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RESEARCHING TOGETHER 21ST 
CENTURY EUROPE. LOOKING AT 
EASTERN URBAN IMAGES FROM 
OUTSIDE AND INSIDE

Massimo Visone

Abstract
Cartography and urban views testify to the travels of people, but those same images then travel 
worldwide. Their transmission and the people who later own, observe and study them multiply 
these memories in a dizzying way. This network of relationships was not untangled due to the 
European political condition during the last century. Today scholars are able to mend the inter-
rupted dialogue and exchange their sources and research, as the Eastern European case studies 
demonstrate in this session.

Keywords
Urban iconography; Urban history; Eastern Europe

The philological approach has always pushed scientific research in the field of architec-
tural history towards archival documentation for an exact dating, but above all towards 
iconographic sources for an integration of the illustrative materials. In fact, these usu-
ally are much more impressive than just the text document and the only author’s nar-
rative. About the illustrative apparatus, beyond the current or historical photographs, 
until a few years ago, the cartographic research was carried out almost exclusively in 
the collections of plants and drawings present in various institutes in charge of conser-
vation, better if accompanied by an analytical inventory. The growing need for increas-
ingly scientific studies and the increase in the same academic demand have contributed 
to fueling interest in different and alternative sources for integrating and increasing 
more consolidated research traditions in the history of architecture and urban studies. 
Historical cartography and urban iconography have met these needs in the urban histo-
ry studies with frequent innovative data in monographic studies, progressively promot-
ing multidisciplinary perspectives and interests.
On the basis of this openness in research investigations, and with the need for histori-
ographical completeness, the work of the archivists, sometimes accompanied by that of 
the architectural historians, continued with method a cataloging of the iconographic 
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material found during the continuous sorting and counting operations, allowing a big 
leap forward for the scientific research. This process in recent years has actually focused 
more on archives for contemporary architecture, but also for regionalist historiographic 
sources and others more.
As Franco Borsi said, the «document demand» is a direct, targeted and changing ques-
tion according to the research practice, the results achieved, and the hypotheses formu-
lated. It is clear that the progress of studies and the productive increase in the academic 
field stimulated a growth in the demand for documentation in a more general sense, 
sometimes abnormal compared to the number of scholars [Borsi 1999, 22]. And today 
this condition is more impressive as we can see thanks to the digitalization of the main 
institutional and private archives and the related open access consultation, by now more 
and more easier with several key-words research and through the current linked system 
of search engines.
In this sense, today it seems usual to refer to urban iconography when speaking of a 
building or a city, but de facto it has not always been so. For many decades, historical car-
tography has been the object of studies, but essentially as pertinent to geography and to 
the history of art and publishing industry, but until the 1960s used only occasionally for 
studying the shape of the city and of architecture, rather considered as one of the many 
other objects kept in museums or private collections to remember the city souvenirs.
Urban iconography and historical cartography have now experienced a development 
and a growing importance from the initial contributions, opening new and more fruit-
ful research directions, primarily the special sections of the International Conferences 
on the History of Cartography (ICHC, 1964-2019, next will be Romania 2021), in con-
junction with Imago Mundi (1935-today); in fact, ICHC is the only scholarly confer-
ence solely dedicated to advancing knowledge of the history of maps and mapmaking, 
regardless of geographical region, language, period or topic. The biennal conferences 
promote free and unfettered global cooperation and collaboration among cartograph-
ic scholars from any academic discipline, curators, collectors, dealers and institutions 
through illustrated lectures, presentations, exhibitions, and a social programme. In the 
1980s, the topic found ample space in studies on topographic cartography, but it was not 
until the 1990s that research was mature enough so that synthesis studies could be car-
ried out [Harvey 1980; History of Cartography 1987-2015; Stroffolino 1999; Nuti 2008]. 
This knowledge constitutes one of the most significant approaches to deepen critical 
reflections on the evolution of the forma urbis and its perception by architects, artists 
and clients on the go, structuring itself as well-defined knowledge [Nuti 1996; de Seta 
2011], with a rich critical fortune made of specialist skills, with thematic exhibitions 
that have taken stock at international level [L’immagine della città europea 2014; Imago 
Urbis 2016], but also with high quality catalogs, both on a national scale – difficult to 
summarize, but like to give an example of a rather recent case [Schweizer Städtebilder 
2013] – and local one [Iconografia delle città in Campania 2006-2007].
Urban iconography is about the city, but its study can very often be focused on parts of 
the city or only on individual architectures, with very interesting results for the history 
of masterpieces, such as it happens for Palazzo Donn’Anna in Naples [Visone 2017].
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The critical analysis of monographic corpus, important campaigns, depiction and views 
distributed along a wide time span allows to observe transformations that today ap-
pear complex, articulated and stratified, therefore difficult to decode, but, above all, it 
allows us to better retrace the urban context and the formal expression of social ide-
as and functional needs of the culture of the time. This is even more true now that 
numerous databases of drawings, catalogs of museums and Auction Houses are freely 
available online, as well as those developed by highly specialized research centers, such 
as the Interdepartmental Research Center on Iconography of the European City of the 
University of Naples Federico II or other scientific sharing platforms.
In order to interpret the depictions, a thorough and punctual knowledge of the physical 
evolution of the subject, as well as of the academic and professional training that has 
been built around it, is necessary. These are approaches articulated in time and space that 
need to put different cultural background into a system for new scientific achievement.
The methodologies of image construction, the languages used, the techniques and tools 
of representation, the relationships between literary and figurative description have be-
come the subject of investigation and the current methods of representation and dis-
semination of knowledge, through current digital applications, open new and promis-
ing additions for critical analysis and to highlight historical and cultural palimpsests 
[Giordano 2001] to be projected in the governance of the contemporary city. In the 
architectural historiography, images occupy a prominent position [Storia visiva dell’ar-
chitettura italiana 2006-2007] and deciphering its representative code is an indispensa-
ble operation to contextualize its role, know its meaning and re-weave the strands of a 
complex network. In particular, urban iconography includes the knowledge of cartogra-
phy and landscape painting, in its broadest sense, and is an integral part of the scientific 
skills of the history of architecture and is instrumental for multiple disciplines, expand-
ing its field of action and involving the world of conservation and representation, but it 
is ready to insert itself fully into the new challenges of visual history, public history and 
interact with digital art and humanities.
Some territories, some cities and some architectures, in particular those that in the 
course of history have assumed the position of “monument” in the collective imagina-
tion, have been in the past privileged subjects of local or traveling artists during their 
path of cultural formation, but also vehicles of political propaganda and cultural mes-
sage. This phenomenon has generated an iconographic multiplication which registers, 
under figurative species, extensions and developments and which, in loose sheets or 
bound collections, have fed a widespread collecting [Conforti, Travaglini 2016, 314], 
both of an academic nature and more specifically private.
Cartography and urban views are linked to the culture of travel and the knowledge that 
derives from it. They show distant places, detect the works of man and illustrate urban 
spaces, also tell about the travels of the clients and their artists, illustrate moments of 
history, but very often the same papers and the same views are the ones that have trav-
eled and they were reference models for further formal and cultural developments, the 
transmission of the images and of the people who owned, observed and studied them 
multiplies in a dizzying way, in the same way their contents, their meanings and their 
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memories grow, intertwine and move away with the passage of time in a network of 
historical, historiographic and cultural relationships whose mesh is not always easy to 
reconstruct. This appears even more true if we consider the history of Europe that has 
witnessed these difficulties: it has been variously united, but more often in conflict; then 
separated into two distinct parts in a rigid and reciprocal isolationism, preventing dia-
logue and exchange for a long time during the twentieth century and now, finally, it is 
arranged on the path of a modern course of study, ready to pursue new research per-
spectives. The new millennium is characterized by this cultural rapprochement, by the 
interaction between different national study interests and by the internationalization of 
communication processes.
Travels and urban iconography reached in the Modern age increasing levels of quantity 
and quality. Images of cities and landscapes enjoyed artistic success and rapid circula-
tion in the printed form. The evolution and transformation of urban iconography was 
due to an ever-changing market and its patronage by leading figures in the world of pol-
itics and diplomacy, the aristocracy and the clergy, and by men-at-arms spread around 
Europe. As part of a strategy that enhanced the efficacy and relevance of messages the 
images transmitted, the manner and place in which the images were reproduced were of 
no lesser importance. One can find a huge number of reproductions on mediums which, 
in addition to paintings, prints and drawings, included both high- and low-grade mate-
rial. The study of ‘urban portraits’, as well as of cartography, allows to broaden the views 
over the vast and ever-changing world. Therefore, cities and landscapes are to be found 
in them, along with information about economy, architecture, everyday life and social 
conditions, confessional and political urban life.
Until the end of nineteenth century Eastern and Western Europe interacted more, in-
fluencing each other. From the Second World War to the Fall of Berlin Wall cultural 
exchanges were stopped and a new urban imagery of eastern cities has been created in/
for the west. Today urban iconography of East European cities spread in museums and 
collections worldwide is waiting to be reconnected with the most recent international 
studies.
This short contribution aims to open new research fields between scholars of the new 
higher Europe, focusing on case studies or specific topics of images of towns and land-
scapes that contributed to the knowledge of Eastern Europe from the sixteenth century 
to the dawn of photography. For examples, it recently happened for an interesting sci-
entific paper about the Italian painter Luigi Mayer, who travelled in the Eastern Europe 
at the end of the eighteenth century, and his sketch book is full of landscape views of 
Romania and other countries [Spânu 2019].

Without presumption of exhaustiveness, starting a research on urban iconography in 
Eastern Europe allows us to broaden our gaze on the vast and changing world of the 
modern and contemporary age, along the lines of what Timothy Brook did. He invited 
us to view works by the Flemish painters in a different light and to notice the various 
cultural implications and numerous geographical connections of these seventeenth-cen-
tury works. If it is true that this century was a period of rapid change, it was because 
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«people were now regularly arriving from elsewhere and departing for elsewhere, and as 
they went, carried things with them – which meant that things were ending up in places 
other than where they were made, and were being seen in these new locations for the 
first time» [Brook 2008, 8]. In this way, we can see how the increase in travel, for what-
ever reason, gradually reshaped the world, so much so that it was to herald the Dawn of 
the Global World, as the title of his book says.
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