
Commenting De re Aedificatoria 
 

Mário Krüger 
 
Following the first edition in Portuguese of De re aedificatoria by Leon Battista 
Alberti, in 2011, we present the book “Comentários à Arte Edificatória de Leon 
Battista Alberti”, published in 2014 by Coimbra University Press1, where it is studied 
the underlying relations between the built work of this author, with his writings as 
well as its reception in order to understand its enduring influence in architectural 
thought.  
This reading aims to grasp the connections between those dimensions and to 
understand the transposition, sometimes precarious and ephemeral, from a field of 
knowledge to another, which is only possible to appreciate within the Roman 
traditions and sources that have guided this author. However, as we stated in the 
introduction to the latest edition of this treatise in Portuguese, "[...] experience has 
shown that the discussion about the work of this author modifies the framework 
within which it is possible to establish a coherent critical discourse enabling, at 
another level, the creation of new consensus and disagreements that arise today" in 
Albertian studies.  
Consequently, several topics were discussed that allow, at this stage of development, 
a more comprehensive understanding of the work of this author, with the aim of 
suggesting clues that lead, in contemporary times, to the construction of a built 
knowledge which was explored under the following headings: 
a) Introduction  
Reference to the mental dimension that edificatoria assumes since the publication of 
this architectural treatise, given the confrontation between the liberal and mechanical 
arts, arising both from Classical Antiquity, as well as from the Medieval period. 
Discussion on the supposed absence of Alberti from direct contact with building sites 
when faced with knowledge which could only have been acquired in situ. Exploration 
of the relations between the renovatio of classical architectural culture with the 
constructive issues arising from it. 
b) Composition of a book on architectura  
Discussion of the order given by King João III, in XVI century, to André Resende for 
the preparation of a book on architectura and the possibility of this to be the first 
translation of Alberti's treatise to Portuguese, and on the possible migration of this 
work to Spain at the time of King Philip II of Spain and I of Portugal, by the hands of 
Juan de Herrera, the king’s architect. Introducing the concept of horizon’s loss, in 
terms of understanding the evolution of architecture in Portugal over the past five 
centuries, especially in the absence of an explicit treatise reception, given the 
presumed and lost translation by Resende. Questioning whether or not it is still 
possible to accommodate an aesthetic experience, which could become a historical 
analysis of architectural culture in Portugal. 
c) Intelligibility and eloquence  
Reference to the poetic dimensions of the treatise, given the gradual ascent of  vulgar 
as well as to the fact that it was written in ciceronian Latin. The intelligibility of the 
treatise, given the risk of preparing a discourse on a subject considered in danger of 
extinguishment. Confrontation between the dimensions of the Vitruvian firmitas,  
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utilitas and venustas, designated by Alberti, respectively, by necessitas,  commoditas 
and voluptas (of necessity, convenience and pleasure) and the change of "horizon of 
expectation" introduced by Alberti’s treatise in the Quattrocento and that has 
remained, with regards to the design of architectural works, stabilized until the 
present. 
d) Literary dimensions On The Art of Building 
The dialogical characterization of the disciplinary discourse with figures of speech,  
acts of enunciation and intertextuality with Albertian and classical literary works and 
the changing horizon promoted by the treatise in relation to previous built works. 
Anthropological description of disciplinary discourse and debate on the transposition 
of terms to Portuguese, addressing the issues raised by his contemporaries about the 
correct translation. Orality and writing within the literary culture of the quattrocento 
and discussion about the figures of metaphor and metonymy, given the necessity of 
building a fabric of arguments that is not fully formalized in organizing textual 
descriptions. Distinction between speech, text and production conditions of res 
aedificatoria and suggestion of some affinity, but not a model of correspondence, 
between the Latin language and the art of building. Relations between discursive and 
non-discursive representations and confrontations between the visual and literary arts. 
e) The terminology of  column’s systematization  
Presentation of the concept of columnatio, i.e. of  column’s systematization, ordered 
by its constituent parts, as well as its characterization as a main ornament in 
architecture. Transposition of the corresponding lexicon for current Portuguese and 
systematization of the column in a consistent form by combining moldings, described 
by pictograms which were organized from the composition of letters. Suggestion to 
generate, from molding’s designs, the bases, the capitals and entablatures of the 
different kinds of columns. Discussion on the importance of preserving Albertian 
terminology, as well as their disciplinary lexicon, when compared with the one 
proposed by Vitruvius. 
f) The illustrations of On the Art of Building  
Despite the editio princeps of the De re aedificatoria does not shows illustrations and 
the author has explicitly stated that this purpose was strange to him, the views 
expressed by his contemporaries and likely to provide clues about this question to 
illustrate the treatise are not unanimous. Reference to this issue and commented 
description of the illustrations of the edition 1550 by Cosimo Bartoli as one possible 
graphical interpretations of the treatise against the use of drawings and 3D models as  
instrumental devices in conceiving the built work, as well as in relation to 
rehabilitation of the Roman imperial epigraphy. Confrontation between the written 
coeval works with the comments about the illustrations of Bartoli’s edition. 
Suggestion to the reader to judge whether the illustrations contribute to a better 
understanding of the treatise or whether, by contrast, they introduce an unnecessary 
and intolerable noise. 
g) Beauty and proportional systems  
Discussion on the aesthetic thoughts of Greco-Roman antiquity in the work of Alberti, 
and the concepts of numerus, collocatio and finitio in defining concinnitas. The 
concept of beauty and its neoplatonic affiliations over the creative time. The 
Pythagorean influence in the elaboration of the concept of numerus and discussion on 
sense of quality and quantity in the design of architectural works. Notion of perfect 
number and musical harmony faced with the use of proportional systems in 
architecture. Introduction to the concept of mediocritas in classical culture and 
presentation of arithmetic, geometric and harmonic rationes on the art of building. 



Relationship between rationes of integers and the Greco-Medieval theory of musical 
intervals, as well as the proportional systems based on perfect numbers and also on 
correspondentia inatae. Exemplification of these systems and their reconciliation in 
relation to buildings designed by Alberti. Reference to Villa Stein in Garches 
designed by Le Corbusier and built in 1927, which shows that the underlying spatial 
organization in plant geometry presents affinities with proportional systems suggested 
by Alberti. 
h) Final thoughts  
The emergence of hermeneutics within the architectural culture of the Renaissance 
and the distinction between theory and history of architecture and its relationship to 
building construction ethics. Correspondence between this ethics with a legal 
rationale grounded in Greek metrética, i.e., with the hierarchy of goods and evils 
second reason for the formulation of just the right measure, by the intransitive 
subordination between necessitas, commoditas and summa voluptas.  
In reference to this specific question in the Iberian Peninsula, it is discussed the 
explicit censure of the ecclesiastical authorities in the context of the Counter-
Reformation and the making of the treatise as a record of a way of life associated with 
the just and good, and also with proportion and beauty.  
Although Alberti (Book VI, chapter 4) refers only once to the ancient goddess of 
dawn, it is our intent to say that the treatise opens up avenues to make intelligible 
many auroras, in all colors, to praise, with emotion and harmony, the art of building. 
That is why it deserves to be read, commented and to be, as Angelo Poliziano says in 
his foreword to Alberti’s treatise, into the mouths of educated men. 
 


