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TEXTUAL TRANSMISSION AND PICTORIAL TRANSFORMATIONS: 
THE POSTCRUSADE IMAGE OF THE DOME OF THE ROCK 

IN ITALY

For many historians, the story of Italy’s relation to the 
Dome of the Rock (fig. 1) only begins in the late fif-
teenth century, with the printing of illustrated guide-
books. In particular, the eyewitness representation of 
the Dome of the Rock—labeled the Temple of Solomon 
(Templum Salamonis) in Erhard Reuwich’s panoramic 
woodcut illustrating Bernhard von Breydenbach’s Per-
egrinatio in Terram Sanctam (Mainz, 1486)—is singled 
out as the starting point for a new realism in relation 
to the architecture of Jerusalem (fig. 2).1 In an often-
cited article of 1970 on representations of the Temple 
of Jerusalem in European painting before 1500, Carol 
Krinsky argued that before such pictorial realism in 
Northern Renaissance art there had not been any rep-
resentations of the Dome of the Rock in Europe.2 Some 
dissenters have since recognized that the pervasive asso-
ciation of the Dome of the Rock with the Temple of 
Solomon may have caused Italian painters to depict 
the Temple as a polygonal centralized building,3 as in 
Duccio di Buoninsegna’s fourteenth-century depiction 
of the Entry into Jerusalem (fig. 3), or Pietro Perugino’s 
fifteenth-century Consignment of the Keys to St. Peter 
(fig. 4)—both of which predate the publication of Brey-
denbach’s Peregrinatio.4 But the overwhelming majority 
of scholars have followed Krinsky’s lead in maintaining 
that such images of the Temple derived from Byzantine 
workshop tradition or the Renaissance notion of the 
“ideal temple,” as in Raphael’s Marriage of the Virgin 
(fig. 5).5 

Curiously, Richard Krautheimer’s famous theory of 
the conceptual rather than optical imitation of archi-
tectural form, first established in 1942 in his “Introduc-
tion to an ‘Iconography of Medieval Architecture,’ ” 
played no role in Krinsky’s theory.6 Krautheimer’s 

iconography, formulated in reference to the  Anastasis 
( Resurrection) Rotunda of the Holy Sepulcher in 
 Jerusalem (figs. 6–8) but easily extended to any famous 
building in the medieval period, might have explained 
how these pictorial representations of the Temple as a 
polygonal building could refer to the Dome of the Rock 
without immediately resembling it. 

Krinsky and Krautheimer nonetheless agreed upon 
one important point: descriptions of the buildings of 
Jerusalem found in pilgrimage accounts evinced a level 
of imprecision and confusion typical of the lack of 
mimetic realism that pervaded all media in the medi-
eval period—text, pictorial representations, and built 
architecture. Krinsky took this idea of medieval confu-
sion to the extreme, arguing that pilgrimage accounts 
were so unclear that artists could not have learned any-
thing from them.7 She characterized the European rela-
tion to the Dome of the Rock in this period in terms 
of uncertainty and misunderstanding vis-à-vis the true 
religious and historical identity of the Islamic monu-
ment. Krinsky’s insistence that the Dome of the Rock 
was never represented in European painting before 
the realism of Northern Renaissance art, combined 
with  Krautheimer’s focus on the centralized Anastasis 
Rotunda as the preeminent architectural model in medi-
eval Europe, has obscured the possibility of references to 
the Dome of the Rock in post-Crusade  Italian visual cul-
ture.8 Illustrations of both the Dome of the Rock and the 
Holy  Sepulcher appear in the Libro d’Oltramare (liter-
ally Book of Beyond the Sea, published in translation as 
A Voyage Beyond the Seas), the Holy Land guidebook of 
Niccolò da Poggibonsi, who made his journey between 
1346 and 1350 (figs. 9–12).9  Modern scholars, including 
Kraut heimer and Krinsky, have been unaware of these 
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Fig. 1. The Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem. (Photo: Kathryn Blair Moore)

Fig. 2. Erhard Reuwich, Jerusalem (detail). From Bernhard von Breydenbach, Peregrinatio in Terram Sanctam (Mainz, 
1486). (Photo: courtesy of The Jewish National and University Library and The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Dept. of 
Geography, Historic Cities Research Project)    
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Fig. 3. Duccio di Buoninsegna, Entry into Jerusalem. Panel from the back of the Maestà. Museo dell’Opera Metropolitana, 
Siena. (Photo: Scala/Art Resource, N.Y.)

Fig. 4. Pietro Perugino, Consignment of the Keys to St. Peter. The Sistine Chapel, Vatican.  (Photo: courtesy of the Vatican 
Museums)
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like the majority of Europeans, had knowledge of the 
appearance of the Holy Land primarily through a com-
bination of verbal descriptions and pictorial precedents. 
Pilgrims like Niccolò da Poggibonsi described the archi-
tectural features of the Dome of the Rock—referred to 
as the Templum Domini—in connection with the Bib-
lical events associated with the building, including 
Christ’s entry into Jerusalem and the Virgin’s marriage 
to Joseph.10 These were the scenes that Italian artists like 
Duccio (fig. 3) and Raphael (fig. 5) depicted in narra-
tive painting.11 

In addition to exploring how Italians knew about 
the appearance of the Dome of the Rock before the 
 publication of Breydenbach’s Peregrinatio, I would 
also like to suggest that the Italian reception of the 
image of the Dome of the Rock in this period was sig-
nificantly informed by the politics of the Crusades. By 
the beginning of the eleventh century, many Chris-
tian pilgrims believed that the Dome of the Rock had 
been built by either Solomon or a Byzantine emperor 
rather than by an Umayyad caliph, ʿAbd al-Malik 
(r. 685–705), in the seventh century.12 But the idea that 
the Dome of the Rock and the Aqsa Mosque on the 
Temple Mount in Jerusalem were Christian  buildings 

illustrations, which provide an opportunity to reevalu-
ate the question of the instrumental role of pilgrimage 
accounts in relation to pictorial representations of the 
Dome of the Rock in Italy.

I would like to suggest that before the advent of the 
illustrated printed guidebook, the visualization of the 
Dome of the Rock in Italy emerged from—and was 
mediated by—texts written by European travelers to 
Jerusalem. The anonymous artists who illustrated the 
manuscript versions of Niccolò da Poggibonsi’s Holy 
Land guidebook in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies worked not from an immediate knowledge of 
the appearance of Jerusalem but instead from a pic-
torial tradition formulated in conjunction with a pil-
grim’s textual description. The eyewitness encounter 
of the German artist Erhard Reuwich with the Dome of 
the Rock in Jerusalem was unprecedented and would 
remain exceptional. Before this point, Italian artists, 

Fig. 6. Major monuments of Crusader Jerusalem. (Plan: 
Kathryn Blair Moore)

Fig. 5. Raffaello Sanzio, Marriage of the Virgin. Pinacoteca 
di Brera, Milan. (Photo: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, N.Y.)



the post-crusade image of the dome of the rock in italy 55

that had been perversely transgressed by Muslim idola-
ters only became prevalent in the late eleventh cen-
tury, as a result of the propaganda campaign leading 
up to the First  Crusade.13 At the sermon of Clermont in 
1095, Pope Urban II described how Muslims had des-
ecrated the Lord’s sanctuary in Jerusalem by erecting 
images of their gods in the Templum Domini.14 Dur-
ing the occupation of Jerusalem from 1099 to 1187, the 
Christian Crusaders claimed the Dome of the Rock as 
one of the preeminent churches of the Latin Kingdom 
of Jerusalem, and chroniclers celebrated the slaughter 
of the idol-worshipers who had defiled the Templum 
Domini.15 The image of the Dome of the Rock entered 
the Italian architectural imagination through this lens, 
and the use of the image continued to be entangled with 
the politics of the possession of Jerusalem through the 
Counter-Reformation period.16

Undoubtedly, politics and mimesis go hand-in-hand 
throughout the history of the Dome of the Rock. This 
story could easily be extended back to the building’s ini-
tial construction at the end of the seventh century, and 
the religiously and politically charged  appropriation of 
the most recognizable features of the nearby Anasta-
sis Rotunda of the Holy Sepulcher by the Muslim con-

Fig. 7. The south façade of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, Jerusalem. (Photo: Kathryn Blair Moore)

Fig. 8. Interior of the Anastasis Rotunda with the Aedicule, 
Church of the Holy Sepulcher, Jerusalem. (Photo: Kathryn 
Blair Moore) 
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tions were affixed inside and out, perhaps even literally 
masking the original Arabic inscriptions.19 The actions 
of the Christian Crusaders suggest a politically moti-
vated project to suppress signs of the Islamic identity of 
the building. The physical transformation of the Dome 
of the Rock into a Latin Christian church was the first 
stage in an ongoing process of translation that would 
ultimately culminate in the pictorial representations of 
the building as a Sienese-style Temple on the back of 
the Maestà (fig. 3) or a Roman-style Temple in the Sis-
tine Chapel (fig. 4).20 Rather than reading the history 
of the Dome of the Rock’s relation to Italy in terms of 
failure (i.e., confusion, misidentification) until the suc-

querors of Jerusalem.17 The story could likewise be 
applied to the twentieth century, and the use of the 
image of the Dome of the Rock in Palestinian textiles, 
on Israeli postcards, and in mosques in contemporary 
Germany.18 To presume that in the premodern period a 
lack of technological sophistication or accuracy of rep-
resentation corresponded to a general state of medieval 
confusion fails to account for the sophistication with 
which Western Christians first appropriated the Dome 
of the Rock in the period of the Latin Kingdom of Jeru-
salem (1099–1187). During this time, an altar covered 
the rock, paintings of Christ and the Virgin—anath-
ema to Muslims—were hung inside, and Latin inscrip-

Fig. 9. The Temple of Solomon. From Niccolò da Poggi-
bonsi, Libro d’Oltramare. Florence, Biblioteca Nazionale 
Centrale, Ms. II. IV. 101, fol. 20v. By kind permission of 
the Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali della Repub-
blica Italiana/Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze. 
(Photo: courtesy of the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di 
Firenze)

Fig. 10. The Temple of Solomon. From Niccolò da  Poggibonsi, 
Libro d’Oltramare. Florence, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, 
Ms. Panciatichi 78, fol. 31v. By kind permission of the 
Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali della Repub-
blica Italiana/Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze.  
(Photo: courtesy of the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di 
Firenze) 
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after the reconquest in 1187. From chroniclers we learn 
that by 1114–15 Augustinian canons had covered and 
enclosed the Rock with an altar. Contemporary Mus-
lims in Jerusalem recorded the offending presence of 
images of holy figures like Christ and Mary in the Tem-
plum Domini, as well as a cross above the dome.22 The 
Dome of the Rock was formally dedicated as a church in 
1141, and it was probably at this time that the inscrip-
tions—as well as the ironwork screen encircling the 
Rock—were added.23 The inscriptions, consisting of 
Biblical passages and liturgical readings, asserted the 
Christian identity of the Templum Domini and were 
apparently found on both the interior and exterior of 
the building. Two contemporaries, John of Würzburg 

cess of realistic images in Northern art, as in Breyden-
bach’s Peregrinatio (fig. 2), we might instead consider 
with what success the myth of the Christian identity 
of the building persisted in Italy through the sixteenth 
century.21

FROM JERUSALEM TO ITALY: THE DOME OF 
THE ROCK IN CRUSADER CHRONICLES AND 

PILGRIMAGE ACCOUNTS

Chronicles written by Crusaders in Jerusalem during 
the period of the Latin Kingdom are the only records of 
the many changes made to the appearance of the Dome 
of the Rock, which were entirely eradicated by Saladin 

Fig. 11. The Temple of Solomon. From Niccolò da Poggi-
bonsi, Libro d’Oltramare. Florence, Biblioteca Nazio nale 
Centrale, Ms. Panciatichi 79, fol. 35r. By kind permission of 
the Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali della Repub-
blica Italiana/Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze. 
(Photo: courtesy of the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di 
Firenze)

Fig. 12. The Temple of Solomon. From Niccolò da Poggi-
bonsi, Libro d’Oltramare. The Spencer Collection, The New 
York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, 
Ms. Spencer 62, fol. 42r. (Photo: courtesy of The New York 
Public Library)
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and Theoderich—both writing in the 1170s—recorded 
their content, including, for instance, “This is the house 
of God solidly built,” and “Well founded is the house 
of God above the firm rock” (Matthew 7:25), perhaps 
chosen to allude to the Rock itself.24

 Theoderich’s account of the Templum Domini also 
included an extensive description of the major archi-
tectural features of the Dome of the Rock. He explained 
how the building was situated on an upper court above 
a lower court, and could be accessed by steps leading up 
from the Porta Aurea (Golden Gate) (fig. 6):

The temple itself is shown to be an octagon (octogonum) 
in the lower part; the lower part is ornamented until the 
middle with most noble marble and from the middle up 
to the top, on which the roof rests, is most beautifully 
decorated with mosaic work…The upper wall, however, 
encloses a narrower circle (angustiori circulo), sustained 
inside by supports, which, holding up a lead roof, at 
the top has a great ball and, above that, a gilded cross. 
The building is entered and exited through four doors, 
each door looking out to one of the four corners of the 
world. The church, moreover, rests upon eight square 
piers, [and] sixteen columns, and its walls and ceilings 
are nobly decorated by mosaic work. The circuit of the 
choir has four piers, or pillars, and eight columns, which 
hold up the inner wall, with its own lofty, vaulted roof.25 

Theoderich’s Latin description of the Templum Domini 
was one of the first texts through which an Italian audi-
ence would have learned about the unique architectural 
features of the Dome of the Rock. Famous accounts, 
such as that of Theoderich, were copied many times 
throughout Europe.26 

Pilgrims who described the buildings of Jerusalem 
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, after the city 
had returned to Muslim control, similarly characterized 
the Templum Domini in the most essentializing terms, 
focusing on the octagonal shape of the building, the 
prominent dome, the orientation towards the cardinal 
points, and the two-storied elevation.27 Such pilgrim-
age accounts were written in Latin and, if illustrated, 
included only schematic maps of entire geographic 
regions. The first known Holy Land guidebook to be 
written in the Italian vernacular was created in the mid-
fourteenth century by the Franciscan pilgrim Niccolò da 
Poggibonsi. Four previously unknown illustrated man-
uscript copies of this guidebook provide new evidence 

of how Italians might have imagined or remembered the 
appearance of the Holy Land, and the Dome of the Rock 
in particular, through the aid of such textual descrip-
tions (figs. 9–12).

Niccolò da Poggibonsi began his pilgrimage in 1346, 
and over the course of four years he carefully recorded 
his experiences in Palestine, Syria, and Egypt on gyp-
sum tablets that he carried with him.28 His description 
of the Templum Domini, like many aspects of his unique 
guidebook, was idiosyncratic: the building was charac-
terized as possessing a round, hat-like dome above a 
larger substructure.29 In all four of the illustrated manu-
script copies, the Templum Domini is represented as a 
domed, two-storied, centralized temple adjacent to—
or perhaps in front of—a small, rectangular building 
and tower, representing the Aqsa Mosque. This seventh-
century building, located near the Dome of the Rock on 
the Temple Mount in Jerusalem (fig. 6), was identified 
by Niccolò da Poggibonsi and most contemporary pil-
grims as the Templum Salamonis. According to Niccolò, 
the Templum Domini, the Templum Salamonis, and the 
surrounding “piazza” comprised the area of the origi-
nal Tempio di Salamone.30 

Niccolò da Poggibonsi’s descriptions of the buildings 
of Jerusalem were copied many times in the fourteenth, 
fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries in unillustrated manu-
scripts, but at least one modern scholar hypothesized 
that the original version may have contained draw-
ings.31 The oldest of the newly found illustrated manu-
script copies, Ms. II. IV. 101 of the Biblioteca Nazionale 
Centrale of Florence (fig. 9), could be the manuscript 
made by Niccolò da Poggibonsi himself after his return 
to Italy in 1350, or an immediate copy of the other-
wise lost original. Another of the illustrated copies, 
Ms. Panc. 78 of the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale of 
Florence (fig. 10), which the scribe tells us was made 
from “the original itself,” was produced in 1453 in 
 Florence.32 Either the latter or Ms. II. IV. 101 was  copied 
in  Florence in 1481—Ms. Panc. 79 (fig. 11)—and the 
other surviving illustrated copy, Ms. Spencer 62 of the 
New York Public Library (fig. 12), was made some time 
in the second half of the fifteenth century, perhaps in 
Fiesole. 

The drawings of the Templum Salamonis and Tem-
plum Domini in the manuscript versions of Niccolò da 
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Poggibonsi’s guidebook were the basis of the woodcut 
illustration of the same buildings in the first printed 
version, published anonymously in Bologna in 1500 by 
Iustiniano da Rubiera as the Viazo da Venesia al Sancto 
Iherusalem… (Voyage from Venice to the Holy Jerusa-
lem…) (fig. 13).33 The woodcut illustration of the Tem-
plum Domini in the 1500 Viazo da Venesia exemplifies 
the type of representation that has been marginalized 
in studies of the Temple of Jerusalem in European art 
because of its lack of mimetic accuracy in relation to the 
real Dome of the Rock. Unlike its manuscript prece-
dents, the 1500 Viazo da Venesia is well known to mod-

ern scholars, but its illustrations have been regarded 
as fanciful creations with no historical value because 
of their lack of topographic accuracy vis-à-vis the real 
architecture of Jerusalem.34 The drawings of the ear-
lier manuscript versions of the same guidebook indi-
cate that the woodcuts of the 1500 Viazo da Venesia 
were not based on the actual topography of Jerusalem; 
rather, they were a continuation of a tradition of repre-
senting the buildings of the Holy Land as they were 
known through the original account of a pilgrim, Nic-
colò da Poggibonsi. Like Duccio’s or Perugino’s depic-
tions of the Temple, these illustrations were not the 
result of an artist’s eyewitness experience of Jerusalem, 
but instead emerged from the textual culture of Holy 
Land pilgrimage. 

TRANSFORMATIONS WITHIN ITALY: THE 
TEMPLUM DOMINI IN NARRATIVE PAINTING

In the illustrated versions of Niccolò da Poggibonsi’s 
Holy Land guidebook, drawings of the buildings of the 
Holy Land are integrated into the text, leaving us no 
doubts about the identity of each architectural image. 
In contemporary narrative painting, artists illustrated 
the city of Jerusalem as the backdrop for events in the 
lives of Christ, Mary, and other saints, but which spe-
cific buildings—if any—artists might have intended to 
represent is seldom agreed upon. The most interesting 
example of a pictorial representation of a building in 
Jerusalem whose identity remains unresolved is per-
haps also the most controversial. The possible meaning 
of the polygonal temple found in Duccio’s Entry into 
Jerusalem on the back of the Maestà (fig. 3), installed 
on the high altar of the cathedral of Siena in 1311, has 
been debated for decades.35 Rather than being a back-
ground “pavilion” with no symbolic meaning, I would 
suggest that Duccio’s Temple resembled well-known 
textual descriptions of the Templum Domini, repeat-
edly identified by pilgrims as part of Christ’s entry into 
Jerusalem.36 

Several years ago, Hayden Maginnis observed that 
there are three remarkable features in Duccio’s Entry 
into Jerusalem, which have no known precedent in other 
depictions of that scene. The first was the almost free-
standing doorway to the right of Christ (the Gate of 

Fig. 13. The Temple of Solomon. Leaf iii recto, from Niccolò 
da Poggibonsi, Viazo da Venesia al Sancto Iherusalem, et al 
Monte Sinai, sepulchro de Sancta Chaterina (Bologna, 1500). 
The Houghton Library, Typ Inc 6663 F. (Photo: courtesy of 
the Houghton Library, Harvard University)
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There is yet another detail in Duccio’s version of 
the scene that I would also suggest could have derived 
from accounts of Jerusalem—whether known through 
written texts or the first-hand reportage of pilgrims 
returned to Italy. Some pilgrimage guides specified that 
there were trees between the Porta Aurea and the Tem-
plum Domini, from which boys pulled down branches 
when Christ entered Jerusalem (fig. 6).39 This is  precisely 
the moment that Duccio depicted in the panel on the 
back of the Maestà. I would further suggest that other 
similar depictions of a polygonal Temple near the 
Golden Gate in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Ital-
ian painting might have also ultimately derived from 
an awareness of how pilgrims described Jerusalem.40 
Some closely related examples are to be found in the 
frescoes of the Lower Church of San Francesco in Assisi 
(1320s), in the Baroncelli Chapel of Santa Croce in Flor-

Jehoshaphat), the second the spiny, dead tree behind 
Christ (the tree cursed by Christ in Matthew 21:17–19), 
and the third the steep incline, which Christ is shown to 
be climbing (from the Valley of Jehoshaphat). Maginnis 
argued that the source for these unusual elements was 
not previous visual depictions of the scene, but instead 
textual descriptions of Christ’s Jerusalem, composed by 
pilgrims in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.37 
These observations led Maginnis to suggest that the 
source for the polygonal Temple to the left of the Porta 
Aurea in Duccio’s scene was descriptions of the Dome 
of the Rock in the same pilgrimage reports. Maginnis 
came to the conclusion that Duccio “must have con-
sulted someone who, either in person or in the read-
ing of pilgrims’ accounts, knew the topography of the 
Holy Land.”38

Fig. 14. Nicolas van Aelst, Jerusalem (detail). Rome, ca. 1590. (Photo: courtesy of The Jewish National and University Library 
and The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Dept. of Geography, Historic Cities Research Project)  
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ence (1330s), and in the predella of a triptych made by 
Taddeo di Bartolo for the cathedral of Montepulciano 
(ca. 1401).41 The association of the polygonal building 
behind the Porta Aurea with the Dome of the Rock in 
depictions of Christ’s entry into Jerusalem was finally 
made explicit in one late sixteenth-century print (fig. 14), 
in which Christ is shown approaching the Porta Aurea 
and behind the identity of the poly gonal Temple is indi-
cated by an inscription immediately below the building: 
quivi fu il Tempio di Salamone (here was the Temple of 
Solomon).42 

DOME OF THE ROCK OR HOLY SEPULCHER?

Although there are many similar representations of 
an octagonal Temple adjacent to the Golden Gate in 
fourteenth-century Italian paintings of Jerusalem, 
I have chosen that of the Templum Domini in Duccio’s 
Entry into Jerusalem (fig. 3) not only because it is the 
earliest, but also to highlight the problematic nature of 
attempting to account for manifestations of the Dome 
of the Rock in Italian art. The default assumption among 
scholars of Italian painting is that a centralized building 
in a depiction of Jerusalem most likely alludes to the 
Anastasis Rotunda of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, 
the round chapel surrounding the site of Christ’s burial, 
first built by the emperor Constantine (r. 306–37) in the 
fourth century. 

This common assumption ultimately results from the 
uncritical reduction of Krautheimer’s famous  theory 
that the Anastasis Rotunda was frequently “copied” in 
medieval Europe. For instance, in his classic survey of 
art and architecture in Italy from 1250 to 1400, first pub-
lished in 1966, John White asserted that the “temple-
baptistery,”as he called it, from the Maestà reflected “an 
iconographically significant reference to the centralized 
church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem.”43 White’s 
description of the Temple as a baptistery indicated that 
his statement was based on Krautheimer’s theory that 
Italian baptisteries were patterned after the Anastasis 
Rotunda of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jeru-
salem because of their association with the death and 
resurrection of Christ. 

 If we turn to pilgrimage accounts of the twelfth 
through fourteenth centuries, we find that the entry into 

Jerusalem was never mentioned in connection with the 
Church of the Holy Sepulcher (this building, after all, 
did not exist during the life of Christ). Instead, the entry 
into Jerusalem was repeatedly described as occurring 
at the Porta Aurea, immediately adjacent to the Tem-
plum Domini. For instance, the early twelfth-century 
account of Saewulf refers to the Porta Aurea, through 
which Christ entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, as 
being located on the east side of the Templum Domini.44 
Likewise, in every illustrated version of Niccolò da Pog-
gibonsi’s guidebook—in both manuscript and print 
form—the illustration of the Templum Domini imme-
diately follows that of the Porta Aurea (figs. 15–17).45 

In pilgrimage accounts from the twelfth century 
onward, the most important association of the Rotunda 
of the Holy Sepulcher was as the site of the tomb of 
Christ and of His Resurrection (anastasis meaning res-
urrection in Greek). The most common term used to 
describe the form of the building was rotundus. Like 
many Latin terms, this was a flexible one, whose mean-
ing could vary from “circular” to “round” to “cen-
tralized.” Indeed, many descriptions of the Templum 
Domini included references to the forms of that build-
ing as both rotundus and possessing eight faces or exte-
rior angles.46 In contrast, the Anastasis Rotunda was 
never described as having many sides, but only simply as 
rotundus.47 In order to account for why many buildings 
that apparently copied the Anastasis Rotunda in Europe 
were polygonal rather than circular, Krautheimer had 
argued that the circle and polygon were interchange-
able in the medieval mind.48 This assumption of a lack 
of geometric precision among medieval writers is typical 
of how the mechanisms governing the transmission of 
knowledge about buildings like the Anastasis Rotunda 
and the Dome of the Rock have been glossed over in 
discussions of architectural “prototypes” and “copies.”

If we turn to Niccolò da Poggibonsi’s guidebook, we 
have an opportunity to reconsider how knowledge of 
the appearance of the Anastasis Rotunda, and of the 
Church of the Holy Sepulcher in general, was trans-
mitted to Italy. In contrast to the single illustration and 
description of the Templum Domini in the same guide-
book, the description of the various elements of the 
Church of the Holy Sepulcher spans several folios and 
includes a series of separate illustrations, best preserved 
in Ms. II. IV. 101, Ms. Spencer 62, and the printed 
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 version of 1500.49 First we see an illustration of the 
“green stone” (pietra verde) marking the place where 
Christ was anointed and embalmed, which would 
have been found in the courtyard in front of the east-
ern façade. This is immediately followed by an exterior 
view of that façade, with its two portals below and three 
vaults above (fig. 18).50 Inside, the “round chapel” (cap-
pella rotunda) and the Aedicule (the structure enclos-
ing the Tomb of Christ) are illustrated separately.51 
These are followed by pictures of other chapels, includ-
ing those marking Mount Calvary, Golgotha, the four 
columns bewailing the passion of Christ, and the Holy 
Fire, and then by a drawing of the tower (campanile) 
of the church. 

As depicted by Niccolò da Poggibonsi in the mid-
fourteenth century, the Holy Sepulcher was a complex 
amalgamation of a series of holy sites, each marked 
by a different vault.52 At one point, Niccolò remarks 
that, “[v]erily the Church of Jerusalem can hardly be 
described or represented as it is (non si potrebe scrivere, 
ne figurare), for so great is the structure, that he who has 
not seen it, cannot picture it in his mind….”53 Indeed, 
the many illustrations and lengthy descriptions of the 
different parts of the church indicate the lack of a clear 
image of the architecture associated with the  sepulcher 
of Christ. 

Due to the overwhelming intricacy of the surrounding 
church complex, the Anastasis Rotunda never possessed 
the iconic presence within Jerusalem that the Dome of 

Fig. 15. The Golden Gate. From Niccolò da Poggibonsi, Libro 
d’Oltramare. Florence, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Ms. II. 
IV. 101, fol. 20r. By kind permission of the Ministero per i 
Beni e le Attività Culturali della Repubblica Italiana/Biblio-
teca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze. (Photo: courtesy of the 
Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze)

Fig. 16. The Golden Gate. From Niccolò da Poggibonsi, Viag-
gio da Venetia al Santo Sepolcro et al Monte Sinai (Venice, 
1606). Los Angeles, The Getty Research Institute, Research 
Library, 88-B1091. (Photo: Kathryn Blair Moore) 
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the symbolic and spiritual connections between the two 
key ritual spaces of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem.55 

None of this is to say that the idea of the Holy Sepul-
cher, and in particular the Aedicule, was not important 
to Italian visual culture in the period of pilgrimage.56 
But in the decades since Krautheimer first published his 
famous study, scholars have been suggesting revisions 
for his theory of medieval architectural iconography, 
varying from subtle modifications to complete rejec-
tion.57 It has been proposed that some of the central-
ized buildings that Krautheimer identified as exclusively 
copying the Anastasis Rotunda may have instead had a 
more multivalent symbolic meaning, possibly alluding 
to more than one building, or type of building, at the 
same time.58 This would allow for the possibility that a 
centralized building—or a representation of one—could 
simultaneously recall both the Anastasis Rotunda and 
the Templum Domini, as could have perhaps been the 
case with Pisa’s baptistery, for example.59 

In reference to the enigmatic polygonal building on 
the back of the Maestà (fig. 3), we might consider that 
instead of regarding the building as representing only 
the Templum Domini or only the Anastasis Rotunda, 
contemporaries could have interpreted it in a variety of 
ways. First, there would have been a general recognition 
of the building’s similarity to local Tuscan baptister-
ies, as well as of other contemporary Tuscan elements 
of the cityscape in the panel.60 Second, certain view-
ers would have realized that the city depicted was 
Christ’s Jerusalem, a distant place to which many pil-
grims had traveled, and some might have also remem-
bered that the most significant sites associated with the 
life of Christ—including the Templum Domini and the 
Anastasis Rotunda—were centralized buildings. More 
literate viewers might have known that Christ’s entry 
into Jerusalem was often described as occurring at the 
Porta Aurea near the Templum Domini. We should also 
keep in mind that the viewer’s  interpretation may have 
 differed from the artist’s original intention, which may 
have itself been specific or composite. In other words, 
while Krautheimer argued that a variable set of archi-
tectural features may all refer to a single building, it is 
important to consider the possibility that a single archi-
tectural feature may have been mediated by differing 
associative memories, in different contexts, and for 
 different viewers. 

the Rock has always retained. Although  Christian access 
to the interior of the Dome of the Rock was limited 
after the loss of Jerusalem to Saladin in 1187, the build-
ing continued to dominate the skyline, with its seem-
ingly immutable forms elevated within a vast piazza 
visible from great distances. In contrast, the complex 
of the Holy Sepulcher lacked a clear form within the 
cityscape. Moreover, the building often changed, hav-
ing first been begun by Constantine in 326, destroyed by 
the Fatimid caliph Hakim in 1009, rebuilt by the Byzan-
tine emperor Constantine IX Monomachus in 1048, and 
further modified during the Latin Kingdom of Jerusa-
lem, when the domed crossing and double portal were 
added around 1144.54 This new dome challenged the 
iconographic centrality of the Rotunda. It has also been 
suggested that the forms of the crossing were created 
in reference to the Templum Domini (and the double 
portal in reference to the Golden Gate) to emphasize 

Fig. 17. The Golden Gate, Jerusalem. (Photo: Kathryn Blair 
Moore)
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of the Dome of the Rock in Italy. For the most part, 
any possible allusion to the Dome of the Rock within 
the field of Italian architecture tends to be treated as an 
unintended consequence resulting from the misidenti-
fication of that building by pilgrims as the Temple of 
Solomon.61 By contrast, in other regions of European 
art, the Dome of the Rock is often considered a possible 
architectural model due to its Solomonic fame, in rela-
tion to, for instance, Charlemagne’s Palatine Chapel at 
Aachen and Templar churches in England, France, and 
Spain (although such interpretations are nonetheless 
controversial).62

One possible example of an attempt to mimic the 
forms of the Dome of the Rock in Italy can be found in 
a sixteenth-century project to reconstruct the Temple 
of Solomon at the Sacro Monte di Varallo as an octago-
nal church.63 Rather than being an immediate copy of 
the Dome of the Rock, I would argue that the refer-
ence to the Jerusalemic building was instead indirect, 
having been mediated by previous pictorial represen-
tations of the Temple as an octagonal building—such 
as those of Duccio, Perugino, Taddeo di Bartolo, and 
others. The reconstruction of the Temple of Solomon at 
the Sacro Monte di Varallo was part of a larger plan to 
reproduce Christ’s Jerusalem in its entirety in the Pied-
mont region of Italy. The Franciscan Bernardino Caimi 
had initiated the project at the end of the fifteenth 
 century, after  personally witnessing the growing diffi-
culty of pilgrimage to the Holy Land.64 The Francis-
can idea to reconstruct Jerusalem on Italian soil is an 
interesting counterpart to the Franciscan Niccolò da 
Poggibonsi’s book project. Each was a response to the 
increasing obstacles to pilgrimage, and an attempt to 
create a comprehensive set of representations of the 
architecture of the Holy Land that would be accessi-
ble to Italians—one in built architecture, the other in 
written format. 

By the mid-sixteenth century, this ambitious proj-
ect was still incomplete, and an architect—apparently 
Galeazzo Alessi—was commissioned to create a design 
plan for the rest of the holy sites. The proposals were 
presented in a manuscript entitled Libro dei Misteri 
(Book of Mysteries),  comprising a series of ground-
plans, elevations, perspectival views, and commentary 
dating from 1565 to 1569.65 In an inscription within the 

THE TEMPLE OF SOLOMON AT THE SACRO 
MONTE DI VARALLO

Because of the confusion regarding the interpretation 
of representations of the Dome of the Rock in Italian 
painting, the question of whether such depictions had 
counterparts in the built environment of Italy has never 
been fully explored. More specifically, I would like to 
suggest that we could apply Krautheimer’s idea of sche-
matic copying to the interpretation of possible “copies” 

Fig. 18. The “green stone” (pietra verde) and the Church 
of the Holy Sepulcher. From Niccolò da Poggibonsi, Libro 
d’Oltramare. Florence, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, 
Ms. II. IV. 101, fol. 6v. By kind permission of the Ministero 
per i Beni e le Attività Culturali della Repubblica Italiana/
Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze.  (Photo: courtesy 
of the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze)
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octagonal groundplan of the Temple of Solomon 
(fig. 19), the architect explained:

I decided to make the present plan with an oblong shape 
in order to get as close as I possibly could to the descrip-
tion of the Temple of Solomon (Tempio di Salamone) 
in the sacred scripture; I wanted then to make the outer 
part an octagonal shape (figura ottangola), to accom-
modate the impression that many have, who have very 
often seen in various places the said temple depicted with 
an octagonal shape. And to please one and the other, 
I made the plan of the said temple as you see it.66

The Temple, had it been built, would have been based 
upon a set of previous pictorial and textual representa-
tions, rather than copying a building the architect had 
seen himself. This proposal for the Temple of Solomon 
is a rare written record of how, throughout the sixteenth 
century, representations of the Templum Domini (or 
Tempio di Salamone, as it came to be called in the ver-
nacular by the sixteenth century) were mediated by 
previous representations, rather than by direct visual 
knowledge of the building in Jerusalem.67 

The architect’s commentary indicates that the idea of 
the Temple’s octagonality was not directly connected 
to the real topography of Jerusalem. Instead, the idea 
emerged from what had become, by the sixteenth cen-
tury, a long tradition of representing the Templum 
Domini in Italian narrative painting and pilgrimage 
guidebooks, since the time of Duccio. When the archi-
tect imagined the scene of the entry into Jerusalem in 
the Libro dei Misteri—conflating the historical Jerusa-
lem with the project for its reconstruction at the Sacro 
Monte di Varallo—the Temple of Solomon was repre-
sented as a two-storied octagonal building, just as in 
Duccio’s version of the scene over two hundred years 
earlier (fig. 20). 

Neither the Temple in the entry into Jerusalem from 
the Libro dei Misteri nor the Temple on the back of the 
Maestà in Siena immediately resembles the Dome of 
the Rock in Jerusalem. Nonetheless, both images are 
ultimately linked to the original as representations of 
representations, connected by a schematic, Euclidean 
ideal that was easily transferred across various media—
whether text, pictorial image, or built architecture. In 
the proposal for the Temple of Solomon at the Sacro 
Monte di Varallo, the primary symbolic features of 
the building were reduced to ideal forms—as the octa-

gon and rectangle in the groundplan—and the same 
forms were conceptualized in the textual commentary 
inscribed within. The immediate juxtaposition of this 
inscription with the schematic groundplan suggests how 
what was originally a textual model for the buildings of 
the Holy Land could shift from written form to image 
to building and back, while still retaining its mean-
ingfulness within the context of pilgrimage culture. If 
we consider that textual descriptions were originally 
the primary sources for Holy Land architecture, that 
pictorial representations first drew upon this body of 

Fig. 19. Galeazzo Alessi, Plan for the Temple of Solomon at 
the Sacro Monte di Varallo. (After Galeazzo Alessi, Libro 
dei Misteri: Progetto di pianificazione urbanistica, architet-
tonica e figurativa del Sacro Monte di Varallo in Valsesia 
(1565–1569), ed. Stefania Stefani Perrone, 2 vols. [Bologna, 
1974], 2:117)
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 knowledge, and that later pictorial and built representa-
tions drew on a combination of such sources—then per-
haps these complex modes of transmission across media 
can account for what Krautheimer perceived as a cul-
tural disregard for precision in architectural mimesis.

In the end, Alessi’s project for the Temple of Solomon 
at the Sacro Monte di Varallo was never realized. The 
Temple was redesigned as a basilical church by a new 
architect, perhaps Pellegrino Pellegrini, in the period of 
Carlo Borromeo’s involvement in the administration 
of the Sacro Monte immediately preceding his death in 
1584.68 Alessi’s project had been an attempt to resolve 

the tradition of depicting the Templum Domini as an 
octagonal building in paintings with the new Counter-
Reformation emphasis on the text of the Bible as the 
primary source for reconstructing the Temple of Solo-
mon. Had it been built, the exterior would have been 
octagonal but the interior would have been a rectangu-
lar hall with the proportions described in the Bible. Bor-
romeo, a cardinal of the Catholic Church and the most 
aggressive proponent of reform to combat Protestant-
ism, had argued that centralized churches were inap-
propriate due to their connections with pagan antiquity. 
He must, then, have disapproved of Alessi’s imagina-
tively hybrid plan.69

Borromeo’s involvement in the demise of Alessi’s 
plan for an octagonal Temple at the Sacro Monte di 
Varallo should perhaps be taken as an indication of the 
broader effects of Counter-Reformation politics on the 
image of the Temple of Solomon in Italy. In Holy Land 
guidebooks published in Rome from the mid-sixteenth 
century onward, authors consistently made the argu-
ment that the Dome of the Rock could not be the Tem-
ple of Solomon described in the Bible. For instance, in 
1610 Bernardino Amico argued that the current Temple 
(fig. 21), which appeared spherical inside and octagonal 
outside, could not be the Temple of Solomon, because 
that building was “long and narrow” (lungo e stretto).70 
In Venice, on the other hand, the image of the Temple of 
Solomon as an octagonal building nonetheless contin-
ued to proliferate, especially in the sixteenth- and sev-
enteenth-century editions of Niccolò da Poggibonsi’s 
guidebook, published anonymously as the Viaggio da 
Venetia al Sancto Sepolchro… (fig. 22), as well as in the 
Mishneh Torah and Haggadah, also printed in Venice 
in the same period.71 Indeed, the Venetian Republic’s 
unique connections to the Ottoman Empire, support of 
its Jewish populations, and resistance to Papal and Jesuit 
control may have provided a political motivation for 
the promotion of that image. In contrast to the notion 
that the image of a centralized Temple of Solomon 
 disappeared by the end of the sixteenth century as a 
result of a new archaeological awareness, the same 
image of the octagonal Temple was replicated in over 
sixty editions of the Viaggio da Venetia al Sancto Sepol-
chro… published in the Veneto until the final edition 
of 1800.72

Fig. 20. Galeazzo Alessi, Plan for the Golden Gate with 
Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem. (After Alessi, Libro dei Mis-
teri, 2:101)
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VISUAL RESEMBLANCE, VERBAL 
 TRANSMISSION, AND ARCHITECTURAL 

MIMESIS

Despite its prominent place in the imagination of Italian 
pilgrims, the possible connections of the Dome of the 
Rock to Italian art and architecture of the fourteenth 
through sixteenth centuries have traditionally been dis-
missed as historically insignificant. Just as in Krinsky’s 

article of 1970, which established confusion and misun-
derstanding as the basis of the European relation to the 
Dome of the Rock, Helen Rosenau’s 1979 book Vision 
of the Temple: The Image of the Temple in Judaism and 
Christianity assumed that many Italian depictions of the 
Temple of Jerusalem as polygonal did not relate to the 
Dome of the Rock for the simple reason that they do not 
immediately resemble that building.73 In both studies, 
Italian depictions of the Temple of Jerusalem were over-
shadowed by Northern versions, whose accuracy in por-
traying the Dome of the Rock, as in the Eyckian Three 
Marys at the Tomb or in Breydenbach’s Peregrinatio 

Fig. 21. The Temple of Solomon. From Bernardino Amico, 
Trattato delle piante & immagini de sacri edifizi di Terra 
Santa… (Florence, 1620), pl. 33. Los Angeles, The Getty 
Research Institute, Research Library, 84-B29370. (Photo: 
Kathryn Blair Moore)

Fig. 22. The Temple of Solomon. From Niccolò da Poggi-
bonsi, Viaggio da Venetia al Sancto Sepolchro et al Monte 
Sinai (Venice, 1606). Los Angeles, The Getty Research Insti-
tute, Research Library, 88-B1091.  (Photo: Kathryn Blair 
Moore)
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(fig. 2), is more impressive, according to modern stan-
dards of photographic verisimilitude.74 Indeed, many of 
the Italian representations of the Temple of Jerusalem, 
as in narrative paintings by Duccio and Perugino (figs. 
3 and 4) or in illustrations of pilgrimage guidebooks like 
the Viazo da Venesia al Sancto Iherusalem… (fig. 13), 
do not fit into the story of the development of European 
pictorial arts, regarded as one of progress towards the 
objective mirroring of the visible world. 

In contrast to the study of representations of 
architecture in European painting, the study of built 
 architecture has moved away from the idea of mimesis 
as an exact copying of the visual appearance of another 
building.75 Paul Crossley has observed that architec-
ture is a “non-representational art which permits no 
straightforward connection between ‘form’ and ‘con-
tent.’”76 Vittorio Ugo has similarly suggested that the 
object of reference in architectural “copying” is not the 
visible, perceptible phenomenon, but something intel-
lectual, “something very close to ‘text’”: “One can thus 
speak of mimesis not only in relation to a perspective, 
a ‘view’ or a  three-dimensional model, but also for 
the plan, section, or sketch, which normally does not 
have any corresponding point in ‘natural’ visual per-
ception.”77 Ugo’s observations apply to Alessi’s expla-
nation for the symbolism of the octagonal groundplan 
of the Temple of Solomon at the Sacro Monte di Var-
allo (fig. 19). The architect’s commentary in the Libro 
dei Misteri indicates that what linked the project of the 
Temple of Solomon with the idea of an octagonal Tem-
ple based upon the Dome of the Rock was not a visible 
correspondence but an intellectual one. 

Perhaps this textual modality of architectural mime-
sis is not unique to the relationship of buildings among 
themselves, but may also extend into the field of picto-
rial representations of architecture. I would argue that 
before the advent of the illustrated printed book in the 
late fifteenth century, when distant buildings of great 
fame were often never seen but nonetheless well known 
through the verbal accounts of pilgrims, architectural 
models were not generated by reference to the visual 
appearance of a building as it was known to the painter, 
the architect, or the viewer. The idea that visual rep-
resentations of Holy Land architecture, and the Tem-
plum Domini in particular, emerged from the textual 

culture of pilgrimage seems best supported by the illus-
trations accompanying such pilgrimage accounts—as 
we have seen in copies of Niccolò da Poggibonsi’s guide-
book (figs. 9–12), which were not known to Krinsky, 
Rosenau, or Krautheimer. 

In many ways it was Krautheimer’s iconography 
of medieval architecture that established the possibil-
ity of one building referring to another, not through 
an immediate visual resemblance, but instead through 
some conceptual correspondence recognized by the 
viewer. Textual descriptions of the Holy Sepulcher 
found in medieval pilgrimage accounts were also cen-
tral to Krautheimer’s iconography, but only in as much 
as they seemed to demonstrate a pervasive imprecision 
vis-à-vis geometrical shapes and architectural forms in 
the medieval period. Perhaps Krautheimer’s idea of the 
creation of architectural symbolism through the non-
optical imitation of forms can accommodate the idea of 
a more active role for texts in the transmission process. 
Pilgrimage accounts can explain how a set of formal fea-
tures became linked to key events in the lives of Christ 
and Mary. The architectural attributes of both the Anas-
tasis Rotunda and the Dome of the Rock were described 
together with a list of the major holy events associated 
with each building. Krautheimer had argued that the 
centralized plan, conical roof, and internal pattern of 
piers and columns of the Anastasis Rotunda became 
symbols of the death and resurrection of Christ. In the 
case of the Dome of the Rock, its most prominent fea-
tures—a polygonal groundplan and dome—would con-
nect it to the Solomonic history of the site (as Alessi’s 
commentary indicates, fig. 19), to events in the life of 
Christ, such as the entry into Jerusalem (fig. 3), or to 
events in the life of the Virgin, such as her marriage to 
Joseph (fig. 5). 

Despite the many insights and nuances found in 
Krautheimer’s theory, his idea of architectural copying 
has often been oversimplified and misapplied, result-
ing in persistent misunderstandings about the symbol-
ism of centralized buildings in Italy. We have already 
seen evidence of this in assumptions commonly made 
about centralized buildings in pictorial representations, 
such as Duccio’s Entry into Jerusalem. With respect to 
built architecture, the scope of Krautheimer’s idea of 
architectural copying was greatly magnified by Günter 
Bandmann, in the 1951 Mittelalterliche Architektur als 
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Bedeutungsträger (first translated into English in 2005 
as Early Medieval Architecture as Bearer of Meaning). 
Bandmann sought to establish Krautheimer’s idea of 
architectural copying as the primary modus operandi 
of medieval architects, arguing that the creation of 
architectural form in the medieval period depended 
on copying a prototype, especially in order to invoke 
its associations with holy events.78 According to Band-
mann, “[t]he prototype is broken down into its typi-
cal parts…and these parts are regrouped in new ways, 
in the copy.”79 The passive voice in this statement is 
telling. Bandmann never explained how this process 
of decomposition of the prototype occurred. In many 
ways, Bandmann’s theory represents the most extreme 
exaggeration of Krautheimer’s ideas, and in doing so 
reveals its most problematic assumptions and lacu-
nae. Most importantly, Bandmann’s ideas highlight 
Krautheimer’s failure to address the question of trans-
mission and the corresponding assumption that any dif-
ferences between a copy and its prototype were due to 
the  medieval disregard for precision in the mimetic pro-
cess.80 I would suggest that the breaking down of a build-
ing into a set of schematic features could have resulted 
from the process of verbal transmission—during which 
the spatial relation and scale of those features would be 
lost. 

Although Krautheimer’s famous idea of schematic 
copying has dominated interpretations of architectural 
mimesis in Italy, the idea of the verbal transmission of 
architecture has been well established in the field of 
Islamic architecture since Jonathan Bloom published 
his seminal article “On the Transmission of Designs in 
Early Islamic Architecture” in 1993. Bloom’s inquiry 
began with a very simple observation:

Historians of architecture often speak of how one build-
ing “influenced” or was “modeled” on another, but these 
easy phrases often conceal an imprecise understanding 
of the mechanisms by which the transfer of ideas and 
forms was effected.81 

His primary examples were Umayyad mosques, whose 
major features can be expressed verbally, but whose 
visual similarities cannot be established as easily through 
comparisons of photographic images of the same build-
ings. Bloom’s conclusion was that words, rather than 
images, were used to express and transmit the essential 

characteristics of famous buildings in the early periods 
of Islamic architecture.82 

Along the same lines, Finbarr Barry Flood has argued 
that some Mamluk buildings copied the most famous 
Umayyad monuments as they were known through 
verbal descriptions.83 His examples included the thir-
teenth-century Tomb of Qalaʾun in Cairo, whose 
octago nal format, ambulatory, and dome referred to 
the most famous features of the Dome of the Rock, 
even as its deco ration alluded to the best-known char-
acteristics of the Great Mosque of Damascus.84 More 
recently, in studies of Islamic architecture in India, 
Flood has emphasized a poststructuralist framework 
for understanding the relation of copy and original in 
architecture. Flood has deliberately turned away from 
Krautheimer’s assumption of a self-evident system of 
prototypes and copies and, through the lens of transla-
tion theory, argued that the copy is not a reproduction 
but a recreation of the original.85 Flood has emphasized 
that in studies of architectural mimesis our search for 
the source—i.e., the prototype—imposes an artificially 
direct system of relations between two geographically 
distant buildings. From this perspective, none of the 
representations  considered here of the building we call 
the Dome of the Rock are truly “copies” or “reproduc-
tions” of that building. Instead, each translation of the 
original into a different medium is innovative and trans-
formative, and, perhaps most importantly, informed by 
previous representations, which could in turn momen-
tarily function as the original or source. 

I would also suggest that a matrix of representations 
could constitute the source for the copy, rather than 
the three-dimensional building itself. This may better 
account for the imprecise relation between prototype 
and copy that Krautheimer identified. Although his 
approach to copies of the Holy Sepulcher may at times 
appear to have been one-dimensional, it is important 
to remember that Krautheimer presented his observa-
tions as an introduction to an iconography of medieval 
architecture—as a starting point, rather than a final and 
definitive statement on the subject. His theory of the 
symbolic relations of medieval buildings can easily sus-
tain the addition of another variable, the Dome of the 
Rock, and the expanded multidimensionality of a sys-
tem, in which the various representational media—text, 
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pictorial image, and building—overlap and interact. In 
fact, Krautheimer himself hinted at a more complex sys-
tem than is usually implied in references to his theory:

Usually, however, the interrelations between the sym-
bolical significance of a geometrical pattern and the 
ground plan of a building are not so plain. The process 
is of a much more intricate nature; probably the relation 
between pattern and symbolical meaning could be better 
described as being determined by a network of reciprocal 
half-distinct connotations.86

We might more thoroughly explain this “network of 
reciprocal half-distinct connotations” as a system of 
representations whose relations are interdependent, 
but rarely overtly stated. The indication of the interre-
lation of textual, pictorial, and built representations of 
the Temple of Solomon from the Libro dei Misteri seems 
particularly significant in this context, as the architect’s 
commentary suggests that the representational content 
of certain architectural forms in a new project may be 
based not upon reference to a single known build-
ing, but upon a network of representations in differ-
ent media—including, as he tells us, various pictorial 
images of an octagonal Temple of Solomon as well as 
the description of the Temple in the Bible. 

CONCLUSION

In the period before the illustrated printed guidebook, 
the holy sites of Jerusalem had a reality within the tex-
tual realm that was independent of an immediate visual 
experience. From this perspective, there are no repre-
sentations of the Dome of the Rock per se in Italy in 
the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries, but only images 
emerging from an awareness of that building in pil-
grimage accounts, where it was identified variously as 
the Templum Domini or Tempio di Salamone. It would 
be easy to discount the significance of the attempts to 
visualize that building, as in Niccolò da Poggibonsi’s 
guidebook, Duccio’s Entry into Jerusalem, or Perugino’s 
fresco in the Sistine Chapel. But even after the advent of 
the illustrated printed book at the end of the fifteenth 
century, this indirect visuality based in the textual 
culture of Holy Land pilgrimage accounts continued 
to affect the formation of images relating to Jerusale-

mic architecture, as in the woodcut illustration of the 
Templum Domini in the 1500 Viazo da Venesia or in 
Galeazzo Alessi’s project to reconstruct the Temple of 
Solomon in Italy. To discount these various pictorial 
and built representations of the Dome of the Rock as 
either visually unsophisticated vis-à-vis the standards 
of photographic realism or historically misguided in 
relation to the real identity of the ultimate prototype 
would fail to account for the sophistication with which 
text, image, and building interfaced in the genesis of 
architectural meaning. 
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trans. Theophilus Bellorini and Eugene Hoade (Jerusalem, 
1949), 109–10. 

31. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Girolamo Golu-
bovich argued that certain statements in the guidebook 
 indicated that the original version must have contained 
drawings, e.g., “[A]nd that they may be the better under-
stood, I shall represent them as they appear, exactly as the 
holy places are.” As quoted in Girolamo Golubovich, ed., 
Biblioteca bio-bibliografica della Terra Santa e dell’Oriente 
francescano, dal 1346 al 1400 (Rome, 1921), 4. Bellarmino 
Bagatti, in the introduction to Voyage Beyond the Seas, the 
English translation of the guidebook published in 1945, 
refuted Golubovich’s theory, stating that “it remains to be 
proved that Niccolò over and above his descriptions of the 
places, also made drawings of the places to adorn his book.” 
Niccolò da Poggibonsi, Voyage Beyond the Seas, trans. Bel-
lorini and Hoade, xxvii. 

32. The inscription identifying the copyist is found on the 
back of the title page of Ms. Panc. 78: “This book of Pagolo 
del Pagone was copied 20 May 1453 from the original 
itself….” For the Italian, see Luigi Gentile, I Codici Palatini 
(Rome, 1889), 132–33, where the manuscript is known as 
Ms. Palatino 106. See the same for the copyist’s inscrip-
tion in Ms. Panc. 79, which is known as Ms. Palatino 54. 
These two manuscripts, like Ms. II. IV. 101, were used by 
Alberto Bacchi della Lega to create the 1881 text of the Libro 
d’Oltramare. He cited these three copies among the ten Flo-
rentine manuscripts that he consulted, but made no mention 
of their drawings. Bacchi della Lega refers to Ms. Panc. 78 
and Ms. Panc. 79 by their old collocations, namely, “Codici 
Palatini…2. No 54, già Panciatichi…3. No 106, già Pancia-
tichi….” See Alberto Bacchi della Lega, Libro d’Oltramare 
di Fra Niccolò da Poggibonsi, 2 vols. (Bologna, 1881), 1:xi. 

33. For a facsimile of the 1500 edition, see Armando Petrucci 
and Franca Petrucci, eds., Viazo da Venesia al Sancto Iheru-
salem (Rome, 1972). For a listing of the later editions, see 
Röhricht, Bibliotheca Geographica Palaestinae, 158–59. 
C. D. M. Cossar argued that the illustrations of a unique 
fifteenth-century German translation of the guidebook 
(British Library, Ms. Egerton 1900) were the basis of the 
woodcuts of the 1500 Viazo: C. D. M. Cossar, The German 
Translation of Niccolò da Poggibonsi’s Libro d’Oltramare 
(Göppingen, 1985). Until now, this was presumed to be the 
only copy of Niccolò da Poggibonsi’s guidebook that was 
ever illustrated. I would argue, however, that the illustra-
tions in the German translation were copies of the drawings 
in the previous Italian manuscripts, and that certain aspects 
of the illustrations in the German translation preclude the 
possibility that it was the source for the Viazo’s woodcuts. 
For instance, the illustration of the Templum Domini and 
Templum Salomonis in the German manuscript is separated 
into two different drawings, back-to-back on a single page 
(fols. 52r and 52v). First, on fol. 52r, the Templum Salomonis 
is represented as a multistoried tower, while on fol. 52v the 
Templum Domini is represented as a domed temple. The 

woodcut in the Viazo, however, represents the two build-
ings together in a single illustration, just as in the Italian 
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they are both views into the same building, the Temple of 



the post-crusade image of the dome of the rock in italy 75
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