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Etchings, objects and photographs at CaixaForum Madrid illustrate the Venetian 

artist’s modernity and his enormous influence on art over the last two centuries  
 

The Arts of Piranesi 
Architect, Engraver, Antiquarian, Vedutista and 
Designer 
 
 
In his working methods, Giambattista Piranesi (Venice, 1720 – Rome, 
1778) was a precursor of the role played by architects and designers 
today. Now, for the first time, an exhibition at CaixaForum Madrid 
highlights Piranesi’s modernity in an approach to his work never before 
taken: in The Arts of Piranesi. Architect, Engraver, Antiquarian, Vedutista 

and Designer, the Venetian engraver is presented as a “man of our time”, 
one engaged in renewing architecture, as the most advanced techniques 
are used to reveal the richness of his work, his eclecticism and his 
eccentric creative vein. The show was conceived by Michele De Lucchi, 
produced by the Fondazione Giorgio Cini in association with Factum Arte 
and organised by ”la Caixa” Foundation. It features more than 250 original 
etchings and focuses on the multi-disciplinary approach, style and 
extraordinary modernity of the Venetian artist. This it does through a 
series of contemporary interventions inspired by Piranesi’s work: a 3D 
video projection of the Carceri d’invenzione and eight original objects 
conceived by Piranesi and illustrated in his etchings, but never before 
manufactured. Additionally, The Arts of Piranesi features Gabriele 
Basilico’s views of Roma and Paestum, in which the photographer pays 
personal tribute to the great master. 
 

 
The Arts of Piranesi. Architect, Engraver, Antiquarian, Vedutista and Designer. 

Dates: 25 April - 9 September 2012. Place: CaixaForum Madrid (Paseo del Prado, 36). 

Concept: Michele De Lucchi. Produced by: Fondazione Giorgio Cini and Factum Arte. 

Organised by: ”la Caixa” Foundation. Curators: Giuseppe Pavanello, director of the 

Istituto di Storia dell’Arte de la Fondazione Giorgio Cini; Michele De Lucchi, director of 

the aMDL architecture studio (Milan); and Adam Lowe, director of Factum Arte.  
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Madrid, 24 April 2012. This evening, Elisa Durán, assistant general manager of 

”la Caixa” Foundation, and Pasquale Gagliardi, general secretary of the 

Fondazione Giorgio Cini, will officially open the exhibition The Arts of Piranesi. 

Architect, Engraver, Antiquarian, Vedutista and Designer. 

 

In its cultural programmes, ”la Caixa” Foundation focuses particularly on great 

figures from the history of architecture. Examples include the exhibitions 

dedicated to Richard Rogers, Mies van der Rohe and the Renaissance master 

Andrea Palladio, whose treatise on architecture was, precisely, a reference in 

the early work of Giambattista Piranesi, to whom a new exhibition presented at 

CaixaForum Madrid is devoted. However, besides examining Piranesi’s interest 

in architecture, the exhibition, conceived by Michele De Lucchi, produced by the 

Fondazione Giorgio Cini and Factum Arte and organised by ”la Caixa” 

Foundation, also explores his work and study with regard to other disciplines, 

revealing the Venetian master as one of the most outstanding 18th-century 

engravers. 

  

En 1740, Giambattista Piranesi (Venice, 1720 – 

Rome, 1778) arrived in Rome for the first time, as a 

member of the entourage of the Ambassador of 

Venice to the Papal States. His discovery of Ancient 

Rome completely fascinated him, as well as imbuing 

him with a feeling of impotence before the 

impossibility of imitating such grandeur. Piranesi then 

swapped his architect’s instruments for the engraver’s 

burin, turning to an art form that would allow him both 

to illustrate his architectural ideas and to influence 

contemporary taste with the same freedom as that 

exercised by painters and sculptors. 

 

The exhibition The Arts of Piranesi. Architect, 

Engraver, Antiquarian, Vedutista and Designer 

features more than 250 original etchings, ranging from the first series of plates, 

Prima Parte di Architetture, e Prospettive (The First Part of Architecture and 

Perspective), produced in 1743, to the final works devoted to studies of objects 

and furniture in the 1770s. The etchings, from the Fondazione Giorgio Cini in 

Venice, illustrate the complexity, versatility and multidisciplinary nature of 

Piranesi’s work from three standpoints: artistic, theoretical and professional. 

 

However, the show goes beyond the exhibition of these iconic plates, and sets 

out not only to refute the frequent criticism of Piranesi’s projects as unrealisable, 

but also to demonstrate the extraordinary modernity of his thinking. A series of 

contemporary creations inspired by Piranesi’s works give visitors a unique 

Ancient mausoleum erected for the 
ashes of a Roman Emperor. Prima 
Parte di Architetture, e Prospettive 
(1743). 
Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice 
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opportunity to appreciate his creative processes and fully understanding the 

originality and modernity of the “Stile Piranesi”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Based on Piranesi’s prints, Factum Arte created prototypes of eight objects that 

were conceived and designed by Piranesi but had never before actually been 

made: two tripods, a vase, a candelabrum, an altar, a coffee pot and a stunning 

fireplace complete with andirons and fender. Factum Arte, which has studios in 

Madrid, London and San Francisco, also produced a 3D video featuring the 

Carceri d’invenzione. 

 

Finally, the exhibition also includes photographs by Gabriele Basilico (Milan, 

1944), who produced shots of the sites that Piranesi depicted in his Vedute di 

Roma and Différentes vues de Pesto (Views of Rome and Views of Paestum). 

In this way, Basilico, an artist whose work has always centred on architecture 

and landscape photography, pays personal homage to a great master. 

 

Taken together, then, these etchings, objects and photographs highlight the 

multiple interests of the Venetian artist, his remarkable modernity and his 

enormous influence over the art of the last two centuries. Piranesi’s best-known 

series of plates, the Carceri d’invenzione (Imaginary Prisons), served as a 

Vase with three griffin heads in compound marble, 2010. Factum Arte 

 

View of the Capitol and the Steps of S. Maria in Aracoeli. 
Vedute di Roma. Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice 

 

Gabriele Basilico. View of the Capitol and the Church of Aracoeli, 2010. 
Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice 
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source of inspiration for Romantic poetry, the Gothic novel and architecture in 

subsequent centuries. Moreover, his Antichità romane (Roman Antiquities) 

established a mysterious image of a city ravaged by the passage of time, 

presaging the metaphysical landscapes of such later artists as Giorgio De 

Chirico and Salvador Dalí.  

 

Piranesi was a key figure in forming 18th-century tastes, whilst his work 

methods reveal him as a precursor of today’s architects and designers. 

Moreover, thanks to colossal magnitude of his landscapes and panoramic 

views, combined with the contrast between the visionary spirit and realistic 

execution of his plates, Piranesi’s etchings are an inexhaustible source of 

delight and wonder. 

 

 

EXHIBITION SECTIONS 

 
Reflecting the artist’s own spirit, The Arts of Piranesi is conceived as an original, 

pioneering and thought-provoking show. This goal is largely achieved thanks to 

the crucial role played in the design of the show by Michele De Lucchi, director 

of the aMDL architecture studio, Milan, who creates a flexible, interactive 

installation. In it, the prints of Piranesi’s original etchings are displayed both on 

the walls and on large lecterns arranged on fine wood tables, whilst the 

prototypes are set out on platforms and tables in the middle of the rooms, 

offering visitors a unique opportunity to see at close-hand the physical products 

of the artist’s visions.  

 

Its itinerary structured around the many professions that Piranesi exercised in 

his lifetime, the exhibition suggests new ways of looking and thinking about the 

Venetian artist’s work.  To this end, the show is sub-divided according to the 

different fields that he engaged with and studied: Piranesi as architect, 

archaeologist, designer, engineer, antiquarian, decorator and vedutista. 

 
 
Early work and the Venetian legacy. Piranesi as archaeologist 

 
The exhibition opens with a room devoted to Piranesi’s early work and his 

formative years in Venice. His fascination with the ruins of Ancient Rome led 

him to investigate them in depth, and just a few years after arriving in the 

Eternal City he published Antichità romane (1756), a series of plates in which 

he makes a systematic study of ancient excavations and ruins. 
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Piranesi as architect, theorist and polemicist. Piranesi as student of 
ancient engineering  

 

As an architect, Piranesi only actually worked on the restoration of the Church 

of Santa María del Priorato (Rome). However, what he learned of the methods 

and teachings of Ancient Rome led him to defend the supremacy of Roman art 

over the Greek, which was championed by the scholars of the time. In this way, 

his studies exercised an important effect on the architecture of the period 

spread an understanding throughout Europe, not only of the originality of 

Roman architecture, but also of its Etruscan roots. 

 

This section also features a model made by Michele De Lucchi of the Church of 

Santa María del Priorato in Rome, as well as 11 photographs of the church and 

its ornamentation taken by Adam Lowe and Alicia Guirao for Factum Arte. 

 

Here, too, visitors can see a projection of the 23 designs that Piranesi planned 

for the restoration of the Basilica of St. John Lateran, but which were never 

actually produced. The section also features studies of Roman hydraulic 

systems, for Piranesi insisted that the Romans were expert engineers, as can 

be seen in their sewage systems, aqueducts and paved roads. 

 
 
Carceri d’invenzione (Imaginary Prisons) 

 

Visitors will be able to enter into what Marguerite 

Yourcenar, quoting Victor Hugo, called Piranesi’s 

“dark brain” thanks to a 3D video projection of the 

Carceri d’invenzione. This installation reveals 

visionary architecture that is stripped of any 

possibility of actually being built, half baroque 

stage set, half febrile fantasy. 

 

 

Piranesi as antiquarian, decorator and 
“designer” 

 

The idea of using refined technologies applied to 

art facsimiles to recreate several pieces designed 

by Piranesi was aimed at refuting the frequently-made suggestion that his 

designs were too fantastical to work as real objects and in the conviction that 

his studies for decorative objects are so precise that they can well be 

considered fully-fledged design projects. The work of Adam Lowe and his 

Madrid-based Factum Arte studio presents a unique opportunity to reflect on 

The Drawbridge. Carceri d’invenzione (circa 
1761). 

Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice 
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Piranesi’s creative processes and to appreciate the originality and modernity of 

the so-called Stile Piranesi. Whilst admiring these works we discover that, even 

when Piranesi used the antique as a direct model, he arbitrarily manipulated it. 

 

An excellent example of this is the tripod unearthed at Pompeii and studied by 

the Venetian artist at the museum in Portici: in transposing this object into an 

etching, he modified his model, giving it an elegance with much in common with 

the later Empire style, as we can see in the reproduction featured in the 

exhibition.  

 

The objects recreated for the exhibition 

throw light on some of the most interesting 

aspects of Piranesi’s creativity. Another 

good example is the coffee pot, modelled 

on the spiral hollows of seashells in what is 

a remarkable balance between nature and 

artifice. The objects recreated in this way 

include a vase, a candelabrum, the 

aforementioned coffee pot, two tripods, an 

altar and a fireplace complete with 

andirons and fender. Some 250 years later, 

it is finally demonstrate that Piranesi 

himself “reinvented” objects.  

 

 

Gabriele Basilico in the footsteps of Piranesi the vedutista 

 

Piranesi poured his remarkable knowledge of perspective, archaeology, 

architecture and town planning into his Vedute di Roma. In doing so, he 

transformed the genre of the etched veduta from topographical rendering to 

artwork, greatly changing perceptions of the city and its ruins. Towards the end 

of his life, in 1777-1778, he and his son Francesco went to Paestum to study 

the archaic Doric temples whose unusual nature so intrigued their inquisitive 

minds. The result was a kind of spiritual testament: before his death in 1778, 

Piranesi successfully demonstrated the sublime effects that could be achieved 

in images of the architecture of Magna Grecia. The art and documentary 

photographer Gabriele Basilico, whose professional and artistic interests centre 

on the theme of the city, was commissioned to revisit and photograph the 

scenes of Piranesi’s vedute, exploring correspondences, analogies and 

divergences. 

Silver coffee pot, 2010. Factum Arte 
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The 24 photographs in the exhibition, selected from amongst the nearly 350 

shots that Basilico took, mainly feature outstanding sights on the Grand Tour. 

The photographer invites us to compare these places as they are in Rome 

today. The section ends with three views of Paestum that masterfully reflect the 

charm that these temples exercised over Piranesi.  

Remains of the Temple of the God Canopus near the Villa 
Adriana at Tivoli. Vedute di Roma. Fondazione Giorgio Cini, 
Venice 

 

Gabriele Basilico. 
Remains of the Temple of the God Canopus near the Villa 

Adriana at Tivoli, 2010. Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice 
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The Arts of Piranesi. 
Architect, Engraver, Antiquarian,  

Vedutista and Designer 
 

25 April - 9 September 2012 
 

 
Times: 
Monday-Sunday, from 10 am to 8 

pm  

 

Free admission to exhibitions 
 
CaixaForum Madrid 
Paseo del Prado, 36 

28014 Madrid  

 

Information Service 
”la Caixa” Foundation 

Tel. 902 223 040 

Monday-Sunday, from 9 am to 8 pm 

www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further information: 

”la Caixa” Foundation Communication Department 
Juan A. García – 913 307 317 / 608 213 095 / jagarcia@fundacionlacaixa.es  
Josué García – 934 046 151 / 638 146 330 / jgarcial@fundacionlacaixa.es 
http://www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 

 

Multimedia Press Room 
http://press.lacaixa.es/socialprojects/ 
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ACTIVITIES PARALLEL TO THE EXHIBITION  

 

• INAUGURAL LECTURE: THE ARTS OF PIRANESI 

Tuesday, April, at 7 pm 

 

By Giuseppe Pavanello, director of the Istituto di Storia dell’Arte de la 

Fondazione Giorgio Cini and exhibition curator 

 

• LECTURE: AN ATEMPORAL APPROACH TO PIRANESI AND HIS 

DESIGNS 
Monday, May 14, at 7.30 pm h 

 

By Adam Lowe, director of Factum Arte and exhibition curator 

 

• CAFÉ-DEBATE WITH THE ARTS. ACTIVITIES FOR SENIOR 
CITIZENS 
May 9 – July 25. Times: Wednesdays, at 5 pm. 

Registration: 913 307 300. Activity free of charge. Places limited. 

 

• FAMILY ACTIVITIES: Art with the family 

 

• GUIDED TOURS OF THE EXHIBITION 
Guided tours for the general public 
Times: Mondays and Wednesdays, at 7 pm; Tuesdays and Thursdays, at 

1 pm; Fridays, at 6 pm; Saturdays and Sundays, at 12 noon and 7 pm. 

Activity free of charge. Places limited. Registration at reception half an 

hour before tours begin. 

 

Group visits by arrangement 
Minimum 10 people per group, maximum 30. 

Advance registration: 913 307 323. Groups with their own guide must 

also reserve visits. Price: €15/group. 

 

Dramatised tours for schools  
May 2 – June 15. Times: Monday to Friday, at 10 and 11.30 am. 

Levels: from primary school 3rd year, ESO secondary schools, 

baccalaureate and FPGM vocational training. Maximum 30 pupils per 

group. Advance registration: 913 307 323. Price: €18/group. 

 

 


