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SOANE AND PIRANESI

John Wilton-Ely

‘That men, unacquainted with the remains of Ancient Buildings, should indulge in licentious and 
whimsical combinations is not matter of surprise, but that a man, who had passed all his life in 
the bosom of Classic Art, and in the contemplation of the majestic ruins of Ancient Rome, 
observing their sublime effects and grand combinations, a man who had given innumerable 
examples how truly he felt the value of the noble Simplicity of those buildings, that such a man, 
with such examples before his eyes, should have mistaken Confusion for Intricacy, and 
undefined lines and forms for Classical Variety, is scarcely to be believed; yet such was 
Piranesi.’1

Thus did Soane dismiss a key influence which had already helped to establish him by the 
early 1800s as one of the most original designers of his generation. This ambivalence towards 
Piranesi, however, is easier to understand if one examines Soane in four roles — as teacher, 
practitioner, collector and visionary.

The judgement quoted comes from the eighth of a series of twelve lectures delivered 
regularly by Soane as Professor of Architecture at the Royal Academy from 1809 onwards. 
At that point in his career he was in his early fifties with some twenty-five years of practice 
behind him and he was well ahead with the development of his greatest single commission, 
the Bank of England. Like Reynolds before him, Soane experienced considerable tensions 
between his creative inner vision and the need to construct a coherent, pedagogic system for 
his students and colleagues. While laboriously preparing the lecture from 1806 onwards, he 
relied heavily on the writings of eminent predecessors, especially Chambers.

This is particularly evident when the above passage, quoted from a lecture devoted to 
planning, goes on to castigate Piranesi’s celebrated early fantasy plan, the Magnifico Coliegio, 
first issued in the Opere Varie of 1750 (Fig. 1). As Soane continues,

‘That great Artist, to convince his foreign enemies, as he called them, of the knowledge he had 
acquired from his study of the Plans of the Ancients, produced this Design for a Roman College.

How it is possible to account for this production, so unlike any part of the remains of the 
Roman Baths, the Imperial Palace, or any of those great Vestiges of Antiquity which had been 
constantly before his eyes, and which he had so successfully represented in his Drawings? This 
failure, by such a great Artist as Piranesi, a man so justly celebrated for his knowledge and feeling 
of the Antique, at first sight rather tends to lessen the value and importance of studying the 
remains of those Ancient structures, which we have been taught to revere as the result of the 
combination of superior wisdom and refined intelligence and as the solid basis of all our 
Architectural knowledge.’2

Some twenty years earlier in the Introduction to the 1791 edition of his Treatise on Civil 
Architecture, Chambers had added the following footnote:

‘A celebrated Italian Artist whose taste and luxuriance of fancy were unusually great, and the 
effect of whose compositions on paper has seldom been equalled, knew little of construction or 
calculation, yet less of the contrivance of habitable structures, or the modes of carrying real 
works into execution, though styling himself an architect. And when some pensioners of the 
French Academy at Rome, in the Author’s hearing, charged him with ignorance of plans, he 
composed a very complicated one, since published in his work; which sufficiently proves, that 
the charge was not altogether groundless.’3
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Fig. 1. Piranesi: Pianta di Magnifico Collegio (Opere Varie, 1750)
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Conservative by temperament, Chambers had shown a marked distrust of Piranesi from 
the days of his initial encounter with the Venetian in Rome during the mid 1750s. However, 
Soane had less excuse to misconstrue Piranesi’s prime objective in using fantasy in all its 
manifestations as a means of stimulating the imagination of contemporary designers. Several 
generations of young ‘avant-garde’ architects (including many ‘pensionnaires’ of the French 
Academy in Rome) had since employed the planning fantasy as an experimental medium, 
from Peyre and De Wailly to Neufforge and Boullee. Indeed, by 1800 this exercise had 
entered academic orthodoxy as countless visionary schemes for the Prix de Rome testify.

More significantly, behind Soane’s attitude towards Piranesi lay the influence of 
Laugier’s theories, especially in the Essai sur ^Architecture (1753), of which Soane possessed 
at least eleven copies. Advocating Grecian simplicity and purity, Laugier had attacked the 
unbridled licence and complexity of ancient Roman design, as well as its later expression in 
the work of modern architects such as Borromini. Indeed, as Soane says later in the Eighth 
Lecture:

‘(the student) should not fall into the excesses of Borromini and those of his School, who, like 
Piranesi, passing by the fine examples of Antiquity, carried what they called the powers of 
Invention, so far, as to lose sight entirely of the simple and unaffected Grandeur of those Ancient 
Compositions, which have stood the test of ages, and will continue to be admired as the Standard 
of Pure Taste, so long as any true feeling for Art remains.’4

Unlike Chambers and Laugier, however, Robert Adam had recognised the stimulating 
properties of Piranesi’s ‘powers of invention’. By a strange turn of fate, two fantasy sketches 
specially drawn in Rome by the Venetian for Adam in 1755 were eventually to enter Soane’s 
collection through a volume in the Adam sale of 1833 (Fig. 2).5

Fig. 2. Piranesi: imaginary composition, 1755 (Sir John Soane’s Museum)
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Soane’s Eighth Lecture, following contemporary continental theorists such as Milizia, 
also attacks Piranesi’s only executed building, S. Maria Aventina, Rome, of 1765:

‘There is likewise a Church built after the Designs of Piranesi, which is another proof that it is 
not enough to have fine examples before our eyes. Indeed Piranesi seems not to have felt those 
beauties of the Antique which he has so ably delineated, beyond the power of making out of 
ruins, bold and imposing Pictures. In that view, his labours, by giving a true splendour and value 
to the Antique, deserve the admiration and gratitude of the Artist, but when he forgets himself, 
and dispises the Greeks, from whose works the Romans derived all their knowledge of 
Architecture his conduct is mischievous, for Piranesi must have admirers, and men are more 
prone to imitate defects than beauties.’6

Again, a drawing of the fagade, after Piranesi, was to join Soane’s collection with the 
Adam papers (Fig. 3).7

Fig. 3. After Piranesi: facade elevation of S. Maria Aventina, Rome, c.1765 (Sir John 
Soane’s Museum)
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As a practitioner, on the other hand, Soane’s debts to Piranesi can be traced to his 
earliest success — the prize-winning design for a Triumphal Bridge produced at the age of 
twenty-six (Fig. 4).8 A more immediate influence on this, admittedly, was the design on a 
similar theme by the Royal Academy’s first Professor of Architecture, Thomas Sandby, as 
used for his lectures from 1770 onwards and later shown in the summer exhibition of 1781.9 
This, however, was largely dependent on Piranesi’s etched fantasy II Ponte Magnifico from 
his seminal collection, Prima Parte di Architetture e Prospettive of 1743 (Fig. 5). Like the 
Coliegio, Soane was ultimately to own several copies of this image.

Fig. 4. Soane: a triumphal bridge, 1776 (Sir John Soane’s Museum)

On receipt of the Academy’s Gold Medal in 1777 and with Chambers’ recommenda
tion, Soane was awarded a travelling scholarship to Italy for three years by George III. 
Reaching Rome in May 1778, he was to meet Piranesi during the remaining three months of 
his life. The Venetian was already suffering from a terminal illness which had been 
aggravated by a strenuous expedition to record the three Greek temples at Paestum. He was 
to give Soane four plates from his celebrated Vedute di Roma — the Pantheon, the Arches of 
Septimus Severus and of Constantine, and the Tomb of Cecilia Metella. These prints were 
later to be incorporated into the display of Soane’s Picture Gallery at 13, Lincoln’s Inn 
Fields, and, like the other Piranesi images, were to leave an indelible impression on Soane’s 
feeling for dramatic lighting and spatial complexity.10

Soane himself experienced the impact of the Paestum temples the following December 
in the company of his new patron, the Earl Bishop of Derry. Their powerful impression was 
to remain in his imagination long after Francesco Piranesi had issued posthumously in 1778 
his father’s suite of twenty etchings, Differentes Vues de Quelques Restes de Trois Grands 
Edifices dans le Milieu de I'Ancien Ville de Pesto. Probably around the 1790s Soane acquired 
fifteen of Giambattista’s preparatory drawings and finally installed them as salient features of 
his Picture Gallery (Fig. 6), along with the Vedute di Roma.11
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Fig. 5. Piranesi: Ponte Magnifico (Prima Parte, 1743)

As is well known, Soane’s premature return from Italy, through the empty promises of 
the Earl Bishop, led to a period of relatively modest if imaginative domestic commissions. 
His good fortune to be appointed Architect to the Bank of England in 1788, however, was to 
give unexpected scope to Soane’s genius, and it is in this specific work that we can best 
examine practical debts to Piranesi. Soane’s growing library, meanwhile, was to contain the 
major part of Piranesi’s etched and theoretical works, providing a rich store of visual and 
technical conceptions to draw on throughout his career.1

The improvised nature of the Bank’s development, which did not reach its full extent 
until 1833, demonstrates Soane’s exceptional command of planning coherence and his 
ingenuity in devising spatial sequences.13 No small part of these achievements was due to 
Piranesi’s inspiration in visionary planning, both from the Coliegio (Fig. 1) and from his 
later, even more ambitious fantasy plans such as the giant six-plate Ichnographia of the 
Campo Marzio of 1762 (Fig. 7). This latter involved dramatic cross-axes and ingenious 
geometric manoeuvres, as found in the Bank.1

The need for top-lit spaces and light wells in this organic design was to bring out Soane’s 
skill in ingenious vaulting. This ‘lumiere mysterieuse’, which he admired in the work of 
certain French contemporaries, was also found in many of Piranesi’s interior views, 
especially at Tivoli and Albano.15

Equally indebted to Piranesi’s imagery was the wide-ranging interpretation of the 
Orders — from the magisterial Corinthian of the Tivoli Corner to the austere Paestum Doric 
of the Prince’s Street Vestibule. Similarly, Soane’s highly unusual amalgams of classical 
details echos much of Piranesi’s bizarre language expounded in his Parere su I’Architettura 
and demonstrated on the contemporary facade of his much maligned Aventine church.16
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Fig. 6. Piranesi: preparatory drawing for etching of the Basilica, Paestum, c.1778 (Sir 
John Soane’s Museum)

Fig. 7. Piranesi: Ichnographia (detail) from II 
Campo Marzio dell’Antica Roma, 1762
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Finally, when certain aspects of the Bank came to be subjects for his lecture diagrams, 
Soane found in Joseph Michael Gandy an artist who was able to project his conceptions with 
a Piranesian intensity of effect. At the same time, both men recognised the value of Piranesi’s 
specialised illustrative techniques in communicating architectural information as effectively 
as already applied to archaeology.17

For instance, technical diagrams showing the mode of hollow-pot fireproof construc
tion, or unusual vaulting (Fig. 8) and masonry systems, were indebted to certain plates in 
Piranesi’s innovatory work Le Antichita Romane. The ingenious device of portraying the 
Bank as if in ruins, seen from the air (Fig. 9) - here derived from Piranesi’s aerial vedute of 
the Baths of Caracalla (Fig. 10) or the Colosseum — enabled intricate spatial structures to be 
shown in plan and section simultaneously (Fig. 10).

Fig. 8. Soane: progress drawing of vault of Old Colonial Office, Bank of England, 1818 
(Sir John Soane’s Museum)

Apart from the inspiration of Piranesi’s conceptions and graphic images on Soane, the 
actual arrangement and contents of his own collections at 13, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, is 
profoundly Piranesian.18 The juxtaposition of diverse fragments in terms of scale and spatial 
relationships seems to bring certain of Piranesi’s multiple illustrations to life (Fig. 11), as well 
as to recreate the exotic character of his decorative fantasies. The spirit, if not the letter, of the 
Carceri d’invenzione (Fig. 12), can be sensed in Gandy’s vertiginous view of the Dome 
(Fig- 13)-

Within Soane’s eclectic display at least two antiquities can be shown to have come from 
Piranesi’s own ‘museo’ or show-rooms at Palazzo Tomati, being engraved by the artist. The 
more impressive is a rectangular cinerary urn, said to have been found in Siena, which was 
restored by Cavaceppi, before entering Piranesi’s collection (Fig. 14).19 Long after it was 
included in an etched plate in the compilation Vasi, Candelabri, Cippi, Sarcofagi... of 1778,
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Fig. 9. Gandy: aerial cut-away perspective of Bank, R.A., 1830 (Sir John Soane’s 
Museum)

Fig. 10. Piranesi: Baths of Caracalla from the air (Vedute di Roma, c.1770)
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owned by Soane (No. 4) (Della Magnificenza, pl. XIX, 1761)

Fig. 12. Piranesi: Carceri 
d’invenzione, pl. V, c.1760
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Fig. 13. Gandy: the dome, 13 Lincoln’s Inn 
Fields, 1813 (Sir John Soane’s Museum)

Fig. 14. Piranesi: various antiquities including the Bessborough Urn (B) (Vasi, 
Candelabri, Cippi, Sarcofagi, c.1778)
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it was acquired by Soane at the Bessborough Sale in 1801 and was housed at Pitzhanger 
Manor before being transferred to the Catacombs in Lincoln’s Inn Fields in 181O.20 Also in 
the Crypt area today is an antique capital (now supporting a statue of Venus), incorporating 
dolphins, which Piranesi originally found in a vineyard near Porta Salaria, according to an 
inscription in Plate XIX of Della Magnificenze ed Architettura de’ Romani of 1761 
(Fig. 11).21 This probably came to Soane among various objects bought in the Tatham Sale 
of 1833.

Ultimately, however, it is not only in his Museum that the last impact of Piranesi’s 
visions left their effect upon Soane but in the flights of his own imagination, faithfully 
conveyed by Gandy. In 1820 Soane commissioned for the Royal Academy exhibition a vast 
panorama of his architectural designs, unrealised as well as executed, extending to the 
horizon in a vista of Piranesian breadth and mood — Architectural Visions of Early Fancy 
and Dreams in the Evening of Life (Fig. 15). In its prodigious range this work comes 
remarkably close in mood to the culminating phrase of Thomas de Quincey’s famous 
contemporary conversation with Coleridge, as reported in The Confessions of an Opium 
Eater, on the stimulus of Piranesi’s imagery in the Carceri upon the imagination: ‘With the 
same power of endless growth and self-reproduction did my architecture proceed in 
dreams.’2

R.A. 1820 (Sir John Soane’s Museum)
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