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1. Hyperlinked navigation in The Digital Piranesi (http://digitalpiranesi.org) on G.B. Piranesi’s Pianta di Roma showing 
“Avanzo del Portico di Filippo,” from Antichità Romane, in Opere, vol. 1, plate II and vol. 4, plate XLVI (Original images 
courtesy of The Irvin Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, University Libraries, Columbia, University of South 
Carolina, NE 662.P5 A2,  Department of Digital Collections).



Although Piranesi has enjoyed enduring interna-
tional fame, the vast majority of his works remain 
difficult for students and researchers to access, both 
practically and intellectually. Digital scans of his 
images are available, but often in low resolution 
and without comprehensive metadata.1 With few 
exceptions, Piranesi’s written texts have not been 
translated.2 Although widely known as an innova-
tive visual artist, he was also a prolific author who 
creatively combined words and images. Pushing 
against the limits of the printed page and the bound 
book, Piranesi cross-referenced detailed maps with 
annotated images and wrote architectural and ar-
chaeological treatises with accompanying etchings 
that express his verbal arguments through visual 
means. His words appear in Italian, Latin, French 
and English, as typeset text and engraved script. To 
interpret Piranesi’s works therefore requires under-
standing how they move across languages, genres, 
media, and disciplines.
In our collaborative project, the Digital Piranesi 
(http://digitalpiranesi.org), we account for the mul-
timedial and multilingual nature of Piranesi’s works 
through new methods of digital scholarship and pub-
lication. We offer an enhanced digital edition of Pira-
nesi’s works based on the complete 29 volume set of 
his Opere published by Didot (1835–39) housed in 
the Irvin Department of Rare Books and Special Col-
lections at the University of South Carolina. Inter-
pretive commentary in the form of essays, metadata, 
hyperlinked notes, and further adaptations in diverse 
media (animation, virtual reality) invite readers to 
encounter Piranesi’s books in new ways. Our project 
makes Piranesi’s major works available in an open-ac-
cess, interactive, and searchable digital edition. We 
argue that digital remediation highlights the ways 
Piranesi used print to connect two fundamentally 
different spatial modalities: the continuous figural 
space of the image and the textual space of language, 
annotation, and reference. We explore these themes 
most directly in our creative transformation of the 

digital edition into the immersive, three-dimensional 
space of virtual reality. Across these various sites—the 
word, the image, the page, the volume, the website, 
and the virtual environment—Piranesi’s works re-
main profoundly interdisciplinary, crossing bound-
aries between the arts and sciences, old and new me-
dia, and historical study and creative arts.

Piranesi’s Words: Transcription and Translation

This collection presents an immense number of 
texts that vary widely in genre, subject matter, and 
presentation (Fig. 2). While Piranesi primarily con-
sidered himself an architect, signing his name “Pi-
ranesi architetto” [the architect Piranesi], he also 
emphasised his authorial role in printmaking when 
his signatures included the phrase “presso l’autore” 
[available from the author]. One goal of the tran-
slations in our project is to shed light on Piranesi’s 
status and self-conception as an author.3 Piranesi 
relied on the labour and expertise of others—en-
gravers, scholars, printers, and patrons—to produ-
ce his sumptuous volumes. Our project is similarly 
collaborative, drawing on the knowledge of multi-
ple authors to translate Piranesi’s works. We have 
transcribed, translated, and published the texts and 
images of the Vedute di Roma. The next phase of the 
project includes the translation of all four volumes 
of the Antichità Romane in addition to the Prima 
Parte di Architetture e Prospettive, Varie Vedute, and 
Trofei d’Augusto. Together, these volumes account 
for the translation of about one-third of Piranesi’s 
total written works, a significant step toward our 
larger goal to publish his major works in English.
Piranesi’s circuitous syntax, use of period- and di-
scipline-specific terminology, combination of Ro-
man and Venetian vernaculars, and visual approach 
to argumentation can be challenging for readers. 
Our translation renders Piranesi’s works accessible 
to specialist and non-specialist English-speaking 
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audiences. Our project includes critical essays on 
the Vedute di Roma, many of which discuss Pirane-
si’s terminology and etymological or cultural con-
texts. Within such a large corpus, even the shor-
test paratextual elements carry great significance: 
the titles of Piranesi’s works, which condition our 
understanding of them, have been translated in 
ways that sometimes overlook his interventions in 
traditional visual genres and his use of images to 
make arguments. For example, he often begins his 
titles of images with the phrase “Dimostrazione in 
grande.” In the fourth volume of his Antichità Ro-
mane, Piranesi’s “Dimostrazione in grande di alcune 
delle parti doriche del primo ordine del Teatro di 
Marcello” shows architectural details from a Doric 
column. The English title given in the most thor- 
ough catalogue of Piranesi’s works is “Details of the 
Doric order of the Theater of Marcellus.”4 While 
this translation conveys the essence of the title, it 
elides the particular meanings of “Dimostrazione” 

and overlooks the significance of “in grande.” The 
“dimostrazione” is a specific type of image—di-
stinct from the “veduta” [view], “spaccato” [cross-
section], “pianta” [plan, map], or “elevazione” [ele-
vation]—and “in grande” [close-up] foregrounds 
Piranesi’s tendency to manipulate perspective and 
scale in order to argue visually for Roman magnifi-
cence. So as to capture Piranesi’s commitment to his 
own creative input and his foregrounding of visual 
distortions, we propose “Close-up reconstruction 
of some of the Doric elements of the first order of 
the Theater of Marcellus” as an English title for this 
image, and we have made similar choices about the 
many other images that include this phrase. What is 
also overlooked in translating Piranesi’s image titles 
are the roles and functions of images and how they 
were categorised and understood in the eighteenth 
century across different fields including architec- 
ture, visual culture, natural philosophy, carto-
graphy, antiquarianism, archaeology, interior desi-
gn, and print culture.
Creating metadata, another important element of 
the project, is also a form of translation—from Ita-
lian to English, print to digital media, and visual 
image to verbal description (Fig. 2). Custom meta-
data fields such as page design, engraved and type-
set text, and perspective address the unique visual 
features of Piranesi’s etchings and raise theoretical 
issues about the translatability of images and the 
limitations of language to interpret visual objects 
that Piranesi’s word-image composites deliberately 
complicate.5 The addition of full-page transcrip-
tions and translations for his annotated images, 
such as the Vedute di Roma, and the inclusion of 
hyperlinked notes in the body of the text for Pirane-
si’s typeset prefaces and explanatory indices, such as 
those from the Antichità Romane, will further pro-
vide descriptions of specific terms and visual ele-
ments, in addition to linking Piranesi’s networks of 
references across the Opere.
Our translations preserve the unique qualities of Pi-
ranesi’s prose, while also maintaining the original ar-
rangement of image and text. We began with Pirane-
si’s annotated views of Rome—the words whose loss 
Heather Hyde Minor recounts and restores.6 These 
captions, in the information and theory that they 
convey as well as the methods of reading and viewing 
that they require, resemble other patterns of reference 
or annotation: the cross-references (renvois) of Denis 
Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 
and the footnotes and endnotes that proliferate in 

2. G.B. Piranesi, Veduta dell’anfiteatro Flavio, detto il Colosseo, 
from Vedute di Roma, in Opere, vol. 17, transcription and 
translation as metadata in The Digital Piranesi (Original im-
age courtesy of The Irvin Department of Rare Books and 
Special Collections, University Libraries, Columbia, Uni-
versity of South Carolina, NE 662.P5 A2. Department of 
Digital Collections).
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eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century 
print. Movement between the aesthetic immersion 
of Piranesi’s images and the objective information 
offered in their annotations, or between the images’ 
perspectival distortions and their captions’ historical 
conjectures, suggests particular methods of creating 
and sharing knowledge. Translations are additional-
ly keyed into the website’s search functions, which 
permits users to further visualise all of Piranesi’s ima-
ges of a particular space, embodying the movement 
between image, text, and book. This access to his 
written texts and the oscillation between reading and 
viewing that it facilitates call attention to Piranesi’s 
striking combinations of word and image, of infor-
mation and art.
Figure 1 shows how our hyperlinked annotations and 
translations work in the context of one of Piranesi’s 
annotated maps. The “Pianta di Roma” from the first 
volume of Antichità Romane contains over 300 anno-
tations. Hovering over any single annotation in the 
digital version of this map allows readers observe the 
title, transcription, and Piranesi’s references to addi-
tional images all at once. The digital annotation for 
the Portico of Philip, located at number 95, contains 
hyperlinks to two plans of the monument: one in the 
fourth volume of the Antichità Romane and the other 
from the Campus Martius volume. From this webpa-
ge readers can move to Piranesi’s vast constellation of 
citations within and outside the individual volume 
where this densely referential map appears.7

The Digital Piranesi presumes that image annota-
tions matter for their content and form. It is not 
only the architectural view that Piranesi litters 
with references. His maps, including the “Pianta di 
Roma” from Antichità Romane (Fig. 1), employ re-
ferences that lead from cartographic image to index 
to view, many of which are themselves annotated. In 
tracing this system of references, John Wilton-Ely 
and Minor emphasise the order it establishes and 
the complexity that threatens to undermine that or-
der.8 Additionally, Peter Miller and John Pinto have 
highlighted the significance of Piranesi’s lengthy 
captions in archaeological images from Antichità 
Romane and his final work on Paestum.9 But even 
the brief captions in the Vedute di Roma signal Pi-
ranesi’s multimedia methods of constructing and 
disseminating knowledge.
His “Veduta del Pantheon d’Agrippa” thoroughly 
intertwines image and text (Fig. 3). As Wilton-Ely 
observes of its caption, “Piranesi the antiquarian 
summarises the building history while Piranesi the 

artist illustrates the visual results.”10 This word-im-
age hybrid encourages its beholders to read and to 
look. It is one of the most heavily annotated images 
in the Vedute di Roma. The undulating but appar-
ently weighty sides of the banderole insist on the 
mingling of text and image. The syntax of its anno-
tations also interweaves material evidence and Pira-
nesi’s architectural theory. While Piranesi’s captions 
often take the form of lists, this key makes Piranesi’s 
argument about Agrippa’s construction of the tem-
ple and pronaos arise from a beholder’s movement 
between image and text.  This style of annotation 
edges towards the narrative captions that, in  his 
interior view of the Pantheon (Fig. 4), convey his 
most conjectural ideas. In our digital rendering of 
this caption, which is not keyed to any details in 
the image, we provide the text above the image. As 
an artist and, as Carolyn Yerkes and Minor show, 
a bookmaker, Piranesi had a range of options for 
presenting written text as part of his images, whose  
production process he controlled, or as typeset text, 
which he outsourced to printers with a letterpress. 
He also chose, at different points in his career, 
whether annotations would appear as trompe l’œil 
banners or stones within his images or as captions 
outside their visual frames.11 At any point in his ca-
reer, this design choice raises questions about Pi-
ranesi’s various uses of image and text to present 
evidence, and it encourages different types of en-
gagement with his etchings.
The smaller views of his Antichità Romane use a dif-
ferent method to stake his claim that Agrippa over-

3. G.B. Piranesi, Veduta del Pantheon d’Agrippa, from Vedute 
di Roma, in Opere, vol. 17, full and detail (Original image 
courtesy of The Irvin Department of Rare Books and Spe-
cial Collections, University Libraries, Columbia, University 
of South Carolina, NE 662.P5 A2. Department of Digital 
Collections).
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saw the construction of the Pantheon in its entire-
ty, but in different stages. Letters are keyed to the 
map’s index, which appears across multiple pages of 
typeset text. Beginning with those images, a viewer 
who might be compelled to decode their annotations 
would be lost. Seeing the “Pianta di Roma,” a viewer 
who is willing to become a reader of its index might 
make the journey from the pages of the index to 
these views. But as Minor has observed, the journey 
that this volume plans for its users is one that “all 
but the most intrepid and dogged lovers of antiquity 
would give up on.”12 Digital annotations condense 
this journey in ways that clarify but alter Piranesi’s 
presentation of information, representing visual ev-
idence and verbal argument in one densely-packed 
multimedia page (Fig. 1). 
In the different annotation styles these images use, 
Piranesi’s method of visual argumentation becomes 
visible.13 Images are said to “demonstrate”14 the ar-
gument: they are proof which reveals the error of 
“modern writers”15 in their false attribution of the 
portico of the Pantheon. Piranesi describes the work 
of images as active agents by employing verbs such as 
dimostrare, spiegare, vedere, discernere, and conservare. 

Through prints, he asserts, we are able to “preserve”16 
and “better understand”17 the ancient past. The tran-
slation from Italian and Latin into English renders 
Piranesi’s arguments more accessible to modern En-
glish speakers, while his combination of image and 
text insists on his visual, diagrammatic methods of 
argumentation.
Unlike the tortuous itinerary plotted out in the 
“Pianta di Roma” from Antichità Romane or, for that 
matter, the chains of references throughout other ear-
ly modern texts, Piranesi’s annotated images invite 
his viewers into the world of knowledge-production 
within a single visual field. Piranesi’s referential 
networks require interactions with print media that 
have much to reveal about knowledge, objectivity, 
and the imagination in the eighteenth century. His 
annotations generate effects that resemble the twen-
ty-first century forms of hypermediation that, as Jay 
David Bolter and David Grusin have argued, can be 
seen as “manifestations” of “the desire to get past the 
limits of representation and to achieve the real.”18 His 
annotations are verbal mediations of Rome’s monu-
ments that attempt to bring its historical past or, for 
tourists back home, its distant monuments into rea-
ch. Breaking art’s illusions seems, in Piranesi’s hands, 
to make Rome real. 
Piranesi’s works thus anticipate or predict the ele-
ments of digital media that our enhanced edition 
brings to them, highlighting continuities between 
text and hypertext. Printed books were especially 
good at reproducing images, and, therefore, ideas 
could be represented in the form of abstract visual 
diagrams. From the sixteenth century on, Walter 
Ong has argued, “spatial constructs and models were 
becoming increasingly critical in intellectual devel- 
opment.”19 By the eighteenth century, such models 
often took the form of diagrams. John Bender and 
Michael Marrinan describe the diagram as a repre-
sentational object, an “array [that] bundles … data 
in visual catalogues  ... of dispersed information.”20 
Sometimes diagrams reproduce through perspective 
the three-dimensional Euclidean space of the viewer’s 
embodied environment, but diagrams are also de-
signed to extend beyond embodied perception to 
make full use of the page’s expressive capabilities and 
to represent simultaneously other more abstract and 
conceptual relations among objects.
Like many plates of the Encyclopédie, Piranesi renders 
his subjects using traditional perspective, and he also 
peppers his image with annotations that call atten-
tion to important features while situating each image 

4. G.B. Piranesi, Veduta interna del Pantheon, from Vedute di 
Roma, in Opere, vol. 17 (Original image courtesy of The Irvin 
Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Univer-
sity Libraries, Columbia, University of South Carolina. NE 
662.P5 A2. Department of Digital Collections).
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within an intertextual field. As a consequence, his 
annotated images function as diagrams in the sense 
that Bender and Marrinan propose works that violate 
physical and visual continuity in order to better vi-
sualise processual or logical continuity.
Hypermedia theorists George P. Landow and Paul 
Delany define hypertext “as the use of the computer 
to transcend the linear, bounded and fixed qualities 
of the traditional written text. Unlike the static form 
of the book, a hypertext can be composed, and read, 
non-sequentially; it is a variable structure, composed 
of blocks of text … and the electronic links that join 
them.”21 These phrases also describe how Piranesi 
uses print diagrammatically to organise and display 
information within images and captions and across 
pages and volumes. His views and maps include keys 
that anticipate the hyperlink, his architectural studies 
often consist of multiple layered images that resem-
ble digital tabs or windows, and, we will conclude, 
his interior views are immersive in ways that suggest 
virtual reality.22 The Digital Piranesi shares his works, 
making them accessible through translations from 
one language, and one medium, to another. 

Virtual Piranesi: The Re-Spatialisation of Piranesi’s 
Works

The Virtual Piranesi project represents an innova-
tive approach to historic site interpretation, as well 
as supplementing traditional methods of art histo-
ry while rendering rare, immersive works of art in 
an accessible virtual experience. The Virtual Pira-
nesi, in short, recreates and re-interprets Piranesi’s 
original immersive two-dimensional views through 
interactive virtual reality. Part multi-player video- 
game, part art history lesson, and part wearable mu-
seum, the Virtual Piranesi elaborates and extends 
elements of Piranesi’s original engravings in ways 
that point to both the future and the history of im-
mersive design. Users don virtual reality headsets 
and discover hidden annotations in a multi-user ex-
perience within the Pantheon. The user-determined 
order of the annotations reveals Piranesi’s accounts 
of the construction of the monument through an 
interactive game-like logic that unfolds differently 
for each player.
Piranesi’s deeply engaging views create the sensation 
that users are enveloped by large, imposing archi-
tectural spaces rich in visual detail and historical 
information. Capitalising on these elements of his 

works, the Virtual Piranesi also benefits from the ar-
chitectural plans he and his son Francesco produced 
of the Pantheon in particular, which serve as the 
building blocks for features of our three-dimension-
al models. Using Blender, a free and open-source 
software for three-dimensional design, developers 
arranged Francesco’s cross-sections to create a scale 
reference to begin building the digital model.23 We 
then used a three-dimensional digital scan of the 
current Pantheon, courtesy of the Bern Digital Pan-
theon Project under the direction of Gerd Grass-
hoff, Michael Heinzelmann, and Markus Wäfler of 
Bern University to construct our base three-dimen-
sional model (Fig. 5). Instead of reproducing the 
monument as it stands now or, for that matter, as 
it was in Piranesi’s day, our virtual Pantheon repro-
duces Piranesi’s particular vision of this structure by 
hand, with his slightly exaggerated proportions and 
informative, contentious annotations. Just as Pira-
nesi’s version of Rome blends reality with creativity, 
so, too, does our rendition emphasise this combi-
nation. The virtual experience mimics features of 
Piranesi’s original engravings and immerses users in 
both an artistically created historical space and the 
printed details of informative images.
Once inside the virtual experience, users can begin 
to explore Piranesi’s Pantheon (Fig. 6). A digital in-
terface tablet, its design inspired by the illusionistic 
scrolls Piranesi often included in his engravings, 
provides additional contextual information. With 
a tablet in hand, users will notice large alphabetic 
markers integrated into the visual landscape. These 
virtual annotation markers, derived from the orig-
inal captions to Piranesi’s views of the Pantheon 
in his Antichità Romane and Vedute di Roma, en-

5. View inside Blender, an open-source software used for 
building three-dimensional structures. Once the Bern digital 
scan is aligned to Francesco’s orthographic illustrations, they 
are removed and the digital structure is visually shaped by 
hand to match the engravings.
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courage users to discover and learn more about 
the space. Similar to Piranesi’s captions, the vir-
tual annotations provide structural and historical 
information about the Pantheon. For example, an 
annotation discussing a general observation about 
the Pantheon may state the following as an audio 
excerpt while the tablet displays a historical image 
of the Pantheon paired alongside a more modern 
image: 

The Pantheon is, according to the ancient authorities, 
among the most splendid of buildings from antiquity, and 
the only monument that has remained mostly intact.

Drawn from Piranesi’s captions, some virtual anno-
tations are more contentious than others, such as the 
audio for an annotation about the lost caryatids:

In any discussion of this building, the issue of the cary-
atids cannot be left out. They were sculpted by Diogenes 
of Athens, as Pliny explains in Book 36 of the Natural 
History. But, in order to satisfy the supposed ‘scholars,’ 
I will not only analyse this text but also elucidate my in-
numerable observations in my drawings of the Pantheon.

Piranesi described his motivation for depicting Ro-
man ruins by saying, in the dedication to his Antichi-
tà Romane, that he wanted to “conservarli col mezzo 
delle stampe” [preserve them by means of prints].24 
While his theories are often inaccurate, they offer 
clues for the reconstruction of altered historical ar-
chitectural spaces and dramatise the ongoing process 
of historical interpretation.25 The dichotomy be-
tween fact and opinion in his annotations, as they 
are rendered in the virtual project, places the user in 
control of the story they wish to believe. A personal 
narrative forms based on the number of annotations 
a user locates and the order in which they are found, 
in ways that parallel the non-linear reading and view-
ing processes that Piranesi’s hypertextual networks of 
annotation create. 
Another point of enhanced immersion for the user 
is the use of spatial audio. Piranesi’s etchings are not 
solitary experiences; they are full of people and ani-
mals interacting with each other, breathing life into 
each plate. Through careful digital illustration, Pira-
nesi’s staffage figures, animals and objects have been 
enhanced to provide adequate resolution for life-size 
interaction. As the user approaches an engraved per-
son, they will be able to eavesdrop on a contempo-
rary conversation. For example, upon approaching a 
group of tourists, the user will overhear them con-
sult their guidebook on where to go after seeing the 
Pantheon. They consult Giuseppe Vasi’s Itinerario 
(1763), which says Piazza Navona is next on their 
route. But first, as we glean from the annotation to 
the “Pescaria” [fish market] in the “Veduta della Piaz-
za della Rotonda,” they must eat—the pleasant smell 
of grilled fish makes them hungry! Another conversa-
tion overheard may be between a Roman and a Tus-
can as they read the inscriptions on Raphael’s tomb 

6. User navigation and spatial-audio interaction in the Virtu-
al Piranesi. Special attention is given to the user’s experience, 
which includes an interactive interface tablet that aids in the 
discovery of annotations. Additional context for the user’s 
experience is provided through spatial-audio interaction with 
figures from the engravings. 
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and proceed to argue about whether Raphael was re-
ally equal to the ancients, and whether Michelangelo 
was a better artist. Spatial soundscapes rise and fade 
based on the user’s location relative to each illustrated 
person or group. In addition, multiple soundscapes 
designed to capture the vibrancy of everyday life—
footsteps, animals, low chatter in Italian, French, En-
glish, and Latin—provide the background ambiance 
of Piranesi’s world. 

Conclusion

Through translations of media and languages, and 
by using the features of digital media that Piranesi’s 
works seem to anticipate, our project brings them to 
wider audiences. In doing so, similarities and distinc- 
tions between annotation and hypertext or immer-
sive etchings and virtual reality can refocus critical 
attention on the printed media of Piranesi’s worlds.26
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