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CAFFÈ DEGLI INGLESI
Re-Imagined by 

Daniel Kirkby and Vanessa Torri

INTRODUCTION.

Designed in the 18th century by the artist 

Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720-1778), Caffè 

degli Inglesi in Rome, just moments away from 

the Spanish Steps, is a prime example of a 

lost ‘cultural cafè’. Renowned for its eccentric 

Egyptian style, it was a main hub for British artists 

visiting the Eternal City. Although it was a key 

centre for culture and artistry, the café’s design 

divided opinion. Caffè Degli Inglesi only survived 

for circa 20 years. 

Only two plates etched by Piranesi himself have 

survived that depict one long and one short 

internal wall. Because of this, our main challenge 

was re-imagining the space. As the cafè is long 

gone and we have no information in regards to 

the materials, colours and techniques employed, 

it therefore seems clear that the physical 

architecture of this space shouldn’t be our main 

focus, but capturing the lost atmosphere by trying 

to create a ‘shadow’ of the physical space.
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SITE BACKGROUND.

Caffè degli Inglesi is believed to have been 

located at the junction between Piazza di Spagna 

and Via delle Carozze, in Rome. At the time the 

area was extremely cosmopolitan and popular 

especially amongst the British artistry and 

aristocracy on the Grand Tour, resulting in the 

quarter being known as Ghetto degli Inglesi.

It was during 1700 that the typology of the 

coffee-house gains prominence around Europe, 

becoming one of the main institutions of that 

century. Originally, the most famous coffee house 

in Rome was, the still standing, Caffè Greco, 

which was already well established in 1750. A 

couple of years later, in 1752, the artists moved 

to the newly established Caffè degli Inglesi, a 

few meters away next to Piazza di Spagna. (Ellis, 

2004).

Markman Ellis (2004) reports in his book ‘The 

Coffee-House: A Cultural History’ the memories 

of the Welsh painter Thomas Jones of when 

he first started visiting Caffè degli Inglesi, which 

according to him was in “a filthy vaulted room, but 

decorated in the most exciting modern manner, 

painted with Sphinxes, Obelisks and Pyramids, 

from capricious designs of Piranesi, and fitter to 

adorn the inside of an Egyptian-Sepulchre than a 

room of social conversation” where they used to 

be “seated around a brazier of hot embers placed 

in the Center”.
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DIVERSE MANIERE.

Unfortunately, Caffè degli Inglesi was destroyed 

during the Napoleonic wars. Nothing of the 

coffee-shop survived and the only things that we 

have left today to give us any indications as to the 

design and spirit of the space are the memories 

of those who were there, alongside two etchings 

made by Piranesi himself, which he included in 

his 1769 essay ‘Diverse Maniere di Adornare i 

Camini’. The book as well as including the two 

etching of the walls for the Caffè degli Inglesi, also 

contains thirteen different fireplace designs.

As an introduction to Diverse Maniere, Piranesi 

writes an essay entitled ‘Apologetic Essay in 

Defence of the Egyptian and Tuscan Architecture’ 

in which he discusses the importance for 

architects to learn about ancient architecture in 

order to successfully use it and adapt it to suit 

modern needs. Piranesi, is one of the first artists 

to revive the Egyptian Style, which, despite initial 

resistance, became widely appreciated, especially 

amongst the British aristocracy, during the 

Renaissance.

According to Piranesi, the painted walls of the 

coffee-house, represented a vestibule decorated 

with hieroglyphs which related to the religion and 

politics of the ancient Egypt. (Fagiolo, 2006) As 

Coleen Manassa (no date) from the Peabody 

Museum writes, “The design for the short wall of 

the Caffè degli Inglesi […] demonstrates Piranesi’s 

keen observation of Egyptian monuments. […] 

Below the lunette is an imagined structure with 

three ‘windows’ looking out onto an Egyptian 

landscape, complete with pyramids, obelisks, 

and sphinxes. The structure is adorned with 

hieroglyphs, relief decoration, and multiple 

statues. Piranesi again mixes different types 

of ancient Egyptian objects to create a richly 

ornamented design. […] The main architectural 

feature of the central window consists of kneeling 

figures; here Piranesi has adapted a common 

motif in two- and three-dimensional Egyptian art 

[…]”
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Two examples of fireplaces designs contained in ‘Diverse maniere di 
adornare i camini...’ (Met Museum, no date) (Wikimedia, 2013)
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PIRANESI AND ARCHITECTURE.

Giovanni Battista Piranesi was a versatile artist. He 

is mainly remembered because of his work as an 

etcher, with the ‘Vedute’ and ‘Carceri d’Invenzione’ 

being probably his most famous pieces, but he 

was also a very prominent theorist, who widely 

influenced the Neoclassical movement. As an 

architect, Piranesi only built the Caffè degli Inglesi 

and Chiesa di Santa Maria del Priorato in Rome, 

which is still standing. The original church was 

built in the 10th Century, and it was renovated 

by Piranesi in the 18th Century. The church is 

beautifully decorated with fine plasterwork and 

religious symbols.

Despite the obvious difference in style between 

the coffee-shop and the church, it is possible to 

draw some comparisons. They both implement 

splendid low relief decorations and a vaulted roof. 

Because of the very little amount of information 

available on the coffee-shop, we decided to 

use the only surviving architectural example by 

Piranesi as a precedent to determine challenging 

aspects of building our model: the pattern on the 

floor and the design of the missing walls.

Despite the floor pattern of the church perhaps 

not being the one designed by Piranesi himself 

(due to possible wear and tear issues), the floor 

works very well in the overall aesthetics of the 

church and it provides a subtle enough pattern 

to complement and not overpower the rest of the 

architecture.

The way Piranesi finished the decoration of the 

altar influenced our decision on how to end the 

exterior side of the missing walls. The front of the 

altar is highly decorated however this becomes 

less detailed and eventually stops towards the 

rear of the altar. We used the same principle on 

our model.

Interior of Chiesa di Santa Maria del priorato in Rome. The highly decorated 
altar was also designed by Piranesi as part of the refurbishment of the church 
in the 1700s. (De Martino, 2015)

Exterior of Chiesa di Santa Maria del 
priorato in Rome. (Conoce Madrid, 
no date)

Example of fading out of the 
decoration at the back of the altar. 
(Gran Touristas, 2012)
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LE ARTI DI PIRANESI.

In 2010, the Fondazione Giorgio Cini in 

collaboration with Factum Arte, curated an 

exhibition on Giovanni Battista Piranesi entitled 

Le Arti di Piranesi: architetto, incisore, antiquario, 

vedutista, designer (The Art of Piranesi: architect, 

engraver, antiquarian, vedutista, designer).

Factum Arte is a team made of artists, designers 

and technicians that look at digital mediation 

to produce 3D work for artists and facsimiles 

of historic work. They were involved from the 

beginning in the realisation of physical 3D printed 

models of some of the furniture pieces designed 

by Piranesi throughout his life.

We thoroughly researched Factum Arte’s 

approach on re-imagining pieces by Piranesi, as 

we were looking for inspiration as to how re-

imagine Piranesi’s artwork ourselves. The audacity 

of the exhibition led us to eventually opt for the 

usage of modern techniques, such as laser 

engraving, to capture even the finest detail of the 

surviving plates.

Examples of the work by Factum Arte to bring Piranesi’s 2D funriture designs into 3D real life objects. (Factum Arte, 
2011)

(Factum Arte, 2011)

(Factum Arte, 2011)

(Factum Arte, 2011)

(Factum Arte, 2011)
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SPATIAL TESTING.

As a first task we created a very basic sketch 

model, using cardboard and aluminium foil, to 

determine the dimensions of the model.

In order to determine the approximate dimensions 

of the room, since the plates were obviously not 

to scale, we used as a reference the blown-up, 

supposedly 1:1 scale, of the etching used as part 

of the Le Arti di Piranesi’s exhibition. 

After determining the size of the room, straight 

away it became clear that our model needed 

to be constructed to a very small scale, at least 

1:20, to ensure it could fit on the plynth in a way 

for it to be fully appreciated by the viewers.

This obviously meant that the level of detail that 

we needed to show in our model was very high 

and therefore had to find an appropriate technique 

to successfully capture it.

1:1 scale blown up image of Piranesi’s etching for one of the walls of 
Caffè degli Inglesi. (Factum Arte, 2011)
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MATERIAL TESTING.

Following the investigation of the space and 

theorising an appropriate scale for representation 

we began to think more about the representation 

of Caffè Degli Inglesi and, specifically, the 

unknown wall detail and design. It was obvious 

we needed to depict the two undocumented 

walls in a way that does not mimic nor assume, 

but can capture the spirit needed for the café’s 

re-interpretation. We are therefore suggesting 

the use of mirrored walls, providing an immersive 

experience of the decorative and detailed cafe, 

without compromising the integrity of Piranesi’s 

unknown original design.

As the quality of this representation was key to 

the project, the principal needed to be tested to 

ensure that the final realisation of the material can 

achieve the detail and precision required and will 

be evident throughout the rest of the materials in 

the model.

A material needed to be identified to represent the 

low relief (probably plaster) decoration to the walls 

and vaulted roof of the cafe. This material needed 

to satisfy two requirements to work within the 

model. Firstly, to work with the historical context 

that surrounds Piranesi and his architectural 

designs, and secondly, one that will allow us 

(computer-aided or otherwise) to manipulate its 

fabric and embed the specific detail of the wall 

etchings. This gave us the two following options:

1. Create a low relief pattern using a plaster 

casting method hat starts with a positive of the 

etchings. This is the approach that stays the most 

‘true’ to the original cafe and Piranesi’s design.

2. Create more of a symbol of the space, a 

conceptual re-imagining, by using what we know 

about Piranesi’s methods of representation and 

using double-faced metallic plates for the ‘walls’ of 

the model.

From top left in rows: 
Ball-point etching on 
parchment paper; Digital 
transfer of Piranesi’s 
design; Laser engraving 
on mirrored acrylic; Cast 
and etched metallic plate; 
The casting process; 
sculpting with Milliput.
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RECREATING THE INVISIBLE.

We began the process with the idea to use 

mirrors, therefore it was imperative to our 

continuation from this point that this idea was 

tested. Doing nothing more than providing 

an identical visualisation of the pattern on the 

opposite wall would not achieve the immersive 

and detailed effect outlined earlier, so our 

tests involved the engraving of the mirrors with 

Piranesi’s pattern. 

In engraving the exact pattern we did not intend to 

mimic, the ideal effect was in fact created, as the 

style and detail of a familiar pattern become lost 

and distorted within further detail provided by the 

mirrored background.

Limited to the use of a laser engraver rather than a 

plasma, real mirror was substituted with mirrored 

acrylic, as the mirrored effect is achieved by a film 

to the rear of a sheet of clear acrylic than is able 

to be laser etched.

Both a deep score and a normal engraving 

process were tried, before then using ink within 

the etching to test its effect. The subtlety of the 

un-inked version was preferred as the ink would 

have made the pattern itself more prominent than 

its background, rather than its equal.

Clockwise from top:
the laser engraving 

process; a 1:10 deep-
score engrave sample; 

a 1:10 laser etching 
sample; experimenting 

with ink in the etched 
sample.

Left: Hand-drawn, ball-
point on parchment 
paper etching at 1:10 
to explore the intricate 
detail of Piranesi’s 
design.
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LOW RELIEF VISUALISATION.

To accompany the mirrored walls the pattern 

designed by Piranesi needed to be represented 

on the material walls. The first option was to be 

realistic in our approach and organically mould the 

low relief onto a base wall for casting into plaster.

Prior to our first attempt at testing, we created 

several sections that explored our own opinions of 

the relief levels across one area of the wall that we 

wished to trial model. This was then broken down 

into parts that could be achieved by layering base 

layers of acrylic, and parts above which needed 

to be moulded by hand.

The test was performed at a much larger scale 

than the proposed final model, to experiment 

with the level of detail that could be achieved. It 

was soon realised that even at this scale, using 

Milliput to mould by hand was unrealistic to 

achieve the precision and detail that we wanted 

to achieve. We used cocktail sticks and clay tools 

to mould the shapes, however due to the naturally 

cumbersome approach when working at such a 

fine level, we decided that our approach at a 1:20 

scale needed to be computer aided.

From top left in rows: 
Constructing the base from 
clear acrylic; the finished 
base; experimental section 
showing maximum relief; 
section showing medium 
relief; section showing 
the lowest relief; Milliput 
moulded in place; the 
lack of detail able to be 
achieved can be seen.
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METAL POWDER CASTING.

The material choice for the rest of the model was 

intended to hint towards Piranesi himself’s original 

metallic plates. The time and expense required 

in producing real metal plates was soon deemed 

too unrealistic, therefore an innovative solution 

was found in aluminium powder mixed with resin 

to create a metallic, durable cast acrylic sheet. 

We decided to use a 3mm wall thickness in order 

to achieve minimal material usage while giving 

the strength that was needed to construct the 

model. With the help of the b.15 Model Making 

Workshop team simple casts were set up from 

MDF into which the solution can be poured and 

the wood (applied with double sided tape) could 

be removed once the material has fully dryed. 

In order to remove the resin cast with ease, and 

to prevent the pourus surface of the wood from 

being contaminated, a layer of vaseline was 

applied to the base before pouring.

Fast-cast resin was used as the ‘stock material’ 

to which we added Aluminium metallic powder. 

One problem that occured during testing was 

the distribution of the aluminium powder which 

naturally wants to sink, so as well as distributing 

the powder across the base, the powder was 

mixed with the resin to increase the chances of 

a more even distribution, and therefore, a more 

successfull finish to the cast sheet.

Following the casting process, using a scowering 

brush to ‘buff’ the sheets works due to its 

interaction with the metallic fibres, and creates a 

shiny and metallic surface from a dull cast.

The original idea for the process was to use two 

laser-etched acrylic sheets, one for each face, 

with a negative pattern, as part of the mould to 

create Piranesi’s etching on the sheet. It was 

soon found through experimentation that the cast 

sheets themselves were able to handle the laser 

and therefore the pattern could be etched directly 

on to both sides, and the central ‘window’ areas 

removed.

The casting process in 
rows from top left: mixing 

the resin; spreading the 
metallic powder across the 

base of the cast; pouring 
the resin; letting the resin 
set; the final cast plates, 

before and after buffing. To 
the far right is an unused, 

laser-etched acrylic sheet.
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LASER ENGRAVING.

After realising that the cast sheets were able to 

handle the power of the laser cutter, we started 

testing them to see the results. 

In order to create a fully immersive experience 

when looking inside the model, we also decided 

that it was necessary to have the engraving on 

both sides of the cast sheets. We therefore did 

some trials and soon found out that the sheet 

was able to be cast on both sides without loosing 

too much of its strength, but with the small issue 

of overheating and therefore slightly bending. 

This defect was quickly resolved by re-heating 

the finalised walls with a heat-gun and keeping 

them weighted in place to ensure they would cool 

down straight.

As previously mentioned, because the metal 

powder is heavier than the mix, it tends to sink, 

leaving one side of the sheet more metallic than 

the other. This unexpected effect lended itself 

quite well to show the difference in materiality 

between the inside and the outside, with the 

lightly coloured inside evoking the plasterwork that 

would have been inside the coffee-shop.

At the end of the process, we again used wire 

wool to polish the surface to achieve the desired 

shine level.

From top left in rows: 
Digital fabrication of one of 
the cafe walls; the original 
image that was worked 
with to achieve the digital 
fabrication; laser etching; 
laser plotting and cutting; 
laser etching; the finished 
and buff wall component.
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3D VISUALISATION.

As part of our design process, we decided it 

was necessary to get a feel for the final project 

by creating a three-dimensional model. This was 

the first time we actually visualised the complete 

model and this exercise revealed itself to be 

extremely beneficial, especially to determine the 

size and design of the vaulted ceiling. 

Piranesi’s plates show the presence of a vaulted 

ceiling, but the typology of vault is extremely hard 

to determine. We created a Sketchup model and 

experimented with different shapes and forms, 

finally opting for a dominican vault, which we 

believe to be accurate based upon the existing 

etchings and also complements the design of our 

model.

Calculating the exact size of the four vaulted 

elements proved very challenging, and involved a 

lot of trial and error. The Sketchup, also enabled 

us to define the aesthetics we were trying to 

achieve when constructing the plynth. Both 

these aspects will be further explored later in this 

document.

From top left in rows: 
Computerisation of the vault 
shape and dimensions; the 

digitally fabricated sheets 
planned in AutoCad; 3D 
digital model - long face; 
3D digital model - short 
face; digital model in 3 
dimensional wireframe 

showing the shape of the 
vault; a model roof plan.
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DESIGN AND TESTING OF THE VAULT.

As described above, determining the size and 

shape of the vault was an extremely challenging 

process. Firstly we thought of creating a negative 

mold of the correct shape of the vault with 

another smaller inside mold in order to cast the 

metal acrylic as a layer between the two. We 

very quickly realised the almost impossibility of 

successfully achieving this, as we wouldn’t have 

been able to get any etchings on the roof as well 

as powder potentially sinking all to the bottom and 

not distributing evenly along the vault. 

We then moved on to thinking of the vault as four 

separate components to fit together. We created 

two basic wooden formas of the correct size 

and angle to match the two different ‘triangles’ 

typologies that make up the vault to use for 

bending the components with the use of a heat 

gun. 

We did some trials with 1mm plastic sheets to 

emulate the bending properties of the cast sheets 

to determine the correct shape of the triangles 

to quicken the assemblage process at a later 

stage. Further to this, we cast more sheets and 

the moved on to engrave and cut the final roof 

components.

Clockwise from top:
A digital fabrication of 
the etchings to the vault; 
wood marked and to be 
sculpted into formwork with 
which we can bend the 
sheets using heat; 1mm 
plastic sheets to test the 
formwork; the sheets ready 
to be worked and shaped 
to form the vaulted ceiling.
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ASSEMBLY OF THE VAULT.

Once the engraving and cutting process finished, 

all four sheets had to be heated, bent over the 

correct mold and left in place for some time to 

ensure they would cool down in their new form.

Once all of the sheets were ready, we started 

the assemblage process. Despite having done 

numerous trials to determine the correct size of 

the pieces, we had to spend a significant amount 

of time filing down the edges to ensure they 

would align as best as possible. When some of 

the pieces were found being too bent (or not bent 

enough) we had to use ‘home-made’ techniques 

to successfully counteract the issue, which 

involved leaving the pieces to soak in extremely 

hot water to then bend in the correct place. 

Finally, when the vault was assembled to a good 

enough standard and glued together with super-

glue, we used epoxy resin, which we made 

metallic by adding some of the leftover metal 

powder to match the roof, to ensure there were 

no gaps left. 

As a last touch, despite the epoxy resin already 

giving a nice uniform effect to the vault, we 

decided to apply 3mm self-adhesive lead strips to 

give a neat and clean look to he model.
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ASSEMBLAGE.

Once the vaulted roof was fully finished, we 

started assembling the rest of the model. The 

walls were all filed at an angle to ensure they 

would match perfectly in order to avoid nasty 

visible junctions. The mirrored walls were slotted 

in front of the perimeter ones, but before that they 

were also filed to match perfectly inside. 

The assemblage was all done by hand using 

super-glue, but before putting all of the 

components together, the metallic walls, roof 

and floor were buffed again to ensure they had 

enough shine.

All of the walls were glued to sit over the floor, as 

seeing that junction was not an issue because of 

the gap left on the top of the plynth to allow the 

model to be slotted in.

In a similar fashion to what we did for the vault 

roof, we used the self-adhesive 3mm lead strips 

to define the junction between the vault and the 

top of the walls.

Clockwise from top:
Filing the corners to 
miters in preparation for 
construction; wall to wall 
glueing using resin; wall 
to floor glueing; hand-
filing pieces to size.
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PLYNTH CONSTRUCTION.

As part of the project we were asked to display 

the model on a 400x400mm plinth. This was 

created with a number of features to help 

enhance the model, for instance the plinth was 

created to be 1500mm high in order for the model 

to be viewed from eye level and allowed the 

viewer to experience the mirroring of the materials 

within. 

Using the digital model previously created, we 

determined a successful way to rationalise the 

rectangular shape of the model by creating a 

series of steps at the top of the square plinth, 

the final step incorporating a step down to fit the 

model so that the floor plate runs smoothly from 

outside to inside. The plinth was then painted in 

a matt white, with a shadow gap creating a neat 

finish between plinth and floor.
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The model was countersunk in order to sit flush with the plinth edge.
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CONCLUSION.

Overall, we are very pleased with the end result. 

The final model is different from how we imagined 

it at the start, as its realisation involved the use of 

materials and techniques which were completely 

new to us and therefore required a high level of 

experimentation. 

Re-imagining the Caffè degli Inglesi was a very 

thought-provoking challenge, as we encountered 

numerous obstacles during the construction of 

the final model. Snapping and breaking of the 

metal cast sheets was a common issue, the 

bending of the laser cut and engraved walls a 

certainty. 

The main challenge was the construction of the 

vaulted roof. The neat and precise look of the 

vault is achieved thanks to the lead strips but, 

if we had more time, we would have been very 

keen to re-construct it in order to achieve a very 

clean look without the use of the strips. 

We are very happy with our decision to treat 

the plynth as part of the model. In doing so we 

managed to achieve a great level of cohesion to 

ensure the model is appreciated in its entirety.
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