
Chapter 4

The role of the winds in 
architectural theory from 
Vitruvius to Scamozzi1

A/essanc/ro Nova

Plain common sense suggests that we should live in clean, healthy and safe 

environments. Thus, all architectural treatises from the time of Vitruvius 

onwards discuss in greater or lesser detail where we should found our cities, 

and observe that the climate should be temperate, the air not too hot and not 

too cold, the winds fresh and that they should be in regions of abundant water 

supply. The disarming simplicity of these Hippocratic requirements needs no 

specific comment, or so it seems. Yet we should ask ourselves why Vitruvius 

and many architects who came after him invested so much energy in 

discussing these matters if they are obvious or irrelevant.

A first answer is that the winds have always played a major role in 

people's lives, physically as well as metaphorically: humans live and build their 

institutions on terra firma, but the metaphor of their troubled destinies fulfills 

itself completely only on the open sea, where our boat sails with and against the 

unpredictable capricious force of the winds. The threat of shipwreck and the 

hope represented by the harbor resurface periodically as images of mortal 

danger and salvation in western art, literature and philosophy, from Homer and 
Lucretius to Voltaire and Schopenhauer.2

A second reason for an abiding fascination with the winds was their 

ambiguous status: different theories existed about their origin; nobody knew 
exactly where they came from or how they moved in the sublunary world;3
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furthermore, they had and still have benign as well as harmful effects upon our 

existence. Their double character and irregular movement had always been a 

problem for those who sought to systematize the order of nature: because of 

their unpredictability, it was difficult to find a place for them within any accepted 
cosmological model, as the lack of clarity in Aristotle’s Meteoro/ogy shows 4

This is perhaps enough to explain Vitruvius's interest in the winds. No 

less baffling, however, is the reception that Vitruvius's excerpts concerning this 

phenomenon received in the commentaries of the Early Modern period. In spite 

of the fact that other passages of his treatise were often discussed in a more or 

less straightforward way, the intensity and thoroughness of the responses of 
various commentators - from Cesare Cesariano5 to Daniele Barbaro6 - on the 

issue of winds remains astonishing. The truth is that the debate on air and winds 

reflects important changes in our view of the world and, to a lesser extent, in the 

conceptualization of the ideal city. The variety of available sources is daunting. 

Although this chapter's observations will concentrate on Vitruvius, Alberti and 

Scamozzi, this is neither to say that they cover all aspects of the complex relation- 

ship between the winds and the city nor that their texts can be used to illustrate a 

sort of "progress" or development in this story. My aim in this chapter is to analyze 

their very different approaches to the same issue.

So far as Vitruvius is concerned, we should reconcile his focus on 

architectural praxis with his implicit cosmographical interests. Alberti’s discus- 

sion of the winds was instead related to an ambitious project designed to create 

a new urban science in the service of a community governed by an oligarchy. 

Scamozzi exemplifies well the interests of a new world which was better 

informed about the shape of the earth and the cosmos as well as about natural 

phenomena. His empiricism was a weapon against obsolete geographies and a 

shield for potentially dangerous cosmographies.

The main thesis of this chapter is, therefore, the following: even if 

Vitruvius, Alberti and Scamozzi address the same issues and sometimes make 

similar points concerning the relationship between the winds and the city, their 

perspectives are irreconcilable. Vitruvius represents the views of a pre-Christian 

world, Alberti expresses the aspirations of post-medieval humanism, and 

Scamozzi documents the knowledge of a society which has discovered the 

New World and is enrolled in the debates triggered by Galileo's Istoria e 

dimostrazioni intorno a/le macchie so/ari e /oro accidenti (1613), with all the 

cultural implications that such events entail.

The locus c/assicus on the orientation of the city’s lanes in relation to 

the blowing winds is of course chapter six of Vitruvius's first book, which I quote 

in abridged form from Ingrid Rowland's translation:

Once the walls have been raised, the division into lots of the area contained

within the walls should follow, and the orientation of the streets and lanes

71



Alessandro Nova

according to the regions of the heavens. [Moenibus circundatis secuntur 
intra murum arearum divisiones p/atearumque et angiportuum ad cae/i 
regionem (or regiones) directiones.] This process will be properly accom- 

plished if. with foresight, the lanes are kept from facing into the path of the 

prevailing winds. For if the winds are cold, they injure; if hot, they corrupt; if 

moist, they are noxious. ... Mild, dense air, which has neither drafts nor 

frequent circulation. on account of its motionless stability, by adding to the 

physique of those who are afflicted with these diseases, nourishes 

[instead] the patients and restores them to health.... Then it will be evident 

that the a/ignment of the streets and side streets ought to fo/low the 

angles between the regions oftwo different winds [emphasis mine].

By means of these principles and these divisions, the 

detrimental force of the winds will be shut out of dwellings and side 

streets, for when the broad streets are designed to face the winds 

head on, the force and the dense gusts coming from the open 

expanse of the heavens, trapped in the heads of alleyways, wander 

about with more violent energy. For these reasons the orientation of 
streets shou/d be rotated obliquely to the regions of the winds 

[emphasis mine]; then, when the gusts approach the corners of 
apartment blocks they break apart, and, repulsed. are dissipated.7

After a long passage in which Vitruvius explains, in detail, with the help of a lost 

drawing like the one here reproduced as Figure 4.1, how one should construct a 

wind-rose - which, incidentally, is a sixteenth-century term - he ends his 

chapter with the following observation: when one has established the positions 

of the eight principal winds, one can carry out the division of the side streets by 
putting a square between the corners of the resulting octagon.8

We must underline three points of this well-known Vitruvian text:

1 Vitruvius implies a correspondence or at least a relationship 

between micro- and macrocosm when he writes that the orienta- 

tion of the streets and lanes must be fixed taking into account the 

regions of the heavens, above all when we consider that his text 

is not only concerned with the sublunary world.

2 The orientation of the streets and side lanes ought to follow the 

angles between the regions of two different winds, that is the 

orientation of the streets should be rotated obliquely to the 

regions of the eight principal winds.

3 The reason for this rotation is related to erroneous physiological 

assumptions since, in opposition to Aristotle and others, Vitruvius 

thinks that all winds are bad for our health and that stagnant air 

favors good health.
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Fig. 3

4.2

Modern

reconstruction of 

the orientation of 
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blowing winds, 

according to 

Vitruvius (Book I, 6, 

7): from C. 

Fensterbusch, 
Vitruvius, De 

architectura, 
Darmstadt 1964, 

Fig. 1

Vitruvius's commentators have discussed at length and often criti- 

cized his point of view. It is, however, important to evaluate Vitruvius's contribu- 

tion on his own terms: what at first sight seems to be the product of 

unpretentious and sometimes even superficial common sense, reveals itself as 

one of the most theoretical parts of the treatise, because the geometrical ratio- 
nality of his plan has a manifestly ideal character.9 If we want to appreciate the 

cultural implications of the most important point made in the sixth chapter of the 

first book - the relationship between micro- and macrocosm implied by the 

geometrical rationality of the octagon - we must also take into account the crucial 

second paragraph of the fifth chapter. Here Vitruvius writes: "conlocanda autem 

oppida sunt non quadrata nec procurrentibus angulis, sed circuitionibus 
[emphasis mine], uti hostis ex pluribus locis conspiciatur."10 That is, in my own 

translation: "Fortified towns should neither be built in the form of a square nor 

with protruding corners; on the contrary, they should be circular [or centrally 

planned], so that one can control the enemy from many different places."

The word circuitio has created many problems for Vitruvius's 

commentators, but Gabriele Morolli is convinced that this term, which he asso- 

ciates uncompromisingly with a circular shape, can only signify a centrally 

planned - and not necessarily fortified - city. Moreover, he thinks that the word 

oppidum not only refers to a fortified town, but also, in Vitruvius's flexible 
language, to an (ideal), centrally planned and possibly circular city.11 It is true 

that Francois-Auguste Choisy's 1909 philological edition of the treatise had 

come to the conclusion that it was impossible to interpret Vitruvius's text on this 

point, but Renaissance and post-Renaissance commentators made every
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possible effort to visualize the exterior form of the Vitruvian city (Figures 4.3 and 

4.4): for example, Palladio's illustration in the second edition of Daniele Barbaro's 

commentary (Venice, 1567) represents a rectangular forum inside an octag- 

onal perimeter with circular towers on the main axes, thus clarifying further or 

even radically changing the opinion expressed in the first edition (Venice, 

1556), in which the city was based on an almost square plan surrounded by a 
fortified hexagon.13 The pure circular form of the Vitruvian city was first advo- 

cated in the commentary written by Quirico Viviani and Vincenzo Tuzzi in 1830- 

32, butthe proposals with eight sides suggested by Barbaro-Palladio, Giovanni 

Antonio Rusconi, and Claude Perrault, the form with sixteen sides preferred by 

Cesare Cesariano, Giovanni Battista Caporali and Berardo Galiani in the second 

edition of his treatise in 1790, and the form with thirty-two sides proposed by 
Joseph Francisco Ortiz y Sanz were all invariably centrally planned.14

Vitruvius's comments on the exterior form of the city cannot be 

separated, however, from the orientation of the streets inside the walls. The two 

problems are intrinsically connected. As we have seen, the orientation of the 

streets of his city is determined exnegativo by the directions of the winds: since 

the orientation of the lanes should be rotated obliquely to the celestial regions, it 

follows that they must be placed at a right angle to the main north-south and 

east-west axes of the earth. The banality of this move, which was partly based 

on inaccurate physiological assumptions, must have baffled the commentators 

of Vitruvius's text, so that the majority of them remain mute on this point. This 

apparently simple operation, however, implies a vision of an ideal city, since 

Vitruvius knew that his scheme of the winds was an abstraction and a simplifi- 

cation. To summarize what he writes in the ninth paragraph of the sixth book: 

those who know many names of winds will perhaps marvel at the fact that I 

(Vitruvius) have listed only eight of them - thus following the model of the tower 

of the winds built by Andronicus in Athens. The reality is that each of the eight 

parts of the circumference of the terrestrial globe embraces, according to the 

calculations made by Eratosthenes, a very large measure, and it is therefore not 

surprising "that in so large an expanse a single wind's wandering, twisting, and 
receding should create varieties by shifting its breath."15 Furthermore, Vitruvius 

knows the phenomenon of morning breezes as well as the irregular movements 

of some winds which blow only during certain seasons of the year, as para- 

graphs ten and eleven of the same book reveal (Figure 4.5). And in the same 
passage he describes a wind-rose with twenty-four winds.16

Vitruvius was, thus, aware of the complexity of the real world and 

this means that, when he discussed in his treatise the construction of the city 

walls and the orientation of its streets according to the regions of the heavens, 

he provided us with something more than pragmatic instructions about how 

to avoid the effects of noxious sublunary air-drafts in the planning of a real city. 

Flis elegant geometrical scheme was not only the result of (erroneous)

4.3
Comparison 

between the plans 

of the Vitruvian city 
drawn by Palladio 

for the first (1 556) 

and second (1 567) 

editions of Daniele 

Barbaro's 

commentary on the 

treatise by Vitruvius: 

from G. Morolli, 

'Vitruvio e la citta 

dei venti regolari'
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4.4

Andrea Palladio, The Vitruvian city, 
illustration of the second edition (1567) 

of Daniele Barbaro's commentary.
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practical - physiological - considerations, but also an attempt to allow the 

harmony of the universe to dominate the chaos of everyday life. The turbu- 

lence of the winds should be kept out in order to reproduce the harmony of 

the higher spheres.

The most recent commentators on Vitruvius's treatise have 

frequently exposed the vulnerability of the architect's implausible theory of the 

winds as harmful agents. As early as 1830-32 Quirico Viviani pointed out, for 

example, that modern science had demonstrated that not all winds are 
noxious,17 a point Alberti had already made.18 Viviani concluded that the most 

reasonable advice to the architect was that of planning straight lanes in corre- 

spondence with healthy air-drafts and winding streets where harmful winds 

blow. Such commentators have failed, however, to understand that Vitruvius 

was aware of his scheme's abstraction. It is exactly because the 

phenomenological world was more complex than his theory of the eight regular 

winds - just as the building of real cities did not conform to his ideal plan - that 

the geometrical harmony of his urban model can be also interpreted as a partly 

utopian proposal for an ideal, centrally planned city which should reflect the 

harmony of the universe's superior spheres.
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4.5

Modern reconstruction of a 

wlnd-rose with 24 winds, 

according to Vitruvius 

(Book I, 6, 10): from C. 

Fensterbusch, Vetruvius, de 

architectura, Darmstadt 

1964, Fig. 2

Alberti, who was highly critical of Vitruvius's inaccurate language, 

does not discuss in detail the final, perfect form of the city; instead, he is more 

concerned with its genesis. The utopian ideal cities of the Renaissance, based 

on rigorous geometrical schemes, were developed at a slightly later date in the 

treatises of Francesco di Giorgio and Filarete. Alberti's text, in contrast, is the 

product of a new science, namely the rationally planned formation of physical 

as well as social urban spaces. The difference between Alberti and Vitruvius is 

reflected in the very titles of their theoretical works: Alberti's res aedificatoria 

does not convey the same complex of issues implied by Vitruvius’s 
architectura^ In Vitruvius, a highly practical approach to the problems of 

building is combined with an interest in the order of the universe. Alberti's trea- 

tise is, instead, the result of a typically humanistic project: human reason 

masters the irrational furor of nature and its elements, since their taming is the 
premise forthe well-regulated life of a civilized community.20 It is in this context 

that Alberti's discussion of the role played by air and winds in the foundation of 

the city in the first book and in the plan of a magnificent urban structure 

described in the fourth book must be interpreted.

In the second chapter of the fourth book Alberti writes:

We ... should project a [magnificent] city by way of example. ... It is 

particularly important to determine whether to locate your city in an 

open plain, on the coast, or in the mountains: each has advantages 

and disadvantages. ... Whenever a city must be sited in the moun- 

tains, ... make sure that when the winds, especially Boreas, are 

excessive and troublesome, they do not cause too much damage;
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since it is Boreas, according to Hesiod, that leaves everyone (the old 
in particular) torpid and hunchbacked.21

Medicine and the effects of the climate upon human life as well as upon the 

weathering of architectural materials play a greater role in Alberti's treatise than 

in Vitruvius's, and this is the reason why his discussion of the winds has more to 

do with their effects upon health than on the orientation of the city's lanes. 

Alberti writes in the third chapter of the first book:

Certainly the air that we breathe, ... when really pure, may have an 

extraordinarily beneficial effect on health.... It is quite apparent that the 

healthiest form of air is that which is the purest and least polluted, the 

most easily pierced by the sight, the most transparent and light ... 

whereas we term as pestilential any form of air whose consistency is so 

cloudy and vaporous as to render it dense and fetid, so that it hangs 

heavy on the brow and dulls that keenness of sight. I believe that the 

sun and the wind, more than any other factor, are responsible for deter- 

mining these two conditions.... It is no bad thing, then, to consider the 

quality and angle of the sun to which a locality is exposed, so that there 

is no excess of sunlight or shade.... Personally, I prefer gentle breezes 

to winds, though I would consider winds, however fierce and blustery, 

less irksome than a stagnant and heavy atmosphere.... The winds ... 
cannot be all classed as healthy or unhealthy of their nature.22

Vitruvius had also discussed at length the choice of a salubrious site for his city, 

but his text was an organic premise associated with the construction of the walls, 

the orientation of the streets and the allocation of the public spaces. Alberti does 

not develop his argument in this direction, but rather moves on to discuss the 

problems of water, area, subdivision, walls, roofs and openings - regio. area. 
partitio. paries. tectum. apertio - before turning to the materials of architecture in 

the second book of his treatise. The winds, therefore, do not play a major role in 

the distribution of the lots inside the Albertian settlement; nor do they contribute 

significantly to the image of the "magnificent" city alluded to in the fourth book.

In this matter only a few excerpts of his treatise seem to have been 

indirectly influenced by Vitruvius: in the first of these passages Alberti explains 

how to orient the walls of a polygonal building, so that its angles are not 

damaged by the violence of natural phenomena, and in the others he analyzes 

the best way to orient the windows of a palace or a villa according to the direc- 

tions of the most important winds. The first quotation reads:

The angles ought to be positioned counter to the pressure of rocks or 

the likely direction of violent water and winds, so as to divide and
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dissipate the destructive blows as they strike, by facing the trouble with
qq

the strongest part of the wall rather than the weakness of a side.

In a sense this passage seems to imply that the streets should be placed 

obliquely to the directions of the winds, thus following Vitruvius's instructions. 

But Alberti speaks pragmatically of one single building and not of the orientation 

of the city's lanes. Furthermore, there is no trace of a connection between the 

universe with its cardinal points and the city of man in which the streets can be 

either straight or winding according to its type.

As far as the passages on the placing of the openings in palaces and 

villas are concerned, they follow the requirements of practical common sense. 

The problem of the air is related to that of good illumination because they both 

contribute to create a healthy environment. Alberti does not offerfixed rules, as 

Vitruvius does, precisely because they would be abstract suggestions. In this 

sense, Alberti is not particularly interested in an ideal, immutable model, even if 

he mentions an exemplary magnificent city in the fourth book; his principal goal 

instead is to give down-to-earth advice for all possible situations. His "ideal" city 

is a real city which is designed according to the rational laws of a new urban 

science. In consequence, Alberti's instructions in the matter of winds are also 

pragmatic and flexible.

The difference between Vitruvius's and Alberti's approaches to this 

problem is finally confirmed by their different positions vis-a-vis the architect’s 

need for a knowledge of astronomy. Whereas Vitruvius is convinced, in accor- 

dance with his micro-macrocosm vision, that the architect should be well 
versed in all aspects of astronomy,24 Alberti appears to be less demanding. In 

the tenth chapter of the ninth book he seems to criticize Vitruvius when he 

writes that it is ridiculous to expect, as some say,

that an architect ought to be an expert in law... Nor do I demand that 

he should have an exact understanding of the stars, simply because 

it is bestto make librariesface Boreas, and baths the setting sun... It 

is enough that he does not build on public land, or on another 

person's property; ... [and] that he has a sound knowledge of the 
winds, their directions, and their names.25

Alberti's lucid unpretentiousness and moderation are a far cry from 

Vitruvius's ambitious aims and, at times, confused language. Their treatises 

belong to two different literary genres and differ on the fundamental concepts of 

the discipline of architecture as well as in matters of principle. Vitruvius's 

architectura is the practice of building which reflects the harmony of the universe. 

Alberti’s res aedificatoria aims at the foundation of a new functional architecture 

in the service of the State, and the State manifests itself visually in the form of the
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city. For Alberti, therefore, the city is not only a stone and brick construction, but 

also a political and historical entity. We have already said that Alberti was not 

particularly concerned with the final or perfect form of one ideal city. For him it 
was more important that its structure reflected its social and political order.26 The 

city of the Florentine oligarchy could in theory be the best model, but it was only 

one of many possible alternatives. The essential point, however, is that his treatise 
invented "town-planning" as an accepted humanistic discipline;27 and in this 

perspective the winds were more important for their effects upon health and 

architectural materials than for their possible cosmological connotations.

The second book of Vincenzo Scamozzi’s L’idea de/la architettura 

universate. published atthe author's expense in Venice in 1615, deals almost 

exclusively with geography, the climate, the choice of healthy sites, the founda- 

tion of cities, and natural phenomena like water, air and the winds (Figures 4.6, 

4.7). Flis themes are not very different from those addressed by Vitruvius and 

Alberti in their introductory books and. indeed, Scamozzi does not add signifi- 

cantly to the conclusions arrived at by his predecessors. Yet one is over- 

whelmed by the encyclopedic exhaustiveness of his erudition. In 122 pages in 

quarto he lists and comments upon ali imaginable sources; furthermore, if his 

detailed empirical knowledge is sometimes weighed down by his pedantic 

digressions, it has to be admitted that it is often more accurate than the
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4 ZuydZuydOoft. OftroSirocco, Phoenidas Lcuc. Euronotus, Mezano.
f Zuydt, Oftro, Auftcr, Nocos, Polarc antarticalc.
6 Zuydzuyd Vvcft, Oftro Libcccio, Libonotus, Libonotos, Mezano.
7 ZuydVveft, Libecdo,Garb. Africus,Carbas, Libs,o Lips, Ortogonalc.
8 VvcftZuyd Vvcft, PoncnteUbcc. Subuefpcrus, ............. Mczano.
9 Vreft, Ponente, Fauonius, Zcphyrus, Cardinalc latcr.

jo 10 Vvcft Noort Vvcft, PonentcMaaft. Etefifaliq. Etefias, Mczano.
zi NoortVvcft, Macftro, Caurus,Corus, Argcftcs J Ortogonalc.
1* Noort Noort V vcft, Macftro T ram. Cirdus, Thradas, Mczano.
ij Noort, Tramonuna, Scptcncrio, Apartias, Polarearricalc.
14 Noort Noort Ooft, GrecoTramont. GaUicus, ............. Mczano.
ij NoortOoft, Grcco, Aquilo, Borcas, Ortogonalc.
x6 OoftNoortOoft, Grcco Lcuancc, Hcllcfpontia, Cardas, Mczano.

O l E mi

4.8

Vincenzo 
Scamozzi, L'idea 

della architettura 

universa/e, Venice 
1615, p. 141

observations made by either Vitruvius or Alberti - not least because it is the 

product of a new age which was better informed about the world in which we 
live.281 will be discussing only a few points in order to highlight Scamozzi's orig- 

inal contributions to the history of the wind and the city.

The, at times unclear, twelfth chapter is dedicated to the nature, 

quality and variety of the air. In opposition to Vitruvius and Alberti, Scamozzi is 

explicitly not interested In the phenomenon as one of the elements of natural
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philosophy but only in its terrestrial impact on the environment. In his analysis of 

the air's quality Scamozzi demonstrates his outstanding medical learning by 
quoting not only Galen and Avicenna but also the School of Salerno.29 He 

seems to be exclusively concerned with the practical aspects of the natural 

phenomenon, and yet he is probably the first architectural theorist to praise the 

moral quality of the air. Pure air is good for the body as well as for the virtue of 
the soul, according to Scamozzi.30

The fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth chapters are then specifically 

dedicated to the winds - for a total of fifteen pages in quarto. It is in this part of 

his treatise that we find new information and his most original thoughts. Again 

Scamozzi does not want to discuss what wind is nor its origin because that is 
the concern of natural philosophers.31 What characterizes his approach at its 

best is instead his preoccupation with practical details, together with his 

modern critique of such ancient authorities as Vitruvius and Aristotle. To the first 

category belong the following observations. The study of the winds is of funda- 

mental importance for the architect not only because it allows him to orient 

buildings and their parts with good judgment, as Vitruvius and Alberti had 

already argued, but also because the builder should know the right season for 
carrying out the final ornaments of the structure.32 Scamozzi is also among the 

first, probably following Palladio,33 to comment upon the ventidotti or air chan- 

nels which, in the summer season, served to transport fresh breezes from the 

quarries around Vicenza to the rooms of the surrounding villas in Costozza and 
Brendola.34 Finally, for all that Vitruvius and Alberti had already discussed the 

relationship between the directions of the winds and the different functions of 

rooms, Scamozzi's information is much more detailed.

Alberti had written, for instance. that studies, workshops and summer 

dwellings should be oriented to the north, winter apartments to the south, and all 

those for spring and autumn to the east. Baths and supper parlors for the spring 

season should be erected in the west part of the building. These rather generic 

instructions are dealt with in greater detail by Scamozzi, who relies more on 

Vitruvius and partly changes Alberti's orientation. Studies and libraries should not 

face the north, as Alberti had suggested, but the east, where one also finds the 

drawing rooms. Summer apartments, workshops, wine cellars and barns should 

be oriented to the north. Baths belong to the west side. The southern winds bring 

mostly negative effects: we should therefore avoid planting open gardens on this 
side, which is good only for the conservation of oils.35

Scamozzi's discussion of this matter is lucid and simple because he 

is convinced that his profession can improve the quality of our life on this earth, 
and that the architect can make his fellow-citizens happier.36 His flexibility and 

lack of prejudice make him the perfect exponent of a new age. The cities indi- 

cated as models are no longer a Roman settlement or a Tuscan town. Scamozzi 

says instead that the air of an urban space must be temperate and that the city.
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therefore, must be founded in a free and open space like Amsterdam or 
Venice.37 The orientation of the streets remains linked to the directions of the 

healthy and harmful winds, but the climates of Hungary, Poland and Germany 
require different solutions from those adopted in Italy.38 This means that a 

well-planned city must take into account a given set of circumstances; a 

universal model therefore makes little sense.

Scamozzi’s geographical perspective is, for historical reasons, wider 

ranging than that of his predecessors. And at the beginning of the second book 

of his treatise he is not afraid to say that Aristotle was wrong on many issues. In 

his discussion of the circular extension and circumnavigation of the earth 

Scamozzi writes:

Even if Aristotle made fun of the opinion... that one could circum- 

navigate the earth... this has been done on numerous occasions by 

sailors who have been to the New World and have travelled in the 

direction of the poles: in America our ancestors discovered many 

notable kingdoms and provinces. [They] also [discovered that it is 

possible] to live comfortably south of the equator, all things that 
contradict the opinion of the same Aristotle.39

Scamozzi's text is the product of new knowledge and of a new mentality. He is 

very proud of his independence of judgment. Scamozzi questioned the view of 

the natural world inherited from the antique sources and, in his description of 

the wind-rose, he did not refrain from rebutting the accepted wisdom by citing 

as his source the practice of the Dutch seamen who are more reliable and 

therefore more competent than Aristotle. Scamozzi writes:

As far as the number of the winds is concerned, opinions differ among 

the ancients, even if according to Homer... only two of them were 

famous, namely the Ostro [i.e. Auster, the south wind] and the 

Tramontana [the north wind].... Vitruvius, Pliny and many others, 

however, gave four names to the four parts or, as people say, points of 

the compass.... In astronomical and cosmographical terms, this 

means that they are separated from each other by 90° on the entire 

360° circuit of the sky and of the earth, so that each of them occupies 

a quarter of the circumference, of this machine we call the world. The 

Greeks then... developed with great artifice [a scheme] with eight 

winds, [as one can see] on the Tower [of the winds] in Athens.

At the top of page 141 Scamozzi gives a list of the orientations and names of 

the eight principal winds in Greek, Latin, Italian and Spanish. The quotation 

continues:
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Aristotle and others who follow his opinion... developed [a scheme] 

with twelve winds which correspond to the twelve signs of the 

zodiac: this number cannot be right, however, both because it is now 

recognized that one cannot count in the way they think one should... 

and because one can reasonably suppose that many other winds 

exist between the four principal winds and elsewhere. That they are 

free to occupy other spaces is confirmed by the practical experience 

of sailors (particularly those who bring glory to the city of Arano in 

Flanders), to whom credence must be given since they have 

traversed the oceans. And this is the reason why eight other winds 

have been added, and inserted between the other eight: these 

winds are known as middle-winds.... These sixteen winds are listed 

here according to the following order, beginning from where the sun 
rises and moving clockwise.40

At the bottom of the same page Scamozzi lists the orientations and the names 

of the sixteen winds in Greek, Latin, Italian and Dutch. It is this detailed knowl- 

edge of the physical world that inspires his pragmatic and empirical approach 

to architecture as well as the flexibility of his solutions in his chapters on the 
origin, foundation and appropriate dimensions of cities.41

Scamozzi's theory, or better theorica, to use his own word, has no 

place for the Vitruvian preoccupation with the correspondence between micro- 

and macrocosm. And Alberti's humanistic ideal is also alien to his interests. He 

does not produce an institutional treatise for the political needs of a powerful 

emperor, as Vitruvius had done for Augustus. nor does he intend to fulfill the 

ambitions of an oligarchy which perceived itself as the State and had found in 

Leon Battista Alberti its theorist, not to say its propagandist. Scamozzi can 

perhaps be described as a technocrat, instead, even if this term is probably 

inadequate. In any case he was convinced of the superior knowledge of his 

society, and his practical competence reflected a new world view. The precise 

mathematical calculation of parallels and meridians in his text, as well as the 

corresponding representation of the globe, indicate his more demanding 

approach to the complexity of the physical world. Yet the theory of the principal 

winds continued to play a major role in architectural history not only in the 

reception of Vitruvius's treatise, but also in the foundation of the cities of the 
New World - as documented bythe 1573 urban law promulgated by Philip II.42 

It also found its place in utopian visions such as that expounded in Tommaso 

Campanella's Civitas So/is: in this text the ideal city has four main streets linked 

with four principal gates, which are oriented according to the four points of the 
compass.43 Thus the ideal character of the Vitruvian vision continued to coexist 

with Scamozzi’s Galileian approach.
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