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Armando Dal Fabbro

The Empty Space, 
the Enclosure  
and the boîte à miracles: 
 Let’s Go Back to Palladio

Some one said: “The dead writers are remote from us because  

we know so much more than they did.” Precisely, and they are 

that which we know. (T.S. Eliot, 19201)

History as Project

There are complex reasons and forms that determine the link 

between Ancient and New if we examine it in view of the so-

called classical architecture. This is even more the case if this 

link is sought in modern and contemporary architecture.

Affirming that the most significant component of a master’s work 

lies in his ability to evoke the Ancient and transmit the spiritual 

and moral legacy that made architectural inventio possible is still 

an open question today. It is a complex subject of discussion in 

the academies of architecture, above all if one wants to face the 

thorny theme of the relationship with Tradition and History, both 

in relation to the Ancient and in its identification with a supposed 

and wanted spiritual continuity.

We are well aware, for example, of the value that the architects  

of Italian Rationalism attributed to Tradition (from Giuseppe  

Terragni and the Gruppo 7 and the articles published in Rassegna 
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1
Palladio 1570,  
Cover page.

Italiana in 1926–27 to Giuseppe Pagano and Edoardo Persico in 

the pages of La Casa Bella and in the exhibitions of the Milanese 

Triennale etc.) and the need to continually evoke the cultural 

bond of modern architecture with ancient, and in particular with 

the “Roman” architecture.2

It is a matter of validating a working method that feeds on memory 

and accepts the comparison with history as a modus operandi, 

i.e. as a research that investigates the ancient, compares it to and 

reconceptualizes it in the theories and culture of its time.

In this sense, the architectural project becomes a place of research 

and theoretical advancement that measures and substantiates  

the relationships that thought—Action—establishes with one’s  

personal history, with the culture of one’s time and with the  

creative process.

In investigating and studying ancient or modern places and  

architectures, we recognize or attribute to them a meaning which 

in some cases becomes a transmissible value for the architecture 

and the city of our time. As Works—which deeply capture  

concepts and techniques of the ancient lexicon—they evoke their 

essence and establish a “cultural” bridge of reference with us  

and our history.3

Andrea Palladio is an emblematic case of this way of looking at 

history and interpreting it. Still today, at a distance of time, 

his works continue to educate us (beyond stylistic stereotypes)  

and, as if we were immersed in a sort of “Siberian education”,  

teach, for those who know how to understand its depths, the  

very essence of ancient architecture.

In addition to his monumental work, as a legacy, he has left us  

a working method which, in the simplicity of the tools, in the  

geometric schematic nature of the adopted architectural types,  

as well as in the frankness of his observations reported in his  

Treatise-Manifesto, manages to face complex aspects of reality, and 

declines and transfigures them according to his own poetics [fig. 1].
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2
Villa Repeta.
In: Palladio 1570, II 61.

It can be said that his work is based on a theory of Works, as an 

expression of a research of compositional-spatial nature, which 

identifies and feeds on the Works themselves. For a contemporary 

architect, reasoning on Palladio’s method, showing possible design 

ways, brings about a particular investigative aspect that looks  

at the work in its constituent and compositional elements: the  

articulation of the plans according to tripartite elementary schemes, 

the geometric-spatial relationship between the plan and eleva-

tion of the buildings, the theme of the basement as a principle 

of relationship with the surroundings, the art of conceiving the 

façades as the superimposition of the Orders or of architectural 

and spatial sequences, etc.

The relationship between history and design, in Palladio, is 

always revealed and, in some cases, as in one of his most enigma-

tic works (the “metaphysic” Villa Repeta in Campiglia dei Berici 

which we will discuss later), takes on the most evident characte-

ristics of Ancient architecture, to the point of identifying with it 

[fig. 2].

Above all, the starting point from which some reflections emerge 

and are placed in terms of design pretexts should be noted, just 

as Palladio’s works express the authenticity of their existence 

as works of art of their time. At the heart of this thought, one re-

members a significant proposition by Ernesto Nathan Rogers on 

the particular link between the concept of conserving and that of 

building. This should be taken as a principle to be read in archi-

tectural terms. Rogers observes: “[…] conserving and building are 

moments of the same act of conscience, because both are subject 

to the same method: conserving has no meaning if it is not under-

stood in the sense of updating the past, and building has no sense 

if it is not understood as a continuation of the historical process: 

It is a question—he concludes—of clarifying the meaning of  

history to us”.4
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Open Spaces and Urban Voids

The invention of San Giorgio Maggiore in Venice, which will 

soon become the extraordinary urban backdrop of Piazza  

San Marco, coincides with the construction of a piece of the  

city. Conceptually, the project creates a dialogue with the  

theme of urban conservation-transformation in continuity  

with the history and the architecture of the city of Venice.

Looking from the entrance to Piazza San Marco under the  

clock tower beyond the basin towards San Giorgio Maggiore,  

you can see the relationship between the island of San Giorgio  

and the Piazzetta and the space in front of the square itself.

What is captured in Palladio’s proposal is above all his idea of 

perceiving the value of the water space’s void and of the whole 

part of the city. In this case the Palladian invention of replacing 

the modest horizon of that part of the San Giorgio island with a 

new monumental façade gives the spatial composition a double 

figurative dynamism: of the city’s urban continuity, beyond the 

consolidated city, and—at the same time—of architectural  

discontinuity, the result of a great scenographical contribution 

[fig. 3].5

In 1500, Jacopo de’ Barbari created the first detailed map of the 

city, a bird’s eye perspective drawing of the roofs of Venice. One 

can see the city from the entrance of the basin of San Marco, the 

islands, and in the foreground the island of San Giorgio Maggiore, 

which at the time was also known as the island of Cypresses. In 

de’ Barbari’s map it appears as one of the many islands scattered 

across the lagoon, without any relationship with the city or  

monumental emphasis. Actually, analyzing the drawing carefully,  

it can be seen that the volume of the pre-existing church is  

located inside the Monastery, circumscribed, isolated and far 

from the city [fig. 4].
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3
San Giorgio Maggiore

Dal Fabbro 27

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839466728-004 - am 13.02.2026, 21:49:39. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839466728-004
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


28

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839466728-004 - am 13.02.2026, 21:49:39. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839466728-004
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


4
Jacopo de' Barbari, 
View of Venice 
(also known as de'  
Barbari Map), 1500,  
Museo Correr, Venezia.
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5 a
Bonifacio De’ Pitati, 
Annunciazione e Padre 
Eterno in Piazza San  
Marco, 1540–1545, 
detail.

5
Bonifacio De’ Pitati, 
Annunciazione e Padre 
Eterno in Piazza San  
Marco, 1540–1545,  
Gallerie dell’Accademia  
di Venezia, sala XII.

Next to representative, scenic and monumental Venice—the 

quintessence of this part of the city that borders the basin—the 

island appeared peripheral. On the edges it was marked off by 

low and modest houses, with a limited front and devoid of  

urban quality. As Frederic C. Lane so effectively reports [fig. 5, 5a]:  

“When Palladio designed the church and monastery, nondescript 

structures in front of the church interfered with such a view, [...] 

they were removed so as to give an unimpeded view from the 

Ducal Palace of the façade of the church. Without such buildings 

as Palladio designed for San Giorgio Maggiore, that side of the 

Bacino San Marco would merge into the low, unstructured hori-

zon of the island-spotted lagoon. As it is, the great sheet of water 

is enclosed within the architecture of the city.”6

The Palladian invention rebuilds the missing side of the urban 

scene of that part of the city: the layout of the new church  

rotates, the buildings in front of it will be demolished and a  

large square-churchyard overlooking the basin will be designed.

Beyond the well-known triangulation, which is created between 

the three monumental poles of the basin of San Marco (San Marco, 

Punta della Dogana and San Giorgio Maggiore), what takes on 

even more value today is the idea of “urban stage”, of the city 

as a theater, a significant and absolutely modern example of the 

construction of a piece of the city [fig. 6]. At that time, the only 

example of a church overlooking the lagoon was that of the extra-

ordinary project by Mauro Codussi for the church of San Michele 

in Isola (1468–1470), with the splendid Istrian stone façade.7

Certainly, Palladio understood its urban value due to the  

audacious position that the church assumes with respect to 

the lagoon and in relation to the water shore. The Fondamenta 

Nove had not been built yet and that part of the city facing north 

showed the signs of an unadorned and fragmented back side,  

“a border still largely undefined, both from a functional point  

of view and in a physical sense” from which stood out, unique  

in its kind, the icy Codussian profile [fig. 7].8
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6
Drawing of the  
compositive scenes of 
Bacino San Marco, 2016. 
Drawing by the author.

7
Mauro Codussi,  
San Michele in Isola,  
1468 and following.

Even more extraordinary, in terms of composition and sceno-

graphy, will be Palladio’s project for the island of San Giorgio 

Maggiore overlooking the basin of San Marco. Its spectacular  

scenography, a large composition is dominated by the relation-

ships that the buildings interweave at a distance from each other.

That architectural space will become a theoretical point of  

reference for understanding both the role of urban voids within 

the city and the visual value attributed by Palladio to his own 

architecture in the context of Venice and the Veneto.
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8
Perspective view along 
the Canale della  
Giudecca, highlighting 
the Palladian
architectures of San 
Giorgio Maggiore, Zitelle, 
and Redentore.

Again, Lane reminds us how even Palladio’s villas were positioned 

so as to be perceived from afar.9 Much later, Giuseppe Samonà 

will understand the compositive value of that water space and 

theorize—taking inspiration from the Palladian experience—the 

theme of urban voids as a design approach to the complexity of 

the contemporary city.10

Palladio, with the invention of San Giorgio Maggiore and later 

with the project for the church of the Zitelle and the construction 

of the church of the Redentore on the Giudecca island—follow-

ing the example of Codussi for San Michele in Isola—will show 

a new vision of the lagoon city’s space. Paraphrasing Bettini, one 

may speak of a worthy example, albeit still in nuce, of the “poetics 

of the open form” which represent a clear signal for the future 

development of the city of Venice and its theorization [fig. 8].11

In Dialogue with the Ancient

While he designs, Palladio writes and draws. In the Quattro Libri 

dell’Architettura, together with the drawings of the ancients 

—studied and redesigned—he will publish a summary of his 

projects. This will be a further affirmation of his working method: 

“The Quattro Libri (Venice 1570) constitute his authoritative 

architectural legacy, in which he establishes the formulas for 
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the orders, for the dimensions of the rooms, for the stairs and for 

the design of the details. In the Fourth Book he published the 

renderings of the Roman temples which he had carefully studied, 

and in the Second and Third Book (as no architect before him 

had done) he offered a sort of retrospective exhibition of his own 

projects. Of clear and concise language, effective in the commu-

nication of complex information thanks to the combination of 

tables and texts, the Quattro Libri represent the most valid  

illustrated work of architecture published up to that time.”12

From this also comes his major influence on the world known 

at the time, i.e. the Nordic and overseas world which would 

adopt the Palladian style as its koinè for its most representative 

buildings. But what is still perceived today in Palladio’s Quattro 

Libri dell’Architettura is this modernity as a product of synthesis 

that expresses, in some cases even radically, the relationship 

between tradition and innovation, between history and design.

This is an attitude common to all Italian architectural culture 

from Vitruvius to Leon Battista Alberti, from Palladio to Terragni, 

and which is expressed in the contemporary world, with diffe-

rent intentions and interpretations, even by some masters of the 

modern and contemporary architecture: from Ignazio Gardella 

to Aldo Rossi, from Guido Canella to Gianugo Polesello, just to 

name a few.

In other words, this affirmation will be the expression of a spirit 

shared by a certain design culture interested in searching the  

relationships between the history of architecture and architectu-

ral design, in a relationship of continuous typological transforma-

tion between tradition and innovation, between new and ancient. 

Between our present and our past.13

“Italian architecture thus becomes, at least from the Renaissance 

onwards, an architecture of transformation, as it establishes a  

relationship, different from time to time, between the conserva-

tion of the existing and the design of the new, between project  

architecture and historical architecture, between tradition and 
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9
Villa Repeta, Piazza  
Vecchia, Campiglia dei 
Berici (VI), ipotesi  
ricostruttive della pianta 
(redesign of the plan).
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9 a 
Model of Villa Repeta, colonnade.

9 b
Model of Villa Repeta.

10
Model of Villa Repeta.
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innovation, along a path of experimentation that has always  

valued, even in times of apparent detachment, memory and  

history.”14

Another example of extraordinary modernity and somewhat  

“singular in Palladio’s production” will be the project for the villa 

of Francesco and Mario Repeta built in Campiglia dei Berici in 

the mid-16th century. It will be a further proof of the Palladian 

res aedificatoria.15

Of this project, nothing has survived except the plan and elevation 

drawing of the villa and the description in the Quattro Libri 

dell’Architettura. What emerges with unprecedented relevance  

is the figure generating the overall plan, a repeated sequence of  

colonnaded porticoes that run along the sides of the various  

buildings without interruption, like a colonnaded square, or  

rather a forum in the manner of the Latins: 

“Ha questa fabrica la commodità di potere andare per tutto al  

coperto; […]; quanto quella perde di grandezza per non essere più 

eminente di questa; tanto questa di Villa accresce del suo debito 

ornamento, e dignità, facendosi uguale à quella del Padrone con 

bellezza di tutta l’opera”.16 (Engl.: “This construction has the 

convenience of allowing to walk everywhere indoors; […]; how 

much one part loses in size by not being more eminent than the 

other; so much does this Villa increase its due ornament and  

dignity, making itself equal to that of the master with the beauty 

of the whole work.”)

The elevation drawing shows the villa which actually differs 

from the other buildings only by the presence of a timid tympa-

num—with statues—erected in the center and aligned with the 

courtyard. The general layout presents itself as an inhabited  

enclosure apparently without scale distinctions.

It is a project in which the absence of a main volume predomi-

nates as if Palladio had chosen to renounce spectacularization. 

Looking closely at the plan and elevation of the villa, however, 
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some variations can be noted: such as the choice to differentiate 

the depths of the porticoes (18 Vicentine feet for the main body 

and 10 for the side buildings, while the volumes of the buildings 

remain unchanged inside), or the two twin corner solutions,  

with small towers (two dovecotes) with open and superimposed  

loggias set against each other [fig. 9, 9a, 9b, 10].

Once again, the reference to ancient architecture and the interest 

in archeology are evident, and in this case also corroborated by 

the collaboration with Daniele Barbaro who, precisely at the  

time of the Villa Repeta project, was completing the annotated  

translation of the Dieci Libri dell’Architettura by Vitruvius:  

“It is therefore an invention [that of Villa Repeta; Armando Dal 

Fabbro] from the same period as those inspired by studies on the 

Books of Vitruvius and on ancient Roman villas. In fact, in 1556 

the architect had completed the drawings for the Commentaries 

of Barbaro to the Ten Books of the Latin treatise. Therefore, the 

master from Vicenza developed his idea by imagining a large 

courtyard with architraved porticoes on three sides, with a single 

Doric order of twenty-one intercolumns in front and eleven on 

each side.”17

It is another distinctive sign of Palladio’s vocation to express the 

value of architecture in few repeated modular elements, by “[...] 

making use of the simplest, most normal and measured, indeed 

chastised, forms and common and often humble materials.”18

An Ancient boîte à miracles

Of a different nature, but equally representative of his poetics, 

will be the extraordinary reinvention of the Teatro Olimpico in 

Vicenza, located inside a pre-existing building: By adapting the 

three constituent parts—cavea, orchestra and scene—of the  

ancient theater to the existing rectangular lot, deduced from the  

Vitruvian canons as well as from the study of the existing remains, 

it seems to prefigure its transition to the modern theatre, marked 

by a duality between space of the show and the spectator’s space. 
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11
Andrea Palladio, Interior 
façade project for the 
stage of Teatro Olimpico,  
Vicenza, 1580.
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This occurs by transforming the semicircular auditorium of the 

Roman theater into a semi-elliptical one, thus drastically re-

ducing the orchestra and enlarging its scene. In addition to the 

typological experimentation that places this work as a moment of 

transition from the ancient to the modern theater, it presents an-

other peculiarity, in the relationship with the place. The theatre, 

inserted in the walls of the old prison, is not visible from the out-

side. For those who enter, the effect is that of surprise, wonder,  

in the ‘discovery’ of an admirable theatrical space [fig. 11]. As 

Manfredo Tafuri writes: “[...] in the space of the Olimpico one can 

only ‘sink’: not surprisingly, it renounces giving itself a façade 

in front of the city. A theater without a façade: an extraordinary 

choice by Palladio, who was an inventor of façades.”19

Almost five centuries later, on the occasion of the competition  

for the new Teatro Comunale in Vicenza (1968–1980), Ignazio  

Gardella will propose a similar solution. Boxed in a completely  

solid volume with a square base, cut diagonally, he will re-pro-

pose the compositional duality of the theater plan, separating 

“the (illusionary) space of the show from the (real) space of the  

spectators”20 [fig. 12–14]. 

For Gardella “[…] the comparison with Palladio’s Olimpico  

was inevitable, a perfect model of the classical theater of the  

Renaissance and repeatedly taken up: auditorium with steps and 

fixed stage, architectural and perspective, which could be used 

for tragedy and, with small variations, for comedy. […] Gardella 

must have thought a lot about the presence of that masterpiece 

in the city: his solution takes it into account but is dialectically  

opposite. In fact, his theater has a plastic compactness that  

places it in the context as a strong closed and squared block.”21

In any case, beyond the certainly acceptable contextual differen-

ces, also in the Teatro Olimpico in Vicenza Palladio designs a 

modern idea of architecture for the city, managing to give shape 

and character to a pre-existing building. The challanging convic- 

tion is to imagine it as an ancient Le Corbusian boîte à miracles,  

which in the totality and eloquence of its constituent elements 
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13
Ignazio Gardella, Project 
for Teatro Comunale di 
Vicenza, first solution, 
floor plan at stage level, 
1968–69.

12
Ignazio Gardella, Project 
for Teatro Comunale di 
Vicenza, plan of the first 
solution, 1968–69.

14
Ignazio Gardella, Project 
for Teatro Comunale  
di Vicenza, first solution, 
model views, 1968–69.
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15
Bertotti Scamozzi, Plan 
of the Teatro Olimpico  
building complex, 
drawing 1776, in: Bertotti  
Scamozzi 1776–1783, 
libro I, tav. I, pianta  
dell’intero complesso.

15 a
Bertotti Scamozzi, Plan 
of the Teatro Olimpico 
building complex, 
drawing 1776, in: Bertotti  
Scamozzi 1776–1783, 
libro I, tav. [1]. Testo di 
riferimento a tavole I–V. 

16
Andrea Palladio, Plan 
and section of the Teatro 
romano on Mount Zaro 
in Pola, drawing, 1540, 
London.

leads us to the origin of architecture and of the ancient city.  

This was also the case for the Palladian villas scattered in the 

countryside which with their “small town-planning” filled with 

humanism and rural rationalism give shape and expressive 

quality to the landscape of the Veneto [fig. 15, 15a, 16].22

As can be seen from the Palladian examples considered here, 

starting from the invention of San Giorgio Maggiore in Venice  

as a modern example of the transformation of the city, up to  

the extraordinary modernity of the Teatro Olimpico in Vicenza  

“closed in itself where everything is architecture”23, the remote 

dialogue with the Ancient and with some universal and  

necessary rules of Art never stops.

The Palladian lesson invites us to see the links that can be 

established between history and design as an expression of a  

research that does not give up on measuring itself with the  

spatial characteristics of the city and architecture. This was  

the case for Palladio (and, we could add, for a large part of  

the great classical and modern art) who in his research path  

encountered the Ancient, studied and measured it, interpreted 

and transformed the Ancient, in dialogue with it.
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If not indicated otherwise, all translations are by the author of this paper.

Some of the thoughts in this article are inspired by conversations made at different times with Prof. Pierluigi 

Grandinetti on Palladian themes and on the dialectical comparison between Andrea Palladio and the Modern 

in general, as well as comparing his work with the projects of Giuseppe Terragni. The essay is also indebted 

to a typescript of the lecture presented by Grandinetti on the occasion of the seminar Italian architecture 

between tradition and innovation, held at the IUAV Università di Venezia on 31.03.2022. See also on these 

topics: Grandinetti (ed.) 1985. Some useful reflections on the themes of designing in relation to the role of 

composition in the contemporary world can also be found in: Grandinetti/Dal Fabbro/Cantarelli (eds.) (2019).
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