71

REZENSION

What Palladio might have built in

Venice

Antonio Foscari

Andrea Palladio: Unbuilt Venice.
Baden, Lars Miiller Verlag 2010.
288 pp., var. ill.

ISBN 978-3-03778-222-4

ybrid populist-scholarly books

aimed mainly at the so-called well-

educated public seem to come in
two forms: one, written by the Ross King's of this
world that take advantage of other’s research
transforming it into pot-boiled populism, and the
other — with which it is not to be confused — written
by scholars of serious intent who have an honest
wish to set out an important argument in clear,
ordinary language, avoiding the academic jargon
that so weighs down the field. Antonio Foscari's
Andrea Palladio. Unbuilt Venice falls between these
two categories but well below the company of his
most notable, recent predecessor in the field of
Palladio studies: Witold Rybczynski who, just over
a decade ago, took millions of readers on a Journey
with the Renaissance Master towards a better
understanding of Palladio’s ,Perfect House*. Yet
books without footnotes are always tough to review
and this one is no exception as Foscari presents
controversial new hypotheses for Palladio in and
around piazza San Marco. Without immediate
recourse to traditional scholarly apparata the reader
simply has to take on trust the author’s assertions
and reconstructions which make the two most
provocative proposals he sets out here worth
examining in detail.
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AFTER SANSOVINO

After being regularly rebuffed in his many attempts
toobtain prestige commissions and posts in Venice,
Palladio’s luck changed distinctly after 1570 when
Jacopo Sansovino, Proto ai procuratori di San
Marco, died. Palladio was not selected to replace
him in this post, which was one of two that might be
best described as Chief government architect (the
other being the proto of the Salt Office).
Nevertheless with Sansovino no longer in the
running for major government projects that fell
outside the remit of the procurators, Palladio, whose
treatise conveniently was also published in 1570,
could finally use to advantage his design skills and
count on his influential supporters to conjure up
winning proposals such as those for the church of
the Redentore in late 1576.

Plague was not the only calamity to strike
Venice in this decade and two fires, in 1574 and
1577 respectively, destroyed significant parts of the
Ducal Palace prompting much debate about
restoring or rebuilding the Serenissima’s seat of
government. If Foscari is right, Palladio came up
with not one but rather two highly ambitious
projects for rebuilding on and adjacent to Saint
Mark’s square. While his proposal to rebuild the
Doge’s Palace in contemporary architectural form
is well-known as it is referred to in contemporary
documents, no securely attributed architectural
drawings have ever been convincingly associated
with this initiative.

Foscari, an architect as well as an architectural
historian, here audaciously offers a visual
reconstruction (fig. 1) of Palladio’s ambitious
proposal to replace one of the most important and
symbolic buildings at the heart of Venice with a new
palace that was to be shortened tojust fourteen bays
on both the piazzetta and bacino sides so as to
separate it physically from the ducal chapel of San
Marco. Foscari also believes that Palladio wanted to
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