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PART A-ESSENTIAL INFORMATION 
1   SUMMARY 
The architecture of the Gothic period (ca 1150—1550 CE) belongs to the most significant 
manifestations of human culture.  The development of a skeletal system supported by flying buttresses 
represents a peak in the history of technology, its sculpture and stained glass likewise of artistic 
development, and its attempt to transcend the limitations of the reality created a vision of an eternal 
world unsurpassed for subsequent centuries.  In this respect, Gothic architecture ranks, for example, 
equal with Greek antiquity with its parallel development of philosophy, art and architecture.   

All this was made possible only by a planning process that attempted to solve every detail in advance.  
For the first time in history, therefore, architectural drawings became an indispensable and necessary 
means of construction.  Accordingly the oldest architectural drawings have survived from this period 
and are thus an indispensable means of any architectural planning in the modern period was created.   

The Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna houses in its department of prints and drawings the unique 
collection of 425 Gothic architectural drawings.  The importance of this unique collection becomes 
obvious when one considers the fact that worldwide not more than 500 drawings of this genre—i.e., 
including the Viennese holdings!—have survived, and that even for French Cathedrals only a very few 
random drawings exist today.  Any study of Gothic cathedral architecture, therefore, is basically 
impossible without a detailed knowledge of these drawings that give an insight into every aspect of 
architectural training and design practice at an early stage of its modern development.   

Beyond their mere academic importance as a research tool for specialists of architectural history, 
namely of the Middle Ages, the Gothic architectural drawings in Vienna represent a material that 
allows an insight into the beginnings of architectural design practice.  Being the first surviving 
architectural drawings as such, these drawings prepared the way for all architectural design that 
followed over the last five centuries; without the experience of these drawings, modern architectural 
development would have been impossible.    

 

2. DETAILS OF THE NOMINATOR 
2.1. Name (person or organisation)  
Kupferstichkabinett der Akademie der bildenden Künste Wien 
 
2.2. Relationship to the documentary heritage nominated 
Owner 
 
2.3. Contact person(s) 
Dr. Monika Knofler, Director 
 
2.4. Contact details (including address, phone, fax, email) 
Kupferstichkabinett der Akademie der bildenden Künste Wien 
Makartgasse 3, A-1010 Vienna, Austria 
tel.: +43-1-5813040, fax +43-1-5813040-31, email: m.knofler@akbild.ac.at 
 
3. IDENTITY AND DESCRIPTION OF THE DOCUMENTARY HERITAGE 
3.1 Collection of Gothic Architectural Drawings  

Inv. nos.: 9.707; 10.931, 16.816—17.053; 17.055—17.069; 17.071—17.096; 17.101; 17262; 35.043—
35.045.  

3.2 Description  

mailto:m.knofler@akbild.ac.at


The collection of Gothic architectural drawings consists of 282 items.  Of these, approximately one 
third is on parchment and two thirds are on paper; since 143 have additional drawings on the verso, 
this amounts to the number of 425 drawings in total.  Their size ranges from two inches to 15 feet 
(4.50 m), their style from rough preliminary sketches to elaborate and minute presentation and 
working drawings.  

The collection of architectural drawings has survived two major threats in the past: The fate of all 
similar drawing collections of Gothic architecture i.e., the destruction of the badly appreciated and 
seemingly useless drawings with the exception of some representational drawings on parchment 
occurred in the 18th century when the bulk was deposited in the military arsenal of Vienna only to be 
rediscovered and sold, instead of discarded, in the later years of that century.  The second threat 
occurred in World War II when the wing of the Viennese academy that housed library and drawing 
collection was partially destroyed by bombing.  In either case, the most substantial archive of Gothic 
architecture would have been lost to posterity.    

 

4. JUSTIFICATION FOR INCLUSION/ASSESSMENT AGAINST CRITERIA  
4.1. Authenticity 

The line of ownership from the Vienna cathedral lodge (until ca 1550), municipal archives (1700), 
private ownership of the architect and stone mason Franz Jäger (1780), whose son bequeathed the 
collection to the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts in 1837, is securely established.  The authenticity of 
the material is particularly manifested by the watermarks of the paper that date the plans between 1400 
and 1550; some of the parchment drawings even date to the preceding time period of 1350—1400.  
Two drawings were added later to the collection: one, the celebrated tomb of St. Sebald at Nuremberg, 
was presented by the prince Johann of Liechtenstein in 1882, and another, a drawing of the north 
tower of Vienna Cathedral, which formed originally part of this collection, was reacquired in exchange 
of paintings from the museum of Brno (Czech Republic).  On the other hand, ten sheets of parchment 
with 14 drawings which were borrowed after 1840 as documentation for the reconstruction of the 
south tower of Vienna Cathedral, form since part of the collection of the Vienna Museum.   

4.2. World significance, uniqueness and irreplacibility  

With 425 drawings, the collection of Gothic architectural drawings represents by far worldwide, the 
largest collection of its kind (in comparison the second largest contains less than 10% of this amount, 
and others only number single drawings ranging from 1—18).  The present collection is, therefore, the 
only relatively complete archive of plans from any of the European cathedral lodges in the Middle 
Ages and subsequently the only material from which the planning of a Gothic cathedral, the 
international relations between different architectural centres, and their educational standards can be 
studied in any detail.  The collection is therefore of relevance to many other European cathedrals like 
Prague where all surviving drawings are in this collection, as well as Vienna, Cologne, Ratisbone, 
Strasbourg, Ulm and others, of which relevant drawings are preserved.  Consequently, the loss of this 
collection would mean the loss of a most important vehicle for the understanding of Gothic 
architecture.   

4.3. Criteria of (a) time (b) place (c) people (d) subject and theme (e) form and style  

(a) Time: The collection constitutes a coherent body of drawings of the most active period of 
cathedral architecture particularly in Central Europe between 1350 and 1550.  Since the 
previous normative period of 1150—1350 has preserved only a few drawings of comparable 
importance, the collection represents a unique compendium of architectural knowledge in the 
Middle Ages.   

(b) Place: The drawing collection is of central importance for the study of Gothic architecture in 
general, but particularly in Central Europe, and is not confined to the national architectural 
heritage of a single country.  With material related to cathedrals in Vienna (Austria), Prague 
(Czech Republic), Ratisbone, Ulm and Augsburg (Germany) and Strasbourg (France) it 
demonstrates the close interrelation and exchange that existed in the late Middle Ages and the 
early modern time period between these outstanding lodges.  The drawings concerning 
churches at Meisenheim and Constance (Germany), Wissembourg (France), Steyr, Melk, 



Gaming and Krems (Austria), Kutna Hora, Brno and Znoimo (Czech Republic) as well as 
Bratislava and Spišský Štvrtok (Slovakia), on the other hand, demonstrate the reception of 
Gothic cathedrals of an international standard on a national and regional level.  Since 
important single drawings had been exchanged between different places, it shows how a 
consistency and internationality of style could develop over a distance of space and language 
barriers to contribute to an emerging common European architectural language.  The 
collection, therefore, is an impressive documentation of how a cultural unit of Central Europe 
evolved and reached—independent of territorial boundaries—from Strasbourg and Cologne in 
the West to Prague, Vienna and Bratislava in the East.  To rediscover these international 
relations in a historic time period may help to re-establish a sense of unity overriding national 
boundaries.  

(c) People: The architectural drawings of the collection constitute the documentary remains of 
one of the most important of the medieval lodges of stone masons and architects.  A larger 
portion of the drawings even is attributable to some of the most outstanding architects of the 
Middle Ages, namely Peter Parler (Prague), Ulrich von Ensingen and Jodocus Dotzinger 
(Strasbourg) and Laurenz Spenning (Vienna).  It is particularly the last two of these men, 
Dotzinger and Spenning, who created on a conference of architects and stonemasons held in 
1459 at Ratisbone—the first summit of professional architects—a well structured organization 
of masons and architects with far reaching jurisdiction over its members and affiliated lodges.  
This organization constituted the model for many other professional associations in modern 
times, but particularly for freemasonry and its idea of an international brotherhood of people 
working for common ideals.   

(d) Subject and theme: The bulk of the drawings in the collection is devoted to ecclesiastical 
architecture in all its variations.  The more spectacular drawings show the ground plans or the 
elevations of Gothic Cathedrals, notably tower projects that attracted most of the interest of a 
time fascinated by tower constructions of unsurpassed height.  A larger portion deals with 
Gothic designs of specific parts of buildings typical for the Gothic period such as tracery 
designs, vaults, galleries and furnishings of Gothic churches.  By far the largest part of the 
drawings, however, shows details of any kind including geometrical devices of a more 
theoretical nature thus demonstrating the high level of mathematical knowledge available in a 
late medieval mason lodge. The rediscovery of these drawings in the 19th century also had an 
important impact on the development of the Neogothic and Historicist architecture that 
dominated the Western world in this period.  Not only were some of the drawings used for the 
restoration and completion of major monuments (e.g., Cologne, Vienna and Prague), but also 
the tower and chapel added to St. Matthias Cathedral in Budapest (Hungary) in 1874 by 
Frigyes Schulek is based entirely on a rather detailed knowledge of the Viennese drawings, 
and the publication of the more important of these drawings by Friedrich Schmidt in 1865 
made them available to an even larger audience.  That at this time Gothic architecture became 
synonymous of Western civilization and the technological progress it represented, is to a 
certain degree due to the existence of the drawings.   

(e) Form and style: The collection of drawings in Vienna constitutes a most unique compendium 
of Gothic architecture illustrating its reception throughout Central Europe.  Not only is it that 
few other architectural drawings from this period exist elsewhere in collections, but the genre 
itself of architectural drawings on paper or parchment came into being only in the Gothic 
period since the preceding Romanesque period decided on the architectural form without the 
medium of drawings on the construction side. Greek and Roman Antiquity knew proportional 
schemes incised on the stone slabs in temples, but apparently no architectural drawings in the 
modern sense of the word.  Since nearly all of the Gothic architectural drawings in France and 
England are lost, those in the Viennese collection are the only larger contingent before the 16th 
century that document the emergence and development of a planning device without which 
modern architecture would have been impossible.   

4.4. Issues of rarity, integrity, threat and management  

The collection of architectural drawings is unique worldwide and represents more than 90 % of all the 
material of this genre.  The collection in its present form was built up by ca 1550 with only one item 



added in the 19th century, and as such embodies the complete architectural knowledge of one of the 
leading lodges of a medieval cathedral.  The collection has survived two major threats in the 18th and 
the 20th century respectively, but is presently very securely housed under optimal conditions of 
preservation.  A very detailed management plan exists.  

 

5. LEGAL  INFORMATION 
5.1. Owner of the documentary heritage (name and contact details) 
Kupferstichkabinett der Akademie der bildenden Künste Wien 
 
5.2. Custodian of the documentary heritage (name and contact details, if different to owner)  
5.3.  
5.4. Legal status  

(a) category of ownership 
Public 
 
(b) Accessibility 
There is free access for qualified scholars in the Reading Room of the Kupferstichkabinett.   
 
(c) Copyright status 
Copyright is with the owner, the Kupferstichkabinett 
 
(d) Responsible administration 
Kupferstichkabinett der Akademie der Bildenden Künste, Vienna 
 

6. MANAGEMENT PLAN  
6.1. The collection of Gothic architectural drawings is considered the most valuable entity within 
the large holding of some 100,000 prints and drawings in the Kupferstichkabinett.  A major project of 
restoring and improving the storage condition of the drawing is approaching its end.  The drawings are 
stored under controlled climatic conditions in an area secured by an alarm system.  In order to avoid 
damage from overly frequent handling and in consideration of its extreme value, access to the original 
is limited to scholars under the supervision of qualified attendants.  An extensive catalogue presently 
in the process of publication provides initial and public access, digitized images of all plans are 
available on request.    

7. CONSULTATION 
7.1. The nomination was prepared by the author of the catalogue of the Gothic architectural 
drawings, Professor Dr Hans J. Böker (McGill University, Montréal) and is lodged by the director of 
the Kupferstichkabinett in cooperation with the Austrian National Committee for the Memory of the 
World Programme. 

 
PART B-SUBSIDIARY INFORMATION 
8. ASSESSMENT OF RISK  
8.1 While for a long time exposed to the hazards of medieval construction sites and subsequent storage 
in a military arsenal, as well as being used as a teaching tool for architects in the 19th century, the 
collection is presently housed under ideal conditions.  The last restoration has removed all dangers 
originating from exposure to non acid-free paper or from traditional storage practices.   

9. ASSESSMENT OF PRESERVATION  
9.1. Detail the preservation context of the documentary heritage  

The collection of Gothic architectural drawings is well preserved and maintained under satisfactory 
and permanently reviewed conditions in the Prints and Drawings Collection of the Academy of Fine 
Arts in Vienna. The guidelines for its safety are strictly observed.    

 

PART C-LODGEMENT  



This nomination is lodged by: 

Professor Dr. Stephan Schmidt-Wulffen, rector of the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna   

 

June 28, 2004  
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