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Abstract

Any analysis performed to gather data about architectural and urban heritage always begins with the observation of reality and
the involvement established between the observer and the space around them. A spectator inevitably interprets what they see in
a personal manner so as to give objects a specific meaning. The ability to understand the data and the relationship between the
parts and then assign it a value varies from person to person. That the mind can mediate the mental processes of perception-action-
thought means that any direct analysis to understand a cultural asset is scientifically extremely important. The critical process sparked
by an on-site study exploits the concise graphic transcription of what is visible, including the graphics tool used to achieve that

representation. This contribution will present a study performed by the author to gather data using the drawings of several domes in

the historical centre of the city of Rome.
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1 Introduction

On-location drawing of built heritage is like no other
knowledge-gathering procedure. Our whole body is
totally and utterly involved in this delicate process of
interpretation and analysis: sight, touch, olfactory per-
ception — all our senses contribute to understanding the
reality around us. Freehand drawings enable us to choose
and select the most significant features of an architec-
tural work, 1. e., the characteristic elements that not only
make the artefact unique and recognisable as a whole
but also create its cultural identity. On-location drawing
plays a key role in the interpretation of forms, structures
and space as well as in the comprehension of the deco-
rative elements and details that complete and embellish
buildings. When based on direct analysis, all the various
graphic interpretations spark an in-depth understanding
of the complex urban scenario.

2 Domes in Rome

Rome's skyline is multifaceted, varied and inhomoge-
neous. Although filled with towers and multi-storey build-
ings of all different shapes and sizes, it is Rome’s rounded
domes that stand out and make the skyline recognisable
the world over. These precious architectures, cited by
famous poets and writers and painted by renowned artists

throughout history, still attract international tourism. So,
what does the skyline of the city of Rome look like today?

The old city centre is full of public and private build-
ings with unique roofs: churches with all kinds of geomet-
ric-shaped domes; bell-towers, each individual in shape
and height; geometric towers, elegant and at times even
imposing. The force and refinement of these architec-
tures establish urban scenarios, turning them not only into
directional signs and visual references for local inhabi-
tants but also into very recognisable historical urban land-
marks for tourists passing through the eternal city.

We look at most buildings from the ground as we walk
along the streets and through the squares; only by going to
the highest points in the city is it possible to get a good, pan-
oramic view, for example, from the Janiculum Hill, Monte
Mario or the Monteverde district. Designers throughout the
ages have always focused primarily on the way architecture
is connected to the earth, the way it is “fixed to the ground”,
1. e., the shift from the natural (earth) to the artificial (build-
ing). In the author's opinion, however, we have never dedi-
cated sufficient study to the way buildings are “fixed to the
sky’; the empty space that creates the backdrop behind the
crowning elements of the buildings such as roofing, domes,
bell-towers, and roofs. In drawings, this backdrop coincides
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Fig. 1 Roman skyline with the dome of San Rocco Church in the middle. Pencil drawing.

with the top part of the sheet of paper. As a result, in our
research, the focus was more on what is called, in the graph-
ical analysis process performed during drawing, the study of
how a building is “fixed to the ground” (cit.).

This involves the lines that define the buildings and
bring them to a close; the lines characterising the city,
which clarify the contours and can be seen, often, only in
the distance. The skyline stands out against an ever-chang-
ing background; continuous chromatic variations are
caused by the seasons, the atmosphere, the weather and
the natural rhythms of the sun and shadows throughout
the day. These factors change unceasingly, and this is what
makes the study of what we can call an apparent contour
so interesting. Sometimes, the colour of the sky is similar
to the colour of the material covering the domes (for exam-
ple, a grey-silver hue), thereby making the perimeter of the
dome disappear. In fact, in some cases, it's only possible to
vaguely see its perimeter through the upper lantern, built
in a different material. Similarly, at sunset, the (brick-red)
colour of a roof can be confused with a reddish streak in
the sky, becoming invisible. At that precise moment, the
building looks as if it has no crowning.

3 Using drawings as an interpretation tool

Several domes in Rome were interpreted in situ, while a
number of drawings were made looking upwards from the
ground; several panoramic views of Rome were executed
from a distance.

The aim was to draw the domes the way citizens see
them, that is, the way they are seen from different loca-
tions in the city. The paper concentrated only on these
extremely elegant artistic structures, almost in isolation
from the buildings on which they rest. The intention was
to understand their forms, bulk, volume and the decora-
tions reminiscent of different periods in time. Instead of
analysing the way they are fixed to the ground, the focus
concentrated exclusively on the upper parts that make up
the topmost structures of buildings.

We used real-life representation as an important, selec-
tive exercise in direct knowledge and exploited it to mon-
itor and analyse these extremely valuable and important
architectural assets with a view to their future enhance-
ment. Studying and examining these complex volumes is
always an important, ongoing activity because it allows an
understanding of the past and rethink the new. We tried
to gather more data about the relationship between each
structure and the urban context, building technique, forms,
geometries and proportions. The obvious contrast between
the curved and rectilinear elements is a very important fea-
ture, which we tried to capture and understand with our
own eyes. These elegant structures remind us of many
designers and historical periods, and drawings help us to
gather extensive data not visible to the naked eye. They are
always the tool of choice to understand reality and record
the harmony intrinsic in these artistic structures since they
mediate between what is observed and what really exists.
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Fig. 2 A detail of the San Rocco Church with Palazzo Borghese in the

foreground. Pencil drawing.

Fig. 3 A close view of the dome of San Rocco Church looking upwards

from the ground. Pen and ink drawing.

4 Representing colours
“... Unlike numbers, objectively present in what we see
around us, colours are subjective entities of percep-
tion ... created by the relationship between object and
object; the use of colour thus becomes more pondered and
significant”

((cit. A. Bonito Oliva in Si fa presto a dire colore))

Fig. 4 A study of the geometrical form and proportion of a church
dome. Pen and ink drawing.

Fig. 5 A close view of the dome of San Girolamo Church looking
upwards from the ground. Pen and ink drawing.

In the chromatic study of the domes, watercolour was
used to capture the explosive and discontinuous force of
colour and the way in which it is variously perceived. This
artistic technique, with its intense, forceful expressiveness,
is the best medium with which to describe what surrounds
us, to interpret transparencies and vibrations and recreate
the atmospheres and sensations that are difficult to achieve
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Fig. 6 A skyline of the centre of Rome with the dome of San Rocco Church. Watercolour drawing.

with other graphic techniques. When executing a real-life
drawing, the very first visual impact captures the intensity
of the light and colour; only afterwards does one appreciate
the form, bulk and shape of the structure in question. The
graphic process elaborates visual notes, sketches and studio
drawings, which gradually help to define volumes, spaces
and geometries. It is very important to be both sensitive and
critical in order to appreciate the more immaterial, intangible
features that characterise a place and make it recognisable.
Drawing the sky on a sheet of paper also plays an
important role because it acts as a backdrop to the outline of
the dome and contrasts with the colour of the materials; the
sky is almost never drawn in black and white representations.

5 Survey of the domes

Until around thirty years ago, surveying domes was diffi-
cult because the tools needed to survey complex volumes
analytically were not available. The exterior could only be
surveyed visually (cit. Marinucci) while it was possible to
survey the interior of domes by building very high scaffold-
ing to acquire points on the inner surface directly. Instead,
in the eighties, it was possible to use terrestrial photo-
grammetry to study domes scientifically. This procedure
was based on a very precise acquisition project; it enabled
and still enables us (even if it is very seldom used these
days) to exploit specific analytical plotters to recreate, in a

laboratory, the stereoscopic situation that existed when the
photographs were taken. Apart from the immediate oppor-
tunity to observe and interpret domes from above, either
directly on Google Earth or specific acrophotogrammetric
images, laser scanners currently allow us to acquire data.
Using suitable topographic tools, it is now possible to per-
form very accurate surveys of both the interior and exterior
of buildings. This research aims to emphasise how import-
ant it is to survey these complex volumes (domes). A sur-
vey project must choose both the appropriate methods and
the tools required to scientifically establish the geometric
and spatial elements of each artefact. Direct, on-location
drawing plays a crucial role in this regard; in fact, it is the
graphic basis for not only all the operations involved but
also the organisation of the work phases.

6 Conclusions

Domes are, for many reasons, an important historical fea-
ture of the city of Rome, permanent urban signs that pro-
vide directions, adorn the urban skyline, and constitute a
unique, one-of-a-kind cultural asset that needs to be under-
stood and enhanced. The objective of this contribution is
to reinterpret the past using direct graphical operations to
rediscover not only the original design but also tackle the
history of construction. We executed straightforward, clean,
black and white drawings to become familiar with these
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precious, elegant volumes, and painted watercolours to try
and record the immaterial and most attractive elements of
the atmosphere around the urban spaces where the domes
are located. In recording the immaterial, to represent the
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