
Ernest Gellner, in his discussions on nationalism,
remarked that the existence or not of Adam’s navel
might end the riddle between creationism and
Darwinian evolution. A similar riddle existed in the
Renaissance: does visual creation follow nature or is
it created in the mind?

Joseph Meder commented, ‘[...] the concept of
disegno was a great theme for the hair splitting
intellectuals of the late Renaissance’.1 This hair
splitting is largely lost in the translation of disegno
into the separate ideas of practical drawing and
intentional design in the Anglophone world. Lucy
Gent has identified this as occurring as early as 1598
with the English translation of Lomazzo’s Trattato by
Richard Haydocke.2 Baxandall’s study of the
Anglophone anxiety with the polysemic nature of
disegno records some interference with the French
notion of dessein; further he concludes that its closest
translation should have been ‘draught’.3 The French
notion of dessein, though, is also similarly

semantically disjunctive as it is in the German.4 But
the two Italianate semantic senses meet
simultaneously in disegno and they are distinguished
in contextual usage.

Though we inherit the weakness in translation in
the modern day, the etymological hair splitting in
the days of Vasari, Zuccaro and Lomazzo has much to
inform us about the creative tension that exists
between visual and intellectual knowledge, between
the imagination and its manifestation, most
particularly in relation to architecture as a problem
of creative knowledge. The metaphor of Adam’s
navel, then, is the mystery in the problem of artistic
creation – the reciprocities that continue in the
struggles between conception, the imagination and
the various possibilities of visualisation. The
problem of intelligibility itself has very ancient
roots.5 This paper will focus on aspects of disegno as a
problem of knowledge, particularly in the
Cinquecento, its formative role as the foundation of
the arts, and its transformation in the early
twentieth century.

The problem of knowledge and the arts
Knowledge in the Middle Ages was classified into the
Trivium and the Quadrivium. The liberal arts
comprise seven disciplines, which were believed to be
connected to each other as an amalgam of universal
knowledge. The Trivium was the basis of elementary
education: grammar taught the craft of reading and
writing; logic, of careful reasoning; and rhetoric, of
effective communication. The Quadrivium on the
other hand, was the basis of advanced education:
arithmetic taught the art of number; geometry,
number in space; music, of number in time; and
cosmology, of number and time in space in relation
to an overriding order. 

Drawing, painting, sculpture or for that matter
architecture fell into a lower category of the
mechanical arts and did not belong to the
formulation of universal knowledge. There is some
mystery as to how builders and master masons
communicated; and several arguments have been
put forward on the oral tradition or the mysteries of
medieval exempla or model books.6
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We are of course concerned here with the mode of
communication of architectural knowledge. The
ability to communicate beyond the oral via
ichnography – the tracing of ground plans – has
been around since ancient times as we have many
historical maps and even what seem to be measured
floor arrangements resembling floor plans of the
modern day.7 A communicative visual marking is at
the root of this, and it is no surprise that the Latin
root of the Italian vernacular of disegno is the verb
designare. The modern notion still exists and serves to
ascribe meaning in English, to ‘designate’, a marking
that makes meaning. The medieval idea of the word
had a connection with the medieval signature, a
mark of the hand of a person, a designation of claim
or an indication of ownership.

In the Trecento and early Quattrocento bottega, the
vernacular expression of the idea as disegno was
already in currency. Cennini’s craftsman’s handbook
notes: ‘El fondamento dell’arte, di tutti questi I lavorii di
mano il prinipio é il disegno e’l cholorire’.8 Cennini’s
handbook was handed down from bottega to bottega
and not really published until the nineteenth
century and it may be argued that the handbook did
little to formalise the vernacular usage of disegno as
‘fundamental’. Lorenzo Ghiberti also supported the
idea of foundation, ‘el disegno é il fondamento et teorica
di queste due arti’, though in ‘due arti’ he was making
reference to painting and sculpture.9

Brunelleschi formulated new confidence in
perspectiva artificialis through his experiments on the
image of the baptistery. The coincidence of natural
and artificial perspective made possible the
representation of phenomena as if ‘alike to
appearance’. The optical conversion of the baptistery
into a subject of perspective in his primitive camera
obscura achieved in one stroke two consequences.
One, perspective is formalised and understood
mathematically – perspectiva naturalis, can now be
‘recreated’ through the geometry of perspectiva
artificialis. The entry of artificial perspective gives rise
to the second consequence – that visual reality is there
to be ‘enframed, observed and investigated’ through
observation. Prior to Brunelleschi, perspectiva naturalis,
the natural vision of the eye, was experiential rather
than observant. The role of disegno, in the semantic
sense of artificially created manifestation in
perspective, is no less implicated in the coincidental
meeting of vision and visual description.

Argan observed that Brunelleschi’s usage of
perspective differs markedly from his Trecento
predecessors: he used it as an instrument of
knowledge, simultaneously articulating and
organising space as it was being represented. Unlike
Massacio’s spatial settings for the depiction of
subjects, Brunelleschi’s use of perspective was not
imitating reality but ordering reality in itself.10 This
sense of a visual ordering of reality is similar in
Alberti’s De re aedificatoria where he variously
describes lineamenta and disegno as ‘imago quaedam ab
omni materia separata’ (a separation of image from all
matter).

The term ‘lineamenta’ and its translation had itself a
controversial history.11 Semantically, its usage in

Alberti’s text varies, but we can infer from its usage, a
simultaneous sense of measured control, of
contoured separation of matter, and of ordering.
These senses are simultaneously visual and
conceptual. Alberti in Book I of his treatise confers
four aspects of the duty of lineamenta: the
prescription of appropriate place, exact numbers, a
proper scale, and a graceful order. 

Alberti further recognised the difference between
the use of drawings in painting and architecture: 

‘The difference between the drawings of the painter and
those of the architect is this: the former takes pains to
emphasize the relief of objects in paintings with shading
and diminishing lines and angles; the architect rejects
shading but takes his projections from the ground plan
and without altering the lines and by maintaining true
angles, reveals the extent and shape of each elevation and
side – he is one who desires his work to be judged not by
deceptive appearances but according to certain calculated
standards.’12

Elsewhere he discusses the model, where he
describes the futility of making elaborate details,
preferring the model to be an essential schema. 

The elevation of the mechanical arts
It may be useful at this point to observe that Alberti
attempted to raise these actions from the lower
classes of the mechanical arts by relating them to the
forms of knowledge in the Quadrivium. Della pittura
was written in three sections, and in the prologue of
his Italian version, Alberti described the structure to
Brunelleschi:

‘You will see three books: The first, all mathematics (tutto
matematico) concerns the roots in nature from which
arises this delightful and noble art. The second book puts
the art in the hand of the artist, distinguishing its parts
and demonstrating all. The 3rd, instructs the artist how he
can and should acquire perfect skill and knowledge in the
art of painting.’

In book II, Alberti follows the model of the rhetorical
arts, relating this time to the Trivium. Painting is
divided again into three: circumscription,
composition and the reception of light.13 Alberti
wrote separately about painting, sculpture and
architecture, opting to translate into Italian Della
pittura but not De re aedificatoria. Despite modelling
his 10 books on Vitruvius, the Vitruvian architectural
text is a chronicle of past practice whereas Alberti
proposes a theory of practice. Ludovico Dolce in his
Dialogo della pittura also separated the labours of the
painter into inventione, disegno and colorito.14 This
tripartite schema is similar to the art of rhetoric:
inventio, dispositio and elocutio. Though separated, the
notions of inventione and disegno, as in inventio and
dispositio before them, share the senses of creation,
ordering and cognate form. The elevation of the
mechanical arts reached its acme in the Cinquecento
when Anton Francesco Doni related it to ‘divine
speculation’ – the first act of disegno is the invention
of the entire universe, imagined perfectly in the
mind of the prime mover.15 The notion of the
common source or foundation of the arts that was
embodied in disegno is best described in de Hollanda’s
Four Dialogues on Painting who noted that technique
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separated the arts, but that disegno was the unity of
the arts: ‘[...] the draughtsman will have the skill at
once to build palaces and temples and to carve
statues and to paint pictures [...]’.16

With reference to the Trivium and the
Quadrivium, the newly elevated disegno, as visual
knowledge, could be seen to be a complete
consequence of the liberal arts, which encompassed
and united the arts as its common foundation.
Disegno, simultaneously creative intent and
expression, is a rhetorical cosmic revelation of a
thousand words of ordered number in time and
space. Painting, sculpture and architecture of course,
follow disegno. 

The boldness of this notion is formalised in the
Accademia del Disegno in Florence, the first proper
school of design, with Giorgio Vasari as the leading
principal.17 In the second edition, of his Lives of the
Artists, he inserted a long introduction.18 The famous
passage in which Vasari wrote of disegno:

‘Perché il disegno, padre delle tre arti nostre architettura,
scultura e pittura, procedendo dall’intelletto cava di molte
cose un giudizio universale simile a una forma overo idea
di tutte le cose della natura, la quale è singolarissima nelle
sue misure, di qui è che non solo ne corpi umani e
degl’animali, ma nelle piante ancora e nelle fabriche e
sculture e pitture, cognosce la proporzione che ha il tutto
con le parti e che hanno le parti fra loro e col tutto
insieme; e perché da questa cognizione nasce un certo
concetto e giudizio, che si forma nella mente quella tal
cosa che poi espressa con le mani si chiama disegno, si può
conchiudere che esso disegno altro non sia che una
apparente espressione e dichiarazione del concetto che si
ha nell’animo, e di quello che altri si è nella mente
imaginato e fabricato nell’idea. E da questo per avventura
nacque il proverbio de’ Greci Del-l’ugna un leone, quando
quel valente uomo, vedendo sculpita in un masso l’ugna
sola d’un leone, comprese con l’intelletto da quella misura
e forma le parti di tutto l’animale e dopo il tutto insieme,
come se l’avesse avuto presente e dinanzi agl’occhi.’19

(‘Disegno, father of our three arts of architecture,
sculpture, and painting, that proceed from the
intellect, derives from many things a universal
judgement of form or idea of all things in nature,
and is unique in its measurements. This happens
not only in human bodies and those of animals,
but in plants as well and buildings and sculptures
and paintings, recognising that the whole has a
proportionate relationship to the parts and the
parts to other parts and to the whole. From this we
recognise a certain notion and judgement such
that something is formed in the mind which,
when expressed, is nothing other than a visible
expression and declaration of that notion of the
mind, and this we refer to as disegno. We may
conclude that disegno is not other than a visible
expression and a revelation of our inner
conception, or that which others have imagined
and given form to in their idea. And from this,
perhaps, arose that proved among the ancient
Greeks, “ex ungue leone”, when some worthy person,
seeing carved in stone the claw only of lion,
understood with the intellect from its measure
and form, the parts of the whole animal and then

the whole animal together as if he had it before his
eyes.’)20

The foundational role of disegno is both instituted
and constituted at the same time; viz. its
formalisation is recognition of a collected
understanding, its embodiment in the knowledge of
the time despite some variance. This is significant as
its symbolic extensions depend on the maintenance
of its institutional and constitutional coincidence.
From this declaration, we have a whole multitude of
ensuing problems and issues.21 First, we have the
issue of the relationship of the trinity of painting,
sculpture and architecture to the transcendent or
supra notion of disegno. This is reflected in the
paragone problem, or the problem of comparison of
the arts, which Leonardo Da Vinci, Benedetto Varchi
and others mooted. Leonardo in particular seemed
to favour painting.

Then we have the issue of ‘giudizio’ or judgement –
which Vasari presupposed prior to creation, but in
his manner of declaration, introduced the notion of
critical judgement of work. His Vite, the lives of the
artists, it has been argued is itself more than
biographies of who’s who, but can be seen in the
later editions to be a narrative elaboration not
dissimilar to ekphrasis.22 Vasari’s giudizio del populo
was a notion he introduced in an anecdote
describing how the public will make judgement on
the sculpture of his champion, the Divine
Michelangelo was transformed by Varchi into giudizio
universale. Vasari raised the visual to a dominant role,
though elsewhere in his introduction he also spoke
of the tactile. He raised the issue of ideality. He also
raised the issue of the imagination and its
relationship to nature, and also to perception.

Panofsky derided Vasari’s declaration as not fully
understanding the Platonic notions before him.23

The declaration itself is actually syncretic of
Aristotelian and Platonic traditions, and this has
been supported by more recent scholarship.24 Of the
contributors to the discussions on disegno, and very
clearly of the Platonic tradition, is the figure of
Federico Zuccaro, brother of Taddeo the painter. In
the creation of architecture and art, the problem of
disegno was brought into sharp focus by Zuccaro as
disegno interno and disegno esterno in his L’idea de Pittori,
Scultori et Architetti.25

Though Zuccaro may have published his ideas of
disegno interno and disegno esterno in his Scritti, they
were neither startlingly novel nor entirely original as
there had always been some recognition of the
semantic differences and their distinction in context.
In Alberti, we have seen the tendency to distinguish.
It is not difficult to see a speculation on separation of
the semantic senses as a plausibly obvious
conclusion, though he made no show of this at his
lectures. Zuccaro repeatedly assigned lectures on
disegno to others, and when the assigned person was
unable to cope, Zuccaro would waltz in and
pontificate on the manifestation of the hand and the
intellection of the idea.26 He also made the conceited
pun out of disegno of segno dei – the sign of God.

An earlier statement on the separation of
imaginative intention from visual manifestation is
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noted here: ‘Il disegno é di due sorte, il primo e quello che si
fa nell’ Imaginativa, et il secondo tratto da quello si
dimostra con linee’.27 This comment was uttered by no
less than Benvenuto Cellini, commenting on the seal
of the Academia in Florence. Here is a clear
recognition of the two semantic senses of disegno
outside of contextual understanding prior to
Zuccaro, the abstract imaginative idea and practice
of linear description. Wolfgang Kemp has made the
plausible argument of Zuccaro’s dependence on
Cellini, although despite the separation of disegno
interno and disegno esterno, Zuccaro maintained the
foundational role of disegno, celebrated most
dramatically in the ceiling fresco in the Sala del
Disegno at the Palazzo Zuccaro [1].

The three sister arts surround the personification
of father disegno, resembling God the Father, who
holds a sceptre in his right hand. On his left, he wields
the compass and square of architecture and the tools
of sculpting and painting – hammer, inkpot and quill
– and a painting. The iconography is comparable to
the iconologies of disegno and giudizio in Cesare Ripa’s
Iconologia of 1603 [2 & 3]. The sceptre is thought to be
representative of the moral intellect, while the
relationship of disegno and giudizio, raised earlier in
Vasari, can be seen to have a mutually dependent
coexistence. Ripa’s disegno is depicted as a well-dressed
nobleman, carrying in one hand the compasses of
measurement, and in the other the mirror of
imaginative reflection. Giudizio, who is depicted
naked and therefore honest, sits on the rainbow of a
wealthy experience carrying a square, rule and
compasses. The notion of giudizio, exemplified by the
visual judgement of giudizio dell’occhio is closely tied to
the secret of disegno. In the story of Donatello’s
abacus, Macro Barbo sought the secret of Donatello’s
abacus, believing it to be the tool by which he
measured his art. Donatello eventually revealed that

he was himself his abacus – he had the ability of
giudizio dell’occhio – the judgement of the eye.28

In a comparative study of a preparatory cartoon of
the fresco [4], Hermann-Fiore argued that the sketch
of a sphere corresponding to the indiscernible detail
of the painting in the left hand of father disegno
represents the sphere of the cosmos. In the cartoon,
the pedestal is inscribed faintly with the word
‘disegno’. A more elaborate script is seen in the
corresponding pedestal of the fresco: LUX
INTELLECTUS ET VITA OPERATIONUM (The Light of
the Intellect and the Operation). We may see the
cartoon as the fresco in shorthand, the inscription
’disegno‘ in the cartoon corresponding to the fuller
inscription in the fresco with its expanded
explication of the intellect. The notion of SCINTILLA
DIVINITAS (Divine Spark) written into the frame
below the fresco adds further commentary [5].

We can see in both the fresco at the Sala del Disegno
and its preparatory cartoon, Zuccaro’s position on
the paragone. ‘Architecture’ is remotely connected to
disegno, and her sister ‘Painting’ is closest to father
disegno. It has been recorded that the short
definitions of each daughter’s inscription in relation
to father disegno was agreed with principal Zuccaro.
Further, discussions on the paragone were forbidden
in the statutes of the academia. An even more curious
observation of the statutes records that the paragone
conflict pertained only to painting and sculpture and
architecture was omitted. In the fresco, ‘Architecture’
is supported by the inscription PARENS
COMMODITATIS, that which gives comfort.
‘Sculpture’ carries the inscription CUSTOS EFFIGEI,
the appearance of form. The inscription AEMULA
NATURAE supports ‘Painting’ – she is the imitator of
nature. The relationship to nature is reflected in the
relationship to father disegno, the daughter ‘Painting’
is closest as she is the most universal of the arts. 
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Zuccaro elaborated on his metaphysical notion of
disegno interno in his Scritti, he wrote that as God
created nature after an idea in the mind,God might
be said to possess disegno interno.29 Zuccaro compared
the disegno interno of God and angels to the disegno
interno of man. Unlike animals, man has a soul, and
unlike angels man has a body. But for the body, man
would be like a divine being. God created the world
by bringing things into existence – man only
apprehended them. So man is inferior to God;
humanity is properly suited to the realm of
acquiring knowledge through sense. Therefore, the
human intellective soul has by nature a possibility of
knowing through sense the ‘spiritual forms
representing all the things in the world’.30

This virtue, which comes from God, makes man
‘almost a second God’. In this sense he is able to form
a ‘new world’, a world of human creation. Man
‘almost imitating God, and emulating nature may
produce infinite artificial things similar to the
natural, and by means of painting and sculpture,
make us see new paradises on earth’.31 Disegno interno
is described as a ‘light’ that guides the lower sensing

faculties. The disegno interno is at once
transcendental, passive and active. It is passive in
that it is susceptible to all things. It is also active as it
has the nature of intellection. It has the capacity to
‘form one image from many’. The transcendence of
the disegno interno, its status as ‘light’ and ‘divine
spark’, is dependent on God. The pun of segno dei, is
probably cleverer if seen in these terms, than when
dismissed out of hand by various commentators. 

Curiously, we can see some prior consideration of
the divine spark in an earlier preparatory sketch for
the central scene in the vault in the chapel of the
Villa Farnese at Caprarola, outside Rome – The
Creation of the Sun and Moon – two luminous bodies
[6].32 The work reveals a more conventional tendency
within Zuccaro’s representation of the creation and
his support of God’s miraculous creatio ex-nihilo. On
this evidence, we may comment that his ideas in his
Scritti must have developed much later, particularly
on the consideration of the body and soul in the
question of disegno, which may have been a result of a
forced attempt to elevate the visual arts through the
academy. Quiviger has observed Zuccaro passionately
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believed in academies.33 He had earlier tried to
interest the literary academies with the idea of a
Roman Academia del Disegno, but with no success.
Mundy has argued that the rulings of the Council of
Trent affected the spiritual quality of Federico’s
work.34 This may have contributed a more spiritual
turn against his earlier Michelangelo-influenced
expression of the creation.

On the strength of his theories, Zuccaro gained
admission into the Accademia degli Innominati of
Parma and the Accademia Insensata at Perugia. His
concern, it would seem, would be the ambition of
parity that painting might have with poetry in the
literary academies, via doctrine and respectable
activity in the academy.35 Indeed as late as 1605, four
years before his death, he published a lamentation
on painting.36 The Accademia di San Luca37 was finally
established in Rome. The annals recorded by Romano
Alberti show that Giacomo Della Porta, who was to
represent the voice of ‘Architecture’ was absent on
several occasions and eventually replaced by others.
Payne observed Zuccaro’s exploitation of the
situation to declare that disegno the root of all the
arts, despite giving painting the edge.38While this
may be true on the evidence of the proceedings, it is
also true that apathy on the part of other

contributors led to the demise of Zuccaro’s academy.
Quiviger also noted that Zuccaro’s parallel of visual
thinking could be seen as similar to a philosopher’s
syllogisms:

‘You should know that there are two kinds of disegno, that
is one called intellettivo, and one called prattico. This is
because there are in us two intellects. One is called the
speculative intellect, and its aim is to understand things
universally. The other is the practical intellect, and its
specific and ultimate aim is action [operare], or rather, it
is the principle of our actions. It is therefore related to our
[two] intellects. One is the subject of the speculative
intellect, and represents to this intellect things universally
understood [le cose universalmente intese]. The other
is the object of the practical intellect and it represents
individual things to the intellect.’39

Zuccaro actually travelled to England to offer his
services to the Queen. A letter of introduction from
Belgium exists in the British Museum.40 His Scritti
have not been translated into English, though
various commentaries in English exist.We can only
speculate what the possibilities might have been had
he travelled and pontificated on disegno interno and
esterno. A contemporaneous text by Lomazzo,
however, made it in ‘translation’ to the Anglophone
world and had considerable influence on Inigo
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Jones, Roger de Piles and others. Haydocke translated
Lomazzo’s central subjects in the Trattato dell’ arte
della pittura, scultura et architetettura, as ‘painting,
carving and building’ [7 & 8].41 What disegno sought to
unite in the different techniques the arts, is in fact
unravelled and returned to its separate constituent
techniques. Lucy Gent was scathing of the Haydocke
translation: ‘When Lomazzo writes about “arte
disegnatrice”, Haydocke is floored’.42

We have seen the modulation of the notion of
disegno from Cennini to Zuccaro and its formulation
in the academy. With Zuccaro, the modern split
between drawing as manifestation and design as
intent can be said to commence. Despite this
variance in disegno, the word itself carries no special
mystery. Its role as the foundation of the arts, or as
the notion that gives the arts unity, is a curious one
as we come to modern times. The pursuit of a
possible unity of the arts after the Baroque, the last
authentic gesamtkunstwerk, can be seen in the
attempts of Richard Wagner, who privileged drama
but saw architecture as its frame. 

‘Architecture can set before itself no higher task than to
frame for fellowship of artist who in their own persons
portray the life of man, the special surroundings necessary
for the display of the human artwork. Only that edifice is

built according to necessity, which answers most
befittingly an aim of man; the highest aim of man is the
artistic aim of man; the highest artistic aim – the
drama.’43

Wagner was not alone in recognising the possibility
of unity, Bruno Taut proclaimed the
Zukunftskathedrale – the Cathedral of the future: 

‘Together let us build a stupendous structure! A building
that is not only architecture, but in which everything –
painting and sculpture – all together will form great
architecture and wherein architecture once again merges
with the other arts. Here architecture must be frame and
content all at once.’44

It was the pursuit of similar ideals of unity that
inspired a young Walter Gropius, who took these
aims and developed the Bauhaus along the lines of a
unity of the arts. Ironically, in the modern
gesamtkunstwerk of Gropius, the merger of industry
and the arts meant that the notion of design was to
be seen quite differently. The elevation of vernacular
craft into one where production was a consideration
meant that the everyday product had to be
conceived, and visualised – in other words, products
could be designed for industrial production.45 In the
literature of the time, design is often included as a
sister craft, and is no longer father to the arts as in
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