Fabrizio Nevola

in conversation with Isabelle Chisholm

RECOVERING THE MESSY SIDE OF URBAN

LIFE

Isabelle Chisholm: How would you define ‘visual culture’ in the
context of your research? And has your understanding of the term

evolved?

Fabrizio Nevola: | think I've always felt that I've never had a very
clear home within a ‘history of art’ setting, because broadly I'm
interested in a more expanded canon beyond the traditional sort of
‘sculpture, painting, architecture’ definition of art history. | began my
undergraduate degree in Oxford in History, which | later changed to
a degree in History and Literature. From there | went to the Cour-
tauld for my master’s degree in architectural history and continued
there for a PhD -technically in the history of art but broadly on an
architectural urban topic. | find visual culture allows you to look
at more types of things, often overlooked or on the margins of
mainstream art-historical interest. For me it has become quite a
helpful term for defining the broader interest in all that pertains
to the sensory and visual fields related to the early modern past.

I've always been quite interested in things like ephemeral proces-
sions but also everyday processions (so not only the elite alla antica
ones that were put on for kings, popes and emperors) and the
saints’ processions that animated everyday life and that obviously
did leave a visual trace, often captured and echoed in painted
works. Equally, I'm interested in urban design and furnishing which
are very often overlooked. When people look at a church fagade
specifically, or a palace as a monument designed by a particular
architect, they won't necessarily spend too much time looking at
the features which essentially interact with the public spaces of the
streets or create opportunities for people to socialise, gather, etc.
Broadly, | suppose my understanding of the term ‘visual culture’ has
become in some ways more and more elastic. | don't try and pin
things down too much by categories and I've always quite enjoyed
reading outside of my discipline as a way of thinking differently
about the particular project that I'm working on.

IC: You mentioned your interest in the Renaissance urban city-
scape. Would you characterise its design as ‘systematic’?
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FN: Some people often talk about late medieval cities as having
organic form as opposed to being the result of conscious town
planning - in that sense a contrast between some kind of ‘casual
happening’ and a ‘system.’ As an undergraduate | was an exchange
student at the University of Siena and there | wrote a short thesis
about the 1309 city statutes of Siena. These were | think one of
the earliest full set of vulgate, sort of Italian language, vernacular
statutes and | was surprised at how much their related legislation
was to do with what the city looked like and how people lived in
it. So although we would think of those people that talk about
organic form in cities as pointing at a place like Siena and saying
that its irregular street pattern and irregular piazza are some kind of
casual result of morphology - that streets hug the tops of hills and
that the valley is in the kind of crux where three hills meet — a very
conscious attempt has been made to accentuate aspects [Fig. 1].
Absolutely no ong, | think, could go into the Piazza del Campo and
claim that that was an accident of the intersection of just a few
streets. There is very conscious design consideration that has gone
into forming that piazza that goes to at least the 1309 statutes but,
well, almost certainly earlier. | suppose what | am trying to say is that

your question about the ‘systematic’ is not necessarily a uniquely
‘Renaissance’ point.

Recently I've done a little bit of thinking and writing about the ideal
Renaissance city, which you might think is the most systematic
visual articulation of the period’s urban design. For instance, you
can imagine the symmetrical plans, or star-shaped plans with a
piazza in the middle, radiating streets like spokes on a wheel. But
actually when we start thinking about the relationship between
theory and practice in architectural design of the 15th and 16th

Fig. 1. Aerial

view of Siena and

the piazza del

Campo, from the
‘facciatone’ of

the incomplete Duomo

Nuovo.

(Photo: Fabrizio
Nevola)
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century, the enacted urban design is really quite limited. In the
majority of cases, | think cities are, if you like, an accommodation
between what is there already and how you can improve it. In
that sense, there are elements of systematic application of urban
design principles but they tend to be directed at particular pockets
and have a particular purpose. In some ways those ‘systematic’
elements [of design] might quite often be channelled towards mili-
tary functions, with the rearrangement of streets around gateways
or the need to replace medieval high curtain walls with low bastions
often having led to the regularisation of streets creating straight
axes to the gates which makes cities much more easily controlled
and better defended.

I've also been thinking about the well-known example of the Via
Julia in Rome which was built for Julius Il at the beginning of the
sixteenth century, still carrying the name of that pope. There's a lot
of scholarship that shows us that it took centuries for it to take the
form that it has today, so that systematic question is tricky because
for one thing what's on paper can look really neat and a very posi-
tive expression of the authority of an individual, but actually what
happens in practice in the streets of the city can take a long time
to materialise. | think there's an ambition to be systematic and |
think that's interesting because this is probably an expression of
the centralising tendency of governments throughout the sixteenth
century, moving away in some sense to the more negotiated ‘demo-
cratic republican systems’ that sometimes prevailed.’

IC: In the epilogue of your book, Street Life in Renaissance Italy
(2020), you explain that by highlighting the role of the street, we
can begin to move away from viewing the Renaissance city as
merely centrally planned spaces ‘devoid of human life. Does this
pose a counterargument to a view of Renaissance urban planning
as a purely measured, strategic, intellectually objective exercise?

Fig. 2. Unknown FN: In short, yes. The quote ‘devoid of human life’ in that particular
central Ttalian context is taking you back to the introduction in which | talk about
artist, Ideal City, . . . .

0il and tempera on the very famous ideal city images that have been attributed to vari-
panel, ca. 1480-84, ous artists over the years. What is interesting to me is that those
Walters Art Museum, images, which do show a very measured, intellectual and perhaps

Baltimore.

objective representation of an all'antica (classicising) city along
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the design principles that are expressed often in two dimensional
drawings and plans, those three images (from the epliogue), with
very few exceptions, have no life inthem atall [e. g. Fig. 2].There
are a few little plants and there's a boat and there’s two or three
people who are just there in a kind of shadowy way. But actually,
real-life cities aren't like that; a lived-in city is bustling and busy
and messy. That doesn't mean that there is no order and it doesn'’t
mean there's no urban design that has created those spaces, but
the people that occupy them don’'t necessarily conform to the
statutes that we can read in associated documents. If you only
read a document, the risk is that you think ‘Oh, what a fantastically
regulated society!

| remember my undergraduate tutor Alexander Murray saying
that the great thing about statutes is they tell you what people did
because otherwise you wouldn't need to regulate against it. And it's
an incredibly obvious point to make, but at the same time it's one
that we very easily forget. If there's legislation that tells people that
they shouldn't urinate in public spaces like churches, that indicates
to us there was a very different use for churches to what we assume
today. And that rule applies all the way through urban living. So |
think one of the things I've been interested in is the recovering of
that messier side of urban life. It doesn't necessarily contribute
too much to the historical discussion of big-name architects and
famous patrons, and in some senses it's less appealing, but that's
an area that I've always found intriguing.

IC: You've been involved in numerous digital humanities projects,
such as developing the app Hidden Florence which formally
launched in 2014. What systems of methodology do you and your

colleagues employ in these endeavours?

FN: Well, in fact, this follows nicely from the question before as we
talked about ‘the spaces of the everyday.' | think one of the objec-
tives of Hidden Florence and subsequent apps that we've made for
many cities now is to give a platform to everyday voices. To diversify
how we present our interpretation of the urban experience of the
past. Rather than shape these narratives through a day in the life
of an artist or the requirements of a patron, we think about how the
built fabric might have been experienced by different characters.
The Hidden Florence app uses a very simple mechanic of a histori-
cal guide character from a particular moment and place in the past
to tell a story and accompany the visitor through an itinerary, which
is broadly concerned with a particular topic that that person might
be good at describing [Fig. 3]. For example, we have a character
called Marietta who is an orphan from the Innocenti Hospital in
Florence who takes you through various different charitable insti-
tutions of Florence, and through that voice we actually get a sense
of how different individuals experienced the city.

In general, there are two different strands of methodological
‘systems’: one is the technological side and the other is our
historical methodology. The technology is relatively simple. Trails
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are made using GPS on a map, triggered at each location. On the
historical side, it's a methodology informed by ‘history from below.
In other terms, this could be associated with microhistory which
is a practice that usually focuses on overlooked characters of the
past but uses them as a keyhole into the wider set of connecting,
bigger themes. To some extent, there is also a certain element of
narrativising the historical record. Most of our trails are based on
historical evidence but are not fully reliant on documents. I'm very
Fig. 3. Film still drawn to Saidiya Hartman'’s idea of ‘critical fabulation,” where you
from promotional have a critical stance that the document doesn't always represent

film created for the the position of the character, the person or the group described.
Hidden Florence app,

2021. Therefore there is a role for the researcher to fill in the gaps and
find a voice, a perspective, which the document doesn’t necessarily

© Freshground films properly do justice to.

and University of

Exeter

IC: A lot has changed since you first began undertaking digital
humanities research about a decade ago. What new challenges
do you foresee researchers will have to grapple with in the 2020s
and beyond?

FN: It is difficult not to say the boring answer which is almost
certainly forms of machine learning. My PhD student Luca Brunke
at Exeter is completing a collaborative doctorate with the National
Gallery which sets out to specifically tackle the issues we are look-
ing at with the Florence 4D app - research-based 3D modelling.
It is not just about how you interpret documents to create data
but how you underpin your visualisation with data so that people
can interrogate a model. The way Donal [Cooper] and | talk about
this is as ‘footnotes’ for the 3D model, and that is a fundamental
research consideration if these models are to become a lasting
contribution to how we do art history. We are not unique in propos-
ing this, but the key is to create forms of structured data using a
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particular ontology which is called the CIDOC Common Reference
Model. This should be used to make machine-readable data that
sit alongside our models, so that the decisions we have made as
researchers about how to interpret what something might have
looked like can be documented and readable both by the comupter
and human. It's an incredibly time-consuming process but we have
been experimenting with ChatGPT and initial testing is showing us
that what might take weeks for a human researcher to do (which
is essentially to break up a piece of text interpretation and turn it
into a machine-readable text), Chat GPT, once it's trained, can do
it pretty much instantly. Once the process itself is refined to avoid
errors creeping in, it is going to be a very valuable way of allowing
art historians and computer scientists to more easily work together.
It means that our energy can be concentrated on more interesting
parts of the digital humanities such as questions around visuali-
sation and how we think about chronologies. Diachronic histories
as an extension of the history of ‘object lives’ reveal that a building
does not just have a moment that it's created, but obviously, until
it's demolished or replaced it has a life and that life sees things and
people going in and out of it. That is something you can deal with
digitally in a way which is much, much more complicated to deal
with through words.

ENDNOTES

"0n 24th November 2023, Fabrizio Nevola gave a seminar at the
Centre for the Study of Classical Architecture (CSCA) at Down—
ing College, Cambridge entitled ‘How Classical was the Early
Renaissance Italian City?’ which explores this interview ques—
tion in more depth and is available on YouTube: https://youtu.
be/wrH6va6f Jek?si=dF JQMrq6n0P2DXFW
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