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FOREWORD

RECENTLY, both in Italy and America, there have been
comprehensive exhibitions devoted to Piranesi: and
the exhibition here, although on a less extensive scale,
seeks to make more widely known the work of this
master.

Such an exhibition would have been quite impos-
sible without the generous loan of etchings from the
Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington: a loan which
makes up the bulk of the works shown here.

We are grateful, therefore, to the Librarian, Alexan-
der Turnbull Library, for making these etchings avail-
able.

Mr Ross Fraser, Assistant at the Gallery, has com-
piled the catalogue.

P. A. TOMORY



INTRODUCTION

WHEN IN NOVEMBER of the year 1786 Goethe at last
reached Rome, he wrote: ‘All the dreams of my youth
have come to life; the first engravings I remember . . .
my father hung views of Rome in the hall . . . I now
see in reality, and everything I have known for so
long through paintings, drawings, etchings, woodcuts,
plaster casts and cork models is now assembled before
me’.*

Goethe’s experience must have been held in com-
mon with a whole generation of travellers who, mainly
through the medium of engraving, had long been
familiar with the configuration of that city which be-
came a magnet to every cultivated European as the
eighteenth century wore on, before they ever set foot
there. Many engravers were at work producing tourist
views. But to a great extent this was a hack industry,
occupied in profitable mass production of the contem-
porary equivalent of souvenir photographs. Standing
far above such print-makers, and incontrovertibly the
greatest artist amongst them, was the Venetian, Gio-

vanni Battista Piranesi.

It may have been because Piranesi himself was a
Roman only by adoption — one who had been from
his youth in love with the idea of the magnificence of
Classical Rome, whose durable spirit and gravitas still
permeated the city — that he could become the ideal
conservator of her artistic remains.

Certainly, by the eighteen-fifties he had become the
most eminent interpreter of this particular source of
the neo-classical movement — that curiously romantic
enthusiasm for the antique forms and ideals in poetry
and the visual arts.

Some observers from abroad tempered their admira-
tion for Piranesi’s leamning, ingenuity, and great talents
as an engraver, with doubts regarding his doctrines of
the history of Roman art. But, by 1771, Horace Wal-
pole was wholly enthusiastic, taking the, surely sound,
view that Piranesi’s genius lay in revealing the poetry
of architecture, In the fourth volume of his Anecdotes
of Painting in England, Walpole urged English archi-

*Italienische Reise. Trans W. H. Auden and Elizabeth Mever.
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tects to ‘study the sublime dreams of Piranesi, who
seems to have conceived visions of Rome beyond what
it boasted even in the meridian of its splendour, sav-
age as Salvator Rosa, fierce as Michael Angelo and
exuberant as Rubens, he has imagined scenes that
would startle geometry, and exhaust the Indies to
realise. He piles palaces on bridges, and temples on
palaces, and scales Heaven with mountains of edifices.
Yet what taste in his boldness! What labour and
thought both in his rashness and details!’

The two biographical accounts which would be of
invaluable help in compiling an authoritative sketch of
Piranesi’s career remain, both of them, untraced. These
are his antobiography, of which his first biographer, a
year after his death, in expressing his regret at its loss
asserted that Piranesi’s life, if it were revealed in
detail, would make a work as tumultous as Cellini’s.
The other is a life written by Francesco and Pietro
from their father’s autobiography and their own recol-
lections. As it is, what little material exists has almost
all been told and retold in the publications of Focillon,
Hind, Mayor and Thomas. Only a skeleton may be re-
counted here.

Giovanni Battista Piranesi was born on 4 October
1720 at the village of Mojano or Mogliano, near
Mestre; he was christened, later, at Venice — about
ten miles away. His father, Angelo Piranese, was a
stone mason; his mother, Laura Lucchesi, was the
sister of Matteo Lucchesi, a civil engineer and archi-
tect who is said to have been the boy's first instructor
in the art of building.

Not a great deal is known about Piranesi’s early
training in Venice (173540). Apart from the study
of architecture with his uncle, and later Scalfarotto,
he is thought to have studied perspective with Carlo
Zucchi; gained some knowledge of design for the stage
presumably through members of the Bibiena family,
and perhaps also with the Valeriani family, He is sup-
posed to have learned from Fernadino Bibiena (either
directly or by medium of his handbook L’Architteture
Civile, first published in 1711) eclementary knowledge
of building methods and materials, the orders of
columns and entablatures, and perspective for archi-
tectural drawing and stage sets —the latter much
drawn upon by stage decorators in order to create
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