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This essay offers a deliberately pro-
vocative reading of Palladio’s method
as one of the earliest historically doc-
umented examples, and certainly the
most extensively studied in compu-
tational research, of a design system
based on explicit production rules,
formalized since 1978 as a genera-
tive shape grammar. Starting from
the structural analogy between trea-
tise and dataset, the essay identifies
the point at which the comparison
breaks down: licence, understood as
a reasoned departure from the rule,
which in Palladio’s method is always a
traceable interpretive act, never a sta-
tistical fluctuation without a discern-
ible cause. On this basis, the essay
argues that drawing in the human-
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ist tradition functions as an eidetic
and heuristic cognitive instrument,
irreducible to mere output. It con-
cludes by proposing a critical proto-
col for using generative systems and
a pedagogical reversal, both ground-
ed in the traceability of judgment.

Dedicated to Universal Knowledge in the
Age of AI, this inaugural issue brings
together theoretical, historical, criti-
cal, and design contributions that
examine Palladio’s legacy through
the relationships between universal
knowledge and local traditions, clas-
sical method and technological inno-
vation, and rule and variation, taking
drawing, measurement, and repre-
sentation as critical instruments.
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Introduction

The Palladianist project stems from the conviction
that the legacy of Vitruvius and Andrea Palladio is
not in the past but offers one of the most robust
theoretical frameworks for interpreting the pres-
ent’s cultural and technological transformations.
In an age dominated by the automation of cogni-
tive processes, the algorithmic production of im-
ages and the growing dematerialisation of design
experience, the paradigms of architectural knowl-
edge and design culture must be decisively rede-
fined. Vitruvius understood that architecture is a
discipline founded on the relationship between
technique, knowledge, and civic responsibil-
ity. Palladio translated this legacy into a universal
method, making drawing an instrument of knowl-
edge, representation a cultural technology, and the
dissemination of knowledge an act of social trans-
formation. I quattro libri dell’architettura (The Four
Books on Architecture) were not merely a treatise,
but an intellectual infrastructure for building a
new idea of the world.

Today, in the age of artificial intelligence, we face a
comparable responsibility. Emerging technologies
are radically changing how we produce images,
interpret data, transmit knowledge, and conceive
design. Faced with this transformation, the risk is
not only technical but cultural: reducing critical
thinking to a procedure, heritage to information,
design to predictive calculation, and the result to
mere communication.

This first issue, devoted to the theme Universal
Knowledge in the Age of AI, brings together theo-
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retical, historical, critical and design contributions
that question Palladio’s legacy in the relationship
between universal knowledge and local traditions,
between classical method and technological inno-
vation, between rule and variation, taking drawing,
measurement and representation as critical tools.
This editorial does not seek to summarise them,
but to make explicit the framework within which
the journal positions itself: to assess generative ar-
tificial intelligence not with the enthusiasm or the
fear that accompany its spread, but with the same
criteria of verifiability, measure and responsibility
that the Palladian tradition placed at the founda-
tion of drawing.

The eight contributions in this issue develop this
framework along several lines.

The first concerns the genealogy and fortune of
Palladio’s architectural language. David Hemsoll
opens the volume by questioning Palladio “in
time”, between fictitious pasts and imaginary fu-
tures, that is, how each era has constructed its own
Palladio. Paolo Clini returns to the basilica of Fa-
num Fortunae, the only building Vitruvius claims
to have designed, to trace its descent to Palladio
and reconstruct a genealogy of classical architec-
ture. Alberto Sdegno examines the relationship
between Palladio and Canaletto in Venice, on
the threshold between reality and imagination.
Two contributions then widen the view beyond
Europe: Amir Abbas Mansoori Mehr follows the
translation of architectural knowledge in modern
Iran through Beaux-Arts pedagogy, between Pal-
ladio and Persepolis; Pedro P. Palazzo compares
the ways of representing space in fourteenth- and
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fifteenth-century China and Italy. What emerges is
a Palladio understood not as a style to be export-
ed, but as a method translated and transformed
through contact with other traditions: a concrete
case of the relationship between universal knowl-
edge and local cultures at the heart of this issue.

David Moreno-Garcia and Albert Samper use ter-
restrial laser scanning to compare ideal geometry
and built reality in Gothic cathedrals. In both cas-
es, survey makes measurable the distance between
model and work, between rule and construction:
the very distance that this editorial takes as the
place of judgement.

The third line addresses the volume’s theme di-
rectly. Ricardo Alvarez-Diaz, “between measure
and machine”, questions the relevance of Palladian
methodologies in the age of artificial intelligence,
in direct dialogue with the issues discussed in
these pages. The issue includes with a contribution
on heritage communities:: Viviana Matrangola in-
terprets limits as a principle of care and responsi-
bility. Within the framework of the Faro Conven-
tion (Council of Europe, 2005), the contribution
assigns heritage communities an active role, as the
experiences from Apulia discussed there show.
It is a timely reminder for this editorial too: the
traceability of judgement is, ultimately, a form of
shared responsibility.

Why Palladio, why now

Discussing architectural drawing in the face of gen-
erative artificial intelligence today constantly risks
sliding into technical territory (which software,
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which algorithms, which outputs) that overshad-
ows the real stakes, which are historiographical
before they are technological. The question is not
whether a machine can produce plausible images
of buildings, a question already largely answered
in the affirmative, but whether drawing, in the dis-
ciplinary tradition that runs from Alberti to Pal-
ladio and on to contemporary design culture, has
ever been reducible to the production of an image.
To treat drawing as a mere executive technique is
already to have decided, implicitly, that genera-
tive Al can replace it without residue, since what is
purely technical is, by definition, automatable.

This essay starts from the opposite hypothesis:
that drawing has historically been also, and above
all, an instrument of thought, and that it is this
dimension, not its visual rendering, that must be
critically interrogated in the comparison with gen-
erative systems.

Turning to Palladio is motivated by a precise
methodological reason. Palladio represents one of
the best-documented cases in the discipline’s his-
tory in which a complete system of rules, measure,
proportion, and typology coexists with a declared
margin of adaptation to the specific case, without
one cancelling the other. This coexistence of rule
and variation is exactly what the contemporary
debate on generative Al struggles to focus on, os-
cillating between a purely mechanical algorithm
and an artificial creativity indistinguishable from
human creativity. The essay proceeds in six steps:
it recalls the humanist foundation of drawing as
an instrument of measurement and thought (8§1);
reads Palladio’s treatise as an operation of select-
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ing and normalising a corpus, analogous to data-
set curation (§2); reconstructs the computational
formalisation of Palladio’s system as a generative
grammar and the notion of design space that de-
rives from it (§3); identifies licence as the point at
which the analogy ceases to hold (§4); compares
this logic with the mediations introduced by digi-
tal tools and generative models (85); and finally
proposes a critical protocol and a pedagogical in-
version (§6).

1. Drawing as thought: lineamenta, measure,
projection

Alberti’s distinction between lineamenta and mate-
ria, formulated in De re aedificatoria, provides the
historical foundation for the reading proposed
here. For Alberti, a building has a dual nature: a
conceptual design, the lineamenta, which establish-
es its form, proportions and arrangement of parts
independently of the material, the “transmissible
rule”, and a material realisation that gives physi-
cal substance to that design (Alberti, 1485/1955;
1485/1966).

From the Renaissance onward, the shift from
manuscript to print-based architectural culture
introduced new conditions for reproducing and
transmitting design. The ability to disseminate
drawings and texts in identical copies encouraged
the systematisation of architectural rules, laying
the groundwork for today’s interpretations of Pal-
ladio’s work through formal grammars (Carpo,
2001). In 1519, the Letter to Leo X, expressing Ra-
phael’s thought and drafted with Baldassare Cas-
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tiglione’s contribution, clearly distinguishes the
architect’s drawing from the painter’s. The archi-
tect represents measurable reality through plans,
elevations and sections, preserving actual propor-
tions. The text therefore excludes the foreshorten-
ings and perspective reductions proper to pictorial
representation, since no real measurement can be
derived from a foreshortened line (Di Teodoro,
2020). Architectural drawing thus emerges as an
instrument of knowledge and project transmis-
sion, grounded in measurability and verifiability.
It is no coincidence that the Letter is among the
earliest attestations of the term “order” applied to
columns: the passage from the Vitruvian genus to
the ordo marks the transformation of the varieties
of columns into a codified system of proportions
and of compositional and constructional rules
(Thoenes, 1998).

Drawing makes visible thought that is not yet
formed: this is its eidetic dimension. In a narrower,
disciplinary sense, the term denotes drawing’s ca-
pacity to make visible, and therefore available for
analysis, a thought that, before its graphic trans-
lation, lacks a definite form. This reading finds a
solid theoretical basis in Robin Evans’s analysis of
projective drawing as an autonomous cognitive
device, capable, through its three geometries, of
producing spatial relationships that no prelimi-
nary verbal description already contained in ex-
plicit form: for Evans, drawing does not transmit
a spatiality conceived elsewhere, but constitutes it
in its own making (Evans, 1995). This eidetic di-
mension distinguishes architectural drawing from
mere technical notation. Closely connected to
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the eidetic dimension is the heuristic function of
drawing: its capacity to produce discoveries that
the designer had not anticipated before drawing.
Anyone who surveys an ancient building or graph-
ically studies a facade’s proportions often finds
that drawing, rather than preliminary observation
or theoretical calculation, reveals an unforeseen
geometric relationship. This heuristic must not be
confused with the random generation of variants:
heuristic discovery in manual drawing is always
situated within a hypothesis that the designer is
testing. Studies of design cognition have described
this dynamic as a “reflective conversation” with the
situation (Schon, 1983) and as a dialectic between
“seeing as” and “seeing that”, through which the
sketch returns to the designer more information
than was deliberately put into it (Goldschmidyt,
1991). It is this reciprocity, and not merely the ca-
pacity to produce variants, that is the true criterion
of comparison with generative systems.

2. What distinguishes a treatise of composition-
al rules from a model trained on a corpus?

A generative model (whether language- or image-
based) produces plausible outputs by sampling
from a probability distribution learned from a
training corpus; a treatise such as I quattro libri
dell’architettura produces, through the designer
who applies it, typological variations from a finite
set of selected rules, proportions and precedents.
This resemblance is not an isolated intuition: in
1978 George Stiny and William J. Mitchell took
literally Palladio’s own statement that variety and
novelty must never contradict the precepts of the
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art, and translated it into a shape grammar capable
of generating the plan of the Villa Malcontenta
through the recursive application of explicit rules
(Stiny & Mitchell, 1978a). The research questions
they asked, what makes a villa “Palladian”, and to
what extent a system of rules can be translated into
an architectural type, shift the focus from recog-
nition to operation: a style derives not only from
a set of visual features, but also from a set of op-
erations. If a sixteenth-century treatise can be for-
malised as a generative system of rules, the ques-
tion this essay asks is no longer merely rhetorical.

A historiographical clarification is nevertheless
needed. Palladio is neither the only nor chronolog-
ically the first to base design on explicit rules: from
the Vitruvian tradition to the Regola delli cinque or-
dini darchitettura (Barozzi da Vignola, 1562), six-
teenth-century culture knew modular procedures
even more prescriptive, while the Précis des lecons
darchitecture would turn the combinatorics of ele-
ments on a grid into an explicit teaching method
(Durand, 1802-1805).

What makes the Palladian case exemplary is not
absolute priority, but the coexistence, within a sin-
gle corpus documented by treatise, drawings and
buildings, of typological rule, proportional system
and motivated variation: this is why it has become
the privileged testing ground of computational
design research (Mitchell, 1990). It is in this sense,
and only in this sense, that the title speaks of “the
first algorithm”. Palladio does not invent the rules
he transmits: he extracts, selects and systematises
them from a pre-existing corpus. Strictly speak-
ing, this operation is dataset curation, and the most
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rigorous historiography indirectly confirms it.

Rudolf Wittkower, in his study of proportional re-
lationships in humanist architecture, showed how
selective and normative the criteria were by which
Palladio harmonised ancient sources into a coher-
ent system, and identified the plan’s configura-
tion as the distinctive character of Palladio’s villas
(Wittkower, 1949). Mario Carpo has reconstructed
how the architectural culture of the age of print de-
pended on the possibility of fixing lineamenta that
were reproducible and identical at a distance, a the-
sis which, applied to the Palladian case, shows that
the treatise does not describe antiquity as it was,
but offers an already selected and normalised ver-
sion of it, just as a training dataset is never a neutral
sample of reality (Carpo, 2001, 2011).

Here, however, the analogy shows its first limit. The
datasets on which contemporary image models are
trained comprise billions of image—text pairs au-
tomatically scraped from the web and filtered by
statistical criteria rather than authorial judgement:
LAION-5B, one of the most widely used, contains
about 5.85 billion image—text pairs (Schuhmann et
al., 2022). The treatise is a corpus selected by an
author who answers for it; the dataset is an aggre-
gated corpus for which no one answers in full. In
this sense, the difference in scale is already a differ-
ence in kind (Fig. 1).

Palladio inherits and specialises Alberti’s concep-
tion through a drawing practice that operates on
three registers: survey, conjectural reconstruction
and the type, abstracted from particular cases and
transferable to new programmes. The proportion-

INTBAU ITALIA
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al analysis that Wittkower carried out on this cor-
pus, first in his systematic study of the architectur-
al principles of the humanist age (1949) and later
within the activities of the Centro Internazionale
di Studi di Architettura Andrea Palladio (CISA),
founded in Vicenza in 1958, showed how this
threefold operation was guided by harmonic ratios
derived from the Pythagorean—Vitruvian tradition
and applied consistently across the corpus of villas.

Later studies questioned this thesis, showing a dis-
crepancy between the dimensions stated in the
treatise and those of the buildings as built (How-
ard & Longair, 1982), a discrepancy that, as we
shall see, is integral to the argument. I quattro libri
dellarchitettura are often read as a catalogue of ty-
pological solutions to be drawn upon for stylistic
emulation. This reading obscures their most im-
portant component: the treatise does not merely
show results, but sets out the procedure that gen-
erated them. In chapter XX of the first book (“De
gli abusi”), Palladio himself claims never to have
departed from the universal rules of the art even
where he introduced variety and novelty (“ancora
che il variare e trovar cose nuove a tutti debba piacere,
non si deve pero far cio contra i precetti dell arte, e contra
quello che la ragione ci dimostra” [although variation
and the invention of new things should please ev-
eryone, this must not be done against the precepts
of the art and against what reason shows us]; Pal-
ladio, 1570, I, XX), a methodological statement that
George Stiny and William Mitchell took literally in
1978, turning this very passage into the premise of
their shape grammar.

GIUSEPPE AMORUSO 19



3. The Palladian Grammar: from described style
to generated style

However, Stiny and Mitchell’s work matters be-
yond interpreting Palladio’s architecture. The
question is broader: if an architectural style can be
represented by a finite system of generative rules,
then the design knowledge embedded in a histori-
cal corpus can be made explicit, formalised, and
used not only to analyse existing buildings but also
to produce new ones.

This approach belongs to the theory of shape gram-
mars, introduced by Stiny and Gips in the early
1970s as a formalism for generating and analysing
visual configurations. Shape Grammars and the Gen-
erative Specification of Painting and Sculpture is the
immediate theoretical precedent (Stiny & Gips,
1972); Stiny would later systematise the formal-
ism in Pictorial and Formal Aspects of Shape and Shape
Grammars (Stiny, 1975) and in Introduction to Shape
and Shape Grammars (Stiny, 1980), up to the synthe-
sis of Shape: Talking about Seeing and Doing (Stiny,
2006). The thesis of this essay is not that Palladio
was an algorithm. Rather, it is a matter of recog-
nising what in his method is already procedural
and combinatorial, which makes it possible to iso-
late more precisely what is not: licence, deliberate
error, critical judgement. Hence the rereading of
Palladio’s proportional system as production rules.

The most complete demonstration of this mech-
anism remains Stiny and Mitchell’s shape gram-
mar: a set of parametric rules that directly trans-
lates Palladio’s explicit compositional canons into
a generative procedure capable of reproducing the

INTBAU ITALIA
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main features of most of the plans drawn in the
Quattro libri (Fig. 2).

The Palladian Grammar thus represents the deci-
sive step from the general theory of shape gram-
mars to their systematic application to architectur-
al history and design. The fundamental theoretical
move in Stiny and Mitchell’s work is shifting from
a descriptive to a generative conception of style.

A traditional classification might define Palladio’s
architecture through observable properties: sym-
metry; centrality; recurrence of specific propor-
tions; presence of loggias and porticoes; hierarchy
of rooms; specific dimensional relationships. A
shape grammar works differently. It does not mere-
ly establish that a given configuration has these
features; it seeks to specify the operations that
generate such configurations. The model can be
summarised as: initial shape - application of a rule
- new configuration - application of a rule - ... - fi-
nal configuration. The theoretical consequence is
significant: style is conceived not as a static reper-
toire of forms, but as a system of transformations.

In the Palladian Grammar, the rules operate main-
ly on the plan. Through successive transforma-
tions, they define the geometric structure, inter-
nal subdivisions, relationships between rooms
and the main architectural elements. The gram-
mar is parametric, so the rules do not necessarily
produce a single configuration but can generate a
family of variable configurations. This introduces
a fundamental distinction in the history of com-
putational design: the model does not represent a
building, but the space of possible configurations
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obtainable through a set of rules. The rule in the
Palladian villa is therefore a generative structure,
expressed through the relationship between order
and module and through volumetric variation.
Palladio’s modular system works as a generative
structure in the proper sense: once the module
is fixed, it determines or tightly constrains a wide
range of dimensional solutions. Stiny and Mitch-
ell’s grammar showed that the “open space” of
Palladio’s system is large but not infinite, and is
precisely defined by the structure of the rules ap-
plied. Describing Palladio’s dimensional module
as “classical inspiration” is as imprecise as describ-
ing an algorithm as “the programmer’s intuition”.
The same mechanism was reconstructed by Law-
rence Sass, first in his doctoral thesis at MIT and
then at the 2001 ACADIA conference, by system-
atically comparing the dimensional ratios of Pal-
ladio’s rooms with the compositional rules of the
plans, to the point of building digital parametric
architectural elements directly derived from those
proportions (Sass, 2000, 2001).

In a separately published paper, Counting Palladian
Plans, Stiny and Mitchell applied combinatorics
and colour grammars to enumerate the solutions
the system can generate: ten distinct solutions for
a 3 x 3 grid, two hundred and twenty for a 5 x 3 grid
(Stiny & Mitchell, 1978b). Benroés, Duarte and Han-
na (2012, p. 525) list the nine villas on which the
original grammar is based: Malcontenta, Badoer,
Zeno, Pisani, Emo, Saraceno, Ragona and Poiana
on a 5 x 3 grid, and Villa Angarano on a 3 x 3 grid.
Sass’s work extended the same parametric logic to
villas on a 5 x 3 grid (Villa Poiana, Villa Zeno, Villa

22 PALLADIANIST. THE FUTURE OF DRAWING | 1.2026



PALLADIO. THE FIRST ALGORITHM

RULE, DATASET AND THE MYTH OF THE HUMANIST ORIGIN OF DESIGN

FROM RULE TO OUTPUT: TWO PIPELINES COMPARED

Treatise and generative grammar - contemporary generative model

PALLADIO’S TREATISE AND SHAPE GRAMMAR

Selected Explicit Generation Evaluation

corpus rules recursive declared,

ancient module, order, application; debatable Licence

sources, type, grid every step is a criteria deviation motivated
surveys, - 7 | decision - - by a circumstance:
precedents traceable

chosen by the

author

GENERATIVE MODEL (DIFFUSION / LANGUAGE)

Aggregated Learned
dataset weights
billions of implicit rules,
image-text ~7 | notopen to
pairs scraped inspection
from the web

Sampling Plausible
seed, output Fluctuation
temperature, statistical statistically plausible
guidance scale frequency of variant: without a
similar cause
patterns

Fig. 1. Treatise and
generative model: two
pipelines compared. The
analogy breaks down at the
declared cause of variation.
Graphic elaboration by the
author.
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Thiene at Cicogna), building an experimental tool
in which different hypotheses for filling documen-
tary gaps could be tested.

The fact that alternative grammars, such as the
subdivision grammar proposed by Deborah Ben-
ros, were developed precisely to test whether dif-
ferent rule systems can generate the same corpus
confirms that the space of Palladian possibilities is
not arbitrary but measurable (Benros et al., 2012).
Along the same lines, Hersey and Freedman (1992)
translated the rules derived from the Quattro libri
into a computer program, generating “possible”
Palladian villas and, instructively, some impossible
ones, and showing that the capacity to produce co-
herent variants does not coincide with the capacity
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to recognise their appropriateness. The problem
thus shifts from reconstructing a building to the
combinatorics of design space. This shift is theo-
retically significant because it introduces the con-
ception of the project as design space. The grammar
makes it possible to distinguish at least three levels
(Fig. 3):

* historical corpus: the buildings actually re-
alised;

o generative language: the set of configurations
admissible under the rules;

* design space: all configurations theoretically
obtainable through combinations of the
rules.

The relationship between these three levels is one
of the most fertile themes of subsequent research.
The historical corpus does not necessarily coin-
cide with the full range of the grammar’s language:
Palladio realised only some of the configurations
the system would allow.

Consequently, the grammar implicitly introduc-
es a distinction between what Palladio designed
and what Palladio’s compositional system could
have produced. This step is what makes the shape
grammar relevant to contemporary generative de-
sign. The problem that emerges is immediate: if
a grammar can generate many configurations, not
all of them are necessarily good architecture. The
grammar’s generative capacity must therefore be
distinguished from the evaluation of the result.
Stiny and Gips addressed this issue as early as 1978
in An Evaluation of Palladian Plans, proposing aes-
thetic evaluation criteria applied to the complete

INTBAU ITALIA
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A PLAN AS A SEQUENCE OF RULES
Schematic derivation of a villa on a 5 % 3 grid, following the logic of the Palladian Grammar

5 x 3 grid
modular bays (3-2-4-2-
3 modules)

Fig. 2. Schematic derivation
of aplanona5 x 3 grid
following the generative
logic of the Palladian
Grammar. Original teaching
diagram by the author.
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catalogues of plans that can be generated on 3 x
3 and 5 x 3 grids (Stiny & Gips, 1978). This intro-
duces a conceptual separation that remains fun-
damental in contemporary research: generation
is distinct from evaluation. A grammar defines a
space of possibilities; further criteria must estab-
lish which solutions are preferable. The Palladian
Grammar can therefore be considered one of the
first examples of a conceptual pipeline that, in
modern terms, can be described as: rules - genera-
tion - evaluation - selection.

4. Error as a critical act: what the algorithm
does not do

Palladio’s system explicitly admits, in motivated
circumstances, deviations from the norm that the
treatise itself does not conceal. These licences are
presented not as failures of the rule, but as the ex-
ercise of a judgement that the rule itself presup-
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poses. Later shape grammar studies, such as the
one based on an alternative subdivision grammar,
had to confront precisely these cases of deviation
in order to test whether different grammars could
generate the same corpus of solutions (Benros et
al., 2012), a problem that remains unresolved pre-
cisely because Palladian licence cannot be codified
once and for all. Palladio’s system can be described
as a combinatorial structure: the shape grammar
research community has recognised the Palladian
Grammar as the first complete architectural gram-
mar in the history of computational design stud-
ies. Hence the deliberately provocative hypothesis
of a Palladian “algorithm” avant la lettre.

But it is essential not to confuse this structure with
the mechanical seriality that the term “algorithm”
evokes: through the designer’s judgement, Palla-
dio’s system selects which variations are relevant
to the specific case, a selection that no shape gram-
mar has so far been able to formalise completely.

Sass’s study (2001) begins with the observation
that Palladio’s built architecture differs systemati-
cally from the ideal architecture represented in the
Quattro libri (Fig. 4), differences that scholars have
analysed for generations to uncover their causes.
In contemporary generative models, by contrast,
output variability is governed by stochastic pa-
rameters: in language models, the “temperature”,
which modulates the distribution from which the
next token is sampled; in diffusion models, the ini-
tial noise (seed) and the strength of text guidance
(guidance scale) (Rombach et al., 2022). Studies
documenting the generative use of these systems
also systematically record “failed” images, too ab-
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stract or too literal, an outcome that depends on
the stochastic configuration of sampling, not on
an evaluation of the specific circumstance (Tan &
Luhrs, 2024).

Intentional error, not the complexity of the rule
system, is the true epistemic dividing line. A con-
temporary generative model introduces variability
through a stochastic mechanism: it samples from a
learned probability distribution. Palladio’s system,
even in its most rigorous formalisation as a shape
grammar, does not generate variants by random
sampling: each rule application presupposes a de-
cision that, in Stiny and Mitchell’s grammar, the
human operator makes, not a random process in-
ternal to the system. The difference is not one of
degree but of kind.

5. Drawing as mediation: tools, conventions,
protocols

Every drawing tool mediates between thought and
representation: projective conventions already did
so. Vector CAD and parametric BIM introduce
further declared mediations; generative Al intro-
duces a leap of a different kind, positioning itself as
a proposing agent rather than a merely executive
tool, within what Carpo (2017) has called a second
digital turn, founded no longer on notation but on
the processing of large quantities of data (cf. Leach,
2022). In An Algorithmic Approach to Palladio’s De-
sign of Stairs (Giovannini, 20238), Elisabetta Caterina
Giovannini translates the indications on staircases
in Book I of the Quattro libri dell architettura into
geometric rules and algorithms for parametric
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HBIM modelling. By analysing texts and draw-
ings, the study reconstructs the proportional re-
lationships between steps, supports, and central
voids. The study implements these relationships
in Dynamo, the visual programming environ-
ment integrated into Revit, which lets users build
algorithms by connecting graphical nodes without
writing code, automate operations, and generate
parametric models governed by geometric rules
and proportional relationships. The paper shows
the semi-automatic generation of six spiral and
oval staircase configurations, adaptable to different
dimensions. The research also examines 38 plans
from Book II, classifies the staircases they contain,
and compares them with the theoretical solutions.
The corpus analysed shows no spiral staircases with
a central newel, consistent with Palladio’s prefer-
ence for a central void that admits light. The main
contribution is to make Palladio’s proportional
rules explicit, verifiable and reusable, laying the
foundations for an HBIM library of architectural
elements for research and teaching. The method
creates a mediated protocol from the historical
source to the HBIM model: the treatise becomes
an operational basis for building adaptable, reus-
able digital elements. Modelling thus also takes on
an interpretive function, making the geometric
logic of Palladio’s staircases legible and verifiable.
Generative models, by contrast, lack proportion-
al intentionality. A shape grammar makes every
generative step explicit and verifiable; a diffusion
model leaves it implicit in the weights of a neural
network, inaccessible to inspection of the same
kind. The plausibility of a facade generated by a
contemporary model derives from the frequency
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CORPUS, LANGUAGE, DESIGN SPACE
The three levels introduced by the formalisation of Palladio’s system

Fig. 3. Historical corpus,
generative language and
design space. Graphic
elaboration by the author
based on data from Stiny
and Mitchell (1978b) and
Benros et al. (2012).
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DesicN space
all configurations obtainable by combining the rules

GENERATIVE LANGUAGE
configurations admitted by the grammar
e.g. 10 plans on a 3 x 3 grid; 220 on a 5 x 3 grid

HisToricaL corpus
villas designed by Palladio
9 in the original grammar

GENERATING IS NOT EVALUATING

The grammar describes what the
system can produce; the corpus
shows what Palladio chose to
produce.

The gap between the two sets is
the place of judgement: further,

declared criteria establish which
solutions are preferable.

rules — generation — evaluation —

selection

of similar patterns in the training data, not from
an explicit calculation that establishes proportion-
ality. The possible formalisations of a historical
corpus are potentially many, but each is declared
and refutable; the distribution learned by a model
is not. However, recent pipelines tend to reintro-
duce drawing as a constraint. Conditioning tech-
niques such as ControlNet let us guide a diffusion
model with edges, depth maps, or perspective lines
(Zhang et al., 2023): geometry returns upstream of
generation, and the model acts on rendering, not
structure. This development confirms, rather than
refutes, the thesis advanced here: traceability is re-
covered only when drawing precedes the image.

A 2025 experiment that used GPT-40 and Claude
3.5 Sonnet for the three-dimensional synthesis of
the Villa Rotonda and Palazzo Porto from the de-
scriptions in the Quattro libri shows that both sys-
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tems successfully generate the individual parts of
the building but struggle to assemble them accord-
ing to the required spatial relationships (Huang &
Haridis, 2025). The finding is telling: what is miss-
ing is not combinatorial capacity, but control over
relationships, which is precisely what a grammar
makes explicit. The dividing line therefore lies
elsewhere: in the capacity to motivate a devia-
tion from the rule as a response to a circumstance,
making it a traceable act of judgement rather than
a statistically plausible event.

Studies of Midjourney’s use in design practice,
such as Tan and Luhrs (2024), document how the
software accelerates ideation and enhances the ar-
chitect’s divergent and convergent thinking. The
generative model works as a mirror without heu-
ristics: it returns non-trivial combinations of its
training data, but without the question-and-answer
relationship that characterises heuristic discovery.
The reflection focuses on what we really lose: not
the gesture’s uniqueness, but the responsibility of
judgement. A systematic review published in 2026
on the use of generative Al as a conceptual partner
in architecture, conducted according to PRISMA
guidelines on forty studies published between 2015
and 2025, identifies a specific risk: not the replace-
ment of the graphic gesture, but the erosion of stu-
dents’ reflective engagement when Al acts as a sub-
stitute rather than as a partner in the ideation phase.
If it occurs, the loss is epistemic: responsibility for
judgement is silently delegated to a process that,
by its nature, cannot account for it (Stanimirovic
et al.,, 2026). The problem also has a properly dis-
ciplinary dimension. In the culture of heritage sur-
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NON Molto lungi dalle Gambarare foprala Erenta &la feguente fabrica delli Magnifici Si-
anori Nicolo,¢ Luigr de’ Fofeari. Quefta fabrica ¢ alzata da terra vndeci piedi,c forzo vi fono cuci-
ne,tinelli,c fimili luoghi, & ¢ fattain volto cofi di fopra comedifotro. Le ftanze maggiori hannoi
volu alti fecondo il primo modo delicaltezze d¢' volt. Le quadre haano i volti a copula:fopraica
merini vifono mezati: it volto della Saka ¢ 4 Crociera dimezo cerchio : la fuaimpolta ¢ tanto alra
da piano,quano ¢ larga la fala: laquale & ftara ornaradt eccellentifime pitture da Meffer Batrifta
Venetiano. ’ s

Metler Bateifta Franco grandiffimo difegnarore a nofiri tempi haucaancor eflo dato principio a
dipingere vna delle ttanze grandi,ma foprauenuro dalla morte ha falciata Yopera imperfetta.La log
g1a ¢ di ordine lonico:La Cornice gira intorno tutta la cafa,q fa frox:rq(g;c:o ropl'.‘_lll-l loggia, enclla
parte oppolta.Soto la Gronda vi & vn'altra cornice,che camina foprai f_rox}tc(pxcnzl_c cameredifo .
pra fono come mezati per laloro bafiezza,perche fono ale folo otto picdis

Fig. 4. A. Palladio, Villa
Foscari (“La Malcontenta”),
plan and elevation, I quattro
libri dell’architettura, Book
II, p. 50. Getty Research
Institute (public domain).
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vey and representation, a drawing’s documentary
value depends on declaring its sources, methods,
and degree of uncertainty, a principle the London
Charter has placed at the foundation of digital vi-
sualisation of cultural heritage (Denard, 2009). A
generated image that takes on the appearance of a
survey without being one produces evidence with-
out provenance: a risk all the more serious when
generative systems are used for conjectural recon-
structions.
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6. A critical protocol and a pedagogical inversion

What remains after this twofold deconstruction is
not a dismissal of the analogy between treatise and
algorithm, but a more precise rehabilitation of the
Palladian model. Palladio emerges as a historically
exemplary case study, in which rule, measure and
motivated variation coexist within a single docu-
mented corpus, and, today, as one of the most exten-
sively studied cases in computational research and
rule-based design. Its value for the present does not
lie in any claim to have anticipated artificial intel-
ligence, but in the clarity with which it shows where
a system of rules ends and where judgement begins.
On this basis, the proposal is to test a critical protocol
that evaluates generative systems according to their
capacity to accommodate licence and judgement,
ratherthanaccordingto the quantity ornovelty of the
variants they produce. The question to be asked of a
generative tool is therefore not how many plausible
solutions it can generate, but whether each solution
canbe related back to arule, measured against it,and,
where it departs from it, justified by a circumstance.
A protocol for the critical use of generative systems
should not assess outputs on the basis of their appar-
ent originality, which in a stochastic process may be
no more than an effect of sampling. It should assess
them on the possibility of reconstructing, after gen-
eration, a chain of reasons that justifies their adop-
tion: which data and instructions produced them,
which rule they respond to, which deviations they
introduce and who takes responsibility for accept-
ing them. This is the same principle of transparency
that the systematic review cited above identifies as
a necessary condition for Al to function as a gen-
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uine critical partner rather than as a substitute for
reflection (Stanimirovic et al., 2026). In operational
terms, the protocol can be organised into five crite-
ria (Fig. 5):

1

Provenance: declaration of the model and its
version, of the reference images or data, of
the prompts and of the generation parameters,
so that the process is repeatable. This decla-
ration is now also a legal obligation: the Eu-
ropean regulation on artificial intelligence re-
quires that content generated or manipulated
by Al be identifiable as such (Regulation (EU)
2024/1689, Art. 50).

Rule: explicit statement of the compositional
or proportional rule (module, order, type,
grid) against which the output is evaluated, so
that conformity is not judged on appearance.

Measure: metric and projective verification of
the output in plan, elevation and section, ac-
cording to Raphael’s criterion of the unfore-
shortened line, before any aesthetic evaluation.

Deviation: documentation of every accepted
deviation from the rule, with an indication of
the circumstance that motivates it; a devia-
tion that cannot be motivated is an error, not
alicence.

Responsibility: explicit attribution of the final
decision to an author, who answers for it as for
their own drawing.

The resulting pedagogical inversion reverses the se-
quence now most common in design studios. Rath-
er than starting with the generated image and then
rationalising it, students start with drawing: they
survey, redraw, and formalise the rules of a Palla-
dian case (module, order, grid, room proportions)
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and then use the generative system to produce vari-
ants for verification. What is assessed is not the im-
age, but the judgement dossier that accompanies
each accepted or rejected variant. In this sequence,
Al does not replace the reflective phase but makes it
more demanding, serving as a sparring partner rath-
er than a substitute (Stanimirovic et al., 2026). Palla-
dianist intends to build its own experimentation on
this model.

Conclusions

Generative Al does not threaten the traditional
design method: it forces it, for the first time with
comparable clarity, to declare what it has always
been. The path followed here has gone through a
deliberately uncomfortable sequence: recognis-
ing in Palladio a system of rules comparable to a
curated dataset, already formalised as a generative
grammar in 1978; isolating in module and order
a mechanism quantifiable within its own combi-
natorial space; halting the analogy exactly at the
point where it ceases to hold, licence: a point that
today also finds empirical confirmation, both in
the difficulty multimodal models have in govern-
ing the spatial relationships of a Palladian building
and in the decline of students’ reflective engage-
ment when Al replaces, rather than supports, the
ideation phase. From Alberti’s lineamenta to Stiny
and Mitchell’s computational formalisation of Pal-
ladio’s rules, through the experiments with mul-
timodal models on the Villa Rotonda and Palazzo
Porto, the same confirmation emerges: it is not the
complexity of the rule system, but the traceability
of motivated deviation, that distinguishes classical

INTBAU ITALIA
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A CRITICAL PROTOCOL FOR GENERATIVE SYSTEMS

Frve criteria to make ]'udgement inspectable

x 2 3 4 5

Provenance Rule Measure Deviation Responsibility
Where does it come Against which rule? Is it measurable? Is the deviation Who answers for it?
Srom¢ module, order, type,  checked in plan, motivated? an author signs the
model, version, grid declared elevation and every accepted decision as their
data, prompts, before judgement section: the deviation is tied to a own drawing
parameters; Al Act, unforeshortened circumstance

Art. 50

PEDAGOGICAL INVERSION

line

Survey and redrawing — Formalising the rule — Generating variants — Verification against the

protocol — Judgement dossier

Fig. 5. The five-criterion
critical protocol and the
sequence of the pedagogical
inversion. Graphic
elaboration by the author.
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method from algorithmic calculation. This trace-
ability is the critical guarantee on which a disen-
chanted, but not defeatist, use of generative Al in
architecture can be built. At a time when access to
information is growing faster than the capacity to
interpret it, Palladianist asserts the role of scientific
research, drawing and design culture as essential
tools for shaping the future. Digitising heritage
or automating processes is not enough: we must
build cultural models that can govern technologi-
cal transformation without renouncing historical
depth, the complexity of thought, or the responsi-
bility of design. The contemporary challenge is not
to choose between tradition and innovation, but to
found a new authority of knowledge in the age of
artificial intelligence. From this perspective, Palla-
dianist intends to operate as a critical, editorial, and
scientific platform dedicated to building a future of
digital awareness, in which technology once again
becomes an instrument of culture, not a substitute
for thought.
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