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Intensive research in the last decades has produced unex-
pectedly rich insights on the technical, aesthetic, social, li-
turgical, and even economic sides of Gothic architecture.
But the majority of these studies have explored only the
first and last steps of the architectural process: design and
contruction. Much less is known about the middle step, in
which Gothic architects communicated their designs to the
cathedral builders. Surviving Gothic drawings have been
minutely studied, but a paucity of documentation on the
communication process and, worse, a subtle conflict be-
tween the textual evidence and the surviving architectural
graphics severely limit our understanding of the critical
moment between conception and realization in Gothic
architecture.

It remains unclear exactly how a Gothic architect ran
a building project. The term “Gothic architect” is itself
both inaccurate and prejudicial. The usual medieval term
for a professional in charge of building was “master” (mag-
ister, maitre, Baumeister, maestro), and only rarely “ar-
chitect.” Gothic masters functioned as both architects and
builders. Still, they were not architects in the modern sense
because their professionalism consisted in being able to both
design and construct, while the professionalism of contem-
porary architects consists in their ability to draw up build-
ings with such specificity that they need not personally di-
rect their construction.

The distinctions among master, architect, and builder
create a problem in the study of Gothic architecture that
extends beyond the merely philological. To misunderstand
their respective roles is to misunderstand a key element in
the creative process behind Gothic buildings. One instance
of the importance of the question is the current confusion
about Villard de Honnecourt. To the nineteenth century
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1 There are numerous studies on the evolution of the architectural profes-
sion in the Middle Ages. Particularly important are those by Pevsner,
Harvey, Mortet and Deschamps, Booz, Gimpel, Aubert and Du Col-
ombier, listed in the bibliography or cited in footnotes below. Still useful
is the chapter on the Middle Ages in M. Briggs, The Architect in History
(Oxford, 1927), New York, 1974, 53-129, while recent contributions to
the problem include a historiographic review in A. Saint, The Image of
the Architect, New Haven, 1983, 19-50, and studies by Kostof, Ettlinger,

Villard was the most celebrated of Gothic architects. In
recent literature he appears instead as no architect at all,
but as a master mason, a carver, a metalworker curious
about building, an administrator, and even as a cleric dab-
bling in architecture. Another instance is the current con-
troversy over the authorship of the design of the cathedral
at Chartres, which according to one theory was not pro-
mulgated at one moment by an architect but emerged
through a succession of a dozen master masons at the job
site.2 This equivocation on the title and status of the Gothic
master has its roots in the Middle Ages itself. In medieval
England a “master” was any guild member in full standing,
such as a master baker. Modern English copies this indis-
criminate use by applying the term master in formal situ-
ations to any boy, and by varying and abbreviating it (as
Mr.) into the standard designation for any male adult. But
medieval English also used “master” as a stand-alone term
in two totally disparate contexts: for clerics of the second
academic degree and for builders, particularly masons and
carpenters. This confusion was carried one step further by
the title “master of the works” (magister operis), which im-
plies a professional builder, but which in fact was held by
lay or clerical administrators in charge of building projects.
In France just the opposite was true: maitres d’'oeuvre were
generally experienced builders rather than administrators,
but exceptions to this rule are legion. Enough confusion
was apparent by the thirteenth century that a French writer
of the period advised his readers that a Petrus Magister
would be a builder, but a Magister Petrus would be a
scholar. Of all the Continental languages only German was
relatively straightforward on the point. A Meister was a
member of any guild, but building operations were gen-
erally headed by a Baumeister or Werkmeister.?

Wilkinson and Rosenfeld in S. Kostof, The Architect: Chapters in the
History of the Profession, New York, 1976.

2 C. Barnes, Villard de Honnecourt: The Artist and His Drawings, Boston,
1982, xxxii-xxxix; J. James, Chartres: The Masons who Built a Legend,
London, 1982, esp. chap. 7. In this summation of a decade of publications
that have preceded it, James does not specifically deny that an architect
might have been asked to design Chartres, but proposes that the holding
power of the original design was so slight that the final appearance of the
building was effectively controlled not by an architect but by the builders
themselves. L. Shelby, “The Contractors of Chartres,” Gesta, xx, 1, 1981,
173-78, offers a skeptical reply.

3 Du Colombier, 65; V. Mortet, “La maitrise d'oeuvre dans les grandes
constructions du XIIle siécle et la profession d’appareilleur,” Bulletin mon-
umental, Lxx, 1906, 262-270. The special question of the Italian term mae-
stro is treated in n. 50 below.
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1 A.W.N. Pugin, title page of True Principles of Pointed or
Christian Architecture, London, 1841
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2 E.-E. Viollet-le-Duc, title page of Dictionnaire raisonné de
P'architecture frangaise, Paris, 1854

In the light of this inherited ambiguity, contemporary
scholars face two equally unsatisfactory alternatives: either
reproduce intact the original terms maitre and magister or
translate them into such modern equivalents as “architect”
or “builder.” The first alternative does nothing to reduce
the inherent ambiguity of these terms, and the second ac-
tually compounds it by.creating the impression that there
was not merely a specialization but a true split between
design and building in Gothic architecture, which was not
the case. The latter alternative is nevertheless widely fol-
lowed today, with the predictable result that such leading
Gothic masters as Raymond du Temple and Henry Yevele
appear in some studies as architects, in other studies as
masons or master builders.

The tendency to split the Gothic designer-builder into
two distinct callings stems in part from the ambiguity of
the medieval texts and in part from the natural desire of
art historians to find modern analogies and sometimes even
self-portraits in their historical material. To Erwin Panof-
sky, for example, the Gothic master was the building coun-
terpart of the learned Scholastics, whereas John Ruskin and
William Morris saw him as a prototype Christian Socialist.
To Viollet-le-Duc he was a reform-minded technocrat; to
A.W.N. Pugin a devout Catholic. Viollet-le-Duc and Pugin
left behind graphic reconstructions of their Gothic masters
in two images that well express the main stereotypes held
even today: to the former the magister was a hardy builder
inscribing his plans in the earth with a pair of giant divid-
ers; to the latter he was an ermine-caped architect drawing
plans in a sumptuous studio (Figs. 1, 2).* For Ruskin and
Viollet-le-Duc, the creation of Gothic architecture took
place directly at the building site; for Pugin it took place
by remote control.

The sole point of agreement between these two extreme
interpretations is their emphasis on drawing. Viollet-le-
Duc’s master might have created sketches for his own use

4 Pugin created two closely similar portraits of the Gothic master: the first
in 1834 for his father’s Examples of Christian Architecture, and the second
as the title page for his own True Principles of Pointed or Christian Ar-
chitecture of 1841. Both conceptions were based on tombstones showing
richly clad masters with their plans or models. Two such tombstones still
survive in St.-Ouen at Rouen, while Hugues Libergier’s celebrated tomb
at St.-Nicaise now stands in Reims Cathedral (illustrated in Du Col-
ombier, figs. 35, 55, 62). Viollet-le-Duc wrote on the Gothic architect in
his Dictionnaire raisonné de I'architecture francaise du Xle jusqu’au XVI®
siécle, 10 vols., Paris, 1854-1861, 1, 107-116, in which he reproduced a
miniature from the “Life of King Offa” in the British Museum (Cotton ms
Nero D. 1, fol. 23v). This seems to have been the basis for his title page,
with the possible help of the image of Master Bernard of Soissons with
giant dividers, from the labyrinth of Reims Cathedral, and the 13th-
century miniatures of Master Lanfranco of Modena in the “Relatio Trans-
lationis Corporis Sancti Geminiani,” Modena Cathedral archives (Du Col-
ombier, figs. 58, 23). In his article on laborers (Dictionnaire, vi, 454-56),
Viollet-le-Duc was emphatic that in the Middle Ages there was no sep-
aration between the head master and the common laborers at the job site,
which he regarded as a modern affliction: “Le systéme de construction
admis par les architectes du moyen 4ge les obligeat & se mettre en rapport
direct avex les ouvriers. . . . Ainsi, il est bien certain qu'au moyen 4ge,
entre le maitre de l'oeuvre et l'ouvrier il n'y avait pas la distance immense
qui sépare aujourd’hui I'architecte des derniers exécutants.”



or used the written specifications of his patron as a design
guide, but he is shown devising his plan directly on the
ground, where it will be laid out by means of trenches,
chains, and stakes. This interpretation appears valid for the
Romanesque and Early Gothic periods before ca. 1220, from
which time no practical architectural drawings survive.
Written and pictorial sources for the period confirm Viol-
let-le-Duc’s interpretation of the Gothic masters as build-
ers, directing construction orally through personal com-
mands to the workmen. How critical it was that the master
be in daily superintendence we know from the case of Wil-
liam of Sens, who fell from the scaffolding in September
1178 while directing the rebuilding of Canterbury Cathe-
dral, and was obliged to resign his commission when his
infirmity kept him too far from his workmen.’

But if Viollet-le-Duc’s conception of the master-as-builder
is correct for the period before 1220, it does not necessarily
follow that Pugin’s conception of the master-as-architect
automatically applies to all magistri after 1220. The master
who both designs and builds, with or without using ar-
chitectural graphics, is a fixture of every historical period
right to our own day. Nonetheless there is ample evidence
that at least some masters in the High and Late Gothic ep-
ochs did concentrate on design only and supervised con-
struction mainly by remote control. This evidence is of two
sorts: primary documents, such as contracts, which show
that Gothic masters travelled widely and supervised mul-
tiple building jobs at once by using second-in-commands
called appareilleurs (apparator; parlier; aparejedor) at each
building site; and secondary texts, which show that by the
mid-thirteenth century the leading masters were prized not
simply as artisans but as intellectual creators.

That Gothic masters executed buildings far from their
home base is well known: Villard de Honnecourt in Hun-
gary; Etienne de Benneuil in Sweden; other French design-
ers in England, Bohemia, and the Holy Land; German mas-
ters in Spain and Italy. There are parallel instances from
every corner of Gothic Europe that show certain masters
working primarily as designers and supervisors rather than
as builders. In Italy, Arnolfo di Cambio was provided with
horses to travel between the jobs he held simultaneously
in Rome and Perugia. In Germany, Conrad Roriczer was

5 T. Frisch, Gothic Art 1140-c. 1450: Sources and Documents, Englewood
Cliffs, NJ, 1971, 19. The tragedy of William of Sens had a comic echo
three centuries later in the stratagem of Filippo Brunelleschi, who called
in sick at a critical point in the construction of the cupola of Florence
Cathedral in order to paralyze work and manifest the ineffectiveness of
his unloved partner Lorenzo Ghiberti. See A. Manetti, Vita di Filippo
Brunelleschi, ed. D. de Robertis, G. Tanturli, Milan, 1976, 93.

6 H. Dixon, “Arnolfo di Cambio: Sculpture,” Ph.D. thesis, S.U.N.Y.,
Binghamton, 1978, 156; Harvey, 133-36; Shelby, 8-11; Rosenfeld (as in
n.1), 162-66; and P. Kurman, D. von Winterfeld, “Gautier de Varinfroy,
ein ‘Denkmalpfleger’ im 13. Jahrhundert,” Festschrift fiir O. von Simson
zum 65. Geburtstag, Berlin, 1978, 101-159. Aubert, 81, cites three of nu-
merous recorded instances of short visits by masters to their works: Ni-
cholas de Chaumes, superintending the building of Sens Cathedral al-
though in residence only three days a year (1326); Gautier de Varinfroi,
superintending Evreux Cathedral just two or three days a year (1253); and
Jacques de Narbonne, present at Narbonne Cathedral for six days a year
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guaranteed by contract that he could superintend churches
both in Nuremburg and Regensburg simultaneously, and
he designed buildings in Nérdlingen, Eichstitt, and Ingol-
stadt besides. But the most striking examples are from late
medieval France, where Gautier de Varinfroi, Pierre de
Montreuil, Jean des Champs, Raymond du Temple, and
Martin Chambiges reached a peak in pre-modern profes-
sionalism in their supervision of various complex projects
at once. The on-site involvement of such masters with cer-
tain of their building projects could be as little as three to
six days a year.® The surviving contracts do not always
specify the nature of this involvement, which in some cases
must have been limited to consultation. But in other cases
it is clear that the master had already designed the building
and overseen its beginnings, and was now periodically re-
turning to see that the design was being correctly executed.
It was only as a designer, not as a builder, that Hanns von
Burghausen could have “built” the six churches in five dif-
ferent Bavarian towns with which he was credited on his
memorial in 1432. Similarly Master James of St. George
acted as a design professional and not as a builder when
in quick succession he erected a dozen castles on the Welsh
border at the close of the thirteenth century. It was the
institution of the second-in-command, the appareilleur, in
the latter half of the thirteenth century, that allowed the
master to distance himself from the work site, secure in the
knowledge that his plans were being properly interpreted
and executed.”

The high prestige of the master builders in the era of
Chartres, Reims, and Amiens was a phenomenon not
merely evident with hindsight, but striking to contempo-
raries. Particularly significant in this regard was the fre-
quency of use and the meaning given to the old classical
term architector, which was briefly revived in France in the
mid-thirteenth century and again in early fourteenth-cen-
tury Tuscany before its definitive reinstatement in Euro-
pean languages in the Renaissance.® There are numerous
cases after 1220 of such lordly or near-lordly architects as
Philippe Chinard and Pierre d’Angicourt, knighted by
Frederick II and Charles I of Naples, respectively; Master
James of St. George and Raymond du Temple, created con-
stable and sergeant-at-arms by Edward I and Charles V,

(1320).

7R. A. Brown, H.M. Colvin, A. ]. Taylor, The History of The King's
Works, 1, London 1963, 203-05 and 212; A. Martindale, The Rise of the
Artist in the Middle Ages and Early Renaissance, New York, 1972, 48;
J. W. Cook, “A New Chronology of Hans von Berghausen’s Late Gothic
Architecture,” Gesta, xv, 1976, 97-104.

On the appareilleur see Mortet (as in n. 3); Du Colombier, 79; Aubert,
11-13; D. Kimpel, “L'apparition des éléments de série dans les grands ouv-
rages,” Dossiers histoire et archéologie, xLvi1, November, 1980, 58, and
the bibliography in his n. 18.

8 Du Colombier, 61- 74; Pevsner, 555-562. Foremost among those who
revived both the classical term and meaning of architector or architectus
was Thomas Aquinas: “Take architecture for example: you apply the terms
"wise” and “master-builder” [sapiens et architecton] to the artist who plans
the whole structure, and not the artisans under him who cut the stones
and mix the mortar” (Summa Theologiae, Blackfriars ed., 60 + vols., New
York, 1964- ; 1, ed. T. Gilby, la: 1: 6, pp. 22-23). See also n. 14 below.
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respectively; John Sponle, Henry Yevele, and William of
Wynford, esquires to Edward III; Jean de Cambrai, esquire
to Charles VII; and hundreds of other designers who de-
rived ample wealth and prestige in return for their services.’
Another striking testimony to the changing status of the
magister is the tombstone of the distinguished builder Pierre
de Montreuil, of 1267, which listed him for posterity not
as a master but as doctor of the masons. But the most telling
argument for a metamorphosis of the Gothic master into
an architect is a passage in a sermon delivered in 1261 by
the Dominican Nicholas de Biart, who spoke in astonish-
ment of certain masters who wore gloves and directed other
masters to cut stone, while appearing to do no work them-
selves. That passage, and a parallel text from the Distinc-
tiones attributed to Nicholas de Biart, follow:

Masters of the masons, carrying a yardstick and with
gloves on their hands, say to others: “Cut it for me this
way,” and do not work; yet they receive higher pay, as
do many present-day bishops.

Some work by word alone, for in those great buildings
there is wont to be one chief master who ordains by word
alone, rarely or never setting hand to the work, and yet
gets higher pay than the rest. So there are many in the
Church who have fat livings, and God knows what good
they do. They labour with the tongue alone saying, “Thus
you should do,” while they themselves do none of these
things.™°

It cannot be coincidence that the rise in status of the

9 On the wealth and status of Gothic masters see Aubert, 22-26; Harvey,
75-80; and Du Colombier, 96-103. A. Middeldorf Kosegarten, “The Origins
of Artistic Competitions in Italy,” in Lorenzo Ghiberti nel suo tempo, 2
vols., Florence, 1980, 1, 170-72, argues for a reappraisal of their intellec-
tual stance and self-awareness as well.

Whether Pierre d’Angicourt was a knight who turned to architecture
(primarily but not exclusively fortifications) or an architect who was
knighted by his patron is not yet clear. E. Bertaux, “Les artistes francais
au service des rois angevins de Naples,” Gazette des beaux-arts, Sér. 111,
xxx1v, 1905, 97-99, assumed the first case but Du Colombier, 150, n. 144,
rejected Bertaux’s arguments on the basis of d’Angicourt’s career
documents.

10 On the Montreuil tombstone see A. Prache, “Un architecte du Xllle
siécle et son oeuvre: Pierre de Montreuil,” Dossiers histoire et archéologie,
November, 1980, 38. The two de Biart quotations were first published in
Mortet, 1906 (as in n. 3), 267-68; the English translation is given in Harvey,
1972, 78.

11 On the centrality of drawing in written and pictorial sources on the
medieval builders see Du Colombier, 103-111, 175-187; Salzman, 15-18;
K. Gerstenberg, Die deutschen Baumeisterbildnifie des Mittelalters, Ber-
lin, 1966; White, 50, 168.

The general bibliography on Gothic architectural drawings is vast: the
most accessible introductions in English are Briggs (as in n. 1), 86-102,
and Bucher, 1968 and 1979. Specialized studies by country include Bran-
ner, 1963, for France; B. Degenhart and A. Schmitt, Corpus der italien-
ischen Zeichnungen 1300-1450, 7 vols., Berlin, 1968 and 1980, on Italy;
on English drawings Salzman 15-22, and L.R. Shelby, “Medieval Masons’
Templates,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, xxx, 1971,
140-154; on German drawings O. Kletzl, Plan-Fragmente aus der deutschen
Dombauhutte von Prag in Stuttgart und Ulm, Stuttgart, 1939, and
H. Koepf, Die Gotischen Planrie der Wiener Sammlungen,
Vienna and Cologne, 1969. Other notable studies on medieval and Ren-
aissance architectural drawings are listed in the Bibliography.

Gothic architect and the practice of having a permanent
second-in-command at the job site were both phenomena
of the mid-thirteenth century, for this was also the moment
when reliable architectural drawings make their first ap-
pearance. The presumption is inevitable that it was through
drawings that the architect began to manage his building
operations by remote control, and that it was this liberation
from daily involvement at the construction site which fed
his new and higher status. Certainly the making of draw-
ings was regarded as the key attribute of the High Gothic
master builder. Numerous miniatures, sculptures, and
tombstones of the Gothic master with his straightedge, set
squares, compass, and dividers bear this out. The provision
of paper or parchment appears often as the first step in the
construction of great monuments, and as an essential point
in contracts between patrons and their professional build-
ers.!’ Ample documentation attests to the importance
of drawings and, less frequently, of models in decision-
making once a project was underway, and it was com-
monplace for the architect’s drawings to be urgently re-
called by the building committee after he had died or left
the site.? There are, moreover, numerous recorded cases
in which an old plan was executed posthumously or in
which a plan was drawn up by a master in one city and
sent out for independent execution by masons elsewhere.?
The exploitation of such graphics called into being a par-
allel terminology. Villard de Honnecourt referred in his
sketchbook to the plans and elevations (esligements and
montées) he made of the rising choir of Cambrai Cathedral
in the 1220’s, while even an outsider such as Thomas Aqui-

12 Documentation on the use of drawings is especially plentiful in the
building of Florence Cathedral, where drawings and models were con-
sulted at every stage. See G. Guasti, Docs. 150, 169, 170, 176, 341, etc.
Some entries may refer to three-dimensional models (“modellum seu dis-
egniam”) but others unequivocally cite a “charta de pechora” or “modelli
in cartis pecudinis.” The recall of drawings is documented at Siena in 1369
(Milanesi, 1, 253); at Stuttgart in 1497 (Kostof, as in n. 1, 87); at Ulm and
Milan (Du Colombier, 64); and in numerous legal controversies all over
Europe on the theft or misappropriation of architectural graphics
(J. Harvey, The Gothic World 1100-1600, London, 1950, 33-34).

13 Ibid., 28: drawings sent from Strassbourg to Basel in 1414; from Augs-
burg to Bolzano in 1499. P. Booz, Der Baumeister des Gotik, Munich and
Berlin, 1956, 32, reported a case of posthumous execution whereby the
Sakramentshaus of St. George at Nordlingen was executed in 1511 from
drawings made in 1470, while a special, but no less spectacular case was
the construction of the facade of Cologne Cathedral in the mid-19th cen-
tury following the rediscovery of its lost Gothic elevations in Darmstadt
(G. Germann, Gothic Revival in Europe and Britain, Cambridge, MA,
1972, 93). Salzman recorded five more cases of building by “remote con-
trol”: a tower built in Savoy in 1386, for which the “form or pattern set
out on paper in colors was brought from Paris”; a builder’s contract of
1436 from Winchester, which contained the phrase: “The werk to be y
made as the trasyng schewith y drawe in a parchement skyn by twyn hem
y made”; a third similar instance at Dunster in 1442; and two cases in-
volving Henry Yevele: one the indenture of Nicholas Typerton, who con-
tracted in 1381 to build the south aisle of St. Dunstan’s, London, according
to the plan (“solom la deuyse”) of Master Henry; the other the completion
of Westminster Hall in 1395 from designs supplied by Yevele (Salzman,
16; Appendix B, Docs. 123 and 36, pp. 583-84 and 462-63). In France in
1383 Guy de Dammartin was paid for drawing plans which were then
given for execution to other masons; the following year he was paid merely
to supervise the drawing of plans by master Jean Gérout (Rosenfeld, as
in n. 1, 165).



nas understood the concept of a “master plan” (artifici-
alium actuum) which carried the essence of a projected
building."

There is an almost contemporary ring to these accounts
of Gothic masters creating drawings of such specificity that
they could be clearly read and executed by their appareil-
leurs or by independent builders. Such plans must have
served the same role as modern working drawings, but this,
unfortunately, is the precise point of contradiction between
the surviving written and graphic documentation.'® Despite
a mass of textual evidence of Gothic architects working by
remote control, scholars have yet to find a single incon-
trovertable example of a Gothic working drawing.® Either
every exemplar was consumed in the construction process,
which is statistically untenable, or scholars have incor-
rectly defined what they are looking for. The conflict be-
tween the written and graphic documentation need not lead
us to reject them both. The fact that Gothic drawings were
less detailed than modern blueprints does not invalidate
execution by remote control as a significant component of
Gothic architecture. Rather than ignoring the textual evi-
dence, we should accept it, and then ask what it was in
Gothic drawings and the wider building process that made
the drawings the equivalent of modern blueprints.

Fortunately a Gothic drawing of special help in untan-

14 Bucher, 1979, 97. Aquinas (as in n. 8), xxviii, ed. T. Gilby, la2ae: 93:
3, pp. 58-59, referred to plans as an analogy of the derivation of secondary
principles from original principles:” . . . thus also in architecture the mas-
ter-plan of the building descends from the architect to the workmen” (“et
in artificialibus etiam ratio artificialium actuum derivatur ab architectore
ad inferiores qui manu operantur”).

15 The working drawing is generally defined as any plan, section, or el-
evation that has been scaled, measured, and annotated to serve as the
self-sufficient guide to building. See R. Sturgis, A Dictionary of Archi-
tecture and Building, 3 vols., New York, 1902, 111, col. 1128. It is one of
five general categories of modern architectural graphics, the other four
being the schematic diagram, including fantasy sketches, which the ar-
chitect creates for his or her personal use; presentation drawings for the
patron and the wider public; large-scale shop drawings or templates for
the execution of details; and the drawing of record, for completed
buildings.

16 Shop drawings and templates, placement drawings for ribs, even dia-
grams scratched on the floors or walls of numerous Gothic churches were
in a narrow sense “working” drawings, but they will be excluded here
either because they controlled details rather than broad components of a
design, or because they were not drawn by the master for use by a work-
man, but by one workman for another, or by a workman for himself.
The “working plans” catalogued in Bucher, 1968, 55, and idem., “Me-
dieval Architectural Design Methods, 800-1560,” Gesta, x1, 2, 1972, 35-
51, are without doubt working drawings, but fail to satisfy either or both
of these additional conditions. Similarly the statement in Harvey, 101,
that “many working drawings from the Middle Ages have survived” is
backed up only by placement or shop drawings. Representative of the
majority view that there were no Gothic working drawings are Saalman,
103: “[the late-medieval builder’s] drawings and models were of a crudity
that would render them almost useless in modern practice . . . no equiv-
alent of the modern blue prints existed in the period [14th-15th centuries]
we are considering”’; and L. Shelby, “Monastic Patrons and Their Ar-
chitects: A Case Study of the Contract for the Monks’ Dormitory at Dur-
ham,” Gesta, xv, 1976, 95: “There are no surviving medieval architectural
drawings which carry the fully detailed information of the blueprints es-
sential to the modern building process.” Branner, 1963, 138 and 140-41,
felt on the contrary that “project” drawings came into general use in France
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gling this question reappeared during the last decade, after
being inaccessible to scholars for over a century. It is the
illustrated contract of 1340 for the reconstruction of the
north half of the Sansedoni Palace in Siena. Earlier than
any comparable document from Gothic Europe, it consists
of both a lengthy text and a detailed drawing for the proj-
ect, together with the resulting building itself. The contract
thus provides a verbal description, a graphic definition,
and a physical entity as three interpretations of a single
design. Through it we can study all three stages of a Gothic
building project, and take readings also on the parallel
evolutionary process by which the magister of Gothic
buildings emerged as the architectus of the Renaissance.

The Sansedoni Contract

The Sansedoni contract is preserved today in the archive
of the Monte dei Paschi di Siena, the current owners of the
palace.” The text was published in 1764 and 1854, but with-
out the numerical and textual annotations on the drawings
which are transcribed and translated in full in the Appen-
dix.28 The contract is a large document, one Tuscan braccio
(0.58m) wide and 1.22m long (Figs. 3-6). It consists of two
pieces of paper — not parchment — glued together and
written in Italian with bistre in angular Gothic script. From
the nature of the errors marked by erasures and super-

between 1220 and 1240, although at first as supplementary aids rather
than as self-sufficient construction documents.

17 The Sansedoni contract has had a history not much less eventful than
the palace itself. It has long been regarded with curiosity, and was cited
in a public document as early as 1466. It apparently remained in the San-
sedoni family from 1340 to at least 1611, in which year Bishop Giulio
Sansedoni of Grosseto reported in his study, Della Vita del Beato Am-
brogio Sansedoni, that he owned both the palace and its elevation draw-
ing. The contract then passed out of the family into the archives of the
Ospedale S. Maria della Scala, from which it was retrieved in 1775 by
Giovanni Ambrogio Sansedoni. The palace and its contract were sold to
Dandolo Mattoli of Florence by the Sansedoni heirs in 1934, and by Mat-
toli to the Monte dei Paschi di Siena in 1973. The document is in generally
good condition, but bears marks of abuse where one or more owners
folded it into a 29 x 32cm packet, perforated it with a complete border
of nails, and underlined those passages relating to money.

18 The first surviving transcription of the text dates from the early 18th
century (Biblioteca Comunale degli Intronati, Siena, C.VI.8, “Capitoli
S. Domenico di Siena,” fols. 315-325.) It was then published in G. della
Valle, Lettere sull'arte senese, 11, Siena, 1764, 131ff., and a second time
in Milanesi, 1, Doc. 51, pp. 232-240. Several of its terms were cited as
architectural definitions in N. Tommaseo and B. Bellini, Dizionario della
lingua italiana, Rome, Pisa, Naples, 1873ff. The contract was mentioned
in G. Rohault de Fleury, La Toscane au Moyen Age: Lettres sur l'archi-
tecture civile et militaire en 1400, 11, Paris, 1874, and a photograph of it
was printed in a local pamphlet, L'Universita e le istituzioni culturali di
Siena, in 1935. Because of zealous custodianship, the contract has been
virtually inaccessible to scholars since Milanesi examined it in 1854, W.
Braunfels, Mittelalterliche Stadtbaukunst in der Toskana, Berlin, 1953,
81, discussed it on the basis of the photograph published in 1935, and
regarded it as only a crude sketch by a notary or by Gontiero Sansedoni
himself. The Braunfels citation then formed the basis for the scant foot-
note on the drawing in Degenhart and Schmitt (as in n. 11), 1, 1, p. xx1,
n. 41. The contract was given its first public analysis in May 1973, in a
lecture by the author at the Harvard University Center for Italian Ren-
aissance Studies in Florence. It was subsequently described in A. Garzelli,
“Un disegno di architettura civile del 1340,” Antichita viva, x11, 2, 1973,
36-41, and cited in Goldthwaite, 370-71.
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scripts, the contract text does not appear to have been com-
posed directly but made as a clean copy of an earlier draft.

What distinguishes this contract from the thousands of
builders’ specifications surviving from medieval Europe is
its illustration. Above the text is an elevation drawing
40.60cm wide and 70.10cm high, which represents (at 1:48
scale) a basement of five low barrel vaults, a ground floor
occupied by a wide portone and four shop entrances, all
with depressed segmental arches; a mezzanine of small lu-
nette windows; and three upper floors, each with five
pointed-arch windows for typical Sienese trifore. The win-
dows themselves are left blank. The whole is crowned by
a corbel table of ten arches, a sawtooth cornice and eight
disproportionately large battlements. Each floor is set off
by stringcourses, with prominent impost blocks between
the windows. The profiling of both stringcourses and im-
post blocks is progressively simplified toward the top; so
also the story heights and the window heights and widths
expand incrementally from the bottom of the palace to the
top. The drawing is extensively annotated with about two
dozen sets of Roman numerals for the widths and heights
of all visible detailing and of internal wall thicknesses. Ver-
tical measurements are annotated vertically, horizontal
measurements horizontally. The basement height called for
was 6 braccia; the ground-floor 13V4 braccia (6V4 to the
imposts of the shop entrance vaults, 7 to the stringcourse
above); the three upper floors 9, 9V, and 10 braccia high,
respectively. Again each floor is subdivided below and
above the window imposts: 4 and 5 braccia; 4¥4 and 5%
braccia; 42 and 5%2. The attic story and the battlements
are together 84 braccia high. All the door and pier widths
are inscribed, and the window widths expand from 3V: to
3% and finally to 4 braccia.

The sketchiness of the elevation, which is apparent even
in photographs, is owed to the fact that it is a freehand
copy (probably but not necessarily a tracing) of what must
have been an original draft in straightedge, rather than to
any inherent roughness of the drafting. There are no ruled
or incised lines in the elevation, and the only use of a com-
pass occurred in the corbel table, which was inserted by
mechanical drafting and employs perspective. The corbel
table is not original to the elevation, however. Under its
lines one distinguishes clear traces of the nine arches called
for in the text, which had been drawn in freehand and in
orthogonal elevation but later erased and replaced by the
ten arches now visible. Apart from this late change, the
remainder of the drawing is a strictly orthogonal elevation.
The process of transcription is also evident in the numerous
scribal errors, misplacements, and erasures in the dimen-
sional notations, and in the casualness of the freehand
drawing of all lines except those of the inserted corbel table.
The roughness of this surviving copy of the Sansedoni el-
evation was no impediment to its principal use here, which
was legal. The more accurate original was presumably

19 Both written and graphic documentation attest that copying drawings
was a standard medieval practice: see Harvey, Gothic World (as in n. 12),
29-30, and S. Murray, “The Gothic Fagade Drawings in the ‘Reims

b e

3 Sansedoni Palace contract, sheet .58 x 1.22m, 1340, Siena,
Monte dei Paschi di Siena

retained by the builders for execution.”” Below the draw-
ing follow seventy-nine lines of text in seven paragraphs
and forty specific pacts indicated in the original by section
marks [§].

The first paragraph opens with the identification of the
patron and the three masters Agostino di Giovanni, Agos-
tino di Rosso, and Cecco di Casino, who agree to build the

Palimpsest,’” Gesta, xv11, 1978, 51-55. Salzman, 16, noted several English
building contracts that had been written out in duplicate, including an
illustrated example of 1380 with its plan also rendered in duplicate.
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