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Preface: ‘Roma Perduta

n this age of postmodern fragmentation and Derridian deconstruction, our

ability to grasp urban complexes such as the city of Rome is effectively im-

peded by a number of disparate physical factors. Lines of heavy traffic divide
the city into island sectors. Equally obstructive are closely spaced parked cars and
delivery vans, with the interstices between them filled in by parked motor scoot-
ers. Double-parked cars along the streets, and piazze filled with more parked vehi-
cles, add to the separation and fragmentation of urban space. No less intrusive are
restaurant and café tables that nearly fill many piazze and side streets. But these are
only the physical obstacles. There is also a fragmented mental attitude toward the
city encouraged by both scholarly texts and popular guidebooks.

In the past we have been accustomed to studying cities using what might be de-
scribed as a monumental rather than an urban approach: examining them monu-
ment by monument or, at best, area by area. Thus in Rome we look upon the Trevi
Fountain and the Roman Forum as two unrelated entities, separated not only in
time, which they are, but also in space. They may as well be in two different towns
for all the connection we find between them, and texts on Rome have always
treated them as such. In our own time this abstract (in the literal sense of selective)
way of representing buildings goes back to illustrations in such classic books as
Sir Banister Fletcher’s A History of Architecture (1897, last edition 1987), in which sur-
rounding buildings are carefully airbrushed out in order to make the subject build-
ing stand alone. This leads to a way of looking at a building as a two-dimensional
unit, resembling the way one would look at a painting, and effectively negates both
the building’s three-dimensionality and its relationship to the urban context.
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X PREFACE

In this manner one may get a2 comprehensive sense of city, as opposed to the
fragmented impression (Roma perduta, or lost Rome) produced by many texts about
the city. The urban morphology or structure may be rendered more comprehensi-
ble, and perhaps even the historical development of that structure may be deduced.
This could be one way of untangling the daunting complexity of this unique city.

Another way of analyzing urban morphology is to observe how streets and
buildings interact over time. Perhaps nowhere better than in Rome is this phe-
nomenon so clearly noticeable. Alignments and nonalignments, symmetries and
asymmetries, parallelisms and nonparallelisms occur throughout the long devel-
opment of the city and often reveal the reasons for urban decisions, some formal,
some not. In this essay we propose six examples of this type of urban interaction,
all of which occur along the nine pathways under discussion.

Historic maps, with which Rome is well endowed, are the principal tools for the
analysis proposed above. Chief among these is the remarkably accurate 1748 Nuova
pianta di Roma by Giambattista Nolli (fig. I-1), the famous Pianta grande, from which
much of the information discussed will be drawn by careful examination of its de-
tailed building plans and axial alignments. As we work backward and forward in
time from Nolli, other maps provide the basic information for other periods of the
city’s development, but the pre-Nolli maps lack the precision needed for detailed
urban analysis, so that they frequently need to be reinterpreted through Nolli in
order to throw some light on the evolution of Rome’s urban texture.



