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Fig. 1. General view of the 
bastion in its enviroment. 
Photo by C.B. 1986.

4.  Rome, the Bastion of the Colonnella, historical and 
conservation notes (Antonio da Sangallo il Giovane) 

Calogero Bellanca

The fortifications built by Antonio da Sangallo for Paolo III in Rome, highlight 
one of the most significant moments for military architecture. From 1534 to 
1537, after some pirate raids, it was urgent to “reinforce” the city walls, in fact, 
Fichard visiting the city in 1535 had denounced the high state of degradation of 
the mura Aureliane, collapsed in some points (1) (Figs. 1-4).

Paolo III entrusts Antonio il Giovane with a letter on 14th January 1538: 
“Dilecto filio Antonio de Sangallo laico Florentino Architecto nostro,... fabricae, 
murorum almae urbis ad nostrum beneplacitum tibi assegnamus…” (2).

Works had started some months before, in autumn 1537, in three points: in Porta 
Ardeatina, in colle di S. Saba and in front of Porta S. Paolo, in the locality called 
la Colonnella (3). Sangallo considered the unique conditions of the soil for 
doing the intervention with the appropriate works to adapt the fortifications of 
the “new system” (4), as Giovannoni wrote “studiare minutamente gli elementi 
come i pezzi di una macchina” (5).

Across the payment mandates for the works of the fortifications in Rome, kept 
in the Archivio di Stato (6) and in part published by Rocchi (7), it is possible to 
reconstruct the events for the construction and the interruption of the Bastion of 
the Colonnella.

A first mandate, dated the 7th October 1537, is assigned to maestro Francesco de 
Philippo del Manzino fiorentino et compagni a fare il baluardo della Colonnella.
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Figs. 2, 3. General view from 
the corner of Sangallo il 
Giovane’s bastion. Photo by 
C.B. 1985.

Fig. 4. Drawing with heights 
and dimensions (geometrical 
analysis), 1:100, by C.B. 
1985.

A Francesco fiorentino muratore qual lavora alle fort. Scuti 4 a bon conto sopra 
detto lavoro. 7 ottobre 1537.
A.M. Francesco… convenuto a fare un nuovo baluardo sul monte di S. Sabina 
scuti 15, saranno a bon conto sopra sua mercede di quello ha da lavorare alla 
d. fabrica. 17 novembre 1537.

Other mandates were signed on 24th November, and in the month of 
December. On 21st December it was stipulated the public act with the 
contractors “Conctructio Beluardi Magni, Die XXI mensis Decembris 1537, li 
magnifici Pietro de Maximi et Bernardino Caffarello Deputati a la fabrica de 
la fortificazione di Roma con la presentia et auctorita di monsignore Philippo 
Archinto governatore de questa alma cita de Roma,… videlicet prout in Capitulis 
alterius beluardi della Colonnella sub die tertia huius factis et che se intenda 
tanto del muro facto per insino adesso quanto farsi” (8).
A.M. Lorenzo, Florentine sculptor, “depositario, ecc. pagante a M. Lorenzo 
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Fig. 5. Gabinetto Disegni e 
Stampa degli Uffizi, drawing 
n. 1019A.

Fig. 6. Gabinetto Disegni e 
Stampa degli Uffizi, drawing 
n. 1015A.

scultor fiorentino scudi 50 et saranno a bon conto per lavorare l’arme de la S.ta 
di N.Sre et del populo romano; quali se ne hanno da mettere al beluardo de la 
Colonella” 6 giugno 1538 (9).
The payment mandates show that works for construction of the bastion were 
interrupted in September 1539. Paolo III because of the high expense, decided 
to limit the fortifications for the Borgo, getting back to the plan of Niccolò V 
(10). 
In fact, from 1537 only for the Colonnella and Ardeatino bastions were spent 
“440.000 ducati forniti da un’imposta sul grano” (11).
In the Corpus of drawings preserved at the Gabinetto dei Disegni e Stampe 
degli Uffizi, the studies about fortifications on the left shore of the Tevere are 
numerous.
Drawings n. 1019A, n. 1015A, n. 938A, show among other topics the Bastion of 
the Colonnella. The n. 1019 A (Fig. 5) as Rocchi writes is “il rilievo di campagna 
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Fig. 7. Some of Sangallo´s 
sketches, with the different 
heights of the bastion, 
Firenze, Gabinetto Disegno e 
Stampa degli Uffizi, drawing 
n. 938A.

senza esattezza geometrica della regione compresa tra l’angolo sud-occidentale 
dell’Aventino presso Santa Maria del Priorato; la porta Ostiense e le mura 
Aureliane ad oriente di detta porta fino alla Torre ottava” (12).

The drawing is illustrated with accurate indications “Santo Lazero – da 
Marmorata al pontone, passato Santo Lorenzo, passi 180 canne” – 174 from 
the Colonnella to the porta (corresponding to the junction of Via di S. Sabina, 
today Via Porto Lavernale), then eighth tower – Valletta-Monte murato – wall. 
The drawing contributes to define the distances from Porta S. Paolo and from 
the left side of the Colonnella.

Drawing n. 1015 (drawn from a dusting) is a geometrical drawing (Fig. 6) 
includes the study of the new city walls with the bastions, from the occidental 
limit of Aventino to S. Saba. The scheme of the defensive lines traced in this 
sheet of paper is very interesting for the urban history of the city, in fact the limit 
of the “regione meridionale” (13) is deduced and it demonstrates the program 
of Sangallo on applying the bastion shapes in a particular orographic territory.
In the south-occidental limit it was expected a fortress named del Priorato di 
Malta with a projection through the river (never done), while the Colonnella, 
as a fulcrum between the two fronts, is located on the left side with a 
projection through occident. The importance of the drawing 1015 is reflected 
on the “reinforcing” project of Camillo Orsini, made between 1556 and 1557, 
reproducing the Sangallo’s trace and presented in the plan of Beatrizet. The 
indications for the drawing, already described by Rocchi and recovered by 
Giovannoni, provide an accurate reference of the place and they illustrate the 
characteristics of the time.

“… Piano di Testaccio – Monte Testaccio, canne 30 – colonna, Monte Aventino di 
scogli di tevertino (travertino) canne 120 marmorata – muro canto al fiume…”.
“La pianta del Testaccio, in mezzo alla quale il monticello è disegnato in 
forma di cuore, risulta completamente abbandonata” (14). In this context it is 
appropriate to reiterate the importance of this drawing, because it anticipates the 
development of the bastions in the elevation profile compared to the projects 
of Vauban (15) or other events of the military architecture in the East-Central 
Europe. The drawing n. 938A is the most significant of the Colonnella drawings. 
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Fig. 9. Historical map, by E. 
Duperac, with the location of 
the bastion, in A. Frutaz, Le 
piante di Roma e del Lazio, 
Roma 1972, Vol.1.

Fig. 8. Historical map, by 
Mario Cartaro, with the 
location of the bastion, in A. 
Frutaz, Le piante di Roma e 
del Lazio, Roma 1972, Vol.1.

It shows a prospective sketch made with pen on a white sheet of paper, with 
an accurate description of the Ardeatino and the Colonnella Fortress. On the 
left side of the drawing a pyramidal element is recognized on the base of the 
projecting area (Fig. 7).

This is a characteristic sign of the language of military architecture, for that is 
enough to see the pages of the treatise of Francesco di Giorgio (16), while the 
“scarpa” and the “toro” are not well highlighted. 

“Lo piano de sopra del baluardo Antoniano cioè el piano de sopra, alto palmi 
50 sopra al piano dello scarpone e batte in la vignia del signor Noferi Santa 
Croce alto palmi 4 in circa segniato una stella in un cerchio grosso e al baluardo 
in sulla muraglia che va a S. Pagolo batte sopra al piano del terreno p. 65, come 
apare una crocetta nel muro di mattoni dal canto di dentro quale è più basa 
ch’el di sopra del cordone pal 50; e da ditta croce in terra di fuori si è pal. 15.
El piano de lo scarpone de la Colonnella si è più basso ch’el muro di marcantonio, 
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dove a essere la porta pal. 8; el piano di sopra del cordone della Colonnella 
metendolo alto pal. 50. Veria alla porta alto 42” (17).

Additional contributions for the identification of the bastion are provided by the 
historical cartography.
A first description is provided by Leonardo Bufalini in a plan of 1551. The 
Fortress of the Colonnella “è rimasto isolato tra I dirupi e primo anello 
nell’ordine di posizione della catena dei capisaldi della cinta divisata 
dall’ingegnere fiorentino a partire dal Tevere” (18).

The big plan of Mario Cartaro, 1576 (Fig. 8) shows on the left shore a perspective 
of the fortress. A strange bugnato is recognized on the projection element, while 
it highlights other recurrent details in the fortification of 16th century, as the 
“toro” and the emblem.

Fig. 10. Historical map, by 
G.B. Nolli, 1748, with the 
location of the bastion, in A. 
Frutaz, Le piante di Roma e 
del Lazio, Roma 1972, Vol.1.

Fig. 11. Historical map, by 
G.B. Falda, with the location 
of the bastion, in A. Frutaz, 
Le piante di Roma e del 
Lazio, Roma 1972, Vol.1. 
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I agree with the affirmation of Enrico Rocchi on identifying the higher interest 
of the cartographic representation of the bastion on the adherence with the 
mura Serviane or better, on the continuity of the construction in reference to the 
preexistence, diversifying through the executive technique.
In the successive letter of Ètienne Duperac (Fig. 9), “la Colonnella è disegnata 
come un forte chiuso” (19). In reference to the plan of Cartaro, the last one fits 
more to reality because it respects proportions.

On the 18th century, the plan of Giambattista Nolli (1748) represents the bastion 
geometrically above the avenue that drives to Porta S. Paolo and it is possible to 
read “Vigna dei Padri di Santa Sabina” (20) (Figs. 10, 11).
In this plan, besides of specifying the denomination of the place, it shows the 
communication trench, which on that time was still readable to reach from the 
parade ground to the gallery of scarpa, that is, to the “camere di contrammina”.

In the last century the Pontifical Cadaster, highlights the bastion on its geometric 
essence with land above designated to a vineyard. 
The “monument in time” (21) continues to live with its usual additions and 
stratifications, in fact in the particle 535 there are some indications of a “Casina 
delle Delizie” (22) belonging to the house with courtyard and water well for it 
use by the vineyard of Padri Domenicani di S. Sabina.
Giovanni Battista Cipriani (23), in 1835, among the architectural monuments 
of the Aventino includes the bastion of Paolo III, the plan proposes again the 
Nolli’s one, while the elevation is clearly different; the “toro” that separates 
the “scarpa” from the top curtain, the Farnese emblem, not easily readable, the 
“Casina delle Delizie” and a balustrade complete the presentation (Fig. 12).
 
It is significant to report the description of the bastion, made by Alberto 
Guglielmotti, “Casanatense” theologian, on his history about fortifications in 
the roman beach.

“Il sagliente tra I dirupi s’appoggia a largo sperone, la muraglia sale su fino 
al dorso del monte, un cordone semplice e grandioso lo cinge nel mezzo, ed 
al posto di onore si vede lo stemma di Paolo III (24). Finalmente sulla piazza 

Fig. 12. G.B. Cipriani, 
Itinerario figurato di Roma, 
Roma 1835, pp. 243-244, 
tav. 83.
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Fig. 13. Historical maps with 
the location of the bastion, 
in Archivio Primaziale S. 
Anselmo.

Fig. 14. R. Lanciani, Forma 
Urbis Romae consilio et 
autoriatate Regiae Academiae 
Lyncaeorum formam dimensus 
est ad modulam 1:1000, 
Milano 1893-1901.

suprema ritrovi piccolo e gentil casino, ai nostri giorni fabbricato da un vecchio 
cavaliere romano, che vi si era ridotto a solitudine, opera laterizia, ornati e 
spigoli di travertino: stile, costruzione, solidità, e tutto alla maniera sangallese, 
e alla similitudine dell’altro baluardo… mantiene le due facce mentre delle due 
troniere a tromba semplice ad apertura interna di metri due e mezzo, non c’è 
più nessuna traccia. Nel corpo del baluardo sotto la piazza apronsi quattro 
casematte a voltoni massicci: una sola delle quali verso il sagliente, arroge nel 
fondo ampia camera circolare di contrammina” (25).

Rodolfo Lanciani in his Forma Urbis… highlights the bastion delimited by the 
Marmorata on the left and by the Fosso di Paolo III (Via di S. Sabina) on the 
right side, while he provides a different lecture of the internal element, compared 
to the one given by Guglielmotti, no more circular rooms but quadrangular ones 
(26) (Figs. 13-16).
The Bastion of the Colonnella together with the Ardeatino, is one of the most 
interesting fortifications’ works of the first part of the 16th century because 
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Fig. 15. Historical maps 
with the site of the bastion, 
in Archivio Primaziale S. 
Anselmo.

Fig. 16. Historical maps 
with the site of the bastion, 
in Archivio Primaziale S. 
Anselmo.

it contains some technical principles in addition to the substantial structural 
innovations (27).
The geometrical shape and the structural stability stand out from the whole 
complex. This structure uses the precedent elaborations of the bastioned front of 
Antonio il Vecchio (Fortezza Vecchia di Livorno) (28).

An example is evident in the scarpa, “quell triangolo scaleno, o prima addossato 
alle mura, e il capitano Frate da Modena ne fissa tra l’altro l’altezza per soli 
due terzi del muro” (29).

As observed by Francesco Paolo Fiore, “i Sangallo adottano una forma canonica 
nelle architetture militari, mentre la tensione creativa è riservata nei particolari 
e nelle giunzioni dei materiali e superfici ad andamento geometrico diverso, nel 
toro ma anche nelle ammorsature d’angolo, nelle troniere, nei coronamenti” 
(30), here in the Colonnella also in the pyramidal element on the basis of the 
projection part (Figs.1-3, 20, 21).
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Figs. 17, 18. Detail of the Pope Paul III shield and the salient cut. Photo by C.B. 1985.

Fig. 19. Detail of the bastion´s 
masonry, made of brick with 
the toro. Photo by C.B. 1985.
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The aim of this contribute is the direct recognition and the elevation of the 
construction that I have done also to read some of these characters (31). 

The meridional front along Via Marmorata is 71 metres, with a variable height 
from 20.30 m to 5.30 m; while the oriental front has a development of 42 metres 
with a total height between 7.50 and 18.50 m (32).

The constructive character highlights a defensive wall with a scarpa, covered by 
a brick wall, marked with a toro of 26 cm. higher side. Along the oriental front, 
the curtain has some “fuciliere” located according to an almost regular distance 
of 1.80 m with an opening of 15/20 cm (Figs. 17-25).

Fig. 20. General view of the 
masonry, highlighting the 
toro and the loopholes. Photo 
by C.B. 1985.

Fig. 21. Detail of the toro and 
the loopholes. Photo by C.B. 
1985.
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Fig. 22. Detail of a loophole of 
the Bastion of la Colonnella. 
Photo by C.B. 1985.

The bastion shows in the projection element the remains of the Paolo III’s 
emblem, with in both of the smaller sides and also mutilated, those of the popolo 
romano, on the left and the Camerlengo Guido Ascanio Sforza, on the right (33).

Today the bastion can be use internally only in one circular camera di 
contrammina. The room is accessible through a helicoidal ramp that assimilates 
the gap of 8.20 m. The circular element has a diameter of 6.60 m and a height 
of 8.20 m; the vault is at 5.10 m from the impost to the skylight (Figs. 26-31).

The environment is characterized by a shapeless masonry in the lower part, 
while the top is delimited by a dome of rotation according to the “spinapesce” 
pattern. The “spinapesce” is formed by bricks of 26-12-3,5 cm with mortar of 
1 or 2 cm. The way of construction of the vault is typical of the constructive 
technique of the Tuscan Quattrocento and “rivela nell’autore un interesse per le 
opera di Brunellesco” (34) e “verso l’architettura romana antica” (35).

Even if more accurate drawings of the bastion have not being found, the reference 
with the drawing 900 A of the Uffizi is certain (36).

The spherical vault, “unica tra tutte non richiede armature poiché essa non è 
fatta soltanto d’archi, ma anche di anelli sovrapposti… e una volta che siano 
costruiti gli anelli uno sull’altro anche facendo l’ipotesi che la costruzione 
voglia crollare non si vede da che parte potrebbe cominciare” (37).

This constructive scheme “delle spirali di mattoni a spina di pesce si riscontra 
in tutte le cupole brunelleschiane” (38).
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An interpretation of the spinapesce is given by P. Sanpaolesi in his essay about 
the technical knowledge of Brunelleschi; “esse sono le spalle entro le quali si 
incastra una porzione di filare. Messi a forza i mattoni piani fra queste spalle 
come tante piattabande minori essi non scivolano più” (39).

I think is appropriate to conclude to point out the current conditions of the 
monument. The external brick curtain shows a remarkable degradation state 
due to a pronounced bulging of the bricks with partial collapse. The wall is 
attacked by vegetation in addition to water infiltrations, especially in the camera 
di contrammina.

Fig. 24. Photo of the “trap 
door” that allows the entrance 
from the top of the vault, 
discovered after the melting of 
the snow. Photo by C.B. 1985.

Fig. 23. Photo of the fortress 
area, completely covered by 
the snow. Photo by C.B. 1985.
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Fig. 26. Detail of the calotte made with a “spina di pesce” pattern. Photo by C.B. 1985.

Fig. 25. Detail of the 
helicoidal ramp. Photo by 
C.B. 1985.
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Fig. 27. Sections and plan 
of the bastion 1:100, by C.B. 
1985.

Fig. 28. Geometric and 
dimensional survey of the 
cupola, 1:50, by C.B. 1985.
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Fig. 29. Traditional survey, according to the Renaissance system used by Antonio da Sangallo il 
Giovane. Photo by C.B. 1985.

Fig. 31. Inside of the camera di contrammina. Traditional 
survey, according to the Renaissance system used by Antonio 
da Sangallo il Giovane. Photo by C.B. 1985.

Fig. 30. Traditional survey, according to the Renaissance system 
used by Antonio da Sangallo il Giovane. Photo by C.B. 1985.
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Fig. 33. Details of the “spina di pesce”. Photo by C.B. 1985.

Fig. 32. Detail of the “spina di pesce” pattern, by Antonio da Sangallo il Giovane, in Firenze, Uffizi 
Gabinetto Disegno Stampe, drawing n. 900A.
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Fig. 34. Ottagono di San Pietro, by Antonio da Sangallo il Giovane, in G. Zander, Gli ottagoni di San 
Pietro riconosciuti nel Dis. Arch. Uff. n. 1330, in “Palladio” 1, giugno 1988, pp. 67-82. Particularly 
see p. 69.
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Figs. 35, 36. Detail of the double spiral of the Ottagono di San Pietro, photogrammetric restitution by 
Mario Docci, 1990; In M. Docci, R. Migliari, La costruzione della spinapesce nella copertura della Sala 
Ottagona di Simon Mago nella fabbrica di S. Pietro, in “Palladio” n.3, gennaio-giugno 1989, pp. 61-72.
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I would like to thank the Benedictine Fathers from the Abbazia Primaziale di Sant´Anselmo for allowing me to 
examine the monument and for helping me concretely during the research. 
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T he book provides a series of reflections on the study of archi-
tectural preexistences that have matured during the almost 

thirty-five years of study and research in Italy and Europe. Further-
more, it shows how the discipline of restoration of monuments is 
all based in architecture, intended in its many-faceted meanings. 
The methodical approach to the restoration of historic architecture 
consists in the historical-critical analysis, central nucleus of the study 
of architecture and is composed by specific in-depth thematic ses-
sions (the historical iconography; the analysis of the constructive 
features; the constructive model; the volumetric layout; metrologi-
cal and proportional analysis; the theme of the figurative model; 
the analysis of masonry; the theme of decorations; spolia and reem-
ployed; comparisons, analogies and differences; the reading of the 
architectural organism through the synthesis of the monument in 
time). The author and his team have collected thematic essays on 
key issues that have great interest not only in Italy but also abroad. 
From the general concepts to examples of the application of Italian 
consolidated restoration methodology to the analysis and conser-
vation of historic architecture.
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