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“Dico dunque che fra le molte citta d’Italia, Venezia, Genova

e Pesaro, tutte quasi sono ripiene di facciate colorite...”

Whoever travels across the peninsula today will find it difficult to recover the
colorful Italy evoked by Giovan Battista Armenini in his treatise De’ veri precetti
della pittura (1586). The same disillusion awaits in Switzerland, where the heritage
of painted facades has long suffered from the country’s frenetic modernization.
Turning to postwar Germany, the overall picture is even bleaker: few original
vestiges remain in situ.

Along a European meridian stretching from North to South, this once-vibrant
heritage has unfolded since the Renaissance in mythological, historical, and
allegorical figures; heraldic, vegetal, and grotesque ornaments; as well as archi-
tectural trompe-I'ceil. Today, however, it survives only in fragmentary form,

the outcome of an intricate web of factors that defy classification : weathering,
pollution, overtourism, urban policies, overly daring restorations—all further
weakening this fragile heritage. To these must be added the discredit into which
the very notion of “ornament” has fallen.

This decline has long been coupled with a striking indifference on the part of

art historians. The near-complete absence of painted facades from major surveys
of modern art attests to this neglect, as does the limited body of scholarship
devoted to the subject—most of it geographically narrow in scope or confined
to technical approaches.

The present contribution seeks to reassess the state of research, offering a
survey of several major examples as a basis for outlining a broader theoretical
framework.
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