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”la Caixa” Social and Cultural Outreach Projects presents a major 
exhibition about the career of the Renaissance architect and his influence 
over the centuries 
 

Palladio, the Architect (1508-1580) 
 

For five centuries the name Andrea Palladio, regarded as “the architect’s 

architect”, has been a byword for architecture. Born the son of a miller, he 

conquered the whole world with his revolutionary conception of architecture, 

and made it more democratic by applying it to farmhouses and bridges as 

well as palaces and churches. In his professional career he combined 

theory—from a deep knowledge of the architecture of the classical world— 

and practice, conceiving surprising, beautiful and functional constructions 

like Villa Rotonda, near Vicenza, the great Venetian churches of San Giorgio 

and Il Redentore, and Villa Barbaro and Villa Emo in the Veneto. ”la Caixa” 

Social and Cultural Outreach Projects presents Palladio, the Architect (1508-

1580), an exhibition that commemorates the quincentenary of the birth of the 

Renaissance architect and has been organised in association with the Royal 

Academy of Arts (London), the Centro Internazionale di Studi di Architettura 

Andrea Palladio (Vicenza) and with the participation of the Royal Institute of 

British Architects in London. The show covers Palladio’s life and his 

professional career through more than 190 works, including large scale 

models, drawings, books, manuscripts and other original contemporary 

documents, as well as canvases by great artists such as Canaletto, 

Veronese, Titian, Bassano or El Greco. The exhibition also contains 

contributions from contemporary architects, among them Isozaki, Hadid, 

Navarro Baldeweg, Jimenez Torrecillas or Chipperfield, who give their 

personal vision of Palladio. 

 

The exhibition Palladio, the Architect (1508-1580) has been curated by Guido 

Beltramini, director of the Centro Internazionale di Studi di Architettura 

Andrea Palladio (CISAAP) in Vicenza; Howard Burns, chairman of the 

CISAAP Scientific Council; and MaryAnne Stevens, director of Academic 

Affairs at the Royal Academy of Arts. It can be seen at CaixaForum 

Barcelona (Av. del Marquès de Comillas, 6-8) from 22 May to 6 September 

and will later travel to CaixaForum Madrid. 
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Barcelona, 21 May 2009.- The director of the Fundación ”la Caixa” Department of 

Culture, Ignasi Miró, the director of the Centro di Studi di Arquitettura Andrea 

Palladio (CISAAP) in Vicenza, Guido Beltramini, and the director of Academic 

Affairs at the Royal Academy of Arts, MaryAnne Stevens, have presented the 

exhibition Palladio, the Architect (1508-1580) today. 

 

While it is still possible to visit the major retrospective of the architect who is 

considered “the last humanist”, Richard Rogers, at CaixaForum Barcelona “la 

Caixa” Social and Cultural Outreach Projects presents the most comprehensive 

exhibition ever assembled of the work of Andrea Palladio, a Renaissance master 

committed to humanism and the social role of architecture. 

 

To mount this exhibition —as part of the celebrations of the quincentenary of the 

Renaissance architect— it has taken over five years’ research by an international 

team of experts, led by the curators Guido Beltramini, director of the Centro di 

Studi di Arquitettura Andrea Palladio (CISAAP) in Vicenza; Howard Burns, 

chairman of the CISAAP Scientific Council; and MaryAnne Stevens, director of 

Academic Affairs at the Royal Academy of Arts. Charles Hind, of the Royal Institute 

of British Architects (RIBA), and Fernando Marías, lecturer at the Universidad 

Autónoma de Madrid, have also taken part. 

 

The spectator at CaixaForum Barcelona will discover a previously unknown 

Palladio beyond any interpretation of his plans and his treatises on architecture; an 

exciting Palladio, inventor of imaginative solutions in his constructions, and an 

absolutely modern Palladio, who transformed the city of Vicenza and the 

countryside of the Veneto, and left superb churches in Venice.  

 

Palladio crafted a new architectural language that drew on classical sources but 

responded to the functional requirements and aesthetic aspirations of his time. His 

work includes public buildings and churches but it was his palaces and country 

residences that most influenced later generations of European and American 

architects. The exhibition provides a chronological itinerary through his outstanding 

projects thanks to which the spectator will be able to discover the supremacy he 

granted to homes, putting them on an equal footing with churches and palaces. 

 

The show covers Palladio’s career from his adolescence as a stone mason in 

Padua to his time as an intellectual and the favourite architect of the wealthy 

aristocrats of Venice and Vicenza, the religious authorities and the Venetian state. 
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It also emphasises his commitment to humanism, a philosophy that not only had a 

profound respect for Roman Antiquity, but also spurred his determination to a 

shape a new architectural language, adapted to his times. 

 

There are over 190 works in the exhibition. Among the outstanding ones are the 14 

large scale models (scale 1:33), and other small scale ones that reproduce reliefs 

of the buildings and details of some of Palladio’s architectural solutions. There are 

also over 70 original drawings by the architect, most of them from the Royal 

Institute of British Architects in London (RIBA) and the Pinacoteca Civica in 

Vicenza, which allow us to explore his creative process, starting from a study of the 

architecture of Antiquity until he developed a language of his own. 

 

To place his work in context, the exhibition includes pieces by Titian, Veronese, 

Canaletto and El Greco. The works establish links between Palladio and the artists 

and patrons who surrounded him and bear witness to the close cooperation 

between him and certain artists in his lifetime. Among them are two paintings by 

Canaletto showing the churches of San Giorgio Maggiore and Il Redentore, and 

one by El Greco, who may have known Palladio personally. 

 

The exhibition pays special attention to his celebrated treatise the Quattro libri 

dell’architettura, whose effective graphic design with the juxtaposition of texts and 

illustrations made it a model for future books on architecture, and a reference point 

for architects of his time and later generations. 

 

Known as “the architect’s architect”, Palladio continues to have a great influence 

today. For that reason the exhibition ends with the contributions of contemporary 

architects who give their personal vision of him. Some of them have created 

audiovisual essays for the occasion, whilst others explain the influence of the 

Palladian heritage on their own work in filmed interviews. 
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Padua and Vicenza, 1508-1550: from stone mason to architect of renown 

 

Andrea di Pietro della Gondola was born in Padua on 30 November 1508. As a boy 

he worked as an apprentice to the master stone mason Bartolomeo Cavazza, and 

in 1524 moved to Vicenza, to the modern mason’s workshop of the “maestri di 

Pedemuro”. Between 1524 and 1540 his life changed totally: he came into contact 

with artists like Valerio Belli and the great humanist and scholar Giangiorgio 

Trissino, who became his mentor and patron. It was he who gave him the 

nickname Palladio, an allusion to the classical world and to Pallas Athene, the 

goddess of wisdom. 

Over the next two decades he went to Rome on five occasions and studied the 

great constructions of the architecture of Antiquity and contemporary examples by 

Raphael, Bramante and Peruzzi. He made his first journey in 1541 and his last in 

1554 and all of them left a deep mark on him. In Rome he learned to master the 

scale of dimensions that would distinguish his works. 

 

Absorbing the Roman experience from his particular personal vision and combining 

it with local tradition and practice, he launched his programme to modernise the 

city and country architecture of the Vicenzan aristocrats. He adopted elements 

inspired by Roman models such as placing columns and windows at regular 

intervals, as in Palazzo Porto (1542) and Palazzo Chiericati (1550).  

 

The great attraction and economic viability of the country villas led Palladio to 

adopt a new approach to the planning and design of these residences, which 

linked the house and the parts intended for farming tasks. He treated all the 

elements of the villas as objects of architectural design. 

 

The 1540s ended with a major commission to refurbish the Gothic Palazzo della 

Ragione in Vicenza, surrounding it with a white stone loggia in which the rhythmic 

elegance and the interpretation of light and space combine to create a noble civil 

declaration: from then on it was known as “the Basilica”, in allusion to the buildings 

of ancient Rome where business was done and politics discussed. That was the end of 

his eclectic period, marked by the evolution of his language and constant 

experiment; he now began to work for the powerful families of Venice. 
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Venice and the Veneto: new patrons, new projects 

 

When his mentor Giangiorgio Trissino died in 1550, Palladio approached another 

distinguished intellectual, Daniele Barbaro (1513-1570), a churchman and member 

of the rich Venetian patriarchy. He invited him to illustrate his new translation with 

commentary (1556) of Vitruvius’ ten books De architectura; and, with his brother 

Marcantonio (1518-1595), a politician and diplomat, commissioned him to rebuild 

Villa Barbaro in Maser in the early years of the decade. Villa Barbaro is regarded 

as one of Palladio’s finest works, with interiors decorated al fresco by Veronese. It 

represents a new type of villa-farmhouse with the residential building flanked by the 

farm buildings and dovecotes.  

 

Palladio’s contact with the Barbaro brothers in the 1550s brought him new patrons 

and many ecclesiastical commissions in Venice to which he was able to apply 

innovatory architectural solutions: he rebuilt the façade of San Francesco della 

Vigna, designed the refectory and the church of San Giorgio Maggiore (1565) and, 

years later, Il Redentore in the Giudecca (1577). 

 

 

The last years: Venice and Vicenza 

 

Palladio’s relation with his Venetian and Vicenzan patrons lasted until the end of 

his professional life. In Venice he worked on major projects that never came to 

fruition, such as his design for the new Rialto Bridge (after 1566), or for a new 

Palazzo Ducale after the fire in 1577. He applied the building solutions of his 

Venetian ecclesiastical projects to the villas. 

 

His work continued to be influenced by the lessons he had learned from his study 

of the works of ancient Rome, which were decisive for his new language in civil 

architecture. His detailed analysis of the Roman baths and temples inspired the 

projects for Palazzo Barbarano in Vicenza (1568/9-75) and the Tempietto in Maser 

(1580). Another of the high points of his career that were the result of his 

investigations in earlier decades is Il Redentore church. On the facade, the 

structure of the internal spaces is projected on a single plane with unprecedented 

lucidity.  

 

On his last great project, the Teatro Olimpico in Vicenza (1580), Palladio based his 

concept on Vitruvius’ description of the Roman theatre and the rebuilding of the 
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theatre in Verona. He died five months after beginning the works, in August 1580, 

aware that he had managed to create a new architectural language: “I am sure that 

I shall be considered most fortunate […] for having known gentlemen of such noble 

and generous minds and excellent judgement, who have listened to my arguments 

and have abandoned the antiquated form of building with neither grace nor 

beauty.” 

 

 

The study of Antiquity and the shaping of a new architecture  

 

Palladio thought deeply about his art, his procedures and his position in relation 

both to the past and to his future possibilities. He analysed and reconstructed 

Roman ruins like the Baths of Agrippa as if they were his own projects, using the 

most modern methods and great precision. The drawings on display in the 

exhibition show how he noted measurements in his sketches and investigated the 

techniques of ancient buildings and the orders used. 

 

Working systematically and professionally, discussing matters with his patrons and 

always attentive to the contingencies of the location and financing of each project, 

Palladio shaped a new architecture. He understood the need to make architecture 

democratic and deployed his capacity both in the projects for farm buildings and 

houses and for bridges, churches, villas and palaces. He had recourse to beautiful 

and grandiose effects, but without using costly materials: for example, he used 

carved stone very little, and made the columns and window frames of brick and 

clay and coated them with plaster to imitate stone. 

 

 

The Quattro libri dell’architettura and celebrity 

 

In 1570 Palladio published his great treatise Quattro Libri dell’Archittetura, which is 

organised like contemporary manuals in terms of grammar and style. The first book 

describes the fundamental architectural components, such as orders, types of 

vaults, doors, windows and staircases. The second shows how those components 

can be combined to make palaces and villas, with designs by Palladio himself by 

way of example. The third deals with public buildings, from roads and bridges to 

squares and basilicas, and the last focuses on his reconstructions of ancient 

temples. 
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The books were aimed at a wide public, from architects and craftsmen to possible 

patrons and intellectuals, combining texts and illustrations in an accessible 

language. The four books were widely distributed, both in Italian and in partial or 

complete translated editions. They had a great influence on architects of the time 

and successive generations. The first translation of the treatise was into Spanish, 

by the Spanish architect Juan del Ribero Rada. Palladio was in touch with the 

Spanish, French and Ottoman courts. Philip II invited him in 1572 to submit a 

project for the church of El Escorial.  

 

This is the only documented architectural project he did abroad and although the 

monarch eventually discarded the sketches when they arrived in 1573, some 

elements of Palladio’s philosophy can be seen in the church built by Juan de 

Herrera, especially on the façade, as we see in the exhibition. 

 

He probably knew El Greco, who regarded him as “the greatest architect of our 

time”, and may have been the subject of a portrait painted by him in Venice around 

1572. At the exhibition we can see his work The Immaculate Conception, in which 

the temple of Pola appears at the Virgin’s feet as described and illustrated by 

Palladio in his treatise. 

 

 

Palladio’s legacy: an eternal contemporary 

 

Andrea Palladio’s fame soon spread beyond Italy. From France and Spain to the 

England of the early 17th century and to the rest of Europe and America in the 18th 

century, his ideas became a new style, neo-Palladianism, applied both to urban 

architecture and to country houses. 

 

His decisive influence on later generations is due most of all to his guide I Quattro 

Libri. The accomplishments of this great architect became the Palladian style which 

Inigo Jones introduced into England in the early 17th century, and to the rest of 

Europe and America in the 18th century. The exhibition examines Palladio’s 

international legacy through some of his successors, such as Scamozzi, Jones, 

Cameron, Quarenghi, or Juan de Villanueva in Spain. 

 

The paintings of Canaletto, much appreciated in the 18th century for his views of 

Venice, helped to spread Palladio’s prestige throughout Europe by showing his 

main buildings in Venice in his canvases, as we can see in the exhibition. 
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Andrea Palladio seen by contemporary architects  

 

Andrea Palladio has shaped the way of understanding architecture down to our 

own times and has impregnated architectural practice since the 16th century. In 

association with the Royal Academy of Arts, the exhibition organised by ”la Caixa” 

Social and Cultural Outreach Projects has tried to establish an exchange between 

the Renaissance master and a number of contemporary architects from different 

generations. 

 

Whether through visual contributions or filmed interviews, the architects taking part 

show the way in which Palladio’s influence is revealed in their work and their 

conception of architecture, defying conventional points of view and suggesting new 

ways of understanding the master’s influence and his presence in contemporary 

practice. 

 

Some propose a literal transposition of his ideas, others find his influence in 

unsuspected places, and many respond to his mastery of the inherent 

characteristics of architecture, an essence that transcends styles and time. 

 

Through Arata Isozaki, Zaha Hadid, Jimenez Torrecillas, Aldo Cibic, David 

Chipperfield, Richard MacCormac, Roger Zogolovitch, Navarro Baldeweg or Toh 

Shimazaki, among others, the spectator can rediscover Palladio. 
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Palladio, the Architect (1508-1580) 
 
    

Inauguration: Thursday 21 May, at 20.00 

    

CaixaForum Barcelona 

Av. del Marquès de Comillas, 6-8 

08038 Barcelona 

    

Opening times 

Monday to Sunday, 10.00 to 20.00 

Saturdays, 10.00 to 22.00 

 

”la Caixa” Social and Cultural Outreach Projects Information Service 

Monday to Sunday, 9.00 to 20.00 

Tel.: 902 22 30 40 

www.lacaixa.es/worksocial 

 

Admission to the exhibition free 

 

Inaugural lecture 

Thursday 21 May, 18.00 

Given by Howard Burns, chairman of the CISAAP Scientific Council of the 

CISAAP  

and curator of the exhibition 

 

 

 

For more information: 

”la Caixa” Social and Cultural Outreach Projects Communication Department 

Josué García - 93 404 61 51 / 638 146 330 / jgarcial@fundaciolacaixa.es 

 

 

Multimedia press note 

http://premsa.lacaixa.es/obrasocial/ 

http://www.obrasocial.lacaixa.es 


