Press release of 23 February 2006

A secret design reveals the mystery of the Ideal City
Discovered thanks to X-ray technology, it is attributed to Leon Battista Alberti and will be on exhibit for the first time at the grand exhibition in Florence, dedicated to the genius who created the Renaissance.

Florence – La Città Ideale, classical symbol of the formal perfection reached by Renaissance architecture and city planning, has revealed its probable source – it seems that Leon Battista Alberti is responsible for this mysterious and universally known 15th century painting.


The proof lies in yet another mysterious design, destined to become one of the most important attractions at the grand exhibition that the city of Florence together with the Ente Cassa di Risparmio (Bank of Florence) (www.entecarifirenze.it) are preparing to dedicate to their genial fellow citizen, 600 years after his birth. (The Renaissance Man, Leon Battista Alberti and the Arts in Florence between Reason and Beauty, Palazzo Strozzi, 11 marzo–23 luglio, www.albertiefirenze.it).

Thanks to the city of Urbino, this design was detected with the help of the latest scientific instrumentation (radiography and reflectography). Hidden below a painted surface, today it has been completely recomposed thanks to the reassembly of various diagnostic materials, and will be exhibited for the first time next to the original painting. Its quality is remarkable, and experts who have examined it say the recomposed design reveals much, given its particularity of being absolutely identical to the original painting.


Maurizio Seracini, who conducted the research, calls it an extremely rare case of monochrome photocopy. An international diagnostic expert, he is also on a hunt for the lost frescos of Michelangelo and Leonardo in Palazzo Vecchio in Florence. "Not even masters of perspective like Piero della Francesca", he adds, "used methods like this. They would prepare surfaces or canvases with only a few sketched lines to guide them, only bare indications of geometrical constructions. The rest was all in the able stroke of the brush."

Gabriele Morolli, History of Architecture professor at the University of Florence, is one of the most knowledgeable sources on Alberti. He will be curating the exhibition at Palazzo Strozzi, together with Cristina Acidini (superintendent of the Opificio delle Pietre Dure). Today Morolli gives full support to the thesis that the design was sketched by Alberti in person. "His theories influenced many of the foremost artists of the time," Morolli explains, "like Piero della Francesca, to whom La Città Ideale is usually attributed. But in this case, we're looking at more than mental paternity. The design very clearly shows all the forms, volumes and perspectives of the whole work. This is not the hand of a painter, it's the hand of an architect like Alberti, who excelled in designing perspectives of cities 'without people', according to Vasari".


There's more: Morolli reminds us that "the buildings represented are not only perfectly faithful transcriptions of architecture described in Alberti's treatise De Re Aedificatoria, but also portray well-known works of Alberti, in particular Palazzo Rucellai as well as the façade of Santa Maria Novella in Florence. Nothing stops us then from presuming that Alberti realised the design on his own and that someone else later gave it colour.


But the evidence continues. It's a well-known fact that there are two other representations of Città Ideale, both of which portray analogous urban scenes and seem to have been realised according to the same  concept and perhaps even by the same artist. The main work of art in question is safely kept in Urbino at the National Museum of the Marche; the others in museums in Berlin and Baltimore. According to Morolli, the design  that Urbino's painting is based on goes back to halfway through the 1400s, and could have been connected to the great projects of Pope Nicholas V. In fact, Alberti was his counsellor and gave him the first copy of De Re Aedificatoria, in the hopes of restoring visible ancient ruins for the Jubilee year of 1450.


This hypothesis seems to find its confirmation in the elements included in the other two versions of the Città Ideale. The Baltimore version is thought to portray the Roman Forum rather than a nameless one, together with the Coliseum and Constantine Arch which appear alongside modern buildings such as the great octagonal temple with green and white stripes representing Santa Maria Novella, and many antique-looking constructions that seem to be either copies or a work of elaboration on Palazzo Rucellai.

The Berlin version seems to show a broad urban street connecting the Vatican to the Tiber river, with its landing near Castel Sant'Angelo. It is similar to present-day Via della Conciliazione, constructed to facilitate the flow of pilgrims. Finally, the Urbino version is thought to depict the Vatican square, surrounded by modern buildings for cardinals, showing at its centre the round temple of the new San Pietro Cathedral.

Seracini intends to analyse the other two Città Ideale with his instruments, convinced as he is that these also conceal a design. At any rate, if they were projects for the Jubilee year, Morolli adds, they remained unfinished and were put aside. In the end they were given, perhaps by Alberto himself, to his great protector Federico da Montefeltro, who would in turn have brought them to Urbino on one of his many visits. The designs were consequently completed, perhaps even under the supervision of the artist. Their painter could have been one of the many who came from Florence or Urbino to the court of the great Montefeltro.
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