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ABSTRACT 

The City Is Not Architecture 

by 

Andrew L. Cruse 

Urban debates are shaped by the techniques of urban representation. Since 

the 1960's, words used to describe the contemporary city-from "non-place 

urban realm" to "terrain vaguem-have de-emphasized the role of 

architecture, while the techniques of urban representation, largely inherited I 

from the Renaissance, continue to represent the city as a large work of 

architecture. 

My thesis proposes that the visual conventions architects have used and 

continue to use for looking at and designing in the contemporary city have 

over-privileged the role of architecture, while neglecting other vital social 

factors like time or program. Maps are not innocent analytical documents, 

separate from design. They play a primary role in the design process, 

literally projecting the field in which design occurs: The design of the map 

can be more important than the design of the project. 
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PREFACE 

Architects do not make buildings; they make drawings of buildings. 

For me this seemingly simple statement has proven a fertile source of 

thorny questions. What qualities of a building are the typical conventions 

of representation unable to capture? Should the architect accept these 

limitations for the sake of clear communication or try to develop new more 

ample languages at the risk of mystification or miscommunication? How 

can these conventions limit or expand the idea of architecture as was the 

case with perspective in the Renaissance and computer aided drawing 

today? 

The thorniness of such questions grows when the area represented is 

expanded from a single building to a city; an area over which the architect 

has little or no real control, but about which, I believe, he or she should be 

concerned. In terms of traditional techniques of representation, the 

difference between the drawing of a building and the drawing of a city is 

usually a difference in scale, while conceptually the difference is not one of 

degree but of kind. My thesis is a reflection on this phenomena: how urban 

maps can limit the architect's vision of the city to architecture, or how they 

can expand his or her vision of the city to encompass uniquely urban 



qualities, such as the social and political nature of urban space or the empty 

expanses of urban sprawl. 

I artificially confine this study to the examination of orthographic 

drawings within the culture of architecture. There are many other types of 

documents that could have been fruitfully discussed: insurance and health 

maps, surveying plats or aerial and tourist views, to name a few. The 

majority of existing literature on urban representation deals with 

perspective and related types of drawings.' I was interested in the 

orthographic views because they were, and are, more common type of 

urban drawing within the culture of architecture and there is little 

literature dealing directly with them. Though much of the information 

contained here is historical and literary, the maps and plans have always 

been foremost before my eyes, and it is from them that I have learned the 

most. There are many other ways I could have used to examine the maps 

and plans discussed here more fully: the history of science and technology, 

the history of urban development, and perhaps most importantly in 

contemporary debates, the history of power. But in writing this thesis I 

had dual interests: that of the historian and that of the architect. I was 

interested in examining the phenomena from within the profession, that is 

' See for example: Lucia Nuti. Ritram' di citta. Venice: Marsilio Editori, 1996. or Albert 
Garcia Espuche ed. Ciudades: del globo a1 satklite. Barcelona: CCCB, 1994. 



the interaction between the conventions of urban representation and the 

architectural imagination, to understand how these canonical techniques 

influence design and how design theory is reflected in mapping 

conventions. I believe in the future this research would greatly benefit 

from a closer look at how these techniques became canonical and how they 

were used to legitimate the profession of the architect in a wider context. 

The greatest value I perceive in a study such as this is elevating these 

canonical techniques of orthographic urban representation to a level of 

critical debate. In their books, Robin Evans, Alberto P6rez-G6mez and 

Louise Pelletier have done this for architectural representation, and 

Franqoise Choay for urban theory, but there are very few studies of how 

orthographic techniques were developed and used within the culture of 

ar~hitecture.~ I do not mean to compare what follows in the breadth or 

depth of these works, but to say that I think it starts to fill a gap in the 

present literature of architectural and urban planning history. 

Andrew L. Cruse 
Houston, Texas 
March 1998 

Robin Evans. The Projective Cast: Architecture and its Three Geometries Cambridge: 
MlT Press, 1995. Alberto Pkrez-G6mez and Louise Pelletier. Architectural Representation 
and the Perspective Hinge. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997. Franqoise Choay. The Rule 
and the Model: On the Theory of Architecture and Urbanism. Ed. Denise Bratton. 
Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997. 



Introduction: The City Is Not Architecture 

Alberti's metaphor "the city is like a large house and the house, in 

turn, like a city" continues to inspire and delude architects.1 It serves as 

the leitmotif for much of this study. Most basically, cities are made of 

buildings and people-urbs and civitas. Often the architect's vision of the 

city is skewed toward the first part of this definition-the city as 

architecture-since this is the part over which he or she exercise a degree of 

professional control. The people part is more difficult because people are 

not as predictable or controllable as buildings. One of the clearest 

examples of the architect's skewed vision of the city is the documents they 

use to represent the city. Clean lines that represent the buildings define 

precise relationships of what people should do where-eat, sleep, walk, 

work-as if the city were a house. By seeing the city only as architecture, 

the architect is able to cast him or herself as the protagonist of urban 

change. But people, their actions, desires and beliefs, are the dynamic part 

of the city. To not address the people, the social aspects of the city, is to 

miss what makes the city interesting in the first place. 

1 Leon Battista Alberti. On the Art of Building in Ten Books. Trans. Joseph Rykwert, 
Neil Leach and Robert Tavernor. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988, p. 23. 



Left with only half of the original definition, architects are facing 

another related problem: individual buildings plays an increasingly smaller 

role in defining what a city is. This is reflected in the variety of words 

used to describe the contemporary city. Verbally, the unqualified "city" has 

taken on a string of new adjectives to help capture its current 

transformation-100 mile city, edge city, global city, generic city, virtual 

city, mutant city-while the unqualified noun "city" seems to have gone the 

way of the horse and buggy, used more out of habit than conviction. Even 

"metropolis," resurrected from the Greek word for "mother city" less than 

100 years ago to signify a new urban dimension based on a larger scale, 

greater populations and faster speed, today seems tinged with nostalgia. 

New words, such as megalopolis, sprawl, periphery, terrain vague all 

emphasize the diffuse, discontinuous and unplanned qualities associated 

with the contemporary city over the importance of individual buildings. 

My thesis proposes that the visual conventions architects have used 

and continue to use for looking at and designing the city have tended to 

privilege the role of architecture, while the city, in a social, material and 

verbal sense, now more than before, is not architecture. For the architect, 

the contemporary sense of crisis about what a city is and their role in it 

stems, in part, from their inability to see through the canonical visual 

conventions of maps and plans. 



I want to qualify this in two senses. First, the map is not the city. It 

does not mimic the city, as an audio recording mimics a musical 

performance. But like a musical score, the map is made of a series of 

graphic conventions that can represent both the "hard" static facts of 

material reality or the "soft" dynamic ones of social makeup. Second, 

maps do not play a deterministic role in design, but neither are they 

innocent analytical documents separate from design. Instead maps have a 

dynamic relationship with urban debates. The map can be used to literally 

project a field on which design occurs. In some cases, the design of the 

map can be as important as the design of the project. 

In considering several images of cities drawn by architects, I want to 

examine how the different conventions of urban representation have been 

used to express different qualities of the city. To do this I will first 

propose a critical apparatus based on the idea of projections to understand 

how maps and plans conceptually work. I will then discuss examples of 

orthographic, figure/ground and thematic maps and plans in their 

respective chapters, each of which is structured historically. The 

conclusion addresses some contemporary attitudes towards mapping and 

urban design. 



1. Urban Projections 

Techniques of urban representation are based on projections.2 That 

is imaginary lines of projection are traced from the city to the sheet of 

paper where they are recorded. Following the conventions of perspective, 

all of these lines are traced back to one or more vanishing points, giving 

the illusion of three-dimensional space [figure 11. In orthographic 

projection, through the conventions of scale, all of these lines remain 

orthogonal to one another preserving the exact physical dimensions and 

relations between things [figure 21. This study examines different 

orthographic projection techniques. 

There are two general types of orthogonal urban projections, maps 

and plans. According to the Oxford Dictionary, a map is a "flat 

representation of the earth's surface, or part of it"; or a "diagram showing 

arrangement or components of a thing." A plan, on the other hand, is a 

2 ~ o b i n  Evans discusses the idea of architectural projection in his article "Architectural 
Projection" in Eve Blau and Edward Kaufamn. Architecture and Its Image: Four Centuries 
of Architectural Representation: Worksfrom the Collection of the Canadian Centre for 
Architecture. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989, pp. 18-35. Much of my discussion of urban 
projections as a way to begin to understand how maps and plans work was inspired by 
this. 



"method or procedure for doing something; design, scheme, or intention" 

or "map of a town or district."3 

At first this distinction seems rather common-sensical. 

Cartographers, through surveying or aerial photography, make maps to 

record an existing reality, while architects, through the process of design, 

draw plans to propose a new vision for the city: maps come from an 

existing reality, while plans point towards a potential reality. To make 

plans, an architect takes a map and from it projects a new vision of the city. 

Here I use the word projection in an theoretical sense. Plans are projective 

of an urban condition that does not exist, but could. They are hypothetical 

projections, built on top of a map. 

But why are maps considered as part of the definition of plans? That 

is, how is the intentionality of design embedded in the mapping 

conventions? In making a map, the cartographer must choose what is 

recorded and what is not. In choosing these "components of a thing," the 

map maker is projecting an understanding of the constitutive elements of 

the city. Maps then, like plans, are projectural in a second sense. Maps are 

3 Oxford English Dictionary. Ed. Laurence Urdang. New York: Oxford UP, 1995. 



what I will call metaphoric projections. The map is not the city, but a 

visual metaphor for the city. 

Mapping metaphors are often very pragmatic-designed to fit an 

anticipated need. For example, street maps are calibrated to fit an 

established notion of a city based on streets and place names, parks and 

institutions. But these conventions are not fixed. An example of this 

would be a tourist's map of Rome distributed by McDonald's [figure 31. 

Most tourists would agree that McDonald's restaurants are not typically 

considered a constituent element of Roman topography, but by representing 

them on a map of Rome the tourist's notion of the city is rhetorically 

enriched. It can, if they are hungry for a hamburger or in search of a 

clean bathroom, influence their understanding of and orientation in the city 

as much as any act of papal urbanism, such as Sixtus V's monuments 

[figure 41. 

In this sense, maps can work like plans because they represent a 

vision of the city that had not been seen before. In other words, the map's 

metaphorical projections can be made to work like a plan's hypothetical 

ones. Maps do not propose to change the city as a plan would, but they can 

affect the map reader's understanding or cognition of the city represented 

by the map. Maps can become more plan-like when the map's ability to 



explain or inspire transcends the traditional Albertian notion of the city, to 

represent it in a way that it had not been seen before. 

Maps have a great deal of authority in architectural and urban 

debates. In recognizing the dynamic interplay between mapping and 

designing, and the ability of maps to transcend traditional Albertian notions 

of the city, architects can begin to come to terms with the city on its own, 

largely social, less architectural, terms as part of developing more effective 

design strategies. 



Figure 1: Alberti's suggestion for perspective 

from Lotz, Studies in Italian Renaissance Architecture, p. 43 

Figure 2: Ortographic lines of projection 

from Wilson, Geometry for Architects, p. 5-1. 



Figure 3: Mc Donald's Map of Rome 

Figure 4: Sixtus V plan of Rome 

from Insolera, Roma, p. 17 1. 



Chapter 1 Common Ground: Orthographic Projection 

Among the different conventions of urban representation, 

orthographic drawings are the most common as well as the most deceiving. 

They are common because they facilitate easy communication among 

different professionals: architects, urbanists and the building trades. They 

are deceiving because they blur the distinctions between buildings and 

cities, and between maps and plans. This essay explores the confluence of 

these different topics onto the common ground of the orthographic 

projection, and how this confluence, to a degree, normalized the different 

concerns of each, propagating the misconception of the city as architecture. 

1. Raphael's St. Peter's 

Before directly addressing urban maps and plans, it is important to 

understand why the orthogonal projection became the canonical 

representational technique for architecture. Orthographic drawings had 

formed part of architectural theory since antiquity. In his Ten Books of 

Architecture (33-14 BC), Vitruvius had established the plan, elevation and 
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perspective as the basic drawing types of architecture.1 Alberti, in his De 

re aedificatoria (1452-72), later eliminated perspective from this list, and 

instead included the model.2 He advised architects against using 

perspective, which he argued in his De re pintura (1435) was the 

appropriate representational technique of painters. Alberti wrote that 

architects should avoid using perspective because the effect of "relief' seen 

in perspective images led to foreshortening and overlapping of elements 

that would distort the representation of complicated architectural forms. 

The first real test of Alberti's theory of architectural drawing came 

with Pope Julius 11's rebuilding of St. Peter's Basilica in Rome, begun in 

1506 by the painter Bramante. At the time there was no professional 

training for architects as such. Instead they usually began their careers in 

the fine arts and thus were well versed in perspective but not orthographic 

projection. The same was true of the basilica's second architect, the painter 

Raphael, hired by Pope Leo X in 1513. Though Bramante and Raphael 

both used models and orthographic plans, Wolfgang Lotz has shown that 

most of the early section and elevation drawings for St. Peter's contained 

1 Vitruvius's terms were ichnographia, orthographia and the scenegraphia respectively. 
Vitruvius. Ten Books of Architecture. Trans. Moms Hicky Morgan. New York, Dover 
Books, 1960, Book 1.2, pp. 5-12. 
2 ~ o r  different uses of the model as a design and presentation tool see Henry A. Millon 
"Models in Renaissance Architecture." in Millon ed. Italian Renaissance Architecture: 
From Brunelleschi to Michelangelo. London: Tharnes and Hudson, 1996. 



some element of perspective foreshortening, like the famous examples of 

Peruzzi [figure 51.3 As the project for the basilica progressed and the 

interior of the building became increasingly complex-integrating the old 

building with the new, arranging the main and secondary cupolas and 

combining the large and small orders-a crisis of representation occurred. 

Though the plan was still useful for tracing the outline of the building, 

elevations with a degree of perspective could not represent the building's 

spatial complexity well enough to be built and models proved too expensive 

and time consuming to effectively communicate an ever-evolving design to 

the masons. 

Raphael, probably with the help of his assistant Antonio de Sangallo 

the Younger-the first Renaissance architect to rise from the trades and not 

to be trained in the fine arts-set out to correct this in his letter to Pope Leo 

X in 1519. In it Raphael maintains the importance of the orthographic 

plan, but makes explicit reference to the representation of the building's 

interior in orthographic sectional elevation [figure 61.4 

3 See Wolfgang Lotz. "The Rendering of the Interior in Architectural Drawings of the 
Renaissance." in Studies in Renaissance Architecture. Trans. Margaret Breitenbach, 
Renate Franciscono and Paul Lunde. Cambridge: MU Press, 1979, pp. 1-65. 
4 " ~ n d  because the method of drawing that belongs more to the architect differs from the 
painter, I shall state what seems to be appropriate to understand all the measurements and to 
know how to find all parts of a building without error. The drawing of buildings, so far as 
the architect is concerned, therefore should be divided into three parts, of which the first in 
the plan, or rather the ground plan, the second deals with the exterior. . . the third, with 



St. Peter's served as a practical demonstration of Alberti's theory of 

orthographic drawing, establishing the triad of orthographic drawings 

(plan, section and elevation) as the architect's Latin, and eliminating any 

perspective elements from the canon of architectural representation. There 

were two important reasons for standardizing the architecture's visual 

conventions: first, the geometrically precise language of the orthogonal 

projection provided a dimensionally accurate, "objective" view point that 

helped the architect to clearly communicate his ideas to the building trades. 

As Robin Evans has observed: "The advantage of [the orthographic] 

projection is that it preserves more of the shape and size of what is drawn 

than perspective does. It is easier to make things from than to see things 

with."5 Second, as a specialized language, the orthographic projection 

required special training to read and to draw, thus helping to establish the 

professional status of the architect by elevating it from a mechanical to a 

liberal art through the intellectual abstraction of drawing. 

the interior." "The third part of this drawing, which we have defined as the interior wall , . 
. . is no less necessary than the other two, and is made in the same way from the plan with 
parallel lines, like the wall of the exterior; and it shows one half of the building from the 
interior, as though it were divided in the middle." quoted in Lotz p. 20-1. 
5 ~ o b i n  Evans. "Architectural Projections." in Architecture and its Image: Four Centuries 
of Architectural Representation: Worksfrom the Collection of the Canadian Centre for 
Architecture. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989, p. 2 1. 



2. Terranuova and Sforzinda 

During the late Middle Ages, the geometrical basis of architectural 

design was applied to urban design in the plans of a series of new towns- 

San Giovanni, Castelfranco, Terranuova, Scarperia and Firenzuola-built by 

the government of Florence between 1299 and 1350.6 David Friedman 

traces the history of these towns' plans to the geometrical basis of 

Medieval architectural theory, expressed through drawing. In the 

Sketchbook of Villard de Honnecourt, one of the few original sources for 

reconstructing Gothic design theory, Honnecourt established a fundamental 

relationship between architectural design, geometry and drawing: "In this 

book you will find good advice concerning the proper technique of 

masonry and devices of carpentry. You will also find the technique of 

drawing-the forms-just as the art of geometry requires and teaches it."7 

The difference between Honnecourt's idea of drawing based on geometry 

and orthographic projection drawing was that orthographic projections had 

a scale. A geometrical figure with a scale was synonymous with an 

orthographic projection. 

David Friedman. Florentine New Towns: Urban Design in the Late Middle-Ages. 
Cambridge: MIT Press, and The Architectural History Foundation, 1988. 
7~uo ted  in Friedman, p. 118. 



Based on physical evidence from the town of Terranuova, Friedman 

has show that the town's plan was generated using the conventions of sine 

geometry, where the lengths of successively longer cords of a circle, 

related through the ratios of the Fibonacci series, correspond to the width 

of streets and blocks and the overall size of the town [figure 71.8 Such a 

plan was a geometric figure, assigned a scale corresponding to the 

dimensional requirements of a town: it was thus synonymous with an 

orthographic plan. 

A similar relationship between geometry and urban design is found 

in Filarete's Trattato d'architettura (1451-65). Taking the form of a pre- 

modem novel, Filarete described the design and founding of the city of 

Sforzinda, the first fully planned ideal city of the Renaissance. The plan of 

Sforzinda, two rotated squares contained in a circle, resembled the patterns 

of Medieval tracery [figure 81. Its proportions were based on the Mason's 

"secret," where the length of one side of a square was equal to the diagonal 

length of a second, smaller square. The Mason's "secret" was the most 

common technique for determining proportional relationships in medieval 

architecture.9 

g~riedman, pp. 121-48. 
9 The resulting shape also resembled an ancient magic sign which linked the four elements- 
earth, wind, fire and water-with the four Aristotelian qualities4ryness. humidity, cold and 



The plans of both Terranuova and Sforzinda were geometrical 

patterns assigned a scale. In this sense they were orthographic plans that, at 

a larger scale, could be used to design the plan, section or elevation of a 

building.10 This parallel operation between architectural design and urban 

design would later be theorized by Alberti in his De re aedzj?catoria. 

Alberti wrote that as the architect's principle concern for a building's 

design was the orderly arrangement of all parts of a composition based on 

classical taxis, so too was his concern for the city: "The principle ornament 

of a city is the orderly arrangement of streets, squares and buildings 

according to their dignity and their function."ll In terms of projections, 

the hypothetical projections of a building's plan and a city's plan were the 

same in that they both were based on geometrical figures. 

There remained one problem in the theoretical transparency between 

the architectural and urban design: being able to geometrically describe 

natural topography. That is, developing a map with the metaphorical 

projection of the city and its site as a series of geometrical figures. 

heat. Spiro Kostof. The City Shaped: Urban Patterns and Meaning through History. 
London: Thames and Hudson, 1991, p. 187. 
' 0  This is somewhat counter intuitive. A drawing made to a smaller scale, say 1:  100, has 
less detail that one drawn to a larger scale, say 1: 10 even though 100 is larger than 10. 
l l ~ u o t e d  in Friedman, p.118. Taxis is "the orderly arrangement of parts." See Alexander 
Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre. Classical Architecture: The Poetics of Order. Cambridge: MIT 



Understanding the site was more important for urban design than 

architectural design because a town's site was bigger than a building's and 

the site conditions would need to be consciously considered in the design. 

For example, it may not make much sense to lay a regular street grid on a 

very hilly site, as was the case in San Francisco. Without being able to 

geometrically describe the site-to survey it and make a geometrically 

accurate mapthe site could never be understood in the orthographic 

language of the plan. In the case of the Florentine New Towns, 

comprehensive urban design was possible only on a flat site, where, much 

like a large sheet of paper, it was easy to lay out parallel and perpendicular 

lines. 

Filarete's "map" of Sforzinda highlights the difference in graphic 

language between the orthographic plan of the city and a more subjective 

or cognitive expression of the imagined surrounding landscape [figure 91. 

The geometrical figure of the town's plan looks stamped onto a pre- 

perspectival view of the landscape. Instead of the flat, orthographic view 

of the town, in the landscape objects are represented atomistically, and the 

size of significant elements is exaggerated to emphasize their symbolic 

importance, as in many Medieval city views. 

Press, 1986, pp. 9-33. 



The Florentine New Towns and Sforzinda are early examples of how 

an architectural design theory was transfered to urban design. But a 

workable model of urban design required a map as well as a plan in the 

same orthographic language because the common geometric basis of a map 

and a plan would allow for a fluidity between understanding what existed- 

the metaphoric projections of a mapand designing something new-the 

hypothetical projections of a plan. As Filarete's "map" of Sforzinda shows, 

before an accurate practice of land surveying, the atornistic conventions of 

the map, combined with the orthographic ones of the plan, would, like the 

Peruzzi's sectional perspectives of St. Peter's, have been difficult to use for 

design purposes. 

3. Leonardo's Imola 

The practice of urban surveying and mapping developed based on the 

framework of the Ptolemaic grid and the directional accuracy made 

possible with the transit and compass. The Greek geographer Ptolemy 

established the cartographic grid in his Geography (known during the 

Renaissance as the Cosmography). The book was written in the second 
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century AD and "rediscovered" in western Europe around 1400.12 The 

first volume of the Geography established an abstract grid of latitude and 

longitude lines that covered the known world [figure 101. Prior to this, 

ship's navigators had used Portolan sea maps to chart their courses [figure 

111.13 Information for the Portolan charts was collected empirically using 

readings from a magnetic compass taken at fixed points, called wind 

roses.14 While the wind roses could accurately record direction from one 

point to another, without the overarching framework of the Ptolemaic grid 

to fix this information to, they could not accurately record scale and thus 

determine distance. Ptolemy's cartographic grid enabled cartographers to 

correlate and correct disparate bits of geographical information on a flat 

abstract grid to comprehensively map different regions of the known 

world. 

Technology transfer from the astrolabe, used for maritime 

navigation, to the transit, used for land surveying, coincided with a 

Humanist interest to record cities' archeological sites. Working as a papal 

secretary in Rome during the middle of the fifteenth century, Alberti had 

1 2 ~ o r  a brief history of Ptolemy's Geography and its significance see Samuel Y. Edgerton, 
Jr. The Renaissance Rediscovery of Linear Perspective. New York: Harper & ROW, 
1975, pp. 91-105. 
13 Pottolano was Italian for a harbor master. The harbor master responsible for 
assembling and checking the maps, one against the other. 
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outlined a method of urban surveying and drawing in his Descriptio Urbis 

Romae. He may have made a map of Rome based on these methods, but no 

such image survives.15 A second book, Ludi Matematici, generalized the 

theory laid out in the Descripto into a series of mathematical "games" of 

practical geometry, including the use of surveying instruments to measure 

land area and make scaled drawings.16 

The earliest surviving example of such a map is Leonardo da Vinci's 

image of the town of Imola, drawn in 1502 [figure 121.17 Leonardo drew 

the map while he and his patron, Cesare Borgia, were shut up in Imola 

during early October, due to a revolt of the Prince's mercenaries.18 

Leonardo had been hired by Borgia earlier that fall to assess and redesign 

the defensive walls of several towns Borgia had conquered in Romagna. In 

1494, Charles VIII's rapid and successful invasion of Italy with mobile 

artillery announced the beginning of the end of the tall, straight walls of 

14 During the Renaissance the directions of the wind were associated with the cardinal 
points 
1 5 ~ o r  a reconstruction of what Alberti's map might have looked like see L. Vagnetti. "La 
'Descripto urbis Romae': uno scritto poco noto de Leon Battista Alberti." Quademo: 
Universitd degli studi di Genova, Facoltri di Architettura. no. 1, 1967, pp. 1 10-50. 
16 Jane Gadol. Leon Battista Alberti: Universal Man of the Early Renaissance. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1969, pp. 157-95. 
17~ohn A. Pinto. "Origins and Development of the Ichnographic City Plan." Joumal of 
the Society of Architectural Historians. March 1976, vol. XXXV, no. 1, pp. 35-50. Pinto 
credits Leonardo with the first orthographic town plan because he had made important 
technical improvements to Alberti's theory such as adding a compass to the transit so it 
could be easily repositioned for more accurate surveying and developing a more accurate 
odometer. 



Medieval fortresses. While Medieval walls could effectively defend against 

siege and infantry attack, they could be easily destroyed by direct cannon 

fire. The new bastion-type fortress had that emerged in the early sixteenth 

century low, angled walls to deflect cannon f i e  and pointed forms to allow 

defenders optimal positioning for firing on attackers [figure 131. To 

remodel the old walls, military engineers typically surveyed them and 

prepared orthographic plans to determine where and how changes could 

most effectively be made. 

In Leonardo's map of Imola, the city is contained within a circular 

frame, centered and oriented, as Vitruvius had suggested, to the eight 

principle winds.19 Nowhere in the image did Leonardo use the perspective 

elements of bird's-eye view or cast shadows; but instead he used color to 

suggest a degree of relief from the flat orthogonal plan. Regional roads 

from the three main city gates crossed a sparsely inhabited agricultural 

landscape, articulated as fields with small houses, and disappeared beyond 

the map's frame. The Po River meandered through the top part of the 

image. Except for some houses along the principle road to the west 

(towards Bologna), and a large compound to the north, the city was 

18 Pinto p. 83. 
19 Vitruvius. The Ten Books ofArchitecture. Trans. Morris Hicky Morgan. New York: 
Dover Books, 1960, Book I, 6, pp. 24-31. 
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entirely contained within its Medieval walls. Streets, which are left white, 

showed Imola's slightly frazzled Roman grid, while individual buildings 

were outlined and colored a dark brown on their clearly delineated ochre 

lots. 

Unlike Filarete's image of Sforzinda, in his image of Imola, 

Leonardo represented the city's natural and urban landscape in the same 

orthographic language; the same language that Raphael would recommend 

seventeen years later at St. Peter's as the standard for architectural 

representation. The orthographic language of the urban map-with its 

metaphorical projection of the city as a series of geometrical figures-and 

that of the architectural plan-with its hypothetical projection of 

architectural design based on geometry-were indistinguishable. The ability 

to represent the city in the same geometrical language as the architectural 

plan was a fortuitous coincidence for the architect who shared Alberti's 

belief that "the city was like a large house" because the city, like the house, 

could be represented and designed with the same geometrical basis. Only 

with the growing complexity of the city would the shortcomings of this 

graphic language to capture uniquely urban qualities be recognized. 

4. Cerdi's Barcelona 



When the Catalan engineer Ildefonso Cerdii published his three 

volume Teoria General de la Urbanizacidn (1867) he intended to lay down 

the principles of urbanism, much as Alberti had done in his De re 

aedij?catoria for architecture. Urbanizacidn-translated either as the 

process of "urbanization" or the profession of "urbanism"-was intended to 

announce with the full impact of a neologism an entirely new relationship 

between people and the organization of cities. Though Cerdii had 

conceived of the term nearly twenty years earlier, his ideas reached their 

greatest graphic expression in his 1859 plan for the reform and extension 

of Barcelona- Plano de 10s alrededores de la ciudad de Barcelona y 

proyecto de su reforma y ensanche [figure 141.20 

CerdB's ensanche -extension-was approximately ten times larger 

than the its medieval center, and stretched to the city's natural limits: from 

the Mediterranean to the Collcerola mountains to the north, and spanning 

between the Besbs river to the east and Montjiiic (the hilly site of a 

medieval Jewish cemetery) to the west. The ensanche was also to connect 

20~erdl! had first used the word "urbanizaci6n" or "idea urbanizador" in his diary in 1848. 
A year later, after gaining financial independence by inheriting his father's fortune, he 
wrote "from that moment my entire fortune, my credit, my time, my comforts, my interests 
and even my standing in society became utensils for the furtherance of my idea." Quoted in 
Autoro Soria y Puig. "The Project and its Circumstances." in Labratorio d'urbanisme. 
Treballs sobre Cerdd i El seu Eirample. Barcelona: Ayuntamento de Barcelona, 1992. 



the city with four surrounding towns. Cerdi based his plan on a square 

grid of vias y intervias-streets and urban blocks. The regular street grid 

reflected Cerdi's concern with easy circulation throughout the city, 

necessary for its economic health: "the culture of our days ought to have 

taught owners that to contradict the interests of traffic is to contradict their 

own interestsW21 Cerdi had studied both historic and contemporary 

examples of gridded cities and from this he had mathematically 

"determined" the 113 meter square to be the ideal dimension for 

Barcelona's urban blocks, or manzanas. He wrote "our study is mainly 

concerned with the manzana as the principle building element," calling it a 

"small urb"-a synecdoche for urbanism.22 Through an elaborate system 

based on groupings of increasingly larger numbers of manzanas into 

neighborhoods, districts and sectors, Cerdi assigned to each different 

services: parks, churches, schools, markets, hospitals and government 

buildings which were distributed throughout the ensanche in a rectangle 

with the proportions of 1:4 [figure 151. Following the Albertian notion of 

the city, this taxis of social functions was to provide all of the programs 

necessary for a modem city as an architect would distribute the elements of 

21Quoted the Teorla in 2C Group. "CerdYs Barcelona: The Elements of the Ensanche and 
construction of the block." in Lotus. no. 23, 1978, p. 85. 
22Quoted from Teoria in Magrinyi. "Vias-Intervias." in Albert Serratosa i Palet. Cerdd: 
Ciudad y Territorio: Un visidn delfuturo. Madrid: Electa, 1994. 



a building's plan or elevation. It was the representation of the city as 

architecture. 

Barcelona's actual development did not resemble the neat ensemble 

of manzanas Cerdi had imagined. He had provided for the formation of 

large construction companies to control the price of land which, he argued, 

would avoid land speculation and encourage the even distribution of 

different social classes throughout the city. But an economic recession in 

1866 broke up many of these companies and wealthy neighborhoods 

quickly developed to the north of the city, clustering along the Paseo de 

Gracia, while poorer ones developed to the south. Few of the civic 

buildings he had planned were built. In addition, changing architectural 

styles, most notably in the Catalan modernisme of Antonio Gaudi, Josep 

Puig i Cadalflach and Lluis Dom&nech i Montaner, often conflicted with 

the sober architectural tone that Cerdi had intended. Not until the 

beginning of this century had the street grid Cerdi imagined been 

sufficiently fleshed-out with manzanas to resemble his paper plan. 

CerdB's Albertian notion of the city was reflected in his choice of the 

orthographic plan. Although his Teoria defined the new science of 

urbanism-addressing concerns appropriate to the nineteenth century such 

as hygiene, social statistics, land prices and inter-city and regional 



transportation networks-the plan still represented a conception of the city 

as a contained architectural entity exhibiting the geometric qualities of 

symmetry, proportion, and fixed boundaries like the Florentine New 

Towns and drawn in the same language-an adopted architect's Latin-that 

Leonardo had used to represent Imola. As the historical events of the last 

half of the nineteenth century showed, the substitution of market for 

kitchen, apartments for bedrooms and government buildings for offices 

was not a sound basis for successful urban design. I am not suggesting that 

if Cerda had had a different means of representing the city that the 

outcome of his plan would have been different, but to point out how the 

breadth of observations in his Teorfa was reduced by his Albertian idea of 

urban design reflected by the orthographic convention he used. By 

implicitly linking a nineteenth century theory of urbanism with a fifteenth 

century practice of urban design, Cerda validated this antiquated myth of 

the city as architecture at the expense of his own observations. 

5. Conclusion 

An unquestioning attitude towards orthographic drawings is in many 

ways responsible for the continued myth of the city as architecture. 

Orthographic projection blur the distinctions between two different types 

of concerns: the metaphorical projections of the map coming from an 



existing city, and the hypothetical projections of the plan, pointing towards 

an imagined one. The history of Tenanuova shows that being able to 

express the map and the plan in the same graphic language was necessary 

for any successful practice of urban design, but this graphic parallel 

between the map and the plan tended to level the great differences between 

a building and a city. Renaissance architectural theories, like Alberti's "the 

city is like a large house," were comfortable with the parallel between 

architectural and urban design, and Renaissance debates-whether recording 

the city of the past from archeological evidence, the city of the present 

based on military or civic concerns for its walls or streets, or the city of 

the future through ideal city treatises-all based their maps and plans on the 

city's finite geometry. During the Renaissance cities were small when 

compared to later standards, and urban form was largely controlled by 

authoritarian regimes, like a monarchy or the papacy. During the 

nineteenth century, CerdA tried to address the growing complexity of the 

city and establish the new science of urbanism. However his orthographic 

plan for Barcelona essentially continued the myth of the city as 

architecture. The history of Barcelona's industrial development showed 

that the larger physical scale and longer period of time over which it took 

cities to grow were not so much differences in scale between buildings and 

cities, but differences in kind. Although Cerdh's choice of the 

orthographic plan did not determine his Albertian view of the city, it does 



point to the dynamic relationship between mapping and designing, 

suggesting how architects and urbanists should be wary of how 

orthographic mapping conventions can conveigh an Albertian notion of the 

city. 



Figure 5: Peruzzi's sectional perspective of St. Peter's basilica 

from Lotz, Studies in Italian Renaissance Architecture, p. 56. 

Figure 6: Antonio de Sangallo the Younger's orthographic section of St. 

Peter's basilica, from Lotz, Studies in Italian Renaissance Architecture, p. 

65. 



Figure 7: Plan of Terranuova 

from Friedman, Florentine New Towns, p.128. 

Figure 8: Plan of Sforzinda 

from Rosenau, The Ideal City, p.47. 



Figure 9: Sforzinda in the landscape 

from Rosenau, The Ideal City, p.46. 



Figure 10: Map with Ptolemaic grid, from Edgerton, The Renaissance 

Rediscovery of Linear Perspective, p. 102-3. 



Figure 1 1 : Portolan sea chart 

from Bagrow, History of Catrography, plate H .  



Figure 12: Plan of Imola 

from Leonardo, p. 17. 



Figure 13: Bastion-style fortress, from Pollak, Military Architecture, 

Cartography and the Representation of the Early Modern City, p. 1 1. 



Figure 14: CerdB's plan for Barcelona 

from Choay, The Modern City, p. 59. 



Figure 15: Scheme of Cerdl's plan for Barcelona 

from Cerda, p. 83. 
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Chapter 2 The Urbanist's Latin: FigureIGround (part I) 

As the orthographic projection had served as the architect's Latin, 

the figurelground became the Latin of the urbanist. Following the 

conventions of figurelground, buildings are printed as black figure 

while open spaces-streets, parks, plazas etc.-are left as white ground. 

The figurelground shifted the metaphorical projection of the 

orthographic map from the city as geometrical construct to the city as 

urban space, described by the graphic interplay of the white and black. 

Although based on an underlying orthographic map, because the 

figurelground directly addressed urban space, a topic unique to the city, 

it was the first truly urban representational technique. Early examples 

of figurelground maps demonstrate that this urbanist's Latin was a 

highly expressive language, sometimes falling back on an Albertian 

notion of the city but also able to push beyond this to express social 

aspects of urban space. 

1. Nolli's Rome 

Giovanni Battista Nolli's use of the figurelground in his 1748 

Pianta Grande di Roma set a new cartographic standard for urban maps 

[figure 161. Nolli, an architect and cartographer, had been 



commissioned by Pope Clemente XI1 in 1736 to make the map to 

commemorate the nearly 300 year history of Rome's papal projects- 

those of Julius (1503-13), Paul I11 (1534-49) and Sixtus V (1585-90)- 

that organized the once disjointed parts of the city into what became 

know as Baroque Rome. To make the map, Nolli and his assistants had 

first surveyed the city and made an orthographic plan to serve as the 

base for the figure/ground.l On the metal printing plates, private 

buildings were ground down to print as black figure, while streets, 

piazzas and the interiors and courtyards of significant public buildings 

were left in relief to print as white ground. The enlightened (whitened) 

rich interlacing of piazzas and courtyards, alleys and apses were treated 

as a continuous space to create a lacy labyrinth that, with the help of the 

index of 1,321 place names (Nolli had originally intended 10,000), 

collectively represented the city's public spaces. While the metaphoric 

projection of orthographic maps presented the city as geometrical 

construct, the metaphoric projection of the figure/ground represented 

the city as urban space. Because this was a quality cities did not share 

1 This orthographic plan was only the fourth one ever made of the city. The first was 
Forma Urbis, fragments of which had been set up in the Capitoline museum in 1743. 
The second was Bufalini's 1551 map, made largely for military reasons, but also 
containing reproductions of many of the city's ancient sites and the earliest know 
convention to represent topographic relief in the orthographic language of the plan. 
Nolli used this same technique on his map. Nolli was so impressed by the accuracy and 
technique of Bufalini's map that he republished it, with some corrections, in the 
portfolio containing his Pianta grande . The third map was made by Matteo Gregorio 
de Rossi in 1668. For images of all of these maps, a short critical text and bibliography 
see Italo Insolera. Roma: Imnngini e realtd a'al X a1 XX secolo. Rome: Editori Laterza, 
1980. 



with architecture, the figurelground was the first uniquely urban 

representational technique. 

The black and white of the figurelground together form a Gestalt 

("placed" or "put together" in German). Instead of a painterly spatial 

reading based on foreground, middle ground and background, like 

Leonardo achieved in his map of Imola with color, the black and white 

values of the figurelground stand in a fundamentally ambiguous spatial 

relationship to one another. The ground allows the figure to read as 

figure, but the figure can also define the ground as figure. For 

example, in the classic facelvase duality, one first sees the black figural 

profile of two faces, but by concentrating on the white ground between 

them one can also see the white figure of a vase [figure 171. The 

infinitely rich possibilities of such combinations were explored by the 

Bauhaus artist Josef Albers in the essay "1+1=3 or more," where he 

showed that by crossing two black figural lines in different ways, many 

different black and white figural spaces could be seen.2 

Nolli's map reveals itself slowly to the eye, seemingly at the speed 

of a pedestrian. The imaginary visual wandering through map present a 

2 Joseph Albers. Search Versus Re-Search. Hartford: Trinity College Press, 1969. 
Partially reprinted in Edward Tufte. Envisioning Informution. Cheshire: Graphics 
Press, 1990, p. 61. 
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spatialized history of city's urban form. Wide principle streets, like via 

Giulia or via del Corso, bisected the whole of the fabric into districts. 

Dotted lines down principle streets indicated the city's new 

administrative structure, set up by Clemente XII's successor, Pope 

Benedetto XIV in 1743. Reading into the white ground, Nolli depicted 

the extant antique Roman monuments whose presence punctuated 

important parts of the city, such as the Pantheon or the Colosseum. The 

shape of large piazzas were echoed in the surrounding streets, as around 

Piazza Navona. Urban blocks, larger and more regularly shaped on the 

periphery and smaller and more irregular towards the center, were 

framed by continuous streets into which narrower alleys terminated. 

Nearly obscured by the black figure, hatch lines described the rise and 

fall of the city's topography, essential to understanding many of Rome's 

important structures, like Michaelangelo's Campidoglio or the Spanish 

Steps. The black figure of private opulent homes with interior 

courtyards echoed partner public voids for markets and festivals, such 

as the Palazzo Venezia or Farnese. Cloisters were ringed by columns 

where the parterres of their geometric gardens were neatly inscribed 

with lines. The white of piazzas infiltrated church portals to the 

interior space where we can identify niches dedicated to individual 

saints and determine the width of the bays, supported by the single black 

dot of a column. 



Under such close scrutiny, Nolli's map reveals three general 

shortcomings of the figurelground technique. First, Nolli's depiction of 

the city's urban space is neither comprehensive, nor entirely accurate. 

The white spaces are not systematically applied to all of the city's 

churches, nor would all of the areas Nolli depicted as white be 

considered urban space in a public sense, such as the courtyards and 

gardens of monasteries or urban villas. Collectively these spaces present 

a public image of the city's urban spaces. 

Second, the figurelground, derived as it was from the 

orthographic plan, was not intended to capture any notion of 

architectural elevation or topographic relief. In Nolli's map, there is no 

indication of buildings and monuments whose character was determined 

more by their height than their breadth, such as the dome of St. Peter's 

or the obelisks erected under Sixtus V (which were laid on top of the 

city's architecture to give it order without making large physical 

changes to the city's plan). Though Nolli used hatching to indicate the 

position of Rome's hills, these lines appear more like smudges in the 

clean juxtaposition of black and white, disrupting a Gestalt reading with 

an intermediate gray tone [figure 181. 



Thirdly, while it was important for Nolli to represent the area 

beyond Rome's dense urban core because many wealthy and important 

Romans had villas there (including Nolli's patron for the Pianta 

piccola, Cardinal Albani), the soft, open character of the natural 

landscape was entirely different from the hard dense one of the built 

center. When the city's character changed from the predominately 

figural urban landscape of architecture to the predominately ground, 

rural landscape of fields, gardens and villas, the Gestalt reading 

disappeared. Although Noili represented the villas as black figure, he 

described the roads, fields and gardens by lines and reverted to the 

older conventions of bird's-eye view with cast shadows to represent 

trees, shrubs and fields [figure 191. 

In the case of Nolli's map, such generic shortcomings should not 

detract from the map's brilliance. Nolli's map has become the best- 

known map of Rome (a city with more urban representations than any 

other) and established a high standard for what would become a 

canonical representational technique. But a significant paradox remains. 

Two years after it was issued, only 24 of the nearly 2000 original copies 

had been sold. Why was such a brilliant map a commercial failure? In 

part this could have been because the map was made without a specific 

audience in mind, but to commemorate the different papal projects for 



organizing the fabric of the city. It also could have been because, like 

the orthographic projection, the figurelground was a specialists 

language that required training and practice to read. But perhaps a 

more significant reason for its failure was that Nolli only timidly 

engaged the metaphoric projection of the figurelground. Nolli's vision 

of the city's urban spaces was based on a mathematically accurate 

depiction of their geometry while what made Rome Rome to a majority 

of the public was not the rationalized plans of the city's urban spaces, 

but the emotive or cognitive qualities of events, people and places that 

had more to do with program and fantasy than form and fact. Pilgrims 

and wealthy citizens avidly collected perspective views of Rome-the 

veduti of Piranesi or Vasi-that captured the more immaterial side of the 

city-the cosmopolitan climate generated by the constant stream of 

international visitors; the spiritual and erotic appeal of the city's spaces 

when filled with the color and pageantry of religious processions; the 

growing awareness and speculation generated by recent archeological 

findings regarding the city's ancient form. 

Nolli's timid, somber use of the figurelground's metaphorical 

projection of the city as urban space alienated the image of the city to a 

large public. The space which he depicted was static, uncharged by the 

religious, erotic or carnavalesque fantasy that people appreciated in the 



city, and wanted to see in the views that they bought of it. Caught 

between the pragmatism of a planning document and the popular appeal 

of a tourist map or veduta, Nolli's map failed to capture the minds or 

the hearts of his day and instead collected dust on the printer's shelves. 

2. Piranesi's Rome 

Giovanni Battista Piranesi's Ichnographia of 1762 stretched the 

expressive potential of the figurelground to tap into architect's fantasies 

about Rome [figure 201. A contemporary of Nolli's (he had carved the 

decorative boarders of Nolli's Pianta Piccola), Piranesi used the 

figuretground to visually argue his support of Roman architecture in the 

Graeco-Roman debates that flared in Rome during the mid-eighteenth 

century.3 Piranesi was an engraver and architect from Venice who had 

also studied stage design and perspective. He had come to Rome in 1740 

and worked as an engraver of tourist views of the city, but soon found 

greater creative release and commercial success in his capriccio, or 

3 Rome was a center of intellectual and artistic activity regarding the nature of antiquity. 
Recent interest in the art and architecture of ancient Greece fired a debate over the 
previously supposed superiority of the Roman. Such works as Laugier's Essai sur 
I'architecture (1753), Winkelmann's On the Imitation of Greek Works (1755) or Le 
Roy's Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Gr?ce (1758) championed the proto- 
functionalist principles of nature epitomized by the Greeks, which they argued were 
corrupted by Roman art and architecture, and further debased by Borromini and his 
followers. This critique struck at the heart of Baroque principles of fantasy and 
invention which formed much of Piranesi's work. 



architectural fantasy, the best known of which are his Carceri series 

[figure 211. 

From his first book, the Prima parte di architetture e prospective 

(1743), Piranesi had written of the autonomy of the architectural 

drawing as both a means to express fantasy and a means to gain 

autonomy from architectural patronage: 

These speaking ruins [of Rome] have filled my spirit with images 
that accurate drawings, even such as those of the immortal 
Palladio, could never have succeeded in conveying . . . Therefore, 
having the idea of presenting to the world some of these images, 
but not hoping for an architect of these times who could 
effectively execute some of them . . . there seems to be no recourse 
than for me or some other architect then to explain his ideas 
through his drawings, and so to take from sculpture and painting 
the advantage that, as the great Juvarra has said, they now have 
here over architecture, and similarly to take it [architecture] away 
from the abuse of those with the money, who make us believe that 
they themselves are able to control the execution of 
architecture."4 

The Ichnographia was an expression of such autonomous fantasy. 

It formed part of Piranesi's I1 Campo marzio dell' Antica Roma , where 

he set out to demonstrate the originality of Roman urban design in the 

monumental environment of the Campo Marzo. In a series of initial 

maps and views Piranesi charted the development of the Campo Marzo 

4 ~ u o t e d  in Wilton-Ely. Piranesi as Architect and Designer. New Haven: Yale UP and 
The Pierpont Morgan Library, New York, 1993, p. 4. In the interest of architectural 
autonomy, Piranesi dedicated the Ichnographia not to a pope or monarch, but to his 
friend, the architect Robert Adam. 



from its beginnings as marshlands flanking the Tiber outside the 

Severan Walls. But, since the main purpose of the treatise was to 

capture the creative genius of Rome's architecture, he gave full vent to 

his own imagination in the monumental work of historical fiction: the 

Ichnographia.. 

The six plates of the Ichnographia were drawn as a series of 

fragments, probably inspired by the bits of the Fonna Urbis, over 400 

pieces of which had been set up in the Capitoline Museum in 1741 

[figure 221. Piranesi's stylistic adoption of the fragment, replete with 

imaginary metal brackets holding it to the paper, only added to the 

fantasy of the image, suggesting, like a short story by Jorge Luis 

Borges, the existence of a larger marble plan broken and scattered in 

antiquity. The fictional stone on which the fictional map was carved 

convinced the viewer of its historical weight, when in reality the paper 

was as light as Piranesi's own imagination. The different building 

forms of the Ichnographia were inspired by imperial baths, Hadrian's 

Villa, the complex of buildings on the Palatine hill and, venturing onto 

supposedly enemy terrain, forms recalling Egyptian pyramids and 

Greek temples. 
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Unlike the rationalized public image of Rome of Nolli's map, in 

the Ichnographia, Piranesi used the figurelground to create a visual 

polemic of speculation and fantasy that spoke to the architect's 

imagination.5 As a technique, the figurelground served as a linguistic 

common denominator, that allowed the Babel of buildings to read 

coherently. Instead of the imaginary wanderings inspired by Nolli's 

map, the monumental environment of the Ichnographia kept the 

pedestrian at arm's length. The plates did not show a classical city 

organized by streets with a discernible hierarchy and urban order, but a 

collage-like landscape of architectural monuments evacuated of the 

spaces of daily life. There was no dense printing of black figure to 

suggest the private space of housing or workshops, but the majority of 

ground described the monumental interior spaces of buildings, which, 

far from human scale, inspired a sense of sublime awe. 

The lchnographia straddles the realms of the map and the plan, 

pushing the figurelground's metaphoric projection of the city as urban 

space to the realm of the hypothetical projection of the plan. Properly, 

the lchnographia was not a map at all since, although historically 

informed, it was purely the product of Piranesi's historical imagination. 

5 Boullie achieved such a sublime effect in his Cenotaph for Sir Isaac Newton (1785). 
Ledoux's architecture parlante, such as the House of Pleasure at Chaux (1775-80). 
recalled the figural plans of the Carnpo Marzo. 



By presenting it in an historical context and with an historical image 

(that of the Forma Urbis), Piranesi gave it the aura of a map. In 

combining map and plan, Piranesi succeeded where Nolli had failed in 

infusing this urbanist's Latin with a high degree of fantasy though in 

combining these two types of projections, Piranesi propagated the myth 

of the city as architecture. Piranesi's image of the city as architecture 

differed from CerdB's in that while Cerdi organized the buildings and 

social programs of the city as if it were a building, Piranesi's image 

was, quite literally, a city made only of fantastic architecture. It was the 

imaginary urbs not of a civitas, but of the architect; not urban as much 

as densely architectural. 

Quoting the ancient author Sallust, Piranesi would later write: 

"They despise my novelty, I their timidity.d These extremes of novelty 

and timidity respectively describe the different attitudes that Piranesi 

and Nolli took towards the metaphorical projection of the 

figurelground-that of the city as urban space. By restricting this 

fantasy largely to an architectural and not urban imagination, Piranesi 

confined the concept of urban space to the sublime interiors of 

monumental buildings created by architects. In this sense, the 

Ichnographia is both exciting and limiting. Exciting in that by fusing 

6 ~ u o t e d  in Wilton-Ely, p. 51 



the metaphoric and hypothetical projections of the map and plan, 

Piranesi showed that the figurelground could express a high degree of 

fantasy. It was limiting because it fell into the common mind-set of the 

architect who saw the city as architecture. 

3. Patte's Paris 

Pierre Patte's 1765 imaginary map of Paris used the 

figurelground to generate political and social debate around the nature 

of the city's public space [figure 81. Patte, a French architect and 

engraver who worked on the plates of Diderot's Encyclopkdie, included 

the map in his Les Monuments erigks d l'honneur de Louis XV. The 

map represented twenty-one discrete entries to a "competition" for a 

new place in the king's honor.7 This "competition" was held in 1748 by 

the Academy, who limited entry to its members. Though 40 members 

of the Academy officially submitted designs, the subject was widely 

debated and over 100 unsolicited entries were sent in by architects, 

7 In a sense, Patte's map prefigured the competition catalogue that records all of the 
entries in a contest. Patte, however, did this on the surface of a map, not in a book. 
See H6Bne Lipstadt. "Architectural Publications, Competitions, and Exhibits." in Blau 
and Kaufman eds. Architecture and Its Image: Four Centuries of Architectural 
Representation: Worhffom the Canadian Centre for Architecture. Cambridge: ha 
Press, 1989, p. 120. 



engineers and amateurs throughout the country.8 From the beginning, 

it was expected that the king's architect, Gabriel, would be chosen to 

design the place, and the "competition" may have been held simply to 

generate ideas for him. A design submitted by Gabriel was selected in 

1753 which today, after changes made under Napoleon 111, is know as 

the Place de la Concorde. 

Like Piranesi, Patte's image is neither truly a map nor a plan. He 

recorded the majority of the city by outlining its streets with thin black 

lines, much as one would expect to see in an orthographic map, while he 

reserved the figurelground to highlight different architects' designs for 

the place in different parts of the city. On the map's perimeter, Patte 

included a second design for popular sites, such as the Isle de la Cite and 

Isle St. Louis or the area east of the Louvre. Each place was keyed to 

its respective architect in the lower left-hand comer. Patte's 

juxtaposition of the orthographic language of the majority of the city 

with the figurelground of the places had two purposes. First, the 

figurelground gave a graphically stronger, spatial reading to the 

regularized geometry of the places when compared with the single lines 

8 ~ h e s e  unsolicited entries were an early example of spontaneous criticism that became 
increasingly common in the late eighteenth-century, when architects' freer access to 
pamphlet publishing gave them an outlet and an audience for their ideas other than those 
controlled by the king and his agents. Barry Bergdoll. "Competing in the Academy 
and the Marketplace: European Architecture Competitions 1401-1927." in H&ne 
Lipstadt ed. The Experimental Tradition. New York: Princeton Architectural Press and 
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used to represent the chaotic jumble of the medieval streets.9 Second, 

the figurelground plans of the places highlighted the potential public 

urban space that could have been created in the different areas of the 

city. 

Patte's map was essentially a political statement about the nature 

of public space. By 1765, when the map appeared, Gabriel's place had 

long been built. In publishing it, Patte explicitly stated that he sought to 

commemorate and rekindle the heightened awareness of urban design 

generated by the "competition." He intended the map to graphically 

argue against the tradition of royal or ecclesiastical hegemony over 

urban space in favor of a wider popular awareness and access to 

manipulate the public face and space of the city.10 

In their images, both Patte and Piranesi straddle the realms of the 

map and the plan by combining the metaphorical projections of one with 

the hypothetical projections of the other. While Piranesi injected the 

technique with a degree of fantasy, this fantasy was confined to the 

- -- 

The Architectural League of New York, 1989, pp. 32-33. 
g ~ e n e r a l l ~ ,  the architectural or urban language of these plans is called antiquization, 
where the irregular medieval streets were organized into Platonic geometric figures to 
give it the appearance of an ancient Athens or Rome. See Alexander Tzonis and Liane 
Lefaivre. Classical Architecture: The Poetics of Order. Cambridge: MlT Press, 1986, 
pp. 259-66 for an explanation of this principle and the larger idea of entaxis, to which it 
belongs. 
l%ergdoll, note 35. 



architect's imagination which saw the city in terms of monumental 

interior spaces, that is the city as architecture. Patte used the 

conventions of the figurelground to address the city not just as 

architecture, but as an interconnected network of socially constructed 

public spaces that a concerned public could debate and potentially 

succeed in changing. His imaginary map is an excellent example of how 

confusing the metaphorical projections of maps with the hypothetical 

ones of plans can generate a new type of understanding of the city. 

Although in Patte's map the public control of public spaces was confined 

to the viewer's imagination, less than 30 years later in the festivals of 

Revolutionary France, the statue of Louis XV in Gabriel's place was 

toppled to be replaced by the guillotine. The spatial control that Patte 

had imagined had become, at least temporarily, real. 

4. Conclusion 

Nolli, Piranesi and Patte all struggled with the figurelground as a means 

of representing the city. Each was able to use this urbanist's Latin to 

speak about the city in ways not possible in the flatlands of orthographic 

projection. This was because, through its metaphoric projection, the 

figurelground addressed the issue of urban space. Even as a specialists 

language-an urbanist's Latin-in these three examples the figurelground 



proved itself to be an extremely pliable language, expressing static, 

fantastic or political qualities of urban space. 

The overlap between the metaphorical and hypothetical projections of 

the figurelground showed itself to have greater potential for escaping 

the myth that the city is architecture than does a similar overlap of 

orthographic maps and plans. This can be seen by comparing the work 

of Cerda and Patte. Cerda's orthographic plan, in line with an 

Albertian notion of the city, proposed to design Barcelona's ensanche as 

if it were a building. Patte on the other hand used his imaginary "map" 

as a political document to propose that urban space was not the 

privileged realm of the monarchy, but could be democratically 

constructed. The figurelground then had a greater potential to 

transcend the Albertian notion of the city because of its metaphoric 

projection of the city as urban space could be socially defined, unlike 

that of the orthographic examples. 



Figure 16: Nolli's map of Rome 

from Insolera, Roma, p. 307. 



Figure 17: Gestalt facelvase image 

from Ockman, Architecture Culture 1943-1 968, p. 223. 

Figure 18: Nolli map, detail of topography 

from Insolera, Roma, p. 3 17. 



Figure 19: Nolli map, detail of countryside 

from Insolera, Roma, p. 3 10- 1. 



Figure 20: Piranesi's Ichnographia 

from Insolera, Rorna, p. 301. 



Figure 2 1 : Piranesi7s Caceri 

from Wilton-Ely, Piranesi as Architect and Designer, p. 16. 

Figure 22: Forma Urbis 

from Benevolo, Storia della cittd, p. 170. 



Figure 23: Patte's plan of Paris 

from Hegemann and Peets, American Vitruvius, p. 78. 



Chapter 3 FigureIGround: A Dead Language? (part 11) 

As the nature of urban space changed under the pressures of 

industrialization and modernization, the urbanist's Latin of the 

figurelground increasingly became a dead language. Paradoxically this 

obsolesce also made it a polemical language, highlighting a growing 

awareness of how techniques of urban representation shape urban design 

debates. In the case of figurelground this meant that the technique was 

used to sigmfy an enclosed type of urban space that was quickly 

disappearing. However both the changing nature of the city and the 

architect's own uncertainty about how to effectively intervene in the city 

pushed the figurelground beyond its linguistic limits to present a 

credible image of the city. 

1. Alphand's Paris 

Jean Charles Adolphe Alphand's map of Paris represented a 

fundamental shift in the use of the figurelground. Instead of using the 

urbanist's Latin to represent contained types of urban spaces, as in the 

previous examples, Alphand used it to represent the city as an 

interconnected traffic network, reflecting the increased importance of 



speed in organizing the nineteenth century city [figure 241. Alphand, a 

landscape architect and engineer, published the map in his Les 

promenades de Paris (1868-73). It summarized his work on Paris's 

boulevard and park systems, carried out under Baron Georges 

Haussmann during his tenure as Prefect of the Seine, from 1853-70. 

Unlike Paris's earlier 1793 Artists Plan, which had organized the city 

by districts, Haussmann's efforts, as recorded in Alphand's plan, set out 

to coordinate the entirety of the city fabric: "to cut across, north to 

south and east to west, through the center of Paris, bringing the city's 

cardinal points into direct cornrnunication."l 

Alphand used the black poch6 of the figurelground to represent 

the trees that lined the new boulevard system and dotted the parks, as 

well as Paris's important civic buildings such as the Palais de Justice or 

five train stations, while reserving white ground for street network and 

traffic circles. Alphand broke the figurelground's fine grain Gestalt 

reading with a third, gray tone, applied evenly to most of the city's built 

fabric. The black and white of the boulevards graphically stood above 

the gray tone below much as Patte's use of the figurelground had stood 

above the orthographic map below. The stronger reading of this 

- 

'quoted in Fran~oise Choay. The Modern City: Planning in the 19th Century. New 
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network of white voids boarded with black dots and lines highlighted 

the large-scale unity of Haussmann's intervention, emphasizing the ease 

with which one could move from one part of the city to another 

Comparing Alphand's figurelground of Paris to Nolli's of Rome, 

there was a fundamental shift in the conception of urban space from the 

Baroque city to the nineteenth-century modem one. In Rome's Baroque 

arrangements, relatively short axes linked monumental nodes that 

formed closed spatial units, like the trident at Rome's Piazza de Popolo. 

This was reflected in the contained, pedestrian-scaled ground spaces 

described by the black figure. Haussmann's emphasis on a rapid and 

clear system of circulation privileged the element of time over that of 

contained space. That is, much like the piriphirique around 

contemporary Paris, or beltways around American cities like Houston, 

the importance of speed in moving people or goods from one part of the 

city to another was given precedence over the actual experience of 

place, such as the different plazas or neighborhoods. Haussmann's 

boulevards, on the other hand, cut like a rail-road line through some of 

the city's densest neighborhoods with axes up to three miles long. The 

principle streets of the east-west rue de Rivoli, and the north-south 

York: George Braziller, 1969, p. 18. 



Boulevard Sebastopol/St.-Michel, connected to a double ring of outer 

boulevards at significant traffic nodes, like the Place de la Bastille, 

Nation or the Etoile. These nodes were not enclosed spaces that helped 

to define the character of the different neighborhoods, but points of 

distribution in a city-wide traffic system. From there, secondary streets 

radiated outward into the different areas to form a tributary systems 

that collected the city's traffic and fed it into the main thoroughfares. 

Urban space became fluid, with each point linked to the other, traceable 

in the black and white lines of the map. 

Looking more closely, the black lines of the boulevards have an 

irregular scalloped profile, reflecting the trees that lined their edges, 

and highlighting their rhythmic but unchanging character [figure 251. 

The fine-grained detail of the black plays off against the even fields of 

gray, eliminating any middle ground reading of the city' fabric. T. J. 

Clark has argued that in their urban paintings, the Impressionist painters 

Monet, Pissarro, Renoir made their avant-garde aesthetic out of Paris's 

new regularized fabric.2 In part this was because the new fluid urban 

spaces had no sense of enclosure that would have leant itself to 

traditional perspective views. Instead, the painters created a tension 

T. J .  Clark. The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His 



between the surface quality of the dabs of paint and the deep space of 

the straight boulevards [figure 261. This construction is analogous to 

Alphand's depiction of individual tree trunks on his map, where the 

detailed profile of the boulevards arrests the eye along the straight 

boulevards. Instead of using the figurelground to represent the rich 

variety of contained spaces, as Nolli had done, Alphand changed it to 

work like an Impressionist painting, expressing the new qualities of 

urban space based on speed that was at once uncontained and filled with 

the changing effects of nature. 

The system of parks Alphand designed for Paris provided a series 

of natural voids that were to function, in Frederick Law Olmsted's 

metaphor, like the city's "lungs." Organized according to English 

Picturesque principles, the park's curving paths suggested a slowness 

that contrasted with the fast, straight boulevards. On his map of the 

city, Alphand represented the paths with line and the canopy of trees 

with a mottled black and white tone. In his Les promenades de Paris 

Alphand also published beautifully engraved steel-point etchings of the 

individual parks that abandoned the urbanist's Latin of figurelground 

Followers. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1984, passim. 



for a naturalistic language that resembled popular balloon views of 

cities [figure 271.3 

Unlike the map's abstract vision of nature, in these views Alphand 

tried to give each park an individual identity. In his image of Buttes- 

Chaumont Alphand separated the city's architecture from the park by 

representing it with gray, as he had done with the city's buildings in the 

map, but this time the gray added to the spatial reading of the image, 

mounting from a light dove gray on the regular edges of the page to a 

dark charcoal along the park's irregular profile. The park itself was 

rendered in a wide tonal range from white to black that captured the 

sensuous qualities of its curving paths, artificial topography and 

shadows that a two-tone figurelground could not. In fact the black 

figures of the ten buildings within the park's limits easily escape notice 

in this undulating, nuanced landscape. 

That Alphand included such detailed views along with his 

figurelground map suggests that he was aware of the artificially 

3. Oblique balloon views had first gained popularity during the 1855 Universal 
Exposition in Paris where Victor Navlet had presented his General view of Paris by 
Balloonfrom the Observatory. For a history of this and other aerial views see Albert 
Garcia Espuche ed. Ciudades: del globo a1 satilite. Madrid: Electa, 1994. The 
popularity of these balloon views during the nineteenth century could be compared to 



imposed limits of the figurelground to represent the different characters 

of the city's parks and streets and a willingness to explore other more 

appropriate techniques of urban representation. While his 

simplification of the figurelground captured Haussmann's efforts of 

"regularization" and the increasing importance of speed over the 

qualities of individual places, it could not capture the natural character 

of the different parks. Even Nolli, in his brilliant example of the 

figurelground to show nuances of urban space, had reverted to the older 

technique of the bird's-eye view to represent the sensuous qualities of 

the landscape surrounding the city. However, unlike Nolli, Alphand no 

longer tried to synthesize his contribution in one drawing, but instead 

represented the natural and architectural city with two different 

conventions, one a reduced figurelground that emphasized the city's 

homogeneity, and the second the popular language of balloon views that 

emphasized the individual character of the parks. 

Nolli's map of Rome and Alphand's of Paris were made roughly a 

century apart. Although they both used the figurelground to represent 

efforts to coordinate the urban fabrics of their respective cities, they 

used the urbanist's Latin to express very different qualities of urban 

the popularity of the veduti in the eighteenth century. 



space. While the figurelground's metaphorical projection-the city as 

urban space-in Nolli's map had been used to express the static, 

differentiated qualities of Rome's richly interlaced public spaces, 

Alphand used it to represent a fluid image of Paris's "regularized" 

fabric, much as the Impressionists had done on their canvases. In doing 

this, Alphand shifted the metaphorical projection from the city as static 

space to a city as dynamic space, resulting in a map that, compared to 

Nolli's, lacked detail. The figurelground was a language which spoke 

best of the richness of contained spaces, not clear anonymous links nor 

the sensuous qualities of landscape. Alphand's use of the figurelground 

showed how it was increasingly becoming a dead in the sense that the 

city it had been designed to represent was disappearing. 

2. Sitte's Vienna 

In his book City Planning According to Artistic Principles 

(1889), Camillo Sitte used the figurelground as a visual argument for 

recuperating the contained spaces associated with the pre-Industrial city 

to protect the psychological health of its citizens. Sitte was a second 

generation architect, trained is the English Arts and Crafts tradition of 

Monis and Ruskin. His book was a general argument against the two- 

dimensional, abstracted nature of city planning which he argued 



overemphasized the importance of speed, such as Haussmann's 

restructuring of Paris or Otto Wagner's scheme for Vienna.4 The book 

was also a specific critique of the new urban spaces being developed on 

Vienna's Ringstrasse, a newly urbanized area formerly occupied by the 

city's medieval walls. The book was divided into two parts. In the first, 

Sitte analyzed a series of largely European plazas from which he 

derived his "artistic principles." In the second, he applied these ideas to 

the areas of Vienna's Ringstrasse. 

Because Sitte's ideas are widely misunderstood, it is important to 

understand what they were not before addressing what they were. His 

argument was not a nostalgic lament calling for a revival of pre- 

industrial city form, as later detractors or modem supporters make it 

out to be.5 Sitte did not argue for the supposed superiority of one 

historical style over another; he avoided stylistic preferences, and 

instead built a broad based polemic by drawing on and quite literally 

drawing figurelground maps of a wide variety of historical spaces- 

4 ~ n l i k e  the tradition of city planning in America, which developed from landscape 
architecture, most planners in Germany and Austria were trained as traffic engineers. 
See Antony Sutcliffe ed. The Rise of Modem Urban Planning. New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1980. 
5L.e Corbusier, citing Sitte's fondness for irregular Medieval cities, criticized him as 
irrational in the first chapter of Urbanisme (1925): ' m e  Pack Donkey's Way and the 
Man's Way." Modem supporters, such as the Krier brothers, focus exclusively on 
Sitte's attention to pre-industrial cities. 



Ancient Greek and Roman, Medieval, Renaissance, Baroque and 

Modern.6 Sitte did not argue against the technical concerns of city 

planning, but for the inclusion of higher, artistic ones: "no artistic 

planning could be a thorough or lasting success unless it complied with 

modem living conditions."7 These "artistic principles" involved 

considering the city as a three-dimensional work of art-Raumkunst. 

Throughout the book, Sitte's use of the figurelground was 

consistent. Sitte rendered the ground plan of the public building black, 

while secondary buildings that surround the space were boldly outlined 

and filled with a single hatch [figure 281. These buildings were coded 

with lower case letters to a key below the image, where he also listed 

the program of each square. Like Patte's or Alphand's maps of Paris, 

by reserving the stronger element of the black figure for the 

monumental building, they read as if they were standing above the 

surrounding buildings, analogous their role as monuments in organizing 

6 Using travel guides or tourist maps, Sitte redrew all of the maps in the book to the 
same scale. He also claimed to have visited all of the places that he used. 
7 Camillo Sitte. Cify Planning According to Artistic Principles. Trans. George G. 
Collins and Christiane Crasemann Collins in George G. Collins and Christiane 
Crasemann Collins. Camillo Sitte: The Birth of Modem Cify Planning. New York: 
Rizzoli, 1986, p. 243. Fran~oise Choay parallels Sitte's position with Alberti's three 
qualities of architectural form: firmness, commodity and delight. She writes that Sitte's 
concern for the third did not preclude his awareness of the importance of the other two, 
but in fact delight was only possible when firmness and commodity were achieved. 
See The Rule and the Model. p. 257. 



the exterior space. Sitte left the central space white and indicated 

sculpture pedestals or other elements with a single or double outline. 

Sitte shifts the metaphorical projection of the figurelground to 

focus on the role of monumental buildings in organizing urban space. 

He does not emphasize their imaginary sublime interior spaces, as 

Piranesi had done in his Zchnographia. Instead, Sitte was concerned 

with the exterior of existing public buildings, and how the size and 

shape of the space around them affected people's perception of them and 

their own psychological health. Paraphrasing Aristotle on the rules of 

good city planning, Sitte wrote: "a city should be so designed as to make 

its people at once secure and happy." The psychological comfort, or 

happiness, provided by enclosed spaces would both counter the 

"fashionable agoraphobia" that people felt in ill defined, large spaces 

such as those of Vienna's Ringstrasse, while providing a sense of dignity 

and meaning to symbolically important parts of a city. His emphasis is 

not on the city as architecture, but on the psychological dimension of 

public space. In this sense, his use of the figurelground lies closer to 

Patte's, in that they both recognized that the meaning of urban space was 

socially constructed. 



The Ringstrasse represented the apotheosis of Sitte's "artistic 

principles." In the interest of rapid traffic circulation, the scheme 

inverted traditional Baroque principles-where monumental buildings 

were sited at the terminus of strait axes-and instead the city's new civic 

buildings (a church, university, theater and government building) were 

organized along broad axes, isolating them, as Sitte put it, like "a cake 

on a platter." 

In the last chapter of the book, "Example of an Urban 

Arrangement According to Artistic Principles," Sitte applies the ideas 

he had developed to the "shapeless, bleak monster of a plaza" around 

Vienna's Votive Church [figure 291. The Church sat on a wedge-shaped 

site between two regular street grids, fronting on an plaza that was 

undifferentiated from the street. Sitte essentially proposed the tactical 

addition of figure to the overly ground or open spaces around the 

church. His plan includes the addition of two buildings to the front of 

the church to create a 75 meter by 104 meter pedestrian plaza with a 

portico to be lined with sculpture, like the Loggia dei Lanzi in Florence 

or Campo Santo of Pisa. The two buildings should be "high enough to 

prevent our line of site over them from taking in the pompous cupolas 

of the apartment houses [behind them] which have already shown 

themselves to be objectionable" and could contain shops, bars and 



"supervised comfort stations." The entrance to this enclosed plaza 

would be marked by the placement of a new monument, on the busy 

streets of the Ringstrasse, to create an axis between it and the church. 

At the back of the church, he proposed to add a third building, 

asymmetrically to the north. This would frame the side view of the 

church from the street and break up the monumental reading of the 

building's rear, tying it more closely to the city's surrounding housing 

fabric. 8 

Unlike previous figurelground examples, which were visual ones, 

Sitte's book was primarily a literary work, illustrated with 

figurelground fragments of many European cities. Sitte constructed his 

verbal argument in an art historical fashion, adopting much of this 

technique from the art historian Heinrich Wolfflin. The idea of "artistic 

principles" Sitte refered in the title were derived from the ideas of 

Wolfflin, later published in his Principles of Art History (1915). 

Wolfflin was interested in identifying the principles that underlaid the 

transformation of styles in painting through a rigorous formal analysis. 

To do this he had pioneered the "scientific" method of using two slides 

8 ~ 1 1  quotes from Sitte in Collins, pp. 281-7. 



during his lectures to facilitate formal comparisons. Sitte's used 

figurelground fragments in much the same way that slides would be 

used in an art history lecture, where their adjacency and graphically 

identical style made it easy to point out similarities or differences. 

Unlike the earlier uses of the figurelground which presented a 

comprehensive image of the city, Sitte used the technique only to 

present fragments. This was a concession to the new dictates or time or 

speed that governed the space of the modem city. His proposals for the 

Vienna's Ringstrasse, unlike CerdYs plan for Barcelona, were not 

comprehensive designs. Instead he wanted to show how one could 

tactically lay psychologically comforting ensembles of figured spaces, 

organized according to his "artistic principles," on top of the scientific 

and technical considerations of city planning. Sitte's vision of the city 

was a catholic one; he believed the city should be designed according to 

both the demands of speed and those of psychologically comforting, 

contained spaces. He was not arguing for an exclusively figurelground 

understanding of the city, but only such an understanding at key 

symbolic points, such as the Ringstrasse's civic ensembles. It is for this 



reason that George Christiane Collins attribute the "birth of modem city 

planning" to him.9 

It seems peculiar with the emphasis Sitte placed on the three- 

dimensional qualities of urban space, that he used the figurelground 

technique and not perspective or photography to propel the argument of 

his book. For Sitte, the figurelground was a unique tool for 

representing the space of the city that allowed him to leave aside 

questions of the "picturesque" effect of perspective drawings or 

photographs to instead focus on the great common denominator of all 

the images, that of their contained urban space. The "lines of site" or 

"lines of vision" he refered to in the text were to help the reader to 

mentally extract a three-dimensional image from the two-dimensional 

figurelground. Also, by emphasizing the formal properties of the white 

spaces the reader was not confused or distracted by secondary details 

such as architectural style or rendering technique. In their extensive 

biography of Sitte and his book, George and Christiane Collins paid 

special attention to the German adjective malerisch. They said this was 

Sitte's favorite word for describing an urban effect which he liked, but 

9 Carnillo Sitte: The Birth of Modern City Planning. New York: Rizzoli, 1986. 



that art historians generally considered it untranslatable.10 Where 

words no longer sufficed to explain Sitte's ideas, the figurelground 

fragments had to carry the argument. 

Alphand's map of Paris showed the figurelground's limited 

expressive range when representing the entirety of a city designed for 

speed. As Nolli and Piranesi both pushed the figurelground to opposite 

rhetorical extremes, one rational and the other fantastic, so Alphand and 

Sitte pushed in the opposite directions of speed and what could be called 

placefullness or containment. In this sense, Alphand's use of aerial 

perspective views corresponded to Sitte's use of the figurelground 

fragments, though one spoke of a natural landscape and the other an 

urban one. 

Both Sitte and Patte used the figurelground to address the social 

dimension of urban space. In doing this both of them conflated the 

metaphorical and hypothetical projections of map and plan not to see the 

city as architecture but to present new dimensions of urban space. For 

Patte this was political while for Sitte it was psychological. However 

10 "It is our feeling that Sitte did not really mean 'picturesque' in the romantic sense 
that his imitators took it, or 'painterly' as Wolfflin's concept is so often rendered, but 
rather 'pictorial,' viz., structured like a picture and possessing the formal values of an 



Sitte's use of the figurelground differed from Patte's in that Sitte sought 

to associate his ideas with the contained spatial experience of pre- 

industrial cities, that, as in the case of Haussmann's Paris or Vienna's 

Ringstrasse, were quickly disappearing. In this sense his use of 

technique took on a polemical dimension. Unlike Alphand's reduced use 

of the figurelground which pointed towards its obsolesce as an 

expressive language of urban form, Sitte sought to revive the technique 

not so much as a mapping strategy but as a polemical theory of urban 

design. 

3. Colin Rowe's Collage City 

Citing Nolli and Sitte as inspirational precedents, Colin Rowe and 

his students at the Cornell Urban Design Studio used the figurelground 

technique both to graphically support a critique of modern architecture 

and as a formal design tool. They had developed these ideas during 

Rowe's tenure at the school beginning in 1962, and matured under the 

banners of "Contextualism" and Collage City. 1 1 In 1960s American 

organized canvas." Collins p. 136. 
1 1 Tom Schumacher "Contextualism: Urban Ideals + Deformations." Casabella. no. 
3591360, 1971: 81. And Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter. Collage City. Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1978. The duo had written the book in 1973. Their focus on urban fabric 
derived from post-war Italian notions of urban context, which had been developed in 
the writings and projects of Emesto Rogers in the pages of the magazine he directed, 



architectural and urban theory "form was king," wrote Robert Venturi 

in the 1977 introduction to his form-based "gentle manifesto" 

Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture (1965). 12 Thomas 

Schumacher, a student of Rowe's, explained the idea of Contextualism in 

his article "Contextualism: Urban Ideals + Deformations" along 

similarly formal lines: "Very briefly the argument might be stated as 

follows: because form need not follow function, building programs and 

uses need not be expressed in the configuration of buildings and towns 

. . . Thus, urban form is seen as possessing a life of its own, irrespective 

of use, culture and economic conditions."l3 This formal approach to 

the figurelground neglected the social dimension of urban space, much 

as Nolli had done, to address the city as a series of solid and void 

relationships. The Contextualists' pragmatic, non-stylistic approach to 

urban form used the conventions of figurelground as a "formal 

shorthand" to help architects "start to make decisions."l4 In this sense, 

their approach echoed Sitte's in that they used the figurelground 

polemically as part of a design strategy. However by eliminating the 

Casabella Continuitci and what became know as the Venice School, including Aldo 
Rossi and Manfredo Tafuri. The Venice School focused on the problem of how to 
reconcile an ideology of modernism with the strong historic character of Italian cities. 
America did not experience the destruction of the war, but the 1960s urban renewal 
programs may have been nearly as destructive. 
12~obert Venturi. Complexi~ and Contradiction in Architecture. New York: Museum 
of Modem Art, 1966. Revised edition 1977. 

Schumacher, p. 81. 



social dimension of urban space, a key to Sitte's approach, they confined 

themselves to seeing the city as only architecture. 

The early position of the Contextualists reached its full expression 

in their Harlem Redevelopment project, exhibited in 1967 at "The New 

City: Architectural and Urban Renewal" show at the Museum of 

Modem Art in New York [figure 301.15 The Come11 team's proposal 

tried to preserve the clarity of the Manhattan street grid while adding a 

sense of "hierarchy" and "place" by providing a variety of spacial 

experiences. The team saw the site, directly north of Central Park, as 

divided into three north-south strips. While the center strip remained 

one of predominately low-scale, figural Manhattan blocks, the outer two 

were dominated by towers-in-the-park style public housing. Working 

with the site's irregular topography and the diagonal of St. Nicholas 

Avenue, the team sought a synthesis between the overly open towers and 

the overly closed blocks, either "springing loose" individual buildings in 

overly figural areas, or "wrapping up" isolated buildings in overly 

ground ones. A figurelground study of sixteen blocks in the center strip 

l4 ibid, p. 86. 
15 This show led to the founding of the IAUS (Institute for Architecture and Urban 
Studies) which was based on integrating the teaching of architecture and urbanism with 
practice. Schumacher eventually taught at the IAUS and published the Contextualists 
ideas Institutes journal Oppositions. 



between Lenox and Eighth avenues demonstrated this idea of "springing 

loose." The narrow ends of the blocks were articulated with semi- 

circular towers that were to give a sense of hierarchy to the principal 

streets and were oriented to the newly opened centers of the blocks 

[figure 311. 

Fundamental to the development of their argument both during 

and after "The New City" show was a series of figurelground maps 

drawn by Wayne Cooper as part of his Master's thesis.16 Consisting 

primarily of European examples, Cooper's figurelgrounds including 

both maps of entire cities and Sittesque fragments. His intention was to 

demonstrate how formally different parts of a city were synthesized into 

the whole of the urban fabric. The Contextualists took Cooper's 

observations and turned them into a design strategy where urban 

"fragmentsm-whether Modernist or Medieval, Baroque or Bmtalist- 

could be "made to appear as part of a parti."l7 

As noted, one of the principle characteristics of figurelground's 

Gestalt reading is that the black and white stand in a fundamentally 

Wayne Cooper. 'The Figure I Grounds." The Cornell Journal of Architecture. no. 
2, 1983: 42-53. 
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ambiguous relationship to one another, meaning that each can be read as 

either figure or ground. The Cornell group built their theory of urban 

form on this ambiguity. To take a simple example, the pre-industrial 

city, like Nolli's plan of Rome, was traditionally coded to read as 

largely black figure, in which the white ground spaces were carved out. 

The modernist city of towers-in-the-park, on the other hand, would 

read as its compositional reverse: a large field of white on which the 

black figure of towers were distributed. However if the black and white 

of this second image are reversed-that is to make the ground into figure 

and the figure into ground-the reverse figurelground of towers would 

resemble the figurelground of a pre-industrial city in that they both 

would be predominately black. Such graphic flip-flop allowed the 

Cornell group to conceive of a "middle-ground" approach where the 

city of modem architecture, represented by a reversed figurelground, 

was formally compatible with the traditional city. Cooper's reverse 

figurelground map of Wiesbaden became emblematic of the theory 

[figure 321. 

To assert that because the ground can be coded as figure on the 

surface of a map means that modern architecture is compatible with the 

traditional city sounds absurd. To somehow see two fundamentally 

opposite types of cities as the same seems the urban equivalent of pulling 



a (black) rabbit out of a (white) hat: you see it but you know it is not 

true. Rowe and Fred Koetter addressed this in their book Collage City. 

The arguments of Collage City pulled away from Contextualism's 

pragmatic consideration of the figurelground as a "shorthand" to a 

much more difficult and sophisticated formulation that included 

discussions of history, philosophy and political theory. But more 

importantly, to believe in this figurelground flip flop as the basis for 

effective urban design would require, as Rowe quoted Coleridge, "a 

willing suspension of disbelief." That is to say, irony. To do this Rowe 

and Koetter embraced the collage. To use collage as a method for 

design was to be at once "innocent and devious:" "collage is a method 

deriving its virtue from its irony, because it seems to be a technique for 

using things and simultaneously disbelieving in them."l8 

By injecting irony into the figurelground technique, Rowe and 

Koetter did more than tweak the metaphorical projection of the 

figurelground: they were essentially questioning the effectiveness of the 

urbanist to intervene in the city. From Nolli to the early Contextualists, 

uses of the figurelground had engaged specifically urban qualities-the 

formal, political or psychological dimensions of urban space-without 

delving into the deeper historical relationships between the planner and 

1 8 ~ o w e  and Koetter, p. 149. 
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the city. The roots of these beliefs go back to the early Humanism (and 

in turn its roots in antiquity) of the Florentine New Towns and 

Filarete's Sforzinda. This position linked urban form to an ideological 

position: an architect who produced good design was acting in a socially 

responsible manner which led to good city form and a just society. The 

strong ties between urban form and social responsibility formed a major 

component of the ideals of the modem movement in architecture 

espoused by the CIAM group (Congrss Zntemationaux dlArchitecture 

Modeme) and epitomized in Le Corbusier's phrase: "Architecture or 

Revolution. Revolution can be avoided." 19 But by the 1950s CIAM 

failed to achieve its revolutionary goals and in fact proved to be a much 

more divided and conflictual movement than originally imagined. 

These failures and conflicts grew clearer with post-World War I1 

suburbanization, the breakup of CIAM, and the unlivable environments 

created in 1960s urban renewal programs. 

The architectural historian Manfredo Tafuri revealed many of 

these contradictions in his book Architecture and Utopia: Design and 

Capitalist Development of 1973. His argument was essentially that 

design could no longer propose any ideology except that of reigning 

19 I will discuss the CIAM group more in detail in the following chapter. 



capitalist development and that to design was only to reproduce the 

ideological illusions of modernism. To deny such a position seemed 

utopian and to accept it was to accept complete professional impotence 

to act in a realm larger than the autonomous architectural object. In 

this situation, any act of design had simultaneously to be an act of belief 

and disbelief, which is exactly what irony allowed the later position of 

the Contextualists to do. 

The polemical nature of the figurelground as seen in the work of 

Sitte, implicitly recognizing how design intentions are embedded in 

mapping conventions, fusing metaphorical and hypothetical projections 

into an inextricable whole. The early ideas of the Contextualists also 

used the figurelground in a polemical way, arguing that it could be used 

as a "shorthand" for the architect to begin to make design decisions. 

However by using the figuretground as a purely formal technique, they 

were again reproducing the idea of the city as architecture. This 

attitude carried over into its later ideas in Collage City where the same 

type of design solution was offered but this time not pragmatically, but 

ironically. In a way the Contextualists had been caught in their own 

trap of seeing the city as architecture. Since Cerda had coined the term 

in the mid-nineteenth century, a strictly architectural approach to 

urbanism had never been successful. By confining their use of the 
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figurelground to pure form from the beginning, the Contextualists had 

excluded all of the city's social factors-essentially how the spaces they 

were designing would be used. The growing professional uncertainty 

about the importance of form to urban design meant that as a purely 

formal language, the figurelground could only be used ironically. 

Perhaps a deeper sense of irony lies in the fact that the Contextualists 

doomed themselves to failure before they even began. 

4. Roma Interrotta 

The architects new ironic attitude towards the polemical intention 

of the figurelground was reflected in the Rome Interrotta 

competitionlexhibition of 1978. The idea for Roma Interrotta was to 

take the original twelve sheets of Nolli's figurelground plan of Rome 

and distribute them to twelve well-known architects, including Michael 

Graves, Aldo Rossi, Robert Venturi and Denise Scott-Brown [figure 

331. "The exhibit was an ostensible critique of urbanistic goings-on 

since the overthrow of the temporal powers of the papacy," wrote 

Rowe, another of the participants. Assuming that "after Nolli the urban 



tissue of Rome has been 'interrupted,' that is something that was 

assumed to be in the urban texture of Rome has become lost."20 

Piranesi had taken a similar attitude towards the Campo Marzo in 

his Zchnographia, but had used the urbanist's Latin to allow the many 

different architectural styles to read coherently. The majority of the 

participants in Roma Interrotta chose to develop their own graphic style 

and not to critically address the urbanist's Latin of the figurelground. 

The resulting collage-like image of the assembled map symbolized the 

professional confusion about how architects could collectively and 

effectively intervene in the city, as Rowe and Koetter's use of irony had 

done, and the Babel of the subjective individual languages drowned out 

the clear urbanist's Latin. 

5. Conclusion 

The figurelground became a dead language for two reasons; first 

because architects used it to only address the city as architecture and 

second because of the changing nature of the city. Sitte had used the 

figurelground with a polemical intent to suggest principles of urban 

20~olin Rowe. "Rome Interrona.." As I Was Saying: Recollections and Miscellaneous 
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design, but behind this was a social understanding of urban space based 

on people's psychological health. The Contextualists used the technique 

with a similar polemical intent, but only addressed the city as 

architecture. As their position developed into the ideas of Collage City 

there was increasingly less and less confidence on the part of architects 

that such formal design solutions could be effective. This professional 

uncertainty was reflected by injecting a degree of irony into their use of 

the figurelground. This irony was responsible for killing the 

figurelground in the sense that it could no longer be taken seriously as a 

professional language, an urbanist's Latin. This abandonment became 

evident in the Roma Znterrotta show, where the clear language was 

drowned out in a Babel of individual styles. 

The figurelground did not die only in the halls of academia or the 

walls of museums, but it was no longer able to represent the expanded 

nature of the city. The figurelground had been developed to express the 

contained spaces of the pre-industrial city. As these contained spaces 

were replaced by ones designed for speed the figurelground lost much 

of its expressive potential. Although Alphand had adapted the technique 

Essays. Alexander Caragonne ed. vol. 3, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996, pp. 127-54. 



to represent the increased importance of speed in Haussmann's 

"regularization" of Paris, he had abandoned the figurelground to 

describe the city's parks in the more naturalistic language of the balloon 

view. Even in Nolli's map, the figurelground had not been effective in 

representing the non-built, natural aspects of the city and Nolli had 

reverted to the older technique of the bird's-eye-view. CIAM towers- 

in-the-park style urbanism inverted the traditional form of the pre- 

industrial city. The Contextualists turned this to their advantage by 

inverting the conventions of figurelground, thus seeing the two types of 

cities as compatible. However to do this they had to adopt an entirely 

formal approach to the figurelground that, as explained above, limited 

its potential to represent the city as anything but architecture. Caught 

between the architect's professional uncertainty and its own linguistic 

limits, the figurelground became the dead language of a lost city. 



Figure 24: Alphand's map of Paris 

from Alphand, Les promenades de Paris, unpaginated plate. 



Figure 25: Alphand map, detail of trees 

from Alphand, Les promenades de Paris, unpaginated plate. 

Figure 26: Claude Monet Le Boulevard des Capucines 

from Clark, The Painting of Modern Life, p. 71. 



Figure 27: Alphand's image of Buttes-Chamont 

from Alphand, Les promenades de Paris, unpaginated plate. 





Figure 30: Contextualist's New City proposal 

from Rowe, As  I Was Saying, p. 89. 

Figure 3 1: Contextualist's figurelground studies for the New City 

proposal, from Rowe, As I Was Saying, p. 92. 



Figure 32: Cooper's reverse figurelground of Wiesbaden 

from Rowe, As I Was Saying, p. 195. 



Figure 33: Roma Interrotta 

from Rowe, As I Was Saying, p. 130. 



Chapter 4 Beneath the Poch6: Thematic Maps 

Thematic maps move beneath the poch6 of the figure/ground to 

represent social or political issues raised when examining a city. 1 

Unlike orthographic and figurelground maps, which describe the shape, 

size and location of things, thematic maps layer immaterial types of 

information-movement of people or goods, income or disease 

distribution, weather, etc.-usually on top of an orthographic map. 

These consciously chosen themes become the metaphorical projections 

of the map. By noting variations within these themes, patterns hidden 

beneath the material surface of the city-the city of architecture-are 

brought literally to the surface of the map. To the extent that these 

patterns represent the city in a way that it had not been seen or imagined 

before, thematic maps can function like plans; that is they can be 

hypothetically projective. This overlap of hypothetical and 

metaphorical projections can, as in the orthographic and figurelground 

techniques, limit or expand the role of the map by either confirming the 

preconceived notion of the city as architecture, or as a way of asking 

Thematic maps are a relatively recent and little studied phenomena in the history of 
cartography. Thematic mapping techniques were largely developed during the first half 
of the nineteenth century, reflecting the formation of specialized fields of knowledge- 
geology, biology, statistics, economics etc. See Arthur H. Robinson. Early Thematic 
Mapping in the History of Cartography. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982. 



questions such as how the different immaterial facts shape an 

understanding of the city. 

1. CIAM's Barcelona 

The CIAM grille-a set of thematic mapping conventions that 

represented the city divided into the functionalist categories of work, 

housing, leisure and transportation-conceded the group's design agenda 

behind the conventions of a map to further their urban design 

principles. The role of CIAM (Congr2s Zntemationaux dJArchitecture 

Modeme), which included Le Corbusier, Ernst May and Hannes Meyer 

among others, was to give a unified voice to an emerging group of 

modem architects who wanted to reconceive the role of the architect as 

a technical coordinator of different urban experts.2 The grille was 

proposed by the group's president Cornelius van Eestem in 1932 as the 

basis for a summary of world urbanism that was to take place at their 

fourth meeting the following year on an ocean liner en route to Athens 

from Marseilles. At the meeting, 33 cities from the eighteen delegate 

countries were to be mapped according to the grille's functionalist 

2 See the La Suarez Declaration, which was issued after their first meeting in 1928. 
Ulrich Conrads. Programs and manifestos on 20th-century Architecture. Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1970, pp. 109-10 



criteria to facilitate easy comparisons between them.3 The congress 

ended with the participants issuing The Athens Charter, which 

advocated the functionalist principles of modem urban design-the clear 

separation of work, housing, leisure and transportation. As the 

orthographic map shared the same conventions as the orthographic plan 

thus confusing mapping procedure and design intentionality, the grille 

masked the intentionality of CIAM's aesthetic principles, spelled out in 

The Athens Charter, under the rational guise of a mapping technique. 

At the fourth CIAM meeting in Brussels in 1930, the organizers 

wrote: "Just as the individual cell of habitation leads to the organization 

of the methods of construction, so too the methods of construction lead 

to the organization of the entire city."4 This attitude was a distant echo 

of Alberti's "the city is like a large house." And as Alberti in his 

Descripto Urbis Romea described the city in the language of 

architecture as a geometrical construct to ensure clear communication 

between architects, military engineers and archeologists, the CIAM 

grille described the city as a diagram based on the functionalist 

31n 1947, Le Corbusier graphically standardized these four criteria for analysis in the 
CIAM grid. He does not mention van Eestern's original idea. See Le Corbusier "La 
Grille CIAM d'urbanisme." Oeuvre Compl2te 1946-1952. Zurich: Verlag fiir 
Architektur, 1953, pp. 40-1. 
4quoted in Miguel ~ n ~ e l  Baldellou. "Meetings and Architecture: a controversial 



separation of work, housing, leisure and transportation to ensure clear 

communication between the new ranks of urban experts-statisticians, 

traffic engineers, industrialists, etc. The difference between the 

architect/urbanist in the Albertian sense and CIAM sense was that while 

Alberti saw the link between architecture and urban planning on a 

compositional level (that both buildings and cities should be organized 

according to the classical laws of taxis), CIAM saw the connection on a 

technical level (that they both were reliant on the "methods of 

construction") expressed in the diagram. 

As a series of mapping conventions, the grille metaphorically 

projected the city as a diagram: a new type of scientific language that 

was to bolster the new role of the architect as a technical coordinator. 

Beatriz Colomina has written that modem architecture became modem 

only with its engagement with the mass media.5 The grille's language 

of a diagram was in part adopted from the diagrams of scientific 

journals and magazines. In his 1925 Decorative Art of Today, Le 

Corbusier had written that the illustrations in scientific magazines: "take 

the cosmic phenomena to pieces under our eyes; amazing, revealing and 

relation." Arquitectura. no. 306, p. 97. 
S~eatriz Colomina. Privacy and Publicity: Modem Architecture as Mass Media. 
Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994. 
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shocking photos, more moving diagrams, graphs and figures. We are 

attacking the mystery of nature scientifically ... It has become our 

folklore."6 As Piranesi had used the language of fantasy, developed in 

his cappriccio, to capture the imagination of the architect in his 

Zchnographia, CIAM's grille represented the city in the modem fantasy, 

or folklore, of the scientific diagram to speak to the new ranks of urban 

experts. 

CIAM's original concerns with the separate functional categories 

of the grille grew in part from Le Corbusier's urban projects. His 1922 

City for Three Million people combined the "essential joys" of sunlight, 

open space and greenery with the belief that dense cities were necessary 

for cultural, social and economic progress [figure 341. He separated the 

functions of work, housing and transportation both to increase the 

amount of green spaces and ensure hygiene. The central area of the 

City for Three Million was occupied by 60-story cruciform glass 

business towers. The business district was surrounded by five story 

housing blocks with setbacks, redent blocks. The major traffic arteries 

bisected the city, crossing at an airport in the center. To preserve as 

much green space as possible, and in accordance with Le Corbusier's 

five points of a new architecture, the entire city was lifted off of the 

6 ~ e  Corbusier. The Decorative Art of Today. Trans. James Dunnett. London: 
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ground on piles-pilotis.7 The Radiant City of 1930 was based on these 

same principles of separate functions, the preservation of green spaces 

with high density development and modem construction techniques, but 

moved away from a hierarchical city with the towers in its center, to a 

city zoned in parallel bands that was capable of unlimited expansion 

[figure 351. 

Both of the City for Three Million and the Radiant City schemes 

conformed to modernist thinking of linking architectural form to a just 

society, epitomized by Le Corbusier's "Architecture or Revolution. 

Revolution can be avoided." Such a utopian view linked continued 

social, economic and political well-being with the quality of a city's 

architecture. The CIAM architect believed the city was architecture 

because it was through architecture that all the city's problems- 

economic, social, political, material-could be solved. 

The CIAM principles of separating the functions of the city and 

raising it off the ground on pilotis were essentially a reaction to the 

figured spaces of pre-industrial cities. The use of the figurelground for 

Architectural Press, 1987, p. 127. 



maps and plans had been developed from Nolli to Sitte as a language of 

figured urban spaces and mixed-use streets. According to The Athens 

Charter, encapsulated by Le Corbusier's "One must kill the corridor 

street," figured urban space was to be replaced by a green carpet of 

grass over which buildings, separated according to their function, were 

elevated. In an illustration from his book The Radiant City, Le 

Corbusier demonstrated the superiority of his redent blocks compared 

to traditional urban form because of increased green space, greater ease 

of circulation and improved hygienic conditions of the redent scheme 

[figure 361.8 

The nearly simultaneous appearance of the CIAM grille and The 

Athens Charter normalized the view of the city based on the 

functionalist diagram much as, with orthographic drawings, the overlap 

of the metaphorical and hypothetical projections normalized the view of 

the city as architecture. By mapping the city according to the precepts 

of the CIAM grille, the members of CIAM made the design principles 

7 The five points were the pilotis, the roof garden, the free plan, the elongated window 
and the free facade. See Stanislaus von Moos. Le Corbusier: Elements o f  a Synthesis. 
Cambridge: MIT Press, 1979 for the background of the five points 
8 Caught up in Le Corbusier's revolutionary zeal, Siegfried Giedion, one of the 
principle apologists for the modem movement, wrote of Haussmann's Paris in his 
1941 Space, Time and Architecture: "It is absurd in an age of industrial production to 
permit residence, labor and traffic to intermingle. It is not merely the endless streets 



of The Athens Charter seem like the natural design solution to urban 

problems. This parallel becomes clear in CIAM's mapping of 

Barcelona, and the resulting Plan Macia. 

The initial mapping of Barcelona for the 1933 CIAM meeting 

took place in 1932 during Le Corbusier's' visit to Barcelona [figure 371. 

The Plan Macia, which grew out of this mapping was developed at the 

same time by him and the GATEPAC group, the Catalan wing of CIAM 

[figure 381.9 Barcelona's grille identified the mixed quality of the city's 

housing stock that had been built in and around Cerda's ensanche. The 

city's medieval center was identified as the densest and least healthy 

area, followed by the southern portion of the ensanche. Both were 

largely low-income areas. The homes of the middle and upper classes 

were clustered to the north and in surrounding garden city 

communities. Industry mixed with leisure activities and some poorer 

neighborhoods occupied the majority of the coast. The principle 

transportation network largely followed Cerda's plan, with the Granvia, 

running north to south, and the Diagonal, running north-east to south- 

west. The Plan Macia proposed the clear separation of all of these 

that are inhuman but also the units that go beside them." See his Space, Time and 
Architecture. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1941, p. 769. 



functions. Much of the medieval city was to be destroyed to create 

green parks around the bits of historical fabric that were to be kept. 

Factories and shops were to be removed from CerdB's ensanche and it 

was to be zoned a strictly residential area. New housing to 

accommodate the city's expanding population was to be built in the form 

of redent blocks, not CerdYs manzana.lO They were to be set out on a 

400 meter square grid (equal to nine Cerdi manzanas) which, as the 

older blocks were replaced by the redents, would move towards the 

city's center, replacing the existing Cerdi grid. The port was to be 

turned over to industry, and expanded to the south. Leisure activities 

were to be removed from the city to a new secondary tourist city along 

the coast, to the south-the Ciutat de Repds. The transportation system 

was largely kept in place, but enlarged to serve the increasing traffic 

demands. 

There was a difference between CIAM's map of Barcelona 

diagramatically representing the four separate functionalist categories of 

the city, and the Plan Macia actually proposing to separate them. The 

point is not to draw a concrete link between the two, but to show that in 

9 GATCPAC stands for Grup dPArtistes i T2cnics per a1 Progrks de Z'Arquitecturn 
Conremporcineo. 
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their dynamic overlapthe metaphoric projections of the grille and the 

hypothetical ones of The Athens Charter-that the CIAM group tailored 

their mapping conventions to fit a preconceived notion of design. 

Judging from this result, the intention behind the grille differed from 

other maps where the metaphorical and hypothetical projections 

overlap, such as Patte's or Sitte's use of the figurelground, which 

represented some unexpected aspect of the city. The Plan Macia could 

have been anticipated from The Athens Charter. In the case of 

Barcelona, the four themes of the grille-work, housing, leisure and 

transportation-produced a multi-layered representation of the city, but 

what was learned did not alter the preconceived ends of an Athens 

Charter-style urban plan. 

2. Lynch's Image of the City 

Kevin Lynch's theory of cognitive mapping, Fist developed in his 

book The Image of the City of 1960, proposed a new basis of urban 

representation based on the temporal and intangible aspects of the urban 

environment. Cognitive maps represented what Lynch called the large- 

scale "perceptual form of the city" which linked factors such as time, 

10 A portion of one of these redent blocks, the Casa Bloc was built by Josep Torres 
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sounds, smells and memory to the city's physical form. Lynch had 

studied at Yale, Frank Lloyd Wright's Taliessen, Rensailler Polytechnic, 

and served in the army before graduating from MIT with a degree in 

Urban Planning in 1947. The Image of the City was developed under 

the direction of the Hungarian painter and intellectual Gregory Keypes, 

while Lynch was at the inter-disciplinary Joint Center for Urban Studies 

in Cambridge Massachusetts.1 1 

Lynch's theory of cognitive mapping reconceived the role of the 

urban designer while addressing many problems facing the profession in 

America during late 1950s. The profession of planning had come under 

attack from the public who had lost faith in urban designers to 

sensitively address existing urban conditions and offer livable 

alternatives. This position, epitomized by Jane Jacobs's Death and Life 

of Great American Cities (1961), resulted from the destruction of many 

neighborhoods as part of urban renewal schemes, and their replacement 

by isolated housing towers based on a watered down version of CIAM 

style urbanism. Cognitive maps were to be made by planners in 

conjunction with the community. Lynch argued that the resulting 

ClavC and Jose Lluis Sert and has recently been restored. 
11. Keypes was probably responsible for bridging Lynch's pragmatic, empiricist 
approach with prewar European aesthetic modernism in art and city planning Tzonis 



"public transcripts" of shared professional and non-professional 

experience could then be used at a civic level to sensitively address the 

existing urban environments and help in making more humane design 

decisions. 

The profession of urban planning also came under attack by social 

scientists, who believed that a socially vibrant city had little to do with 

its physical form. To them, urban design was seen largely as aesthetic 

window dressing, to be added once the real social and economic 

problems facing a city had been addressed. Lynch, although concerned 

with many of the same social and economic problems, used the cognitive 

mapping technique to demonstrate the importance of a city's physical 

form in shaping its identity.12 

The theory of cognitive mapping also grew from Lynch's 

personal dissatisfaction with the traditional conventions of urban 

representation, which, he argued, only recorded people where they 

and Lefaivre, p. 24. 
12 Lynch was also on the forefront of considering both the new and dynamic elements 
of the contemporary landscape, that designers today often neglect. In later books such 
as The Viewfrom the Road (1964), What Time is This Place? (1972) or Managing the 
Sense of a Region (1976)Lynch went on to develop his ideas of cognitive mapping to 
address the emerging elements of the urban such as the identity or identities of a 
metropolitan area, cycles of growth and decay, the perceptual fonn of highways and 
urban fringe areas. 



lived and worked. Such documents were expensive and so time- 

consuming to make that they were usually obsolete before being 

completed. Cognitive maps, on the other hand, recorded many urban 

qualities that gave cities meaning to people, and were inexpensive, fast, 

easy to make. 

Unlike the orthographic plan and some examples of the 

figurelground, the cognitive map did not have a strong architectural 

bias. The key of Lynch's theory of cognitive mapping was to represent 

the connection between a city's temporallsensual experiences and its 

form-the non-material and the material worlds. The metaphorical 

projection of the cognitive map was, like Sitte, the city as a 

psychological space. While Sitte associated a sense of psychological 

security with enclosed, generally pre-industrial, types of cities, Lynch 

showed that any city, regardless of the "artistic principles" governing its 

design, had an "image" simply by the fact that the people lived there and 

moved through it. 

While earlier conventions of representation, the architect's Latin 

of the orthographic projection or the urbanist's Latin of the 

figurelground, were to serve as professional languages, cognitive maps 

were to be a democratic one. Cognitive maps could allow an interested 
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public, familiar with its simple conventions, to communicate their 

understanding and desires to both urban planners and city officials. In 

this function as "public transcripts" cognitive maps differed from other 

mapping techniques. As it has been said the victors write the history, so 

too they draw the maps. Lynch intended cognitive maps to help give a 

voice to members of a community so that they could directly participate 

in shaping their community. 

Unlike other techniques which were based on a Ptolemaic grid 

that removed the cartographer to an "objective" viewing point outside 

the map's frame, in a cognitive map, as in preperspectival city views, 

the cartographer's subjective experiences of the city were reflected in 

the map's final form: "We are not simple observers of this [urban] 

spectacle, but are ourselves a part of it, on the stage with the other 

participants."13 Like a work of Italian Neo-Realist cinema, cognitive 

maps were to address the whole of the urban scene, its activities, spaces, 

textures, buildings, sights, sounds and smells which were consolidated in 

his idea of "image." 



Lynch argued that the "image" of a city was constructed from the 

meanings people attached to the three-dimensional picture of things, not 

their geometric description. The idea of the "image" had emerged from 

the eighteenth century Picturesque movement. It was intended to 

transcend a high-culture concept of order by taking on psychological 

overtones. This idea had subsequently been developed in the art and 

criticism of the nineteenth century Romantic movement and the young 

science of psychology. By the mid-twentieth century, the idea was held 

in low esteem by behavioral scientists because, since it occurred inside 

the mind, it was not subject to strict laboratory controls. Lynch ignored 

these objections both because of an outsider's naivetk and his interest in 

understanding what ordinary people understood as the "perceptual 

form of the city."l4 His working method was modeled on that of 

anthropologists and psychologists, involving both personal and group 

interviews, and had little to do with the solitary process of design. 

In The Image of the City, Lynch wanted to consider "the visual 

quality of the American City by studying the mental image of that city 

14~istory of the idea of "image" from Alexander Tzonis and Lime Lefaivre. 
'"Thinking in forms as well as words": Kevin Lynch and the Cognitive Theory of the 
City." Design Book Review. no. 26, Fall 1992, p. 26. 



which is held by its citizens."l5 He began with case studies of three 

cities with very diverse characters-Boston, the American version of a 

European city; Jersey City, across the Hudson River from Manhattan 

and thought to be characterless; and Los Angeles, the automotive city 

par excellence-to show that any city, no matter what its general 

character, had an "image." In the book he published maps produced by 

transcribing information from verbal interviews, maps the interviewees 

drew and maps prepared by a "trained observer." There was little 

difference between the three [figure 391. 

The maps divided the observations into five categories: edge, 

path, district, node and landmark, each ranked according to its relative 

~tren~th.16 Lynch defined these five categories as follows: pathes are 

"the channels along which the observer customarily, occasionally or 

potentially moves;" edges are "the linear elements" that form "linear 

breaks in continuity;" districts are "medium to large sections of the 

city ... which are recognizable as having some common identifying 

character;" nodes are "strategic spots in a city ... which are the intensive 

foci to and from which he is traveling;" landmarks are an "external" 

"point reference." When considered collectively: "Districts are 



structured with nodes, defined by edges, penetrated by pathes and 

sprinkled by landmarks. Elements regularly overlap and pierce one 

another." 

Unlike the early Contextualist's idea of figurelground as a 

"shorthand" for the designer to start to make decisions, or the design 

biases of CIAM's grille, Lynch's theory of cognitive mapping was not 

intended to be easily translatable to formal design solutions: "the final 

objective of a [cognitive map] is not the physical shape itself but the 

quality of an image in the mind." It was to be a technique for seeing the 

city in a new way; hypothetically projective in the best sense. Even the 

making of the maps could have a positive influence in that people would 

become more aware of their surroundings. Lynch considered 

"awkward 'beautification"' as positive in that such action would be an 

"intensifier of civic energy and cohesion." For Lynch, urban design, or 

"city design" as he preferred to call it, was quite separate from 

architecture. It was a "temporal art" for the "shaping [of] cities for 

sensuous enjoyment." 

In practice, this casual connection between mapping and design 

proved to be one of the theory's weakest points. Although in his theory 

16~hese terns are defined in chapter 3, "The City Image and Its Elements," pp. 46-90. 



Lynch avoided addressing the city as architecture, in practice it was 

altered to do just that. Designers quickly adopted Lynch's vocabulary 

of path, edge, node, district and landmark to justify their own designs 

rather than to engage the city on a larger scale as Lynch had intended. 

Often the entire interview process, vital to understanding what elements 

people believed formed the "image" of an area, was eliminated and the 

resulting "public transcripts" reflected only private ends.17 Lynch 

himself, in his 1985 article "Reconsidering The Image of the City," 

recognized the political limitations to the practice of his theory: "By 

custom and by institution, public policy at large scales deals with 

economic and social ends, whereas perceptual questions are addressed at 

the level of the small territory or the single building ... True city 

design-dealing directly with the ongoing sensed environment of the 

city-hardly exists today."l8 

17. Oddly Lynch himself, when consulted on the design of Boston's new expressway, 
had advocated elevated highways cutting through the city, not considering the impact 
that this would have on the effected neighborhoods. This drew criticism from Kenneth 
Frampton who somewhat blindly labeled Lynch as a advocate for the worst of urban 
renewal. See Kenneth Frampton. "America 1960-1970: Notes on Urban Images and 
Theory." Casabella. no. 3591360, 1971, pp. 25-37. The book that resulted from 
Lynch's study of the highway, The View from the Road, co-authored with Donald 
Appleyard, was, graphically, his most interesting book. 
18~r id ib  Bane jee  and Michael Southworth eds. City Sense and City Design: Writings 
and Projects of Kevin Lynch. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990, p. 254. 
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Beyond these practical shortcomings, Lynch's theory has certain 

inherent problems. Though The Image of the City forms part of a 

tradition of architects writing about urban form, like Sitte's City 

Planning According to Artistic Principles, Lynch's pragmatic concern 

with developing a clear, concise and simple theory limited his sense of 

time, and made his historical analyses seem simple-minded and 

superficial. Whether addressing Jersey City, New Jersey or Florence, 

Italy, Lynch tended to see time in largely visual terms in terms of a 

generation or even a day while not directly addressing important 

economic or social aspects of city form. Although his category of 

monument seemed to suggest a longer sense of historical time, a 

highway billboard could be as much a monument as a cathedral dome. 

One need only compare Lynch's The Image of the City with Aldo 

Rossi's The Architecture of the City, written seven years later, to see 

how a deeper, poetic appreciation of time can alter the perception of a 

monument or the city. In attempting to demystify the "image" of the 

urban environment into a series of five pragmatic categories Lynch may 

have made things too clear, neutering the sense of danger or dreams of 

a city's labyrinthine mystery that gave it a poetic power. 

Kevin Lynch's The Image of the City leaves an ambiguous 

impression: the questions he asked are still vital, though his answers 



seem dated. Although the theory grew from a high-minded ideal of 

reinvigorating the profession of city planning by widening its realm of 

interests to include the community, in practice it did not live up to these 

ideals. Although the idea of cognitive mapping was to democratically 

address both the physical and non-physical realm of the city, 

practitioners reduced the theory to selfishly represent the city as 

architecture. Though the technique's metaphorical projections were 

inherently also hypothetical in that they represented the city in a way 

that it had not been seen before, his commitment to a pragmatic ideal 

limited his sense of time to be largely visual and superficial instead of 

reflecting a nuanced, multi-dimensional appreciation of urban 

development. One is left to believe that the questions he raised about 

the interaction of people and the urban environment have no fixed 

answers and it is up to each generation to ask the same questions again 

and search for their own meaning. Lynch deserves credit if only for 

raising such questions and expressing them on the surface of a map. 

3. Venturi, Scott-Brown and Izenour's Las Vegas 

Robert Venturi, Denise Scott-Brown and Steve Izenour, in their 

Learning from Las Vegas: The Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural 

Form of 1972, opened up the idea of the thematic mapping as an attitude 



architects could take towards urban representation to better understand 

the contemporary landscape of urban sprawl on its own terms. 19 The 

trio shared the catholic, non-judgmental approach to urban form of 

Kevin Lynch's The Image of the City, but tempered this with a pop-art 

sense of irony, first shown in Venturi's Complexity and Contradiction 

in Architecture of 1966.20 They wrote that "analysis of the existing 

American landscape was a socially desirable activity to the extent that it 

teaches us architects to be more understanding and less authoritarian in 

the plans we make." In their 1968 article "A Significance for A&P 

Parking Lots or Learning from Las Vegas," Venturi and Scott-Brown 

expressed interest in Las Vegas because of how well its signs 

communicated the function of buildings to people. Unlike most 

examples of modem architecture which failed to communicate anything, 

Las Vegas was nothing but "intensified communication along the 

highway": "If you take the sign away there is no place." They pursued 

19 While Scott-Brown shared Venturi's enthusiasm for architectural history and 
popular culture, gained in part while a student at the Architectural Association in 
London and her contact with the Independent Group, these interests were tempered by 
larger social concerns reflecting her later training as a planner at the University of 
Pennsylvania with the sociologist Herbert Gans. 
20 One finds a similar "non-judgmental" approach to the city in Reyner Banham's Los 
Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies, or Rem Koolhaas's approach to New 
York, Atlanta or Singapore See Reyner Banham. Los Angeles: The Architecture of 
Four Ecologies. New York: Penguin Books, 1971. And Rem Koolhaas. Delirious 
New York: A Retrospective Manifesto for Manhartan. New York: Oxford UP, 1978. 
The articles on Atlanta and Singapore are collected in Koolhaas and Bruce Mau. 
S,M,L,XL. New York: The Montecelli Press, 1996. 



this fascination with Las Vegas in a studio that they taught that fall at 

Yale with Steve Izenour, and which resulted in the book.21 

One of the major emphases of the studio was a questioning of the 

conventions of urban representation like the orthographic plan, the 

figurelground or the CIAM grille, to evolve new theories and concepts 

of representation better suited to the contemporary landscape. They 

wrote: "representation techniques learned from architecture and 

planning impede our understanding of Las Vegas" in that they are 

"static where it is dynamic, contained where it is open, two-dimensional 

where it is three-dimensional."22 The emblem of this cartographic 

critique was a fragment of the Nolli plan of Rome taken from the city's 

dense center, on top of which they superimposed a postcard of the 

"Welcome to Las Vegas" sign [figure 401. In suggesting the dynamic, 

three-dimensional reading of the sign as the basis for contemporary 

urban representation, they turned away from the modernist idea of the 

plan as generator to focus on automotive experience of road-side signs. 

21 The studio, including two graphic designers and two urban planning students. It 
was originally called "Learning from Las Vegas or Form Analysis as Design Research" 
but later changed by the students to "The Great Proletarian Cultural Locomotive." 
22 Venturi, Scott-Brown and Izenour, p. 15. 



While earlier orthographic plans and figurelgrounds had been 

made through a process of surveying, the studio's primary tools for 

collecting information were photography and film. They acknowledged 

a debt to Kevin Lynch for investigating how these techniques could be 

used to analyze a dynamic, automotive environment in his book The 

View from the Road. Members of the studio also mimicked a technique 

the photographer Ed Ruska developed photographing Los Angeles. 

Ruska had taped together individual photographs taken from the seat of 

a car to reproduce a contiguous road-side scene. The studio made 

similar photos of Las Vegas, which, with irony typical of their 

approach, they compared to maps of Venice's Grand Canal. 

Much of what they learned from these exercises they synthesized 

into a series of thematic maps that recorded what they thought to be 

some of the defining qualities of the automotive landscape [figure 411. 

These included: the amount of land covered in asphalt, the amount of 

unoccupied land, night-time illumination levels, a "Nolli's Las Vegas" of 

the casinos' ceremonial spaces and a record of every written word on 

the strip. Of these observations, they were most interested in the 

dynamic perception of the city's signs from the automobile. They also 

made diagrams showing that the size of the sign had to increase to 

ensure legibility at higher speeds [figure 421. 



Venturi, Scott-Brown and Izenour's use of the thematic map 

differed from CIAM's in that while the grille's conventions were based 

on preconceived notions of design, the Learning from Las Vegas 

thematic maps reflected an "open-minded and non-judgmental 

investigation," which, like Lynch, sought to understand the phenomena 

of the strip, and more specifically the sign, on its own terms. In a 

heated exchange of letters with Denise Scott-Brown in the pages of 

Italian magazine Casabella, the architectural historian Kenneth 

Frampton raised ethical questions about such an analysis along the lines 

of Tafuri's Architecture and Utopia. Frampton believed such a "non- 

judgmental" analysis was nothing but developer friendly "ideology" that 

tried to elevate the worst kitsch aspects of the contemporary landscape 

to the level of architectural theory. Scott-Brown replied that she felt 

their work was socially responsible in the broadest sense: "the study of 

the existing landscape was a socially desirable activity for the architect." 

But the root of Frampton's criticism lies in the irony, or more 

specifically the hyperbole, in their original choice to study Las Vegas. 

As Rowe had appreciated the ironic aspect of the collage as a way of 

simultaneously using something and simultaneously disbelieving in it, 

the same could be argued for Venturi, Scott-Brown's appreciation of 

Las Vegas. Did they really believe studying Las Vegas was "socially 



desirable"? After all Las Vegas was no more typical of the urban 

development than Liberace was typical of pianists. Frarnpton saw such 

a position as socially harmful, while Scott-Brown claimed that it was 

desirable. When claims of social relevance are presented ironically 

these claims cannot be judged except very pragmatically, that is what 

they actually learned from Las Vegas. 23 

The critical terms to emerge from the book and which they 

incorporated into their work as architects were the duck and the 

decorated shed.24 While the duck was a building that itself was a sign, 

the decorated shed was a simple container with a large sign in front or 

on top of it that announced its function. Venturi and Scott-Brown 

preferred the decorated shed because they felt it was a more authentic 

reflection of popular contemporary trends. The last section of the book 

is dedicated to their work which they entitled "Some Decorated Sheds," 

such as their project for the Football Hall of Fame [figure 431. 

23 See Casabella. no. 3591360, 1971 for this exchange of letters. 
24 The idea of the duck came from a photograph of a duck [get description from book] 
in Peter Blake's book God's Own Junkyard, which chronicled what he saw as the 
destruction of the American landscape with billboards, gas stations and suburban 
developments. God's Own Junkyard became the anti-model for Learning from Las 
Vegas. 



In shifting from theory to practice with their idea of the duck and 

the decorated shed, Venturi and Scott-Brown reduced what they had 

learned to a simple architectural dichotomy that failed to address many 

of the issues that they raised in their maps: how the strip functioned as a 

twenty-four hour environment (suggested by their map of night time 

illumination levels); how much of the strip was paved versus how much 

was built (shown on their asphalt and unbuilt area maps); or even the 

many nuanced uses of the sign as one moved from the road to the 

parking lot and into the building (demonstrated in their speed diagram). 

None of these observations could have translated literally into design, 

but they all could have helped them as architects to make informed 

design decisions. Paradoxically their seeing Las Vegas as a city of signs 

became equivalent to seeing it as architecture because the design 

principles they took from the city had only to do with building. In this 

pragmatic sense, Frarnpton's criticism was correct: from the strip, they 

had learned to make more of the same. 

A second shortcoming of the book was that although Venturi and 

Scott-Brown had initially expressed interest in addressing the conditions 

of "urban sprawl," by in large they only look at Las Vegas as a 

contiguous phenomena: "beyond the town, the only transition between 

the Strip and the Mojave desert is a zone of rusting beer cans." Such a 



view ignores the major role played by void spaces, non-architecture, in 

the periphery of cities, and even the large void spaces between the 

buildings on the strip as they demonstrated in their maps of open space. 

In a sense Venturi and Scott-Brown had been caught in the same 

trap as Rowe and the Contextualists in that by addressing the city only 

on a formal basis and trying to link their analysis too closely to design 

they miss the many social factors that are important to a fuller 

understanding of the city. Although they claimed social responsibility 

in the broadest sense this position was complicated by their use of irony, 

and these social concerns were not addressed in the themes of their 

maps. The maps showed no intent, as in Patte's map of Paris, to use the 

mapping conventions to address the political nature of the city or as in 

Sitte's to address the psychological implications of urban space. This 

oversight is perhaps more grave because the thematic mapping 

technique they used was more easily adjusted to account for social 

factors than the figurelground. Despite these many shortcomings, the 

questions raised in Learning from Las Vegas about mapping 

conventions and about how the architect can learn from the 

contemporary landscape remain relevant today. One only wishes that 

had they been more true to their chosen method of thematic mapping, 



that the maps themselves could have pointed the way out of the city of 

architecture. 

4. Conclusion 

Thematic maps prove to be a powerful yet elusive tool in the 

hands of architects. By their nature they combine the potential for the 

hypothetical projections of a plan and the metaphorical ones of a map, 

moving beneath the poch6 of the figure/ground to represent previously 

unseen aspects of the city. In these three examples there is an intention 

to define the relationship between mapping and designing, consciously 

recognizing that the two are related, but in none of them is how they are 

related answered successfully. This problem of relating a theory of 

mapping to a practice of design can be seen as ranging between the two 

poles, one which deduces an attitude towards mapping from a theory of 

design (as was the case with the CIAM grille) and the other which 

approaches mapping inductively, without the desire to turn what is 

learned into a design strategy (as was the case with Lynch). Striking a 

balance between the two, as the example of Learningffom Las Vegas 

shows, is a difficult problem when the city is examined on only formal 

terms. Moving beyond these formal limitations to address the social 

issues potentially raised by thematic mapping can be a way out of this. 



Figure 34: Le Corbusier's Contemporary City for Three Million 

from Evenson, Le Corbusier, p. 36. 

Figure 35: Le Corbusier's Radient City 

from Evenson, Le Corbusier, p. 49. 



Figure 36: Le Corbusier's anti-poch6 comparison 

from Evenson, Le Corbusier, p. 50. 



Figure 37: CIAM's Barcelona grille 

from Salvador, 2 C, p. 7 1. 

Figure 38: GATCPAC7s Plan Macia 

from Salvador, 2C, p. 72. 



Figure 39: Lynch's cognative maps of Boston 

from Lynch, The Image of the City, pp. 146-7. 



Figure 40 Venturi, Scott-Brown emblem from Learning from Las 

Vegas, from Venturi et. al., Learning from Las Vegas, p. 21. 



Figure 41: Venturi, Scott-Brown thematic maps of Las Vegas 

from Venturi et. al., Learning from Las Vegas, pp. 24-5. 



Figure 42: Venturi, Scott-Brown speed diagram 

from Venturi et. al., Learning from Las Vegas, p. 1 1. 
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Figure 43: Venturi, Scott-Brown Football Hall of Fame 

from von Moos, Venturi, Rauch & Scott-Brown, p. 160. 



Chapter 5 Conclusion: Maps as Plans 

In the profession of urbanism, periods of redefinition are often 

accompanied by a retooling of the conventions of urban representation. In 

developing the theoretical foundation for the Renaissance architect, Alberti 

claimed that architects should design cities as if they were buildings based 

on the architectural conventions of the orthographic projection. In the late 

nineteenth century Sitte challenged the typical notion of urbanism that cities 

should be planned solely as rapid transportation networks with his 

polemical use of the figuretground. In the 1930s, CIAM reconceived the 

role of the urbanist as a technical coordinator in part using the 

diagrammatic language of its grille. In the 1960s Lynch, Venturi, Scott- 

Brown and Rowe, reacting in different ways to either "urban sprawl" or 

the negative effects of urban renewal, developed a theory of mapping as 

part of their analyses. Perhaps the greatest challenge to conventional 

notions of the city and to the profession of architecture today is the 

decreasing importance of buildings to the character of the late twentieth 

century city. This emphasis on the non-architectural, the unbuilt, is 

reflected in recent debates about the nature of the urban voids. In this last 

section I will address three different attitudes towards the urban void-Oriol 

Bohigas's idea of reconstruction, Rem Koolhaas's idea of program, and 

Stephano Boeri, Arturo Lanzani and Edoardo Marini's idea of typology. 



This section addresses how these different theories of urbanism are 

reflected by the conventions of urban representation that each used or 

developed. 

1. Bohigas's Barcelona 

In his 1986 book Reconstruction of Barcelona, Oriol Bohigas 

described his plans to reshape the city. 1 Culminating in the 1992 Olympic 

summer games, these efforts were the largest coordinated reorganization of 

a city since Berlin's IBA a decade earlier.2 The rhetoric of reconstruction 

had begun in post-World War I1 Italy, centering around the magazine 

Casabella Continuita, edited by Ernesto Rogers, and what later became 

known as the Venice School. Inspired as a reaction to the destructive 

effects of Italian modernist architecture and urbanism, such as the via della 

Conciliazione in Rome, reconstruction was an effort to reconcile the 

precepts of architecture's modern movement with the historic fabric of 

Italian cities.3 Rowe's Contextualism grew from such ideas, but stripped 

1 Oriol Bohigas Reconstrucidn de Barcelona. Madrid: MOPU, 1986. 
2 For an intelligent discussion of the IBA see Wallis Miller. "IBA's Models for a City: 
Housing and the Image of Cold War Berlin." Journal of Architectural Education. no. 46, 
May 1993: 202-16. For a discussion of other similar projects see Joan Busquest. "New 
Urban Phenomena and a New Type of Urbanistic Project. " Presents and Futures: 
Architecture in Cites. Barcelona: ACTUR, 1996. 
3 Aldo Rossi, a member of the Venice School, poetically captured this attitude towards 
historical city fabric in his The Architecture of the City. Trans. Diane Ghirardo and Joan 
Ockman. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1982. 



them of their historical and poetic dimensions to address the city on purely 

formal terms. Bohigas interpretation of the theme of reconstruction was a 

combination of the Italian and American models. Much of his critique of 

CIAM-style planning grew from an understanding of the Barcelona based 

on the paradigm of Cerdh's nineteenth century manzana-urban block-as 

Italian arguments were based on the paradigm of pre-industrial cities. 

With echoes of both the Venice School and Sitte, Bohigas wrote "People 

perceive the city through a framework of roads, squares, blocks and urban 

parks. This framework is subject to an evolutionary process, but it cannot 

be radically changed."4 His design theory of the "almost closed block, 

almost corridor street," which grew from this critique, paralleled the early 

Contextualist's use of the figurelground. 

With the motto "sanitize the center, monumentalize the periphery" 

Bohigas's reconstruction was based on developing what he identified as 

four voids in the city's fabric into high-profile sites for Olympic activities 

[figure 441. Archery and tennis events were to be held at the Val d'Hebron 

to the north, a site surrounded by large housing estates with a steep slope 

that had prevented its earlier development.5 An older stadium was 

- -- 

Bohigas in Josep Lluis Mateo ed. 1856-1999: Contemporary Barcelona Contemporanea. 
Barcelona: CCCB, 1996. 
5 Eduard Bru, the architect of the Val d'Hebron, was highly critical of Bohigas's 
reconstruction efforts, and with his project developed more open attitude towards the idea 



remodeled and newer ones built on the hill top of Montjiiic to the west. 

New hotels and office buildings were built on the southern end of the 

Diagonal to better tie a university campus and isolated towers to the city. 

Finally, athletes housing was to be built in an area of nineteenth century 

factories along the coast to better connect Barcelona to its sea front.6 

Bohigas's own firm, MBM, was in charge of developing a master 

plan for this last area, the Olympic Village [figure 451.7 The plan for the 

area was based on Bohigas's design theory of the "almost closed block, 

almost comdor street." The theory proposed a figurelground 

understanding of the city, similar to the early ideas of the Contextualists 

that synthesized the nineteenth century manzana with the different 

modernist housing typologies-towers, superblocks, double loaded 

comdors, etc. The plan organized the 47 hectare site in four superblocks, 

each occupying an area of somewhere between two and four Cerdi 

manzanas. Each superblock was to have a perimeter building with free 

standing units in the center and gateway buildings where streets passed 

through the block. Individual buildings were to be designed by 35 prize- 

winning Catalan architects. 

of urban void. See Eduard BN. Tres en el lugarmree on the site. Barcelona: ACTUR, 
1997. 
6 CIAM's map of Barcelona had already identified this area as a problem spot with its 
combination of industrial, recreational and poorer quality housing stock. 

MBM are Josep Marotell, Oriol Bohigas and John Mackay. 



Bohigas's idea of reconstruction, both at the scale of the city and at 

the Olympic Village, conformed to the Albertian notion of the city with 

contiguous fabric and well-defined boundaries. His attitude of 

reconstruction, captured in the expression "monumentalize the periphery 

and sanitize the center," aimed at reinforcing the city's nineteenth-century 

urban identity. The four voids that he planned to reconstruct were 

essentially slightly beyond the limits of the Cerda's nineteenth century city. 

Such an approach ignored the physical and social problems of the city's 

contemporary periphery, heightening the disparity between it and the 

newly reconstructed center. 

This disregard for contemporary urban problems be seen at the 

smaller scale of the Olympic Village. Despite many specific shortcoming 

of the project, its greatest failing was to continue the myth of the city as 

architecture.8 This is reflected by the fact that Bohigas's "almost closed 

block, almost corridor street" model did not propose any new technique of 

mapping, but echoed the Contextualist's' claim that using the figurelground 

8 These failures were historical, formal and economic. Although Bohigas claimed to be 
following in the lines of the Venice School by paying close attention to the historical traces 
left on a site and recognizing them in new designs, the historic fabric of the area was 
destroyed leaving little trace. On a formal level, the cacophony of architectural styles goes 
against the coherence that Bohigas appreciated in the design. On an economic level, after 
the Olympics, the apartment were to be sold at market prices to be incorporated into the 
city's housing fabric, but because developers soon got the upper hand in controlling the 



as a "shorthand" would allow "urban fragments" to read as part of the 

parti. Although he does not claim to have been influenced by the thinking 

of the Contextualists, his sketches for the plan of the Olympic Village show 

a similar attitude towards the figurelground as only a formal, 

compositional tool, while ignoring its potential to address a less evident, 

social meaning of the city [figure 461. 

Bohigas's attitude towards urban voids, expressed by his idea of 

reconstruction, took the position that the city should be a contained, 

contiguous phenomena of traditional types of urban spaces. Within its well 

defined boundaries, empty areas, regardless of the city's contemporary 

growth patterns or social makeup, should be filled with an updated 

variation on the Cerd'a manzana. His theory of the "almost closed block, 

almost corridor street" explored these ideas based on a figurelground 

understanding of the city very similar to that of the early Contextualists. 

However in so limiting his vision of the city he risked total 

incomprehension of the contemporary problems of the periphery or the 

social nature of public space. His attitude towards the figurelground, like 

that of the early Contextualists, confirmed again that in formal terms the 

prices of the apartments, the neighborhood became an upper class enclave, essentially 
using public money to finance upper class housing. 



figurelground was a dead language because it did not address the social 

nature of public space or the expanded realm of the contemporary city. 

2. Koolhaas's Manhattan 

Rem Koolhaas's current interest in the urban void stands at the 

opposite extreme of Bohigas's efforts in Barcelona. Koolhaas's attitude 

seeks to fill the urban voids with a metropolitan density of program, not 

architecture. His emphasis on program grew from a fundamental mistrust 

of architecture. Echoing Tafuri's Architecture and Utopia:, he wrote "It 

would require a second innocence to believe, at this end of the 20th 

century, that the urban-the built-can be planned and mastered . . . The built 

is now fundamentally suspect . . . subject to permanent political, financial, 

cultural turmoil."9 By focusing on program over architecture, that is the 

civitas over the urbs, Koolhaas offered a belated reply to Tafuri's critique 

of the profession's impotence looking not so much at the architecture, but 

at how people's activities shape it. For this he sought to develop a 

"programmatic imagination-a simple interest in what happens."lO 

9 Rem Koolhaas and Bruce Mau. S,M,L,XL. New York: The Monacelli Press, 1995, pp. 
961-71. 
10 Rem Koolhaas. "New YorkLa Villette." in Jacques Lacan. OMA - Rem Koolhaas: 
Architecture 1970-1990. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1992, pp. 160-161. 



The basis for Koolhaas's 1978 Delirious New York, a "retroactive 

manifesto" for Manhattan's "culture of congestion," was how in the 

confrontation between the city's architecture and the demands of 

metropolitan life-the the activities or programs of the city-the later would 

always win. Despite the dominance of program Manhattan's architecture 

gave the "the aura of monumentality with the performance of instability." 

The section of Manhattan's Downtown Athletic Club became emblematic of 

this view, where one program was stacked on top of another with no 

inherent connection between them except their physical proximity [figure 

471. To Koolhaas, this section represented the "turbulent stacking of 

metropolitan life in ever-changing configurations."l 1 

Koolhaas applied this idea of programmatic instability in the design 

for Paris's Parc de la Villette of 1982-3. Formerly the site of nineteenth 

century slaughterhouses, the largely empty area exited as a void, contained 

by the surrounding built fabric. Koolhaas proposed to not to design a park 

in the traditional sense with paths, trees and ponds, but instead to propose a 

"method" based on an analogy with the section of the Downtown Athletic 

Club [Figure 481. The plan of the park was organized into a series of 

narrow parallel bands that would each contain different programmatic 

activities-playing fields, themed areas, gardens etc.-all of which could be 

11 ibid, p. 161 



139 

changed to accommodate changing desires on the part of the users. The 

resulting effect was to be one of "density without architecture" where one 

program "polluted" another creating "a culture of invisible congestion."l2 

With his office OMA (Office for Metropolitan Architecture), 

Koolhaas continued to develop his idea of programming as an attitude 

towards urban voids in their 1987 project for the French New Town of 

Melun-S6nart. Arguing that the buildings of the city were uncontrollable, 

they proposed instead to identify those areas that should be left open, or 

void, which they then filled with a metropolitan density of program. For 

the project they developed a hybrid graphic approach, similar to Alphand's 

in Paris, that combined an abbreviated version of the figurelground with a 

thematic plan-that is a plan that specified what types of program would be 

added where. An initial figure/ground defined the void areas as a series of 

overlapping bands of various widths containing roads connecting important 

points in the city or pristine natural landscapes that they wanted to preserve 

as open spaces [figure 491. The resulting "islands" of buildable area left 

over in the interstices of the bands could each be built independently to the 

necessary formal requirements. Taking advantage of the figure/ground7s 

Gestalt properties, they used a reverse figurelground to show the figural 

potential of the void spaces to organize the spaces of the town [figure 501. 

12 ibid, p. 161. 



They then went on to further describe their programmatic ideas for the 

bands in a thematic map [figure 511. Although the project does not offer 

any new techniques of urban representation it does show how a crude 

figurelground understanding of the city can still be relevant, even on a 

largely formal level, when combined with another, social, understanding of 

the city such as a thematic map or plan. 

In the 1992 project for Yokohama Bay, Koolhaas proposed a new 

convention of urban representation that grew from the anonymous 

container buildings typical of much Japanese development. The typology 

of the container building was an updated version of Manhattan's 

skyscrapers. While Koolhaas had argued the Manhattan's buildings 

maintained an aura of monumentality, the container had no architectural 

pretensions, but was simply a large quantity of enclosed space with no 

urban references. The "site" of the Yokohama project was a large 

container building on harbor that operated as a market and parking garage 

from the early morning until mid-day, after which time it stood empty. In 

this contextless context Koolhaas proposal consisted purely of overlapping 

programs to fill the space during the rest of the day-a process that he 

called "lite urbanism." He expressed this idea in the form of a diagram 

where the 24 vertical axes corresponded to the hours of the day, while each 

horizontal axis corresponded to a different program [figure 521. Use was 



described by the amplitude of the shape along these horizontal axes, and 

their overlap described the programmatic complexity at any given time. 

Design was then a matter of adjusting the amplitude and length of the 

different programmatic shapes. This graph of 24 hour program was to 

program what Piranesi's Zchnographic had been to monumental 

architectural form. But unlike the Zchnographia, which represented an idea 

of the city as architecture, the graph was inherently a social depiction of 

the city since it focused on how people used the spaces of the building. The 

graph of 24 hour program represented the apotheosis of a formal 

figurelground understanding of the city. 

The practice of OMA, rigorously engaged in fostering the 

metropolitan density of overlapping programs, continues to take a critical 

attitude towards the conventions of urban representation to address void 

spaces in the city not as architecture but as free space, open to 

programmatic play. However their attitude does have some shortcomings 

in addressing the nature of the contemporary city. As Kenneth Frampton 

criticized Venturi and Scott-Brown for the hyperbole of their choice to 

study Las Vegas as a paradigm so too is Koolhaas limited by his hyperbolic 

paradigm of Manhattan. Manhattan's metropolitan culture, or more 

recently the metropolitan culture that they have been studying of the Asian 

city, do not reflect the new, expanded nature of the city. Although 



Koolhaas sizes the projects discussed here as extra-large in his book 

S,M,L,XL, he has little to say about the vast expanses of the contemporary 

urban territory, the XXXL. His attitude towards urban voids is then 

limited to imagining a metropolitan density. However, in the case of the 

uninhabited automotive realm of urban sprawl, these voids are so large that 

they cannot be filled. 

3. Boeri, Lanzani and Marini's Milan 

In their recent study I1 territorio che cambia, the authors Stefano 

Boeri, Arturo Lanzani and Edoardo Marini discuss Milan's void-filled 

urban landscape, and propose new techniques of representation to capture 

its great expanse. They describe the expanded size of the city saying "today 

we can easily cross the whole of the Milan region without ever seeing 

anythmg but a sequence of urban landscapes: strip-roads, high-density 

areas, open spaces sieged by neighboring areas. This intensity cannot leave 

us indifferent because it tells us that the criteria of identification of the 



parts composing the territory need to be newly discussed."l3 This general 

attitude towards the city and dissatisfaction with traditional techniques of 

urban representation recalls the "non-judgmental approach" of Venturi, 

Scott-Brown or that of Lynch that seeks to understand the contemporary 

landscape on its own terms. Working initially with large maps of Milan's 

region, Boeri, Lanzani and Marini recognize that the monocentric image of 

the city, such as Bohigas sought to reconstruct in Barcelona, no longer 

exists, but on a territorial level the city is polycentric entity. They are also 

dissatisfied with the term periphery, because it confirms this monocentric 

urban ideal and conceals what they find to be the original experiences of 

the new, expanded notion of the city. Their attitude towards urban 

representation takes two tacts. They first attempt to identify the "principle 

figure" of the temtory to show its polycentric spontaneous organization, 

while the second extrapolates six typologies of urban arrangements from 

what they observed. 

An initial series of small-scale reverse figurelground maps they 

identified the concentric rings of growth outward from Milan's historic 

center [figure 533. They express dissatisfaction with such maps because 

they seem to confirm a monocentric model of the city and fail to recognize 

the "principle figure" of the territory. A second series of spaghetti-like 

13 Stephano Boeri et. al. "Le tre citti della regione milanese." Casabella. no. 607: 18-23. 



maps drawn at an even smaller scale address the city as a territorial 

phenomena where dense clusters of lines suggest more dense types of 

development that deserve closer attention [figure 541. They then move into 

this seemingly chaotic jumble of roads and highways to represent smaller 

areas with a greater degree of detail that shows the territory's spontaneous 

organization-how different elements, such as topography or the grid and 

ladder structures of major transportation arteries or large single-use areas- 

provides order on a local scale and which taken collectively give the 

territory a sense of cohesion despite the lack of official planning efforts 

[figure 551. This non-architectural understanding of the city represented it 

as an interconnected transportation network and topographic, suggesting a 

series of different though repeated settlement patterns dispersed across the 

largely undeveloped landscape. 

They extrapolate from these repeated patterns six typologies of 

urban arrangements that are characteristic of the city as a territorial 

phenomena. By shifting their mapping conventions from the orthographic 

view to a topographic one they are able to both address the specific 

architectural implications of urban sprawl, not possible in the small-scale 

spaghetti-lie maps, and the different buildings' programs, as Koolhaas's 

thematic plans had done. This typological view addresses both the 

architectural and social dimensions of contemporary urban landscape. The 



six typologies are: linear attractors, hybrid machine, isles, areas of 

repetition, piecemeal mutations and areas of metamorphosis [figure 561. 

Linear attractors describe the linear arrangements of buildings that spring 

up along side principle roads and attract new development such as 

commercial strips. Hybrid machines describe anonymous containers which 

have complicated and well-articulated interior spatial arrangements such as 

shopping malls. Isles are enclosed precincts which contain similar building 

types, such as suburban developments or industrial parks. Areas of 

repetition are new, unbounded areas where, resulting from a lack of 

zoning, several types of buildings are mixed together, such as much of 

Houston's unregulated development. Piecemeal mutations happen when 

large single-use, introverted buildings are added to older urban forms, 

such as container stores in older city fabric. Finally areas of 

metamorphosis are where older parts of the city have been reused for 

unforeseen functions, such as industrial spaces converted to housing lofts or 

offices. 

The mapping conventions developed by Boeri, Lanzani and Marini 

are the only ones discussed that address the city on a territorial scale. The 

authors do not directly enter the debate on the urban void as Bohigas and 

Koolhaas had done. While Bohigas's and Koolhaas's respective attitudes 

understood the void as the negative space defined by architecture, because 



the territory lacks such architectural density, Boeri, Lanzani and Marini 

address the territory collectively as a void space between traditionally 

understood urban clusters. The void is not seen as empty, but as forms 

part of the city's overall territorial structure. While their small-scale maps 

of the Milan region identify local pockets of order that collectively form a 

"territorial figure," their discussion of the different typologies of different 

urban arrangements brings a level of detail to the discussion of territorial 

phenomena that is usually missed. 

4. Conclusion 

Contemporary urban debates are a reminder of how design of the 

map can be as important as the design of the project because the map can 

shape the field of design. The decreasing importance of buildings to the 

contemporary nature of the city make recognizing the architectural bias of 

traditional mapping conventions all the more important, while directly 

addressing the urban void helps to alleviate some of the architects sense of 

crisis in the face of the expanded nature of the contemporary city. While 

Bohigas addressed Barcelona's voids by attempting to fill them with 

architecture, Koolhaas addresses them with an emphasis on program. Only 

Boeri, Lanzani and Marini attempt to understand the banality of the 

contemporary landscape through their discussion of typology. All three 



examples point to the dynamic relationship between the mapping 

conventions and design strategies as they accept traditional techniques or 

try to develop new ones, suggesting that one way of articulating the new 

challenge presented to the architect by the expanse of the contemporary 

city can be on the surface of a map. 



Figure 44: Barcelona's voids as identified by Bohigas 

from Martorell et. al., La Villa Ollinpica, p. 9. 

Figure 45: MBM's plan for the Olympic Village 

from Martorell et. al., Transformacidn de un frente maritime, p. 20. 



Figure 46: Figurelground studies for the Olympic Village 

from Martorell et. al., Transformacidn de un frente marftimo, p. 50. 



Figure 47: Downtown Athletic Club 

from Koolhaas, Delirious New York, p. 129. 

Figure 48: OMA's La Villette proposal 

from Lacan, OMA-Rem Koolhaas, p. 58. 



Figure 49: OMA's Melun-Senart proposal, figurelground 

from Lacan, OMA-Rem Koolhaas, p. 87. 

Les interbandes 

Figure 50: OMA's Melun-SCnart proposal, reverse figurelground 

from Lacan, OMA-Rem Koolhaas, p. 87. 

Les bandes 



Figure 5 1 : OMA' s Melun-Senart proposal, thematic plan 

from Lacan, OMA-Rem Koolhaas, p. 88. 
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:e 52: OMA's 24 hour diagram for Yokohama Bay 

Koolhaas and Mau, S,M, L,XL, p. 1219. 

< 



Figure 53: Boeri, Lanzani and Marini's figurelground of Milan 

from Boeri, Lanzani and Marini, I1 territorio che cambia, p. 232. 



Figure 54: Boeri, Lanzani and Marini's spaghetti plan of Milan 

from Boeri, Lanzani and Marini, I1 territorio che cambia, p. 257. 

Figure 55: Boeri, Lanzani and Marini's detail spaghetti plan of Milan 

from Boeri, Lanzani and Marini, I1 territorio che cambia, p. 220. 



Figure 53 Boeri, Lanzani and Marini's six typologies 

from Boeri, Lanzani and Marini, Casabella, p. 23. 
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