
runs this logic, their existence is perpetually contemporary.19 
Writing by Wölffl in and others of his generation explored a 
balance between investment and critical distance that came 
to assume fundamental importance for the detachment 
affected by architectural historiography from the mid twen-
tieth century onwards. Although Wölffl in abandoned the 
phrase ‘Kunstgeschichte ohne Namen’ in subsequent editions 
of Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, the idea had served to 
foment a decisive break with a monumental tradition of art 
history.

Architecture and the history of art

At the end of the nineteenth century, the history of architec-
ture was as subject to changes in art historiography as were 
the histories of painting and sculpture. Wölffl in read art of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries across these media, 
just as Vasari had read the art of the early Renaissance. We 
ought to appreciate these continuities in the work of late-
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century art historians along-
side the novelties that these later historians ushered in. 
Indeed, the fi gure of the architect-as-artist remained fi rmly in 
play throughout the twentieth century for architectural his-
torians of various backgrounds. For the Italian Stanislao 
Fraschetti, whose biography of Bernini was published in 
1900, a work of architecture evidences the artistic decisions 


