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ESSAY         POST-WAR EUROPE, RECONSTRUCTION, URBANISM 

THE ABSENCE OF THE PAST AS
FUTURE FOR THE CITY:
RECONSTRUCTION AS
SITUATED MODERN
URBANISM IN POST-WAR
MILAN, ROTTERDAM AND
WARSAW
By Tom Avermaete (ETH Zurich) and Leonardo Zuccaro
Marchi (Politecnico di Milano)

ABSTRACT
Following the Second World War, numerous European cities grappled with
the challenging task of reconstruction. Despite the transformative impact of
these reconstruction projects on the urban landscape of Europe, the
historiography of urbanism tends to acknowledge them only minorly, often
reducing them to the mere creation of new housing developments or city
centres.
However, the reconstruction plans for European cities went beyond surface-
level planning of neighbourhoods or central city areas. They were intricately
connected to specific instances of urbicide and involved elaborate
negotiations with pre-existing social, legal, economic, technical and
morphological conditions, as well as with prevailing agencies.
Focusing on the cities of Milan, Rotterdam and Warsaw, this article argues
that, due to their charged relationship with the existing fabric, urban
reconstruction projects appear as alternative approaches to post-war
urbanism. They emerge as exemplars of a ‘situated modern urbanism’ distinct
from their counterparts, as they establish a modern urbanistic approach
grounded in a highly nuanced understanding of the dimensions of time and
agency.

THE MANY FACES OF URBICIDE: MILAN,
WARSAW AND ROTTERDAM
The Second World War caused an annihilation of cities across the European
continent. While the initial appearance of the debris in various cities might
have seemed similar, the actual manifestations of urbicide varied
significantly. The Italian city of Milan, for instance, after the Second World
War, was a true ‘scattered city’ as regards its built fabric and possibly even
more as regards its social tissue. To counter the Fascist regime, the Allied
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Forces primarily employed psychological warfare as their key strategy.
Creating psychological trauma with the Milanese  rather than the total
physical destruction of the city  by so-called ‘terror bombing’ was the
approach employed by the British Royal Air Force between 1940 and 1945 . It
consisted of minor but recurrent attacks, which generated significant
psychological and moral impact, anxiety and panic. The effect on Milanese
morale was enormous, leading some observers to conclude that “The Italian
psychology was unsuitable for war ”.

1  

2

The eradication of morale was paired with a ‘scattered destruction’ of various
parts of the built environment. Small pieces of urban fabric were destroyed all
over the city, turning Milan into a porous urban entity full of cavities and
voids. The scattered pattern of destruction was not only the result of the
dispersed character of the ‘terror bombing’ strategy but also of the material
qualities of the city. The modern areas with wide streets (some more than 8-9
metres) and the typical use of bricks and reinforced concrete were not
affected as much by the bombings and the resulting fire . The older
neighbourhoods with their wooden buildings were easily destroyed by fire: 

3

Among the ruins of the ancient houses, the modern concrete buildings
which resisted the fire became disproportionally visible. The face of the city
became forever deformed .4

Although three million square metres of Milan remained untouched by the
bombs and fire , at the end of the war, approximately 6-7% of all buildings were
destroyed, and 13-15% were damaged . This implied that about 75,000
dwellings were destroyed (vani distrutti) and 162,000 were damaged, which
amounted to 237,000 inhabitable dwellings, and a similar number of families
on the streets . Around 331.800 people lost their houses during the war, and
until 1953, the reconstruction development could only restore less than half
the demolished rooms with prolonged and enormous housing hardship caused
by the bombings (figg. 1 and 2) .

5  

6

7

8

Figure 1. Ruins in Milan after the bombing in 1943 ©Lamberto Vitali, Fondo Lamberto Vitali Fotografo. Civic Photographic Archive, City of Milan (location: inv. LV
1165)
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Figure 2. “Tutta la Rovina” - Map of destruction in Milan, in G. De Finetti, Milano, Costruzione di una Città, a cura di G. Cislaghi, M. De Benedetti, P. Marabelli,
Hoepli: Milano 2002, p. 432

While in Milan destruction had been scattered and recurrent, in the Polish
city of Warsaw urbicide took a more encompassing form. During the Second
World War, the capital of Poland became the focus of some of the fiercest Nazi
policies aimed at the systematic and scientific annihilation of the entire city
as a physical, social, industrial, cultural and political centre, including “the
biological extermination” of its inhabitants . 

9 

10

A key aspect of this policy involved the complete obliteration of the entire
constructed landscape of Warsaw. It aimed to eliminate completely every
aspect and component of the urban structure, leaving no exceptions. The
devastation extended beyond buildings, streets and infrastructure; even trees
were included in the demolition strategy. The overarching goal was a
systematic and comprehensive tabula rasa. This destruction policy was
complemented by two other annihilation strategies: segregation and re-
founding. High walls with watchtowers were constructed so that the northern
part of Warsaw could be enclosed and segregated from the rest of the city. This
new zone was turned into an intra-urban prison, which detained 400,000
Jewish citizens and became known as the Jewish Ghetto (figg. 3 and 4) .11  
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Figure 3. Aerial photograph of northern Warsaw Ghetto area (looking south, north direction located at bottom). In the middle German Concentration Camp in
Warsaw (named KL Warschau or KZ Warschau), created in 1943. Public domain, in Wikipedia (accessed on January 20, 2024)

Figure 4. The full destruction of the Warsaw Ghetto, as a reaction of Hitler to the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising in 1943. North-west view, left - the Krasinski`s Garden
and Swietojerska street, photo taken in circa 1950. Public domain, in Wikimedia (accessed on January 20, 2024)

A third element of the Nazi annihilation strategy consisted of the formulation
of an entirely new plan for the city. Nazi town planner Friedrich Pabst and his
team from Wurzburg considered the tabula rasa as the ultimate basis for the
re-foundation of ‘Warsaw, the new German City’ (Warschau – die neue
Deutsche Stadt) . The plans envisaged a city that was only 1/20 of the existing
Warsaw. This new German city would be inhabited by 130,000 German
inhabitants and 80,000 enslaved Polish people, replacing the previous
population of 1,310,000 Varsovians.

12  

As a result, Warsaw faced one of the most extensive and totalizing
destructions during the Second World War. A capital that took seven hundred
years to grow was transformed into a material and social “dead city” in a short
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time . More than 250,000 Varsovians were murdered during the battle
against the Nazi invasion in 1939 . In total, 800,000 citizens of Warsaw died
during the war . Next to these personal losses, the built environment was also
strongly affected. Between 75% and 85% of the entire city was destroyed . The
Polish monuments were almost all destroyed: 782 historic buildings of the
existing 957 were demolished. However, the everyday urban fabric of Warsaw
was also strongly affected. In 1939, Warsaw counted 595,000 dwellings. In
1945, only 165,000 were still inhabitable .

13

14

15

16  

17

After the Second World War, Warsaw was no more than a field of rubble.
Twenty million cubic meters of rubble and ruins were amassed in the
downtown area . Of the total of 3,708 million cubic feet of buildings that
Warsaw consisted of before the war, the Nazis demolished no less than 2,600
million.  In 1945, Warsaw was confronted with a total amount of rubble of 720
million cubic feet (fig. 5) .

18

19

Figure 5. Rare Agfacolor photo (invention from 1936) dated August 1944 taken in Warsaw, Poland in the Old Town Market Place (Zakrzewski’s Side) during the
fight of Poles against the German Nazis called the Warsaw Uprising. Author Ewa Faryaszewska. Public domain, in Wikimedia (accessed on January 20, 2024)

A similar image of vast destruction characterized the Dutch city of Rotterdam
as a result of the accumulated bombings by Nazis and the Allies. The former
bombed the city centre on 14 May 1940 as a way to provoke the capitulation of
the Netherlands. The latter conducted a raid on the western side of Rotterdam
in 1943 to halt its function as a logistic hub for the Nazis.  After the first Nazi
attack, the city centre appeared as a complete tabula rasa with only a few
buildings left and the majority of homes, department stores, factories,
workshops, warehouses, schools, hospitals, churches and stations entirely
destroyed . The destroyed city covered an area of 258 hectares . The urban
fabric of the historical centre of Rotterdam was turned into a vast open field.
The social fabric saw the disappearance of 850 citizens, while 80,000 people or

20   21
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13% of the population, were left homeless. The estimated cost of the damage
was about 420 million Dutch guilders, corresponding to over three billion
euros in today’s money . In the Allied raid in 1943, a further 2,600 homes were
destroyed, and approximately 1150 citizens died . As a result, at the end of the
Second World War, Rotterdam was the most damaged city in the Netherlands
(figg. 6a and 6b; figg. 7a and 7b).

22

23

The different patterns of annihilation soon became the canvas on which a set
of modern urban design approaches for reconstruction would be developed.
While these reconstruction efforts were very different, retrospectively, they
all appear as forms of ‘situated modern urbanism’ that differ from their
contemporary counterparts in that they were based on nuanced attitudes to
the temporal and agency dimensions of the city.

Figure 6a. Rotterdam, Coolsingel before bombardment, 1933. Collection City Archives of Rotterdam, collection 4232, specific number III-168-03-9, 1933
Figure 6b. Rotterdam, Coolsingel after bombardment, 1946, specific. Collection City Archives of Rotterdam, collection 4232, specific number III-254-2-1, 1946

Figure 7a. Rotterdam, Oude Haven before bombardment, 1933. Collection City Archives of Rotterdam, collection 4232, specific number 1970-483, 1933
Figure 7b. Rotterdam, Oude Haven after bombardment, 1946. Collection City Archives of Rotterdam, collection 4232, specific number III-257-19a, 1946

(RE)PRESENTING THE MEMORY OF THE
ANNIHILATION
A first temporal dimension with which many of the reconstruction projects
engaged was the traumatic memory of the recent past. Paradoxically, the
‘tabula rasa’ of the Second World War would not lead to celebrating a
progressist dimension in urbanism, as so many architects and designers of the
modern movement had claimed, but rather to a sophisticated engagement
with what existed before. Though this engagement with an annihilated past
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seems a common denominator of many reconstruction projects, it took many
forms.
In the city of Milan, it took the form of an urbanistic census. Eight so-called
neighbourhood commissions were given the duty to analyse the character of
urban destruction in their respective areas. In order to gain knowledge rapidly
about the reconstruction, the city administration had developed the so-called
Urbanistic Census (Censimento Urbanistico), which would act as an essential
analytical tool for the registration by the various Neighbourhood Committees.
The Urbanistic Census consisted mainly of a Statistical Scheme [scheda
statistica], comprising an A3 page with a neighbourhood plan (scale 1:2000)
and a table in which the damage could be described in numbers or
percentages. The data on the plans of various Statistical Schemes were
subsequently rewritten and summarized in one Main Plan of Milan (1:5000-
1:2000) . The Urbanistic Census was undertaken in no less than 45 days and
offered in this short period a solid reference basis for the conception and
development of reconstruction plans .

24

25

While the engagement with the recent past took the form of a quantitative
analysis in Milan, in Rotterdam, the symbolic dimension was paramount. At a
very early stage, the city government realized that the trauma of the war
needed two types of monuments. It commissioned memorials such as the
sculpture ‘The Destroyed City’ (1951) by the Russian-born French sculptor
Ossip Zadkine (fig. 8), which symbolized the blood and horror of the war with a
void in the body like the destroyed heart of the city . At the same time,
however, the city government erected another type of monument that
illustrated the solidarity that the annihilation had provoked. A good example
was the illuminated sign on the main Coolsingel street with the text ‘Get to
work’ [Aan den Slag] (1945), which encouraged the citizens of Rotterdam to join
in collaborative action for the reconstruction of the city.  As an observer
remarked,

26

Amidst the memorials erected to those who fell in the war, this monument
will rise and call us to work. Before us lies the main task of building a new
city. Employers and workers must join together and persevere. They must
work and create work. May this memorial urge them on and inspire them .27

Figure 8. Rotterdam, Monument “Verwoeste stad” by Ossip Zadkine in new location. ©Verhoeff, Bert / Nationaal Archief/CC0 2.24.01.05 Bestand 927-6843
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ALTERING HISTORICAL URBAN CONDITIONS
AND PLANNING CULTURES
Next to representing the memory of the recent past, urban reconstruction
projects also seem to be characterized by a positioning vis-à-vis historical
urban conditions and planning cultures. In Milan, for instance, radical
reconstruction was not a new phenomenon. Before the Second World War,
Italian prime minister Benito Mussolini had already implemented the politics
of ‘disembowelment’ or sventramento. It was aimed at radically modernizing
the existing urban structure with new roads, new urban public spaces and
new buildings by using the pickaxe and evacuating the residents from the city
centre (“Sfollare le città”) . Prominent architects, such as Piero Portaluppi
and Marco Semenza, won in 1926 the competition for a new urban plan of
Milan, which was “based on the idea of the almost total destruction of the
actual city, for the reconstruction of a new one ”. Some of these plans were
implemented and caused the loss of almost 60,000 dwellings in the city centre

. 30

28

29

This existing culture of demolition and reconstruction created a unique
openness to develop new architectural forms, which had already gained
momentum in the interwar period in the name of hygienic principles, social
betterment, progress and innovation . Moreover, the previous celebration of
the ‘pickaxe’ had also installed an attitude which looked upon destruction as a
profitable condition from which the modernization of the city could emerge.
As the renowned Italian architect Nathan Ernesto Rogers maintained in 1945,
in Milan the urban voids were looked upon as sites of new possibilities: 

31

For years and years we have used the pickaxe to develop new logical
principles of science and art. The fatal laws of war have replaced it and
devastations with unacceptable proportions are the result. Hopefully, all of
this disaster is not in vain. Let’s profit as much as possible .32

The numerous demolitions of Milan initiated a unique theoretical debate
amongst architects, urban planners and politicians on the relationship
between modernity and tradition, about how new buildings relate to the forms
and practices of the historical past. This debate would culminate in
discussions about context (contesto), ambience (ambiente) and pre-existing
ambience (preesistenze ambientali). These concepts allowed architects and
urban planners to relate to the past without copying historic buildings and
neighbourhoods . In other words, urban designers and architects could
conceive of the past as a ‘context’ or an ‘ambience’ that would be
complemented and further developed by their new buildings and
neighbourhoods . The complementarity between tradition and modernity
embraced the reconstruction process and debate , and it will upsurge as a
symbolic presence in Milan with the BBPR’s Torre Velasca (1958) , the
emblematic counterforce to abstract modernism at the last CIAM meeting
and a “homage to a historical centre virtually destroyed by real estate
speculators” , for Manfredo Tafuri. This attitude of openness towards the
past was not only a matter of single buildings but also of neighbourhoods and
even of the entire city. As architect Giuseppe De Finetti maintained in 1946,
“The war is cursed: but there is also a merit (…) it could liberate Milan without
further delay from the regulatory plan that is so deleterious for its economy,
for its life ”. Hence, the destruction of war was seen by many of De Finetti’s
contemporaries as an excellent reason to abandon previous urban plans and
to modernize the radio-concentric forma urbis of Milan, which had passed

33

34

35  

36  
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from a metropolis to a megalopolis with a parasitopoli of uncontrolled
expansion in the periphery . From this perspective, the destruction of the
war became an opportunity to restructure the entire city . 

40

41

In the Polish city of Warsaw, reconstruction was similarly considered as a
counterproject for the dwelling conditions in the city before the Second World
War. In the interwar period, the city’s development was strongly affected by
the speculative logics and rules of private enterprises. Critics had pointed out
that this mode of urban development created substantial social disparities.
Some of them observed that the large luxury bourgeois flats “had at least ten
times as much light and air as the inhabitant of a one-room flat ”. Also the
density of inhabitants per flat was criticized and open for improvement .
Reconstruction became an important moment for improving the living
conditions, particularly for the working class. The reconstruction plans can be
considered a ‘counterproject’ for the existing dwelling conditions that aimed
to resolve issues of overcrowding, as well as to guarantee better standards of
light and air, and better hygienic conditions. Generally, the reconstruction
process was conceived as a transition from a capitalist mode of urban
development to socialist values and ways of urban planning.

42

43

In Rotterdam, reconstruction was considered an improvement strategy for
historical urban conditions from its inception. The urbicide of the Second
World War was generally regarded as the perfect opportunity to address many
of the problems of industrial pre-war Rotterdam, including overcrowded and
impoverished neighbourhoods and the absence of broad-scale modern
infrastructures in the existing city. The old medieval centre of Rotterdam was
poorly built and highly criticized for its chaotic and haphazard planning.
Reconstruction was a major occasion for modernizing the city. This desire for
modernization was already palpable among politicians, architects and urban
planners even before the war . The urban destruction was regarded as an
occasion to improve the hygienic and spatial qualities of the old urban
structure. In the reconstruction plans, an image of a new city was created that
was characterized by openness, spaciousness and air, transforming the ratio
of open space in the city centre from 44.5 % to 69.4% .

44  

45

DEFINING THE MULTIPLE TEMPORAL LAYERS
OF THE FUTURE CITY
Not only an engagement with the recent memory of the city and its history
characterizes the urbanism of the reconstruction projects, but also a vision of
the temporal layers of the city. Rethinking the future of the entire city as a
‘matter of reconstruction’ was, from the very beginning, an ambition in Milan.
In 1942, a new National Urban Law (No. 1150) was ratified, which paved the way
for a new planning instrument: the General Regulatory Plan or Piano
Regolatore Generale (PRG). Specific for the PRG was that it considered the
entire city. It defined reconstruction as a matter of various temporal layers of
urban development, establishing an equivalence between areas that had to be
preserved, transformed, rebuilt or expanded. In order to approach the city as
this simultaneity of temporal urban layers, the PRG provided the legal basis
for expropriation and for the firm embeddedness of plans for single
neighbourhoods within the vision for the wider urban territory. Above all,
however, the Piano Regolatore Generale was an instrument for considering the
various actors and logics that could contribute to the development of the
various temporal layers of the city. The plan offered a detailed overview of the
investments to be made by the city government to safeguard the collective
interest and decide which ventures could subsequently be left to private and
individual investors (fig. 9) .46
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Figure 9. PRG of Milan, area outside the ring road, project of the urban planning division, 1944-45. Luigi Lorenzo Secchi Archives Fund. Unit: Section A, 18, File 2,
Historical Archives and Museum Activities Service, Politecnico di Milano, ACL

In Warsaw, the multiplicity of temporal layers was also at the heart of the
urbanistic approach to reconstruction. Under the heading “Functional
Warsaw”, a notion already proposed in the 1930s by the modernist architects
Jan Chmielewski and Szymon Syrkus, the Polish capital defined its urban
reconstruction strategy. This encompassed the rapid development of new
neighbourhoods that were based on adaptations of pre-war CIAM principles of
the so-called ‘functional city’’ such as the Kolo I housing estate (1948-49),
which was composed of prefabricated elements, open ground floors and green
spaces in between buildings. At the same time, however, Functional Warsaw
also envisaged the rebuilding of the entire historic centre, including the
reconstruction of eight hundred demolished buildings and the exact
reproduction of numerous historical monuments, as a counterforce to the
Nazi attempt to eradicate Polish identity and culture . The reconstruction of
Warsaw illustrates a modern urbanistic approach in which different temporal
layers coexist: the immediate construction of new housing neighbourhoods
combined with the equally important reconstruction of the historical city’s
memory and identity.

47

This coexistence of temporalities required a firm legal basis also in Warsaw.
Following the Decree of 26 October 1945, all the land within the borders of
Warsaw was transferred to municipal property. The municipalisation of land
was considered a basic prerequisite for the capital’s reconstruction,
restoration and development. Unlike in Milan, this implied that the state was
the sole actor of the reconstruction, engaging with the different temporal
regimes of the city. As some observers noted, it deprived private owners of
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their direct, active contribution to the development of the city . At the
beginning of the 1950s, all of the central districts belonged to the city, while
the surrounding belt was mainly privately owned.

48

In the Dutch city of Rotterdam, the various temporal layers of the future city
were also at the heart of the reconstruction plans. Already during the Second
World War, plans for rebuilding were drawn up and all the ruins were cleared.
After demolishing unrepairable buildings and removal of the rubble,
emergency housing and shopping facilities were erected. An essential
characteristic of these extremely rapid reconstruction processes was the
existence of clear-cut but flexible plans that allowed for immediate action but
also encompassed the necessary elasticity to adapt to evolving conditions. City
architect Willem Gerrit Witteveen was tasked with a new reconstruction plan
just four days after the bombing on 18 May 1940. 
Profiting from the ongoing debates on city modernization, city architect
Witteveen swiftly formulated his proposal for the initial Reconstruction Plan.
A pivotal aspect of his plan was its characterization as a flexible framework.
This framework not only aimed to delineate the contours of future urban
development but was also conceived as a document intended to stimulate
discussions with the various stakeholders engaged in the city’s
reconstruction.
However, in July 1942, the occupation authorities mandated a halt to all
construction activities. This mandated pause prompted a re-evaluation of the
initial plans and instigated a renewed focus on functional modernization. Six
years after the inception of the first plan, in 1946, the Basic Plan devised by the
new city architect Cornelis van Traa was officially adopted. Like its
predecessor, Van Traa’s Basic Plan took the form of a flexible framework
rather than a rigid plan. Notably, only 31% of the land was earmarked for
rebuilding, allowing significant portions of Rotterdam to remain open for
prospective urban transformation and development.

In addition to their distinctive approach to the temporal dimensions, urban
reconstruction projects often also displayed a specific attitude towards the
question of agency in urbanism. While urban planners or urban designers
typically were seen as the unquestioned main agents in post-war urban
projects, a conception that would only be fully questioned in the late 1960s, the
scope of the agency was often broadened and multiplied in the reconstruction
plans of the 1940s and 1950s.
One approach to expanding the concept of agency in urbanism involved
incorporating a diverse range of expertise. In the case of Milan’s
reconstruction, a notable decision was made not to base the planning and
design process only on the ‘internal knowledge’ held by the functionaries of
the city administration and city planning offices. Instead, Milan’s mayor and
vice-mayors opted to activate the collective expertise available in the city,
encompassing private individuals, associations and firms outside of the
administration. To achieve this, the mayor established the Study Group for
the New Plan of Milan, also called Il Parlamentino by Mayor Grippi, comprising
125 members, the majority of whom were external. These members were
organised into 20 Commissions, each responsible for different aspects of the
reconstruction process . This expansive apparatus of commissions enabled
Milan to leverage expertise well beyond what was contained within existing
city planning offices, ultimately accelerating and enhancing the quality of the
reconstruction. This significant reservoir of expertise played important roles
in various stages of urban reconstruction.
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In contrast, Warsaw’s first president-mayor, architect Marian Spychalski,
centralized most of the technical decisions and implementation for the city’s
reconstruction . Several governmental agencies were established to
coordinate and direct the various stages of the process. The Bureau for the
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Reconstruction of the Capital (BOS), installed by the Polish National Council
and the inaugural government agency responsible for rebuilding Warsaw,
undertook pivotal roles such as damage assessment, debris removal
coordination, masterplan drafting and historical building research. Similarly
to Milan, BOS sought expertise beyond the existing city administrations,
attracting architects, experts and even students who worked on design
projects related to Warsaw’s reconstruction . This collective expertise
converged within BOS, which was responsible for crafting the blueprint of the
new Warsaw and initiating the reconstruction.
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PUBLIC PARTICIPATION AS A FULLY-
FLEDGED ASPECT OF MODERN URBANISM
A second way to multiply agency in urbanism, involved initiating public
participation in the planning process. While mainstream urban design culture
began to emphasise participation only in the late 1960s, public involvement
appears to have been a prerequisite in the context of urban reconstruction,
particularly in Milan.
The idea of collective participation into the decision-making for Milan’s
reconstruction gained broad acceptance and urgency after the war . This
shift towards participation was driven by the new democratic spirit that
followed the liberation from fascist dictatorship, marked by events “such as
the first democratic administrative consultation after twenty years, the free
political elections, the referendum ”. To facilitate this participation, a design
competition was considered the most appropriate approach, allowing various
ideas for reconstruction to be discussed with the wider citizenry. Hence, an
ideas competition was launched by the Municipality of Milan in November
1945, attracting 96 proposals from 106 teams, including renowned architects
and urban planners . These teams were invited to discuss their projects in a
public meeting at Castello Sforzesco, fostering a broad civic open discussion to
engage the entire city. As a result, the first Piano Regolatore Generale of Milan
(1948 - Piano Venanzi), drew upon the competition entry by the AR team
(Architetti Riuniti- Albini, Belgiojoso, Bottoni, Cerutti, Gardella, Palanti,
Perresutti, Pucci, Putelli and Rogers) whose proposal became a frame of
reference for the city’s reconstruction. Moreover, it introduced the proposal
of a second centre of the city as a counterforce to the existing monocentric,
opening a further discussion for “following studies on the polycentric city as
an urban model of development (fig. 10).
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Figure. 10. “New city plan, planimetry of the centre as at 2000”. The 1948 town plan: planimetry of the centre, within the circle of the bastions. Luigi Lorenzo
Secchi Archive Fund. Unit: Section A, 18, File 2, Historical Archives and Museum Activities Service, Politecnico di Milano, ACL

In Warsaw, the city government recognised the invaluable reservoir of
enthusiasm, initiative and perseverance within the returning population.
Agencies involved in the reconstruction saw this enthusiasm as a crucial
resource to be harnessed. Warsaw employed various means to bring the urban
reconstruction project to the citizens and make it a collective effort. The
nationally distributed illustrated magazine Stolica (Capital city), an official
publication of the Bureau for the Reconstruction of the Capital (BOS), served
as a weekly progress report. Articles, reports on cultural activities, and
editorial commentary published in Stolica kept the public informed on all
matters connected to reconstruction. The resulting engagement of the public
in Warsaw’s rapid reconstruction was evident in their contributions of “fifty
million man-hours,” particularly in rubble removal .56

In the city of Rotterdam, participation was also considered an essential
dimension of urban planning.  To sustain public involvement, Rotterdam’s
municipality initiated tours. These so-called ‘Reconstruction Rides’ organized
by the RET - the city transport service - were very popular with both
professionals and the wider public from 1946 onwards . In addition, the
municipality invested intensively in publications that could generate
enthusiasm for the reconstruction with different private investors and the
broad public.  Magazines like Rotterdam Builds! and The City on the Maas, along
with films such as And Still…Rotterdam! and Keep At It! showcased the ongoing
reconstruction process and conveyed ideas for the city’s development to
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citizens . Tours, publications and movies were not only means for involving
the public in the reconstruction but also served to acquaint them with the new
identity of their city, fostering enthusiasm, pride, hope and optimism among
Rotterdammers.
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RECALIBRATING PUBLIC AND PRIVATE
AGENCIES
In reconstruction projects, the broadening and widening of urban agency not
only involved the inclusion of unconventional expertise and the involvement
of the wider public in urban planning decisions but also the recalibration of
the relationship between public and private agencies. In the early stages of
Milan’s reconstruction, the state assumed a firm regulatory role. As an
observer of the early reconstruction efforts in Milan noted, “Since the
bombing, private capital in Milan has built more cinemas than new homes ”.
In response, the Municipality of Milan determined that certain aspects of the
built environment should not be entirely left to private initiative, with housing
being a particular focus of public attention. As a result, the municipality
started acting as a regulator and took a prominent role in directing the
reconstruction process that guided private initiatives.
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A distinctive facet of this regulatory role was the municipality’s decision to
introduce a period of ‘calm down’ in reconstruction activities. This strategy
involved freezing construction resources for a specified period, allowing for
the development of qualitative reconstruction plans. Implemented in Milan
until 1946, this suspension strategy halted major building activities to prevent
the dispersion of construction materials, the overuse of the transport system,
and the scattering of workers. The legal approval of the ‘release’ (lo sblocco)
occurred in 1947, coinciding with the legalisation and implementation of the
first General Master Plan. This strategic approach enabled Milan to formulate
a coherent reconstruction strategy, ensuring that private initiatives did not
obstruct collective interests and the long-term vision for the city’s
development.
In Rotterdam, the implementation and development of the Witteveen plan
were orchestrated through two government agencies: ASRO (Advisory Office
for Rotterdam City Plan) and DIWERO (Rotterdam Reconstruction
Department). These agencies were responsible for formulating reconstruction
plans and the actual rebuilding . These agencies could immediately make
concerted action since the destroyed land in the centre was expropriated and
requisitioned by the municipality of Rotterdam. Private owners were granted
a new building site with an equivalent economic value to the previous one if
they committed to rebuilding. Compensation for lost buildings was contingent
upon the completion of the reconstruction, calculated based on the selling
value during the destruction with added interest .
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However, planning the reconstruction of Rotterdam was not only a matter of
state initiative.  A group of local businessmen led by Cees van der Leeuw, the
director of the Van Nelle factory – a symbol of industrial and architectural
modernization - founded “Club Rotterdam.” Collaborating with progressive
modern architects of the Opbouw group, they influenced the design of a new
functionalist plan for Rotterdam and actively engaged with the Advisory Office
for the Rotterdam City Plan. In Rotterdam, the private sector collaborated
with the architectural community and became an important agent in the
reconstruction process. The Club Rotterdam ensured that the city's economic
interests were integral to urban reconstruction.
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A SITUATED MODERN URBANISM
This concise examination of urban projects in Milan, Warsaw and Rotterdam
reveals the rich spectrum of modern urban design approaches developed
during the reconstruction processes following the Second World War. The
radical absence of the past, due to the vast spatial and social annihilation of
the war, seems to have induced a different type of modern urbanism that
stands out because of its unconventional engagement with the dimensions of
time and agency.
Distinguishing themselves from contemporary urban planning ventures, the
urban reconstruction initiatives in Milan, Warsaw and Rotterdam uniquely
address the temporal strata of the city. In these urban reconstruction projects,
urban design is firmly anchored in the memory of the city, its history and the
coexistence of different temporal layers, including future ones.
Simultaneously, these reconstruction endeavours stand out for their
unconventional conceptualization of agency in urbanism. Unlike other post-
war European urban planning projects that primarily vested agency in state
actors, the reconstruction efforts in Milan, Warsaw, and Rotterdam
demonstrate an atypical commitment to broaden the scope of urban
expertise, to include the wider public in urban decision-making and to
recalibrate the relationship between state and private actors.
This dual focus on time and agency outlines the tenets of what we propose to
term ’a situated modern urbanism.’ Such urbanism not only illustrates the
complex challenge of reconstructing cities after the spatial and social
annihilation of war. It also illuminates how, within the precarious and charged
context of reconstruction, the tenets of a different urbanistic approach were
formulated that offered an alternative to the general incapacity of modern
urbanism to engage with multiple time dimensions and diverse agencies.
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ESSAY         MIDDLE AGES, POLITICS, URBANITY 

BARI AND POLITICAL VIOLENCE
IN THE TWELFTH CENTURY A
CASE OF MEDIEVAL URBICIDE
By Giulia Bellato (Trinity College, Cambridge)

ABSTRACT
In 1156, King William I of Sicily mounted a campaign of destruction against the
city of Bari, in Apulia, intending to punish its inhabitants for their
insubordination. Despite the citizens’ pleas, “the most powerful city of Apulia,
celebrated by fame and immensely rich, proud in its noble citizens and
remarkable in the architecture of its buildings” was swiftly transformed into
piles of rubble, as a contemporary chronicler recounts. Focusing on the
twelfth-century destruction of Bari, this paper engages with the theme of
urban destruction in the past. The study of destruction in its various forms, be
it because of natural catastrophes, conflicts, economic rapaciousness, or
urban renovation, is a topic which has been garnering an increasing amount of
cross-disciplinary interest in recent years. Within this context, a vibrant
current of work examines the concept of urbicide, or the wilful destruction of
a city’s buildings deliberately undertaken to destroy urbanity. While this
concept has been employed productively to study modern-day examples, it has
been applied much more cautiously to the study of cities in the pre-modern
world, leaving a significant gap in the scholarship. Yet, the framework of
urbicide can be a valuable tool for understanding destruction in the past.
When applied to the Middle Ages, for instance, it can help highlight what
constituted “a city” and “urbanity” in the perspectives of a medieval urban
resident and allow us to explore the motivations of the destroyer as well as the
reactions of observers and contemporaries. Utilizing a combination of
chronicle, documentary and material evidence, this paper will explore the
destruction of Bari, focusing on the its violent transformations and on the
significance of the buildings that were targeted. It will argue that the
destruction aimed not so much at obliterating the city in its entire physical
entity, but rather specifically at erasing its urbanity, effectively committing an
act of temporary urbicide.

INTRODUCTION
Having won this victory, the king [William I of Sicily] led his army up to Bari;
the population of the city came out to meet him without weapons, and begged
him to spare them. But looking at the ruins of the royal citadel which the people
of Bari had destroyed, he said, ‘My judgement against you will be just: since you
refused to spare my house, I will certainly not spare your houses […] the walls
were first brought down to ground level, and the destruction of the entire city
followed. That is why the most powerful city of Apulia, celebrated by fame and
immensely rich, proud in its noble citizens and remarkable in the architecture
of its buildings, now lies transformed into piles of rubble.

Hugo Falcandus1
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This dramatic narrative recounts the events that marked the final stages of a
large-scale rebellion led by the city of Bari, among others in Apulia, against the
Norman power centred on the Sicilian court of Palermo. At the time of these
events, Bari had been under Norman control for about 85 years, since Robert
Guiscard’s conquest of the city in 1071, but had displayed little tolerance for
Norman authority during this period. The city not only possessed a rich
history as a Byzantine provincial capital, but also boasted a strong tradition of
local politics which had, on occasion, led to periods of independent rule. About
a year before the events narrated above, its citizens had allowed a Byzantine
army to enter the city and use it once again as their Apulian foothold, from
which to mount a broader and more generalised offensive against Norman
control over the region . This passage is the most renowned and frequently
cited account of the city’s destruction, ordered by the Sicilian ruler William I,
after regaining control of the city. Its author, (pseudo) Hugo Falcandus , was a
contemporary writer based at the Palermitan court and he is generally
recognised as possessing considerable insight into the political events of his
time, notwithstanding his significant biases. Falcandus depicts a clear “eye for
an eye” dynamic of destruction: the splendid architecture of the former
Apulian powerhouse being razed in retaliation for the destruction of William’s
own stronghold within the city, the Norman fortress, which had been
damaged during the insurrection.

2

3

The deliberate, targeted destruction of the built environment featured
frequently in the medieval world as a tool of political violence, as it still does
today. Medieval chronicles are rife with reference to urban towers, rural
castles, city walls, and other significant monuments being destroyed during
struggles for power. These acts were not always, and often not primarily,
driven by strategic military necessities but instead stemmed from a more
complex dynamic involving both symbolic and practical rationales. While
deliberate political destruction is still being investigated in a rather piecemeal
fashion by medieval historians and archaeologists, it is of great significance to
the study of medieval politics and urban life. Studying the logic behind
destruction allows us to understand better not only the tangible
manifestations of power and violence in relation to the materiality of the built
environment, but also the less tangible world of ideas: about space, authority,
and identity more broadly. Combining these elements then allows us to look at
those complex phenomena that inextricably link the physical and social
fabrics of the city with the collective memories and identities of its
inhabitants.

This paper will explore the destruction of Bari, focusing on the types of
buildings that were targeted during the attack. Medieval sources testifying to
destruction are notoriously hard to interpret: narrative accounts often employ
rhetorical language when describing episodes of destruction, intentionally
drawing parallels with famous ancient examples (e.g. Troy and Carthage) or
biblical ones (e.g. Shechem, Babylon, or Jericho). At the same time, the
archaeological evidence presents its own set of issues. Even when traces of
destruction are identifiable during excavations or surveys, there are
substantial methodological risks in attempting to link them precisely to
historical events and ascribing them to deliberate actions, particularly within
urban settings . Despite these challenges, the destruction of Bari is well
documented by a wealth of textual sources produced both from within and
outside the city. These have been meticulously examined by historians, with
the objective of comprehending the repercussions of King William’s fury on
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the city’s structures. In addition, archaeological findings contribute to our
reconstruction of the medieval city. Utilizing a combination of these sources,
the initial section of this article will provide an overview of Bari’s urban
landscape at the time of the attack. Then, it will focus on its violent
transformations and on the significance of the buildings that were targeted,
arguing that the destruction aimed not so much at obliterating the city in its
entire physical entity, but rather specifically at erasing its urbanity, effectively
committing an act of temporary urbicide.

URBICIDE
The concept of urbicide has gained increasing prominence since the 1960s,
particularly, though not exclusively, within the work of architects,
sociologists, journalists, geographers, and contemporary historians. It has
been used to study a variety of phenomena relating to the destruction of a city
not just in its physical manifestations, but also as a living organism and as a
political community . The primary objective of an act of urbicide is
understood to be that of “destroying urbanity” by eradicating the structures
that define a city as such and which embody civic life and ideals . It thus
provides a valuable framework for examining a particular form of urban
destruction in which demolition is carried out as a type of political violence
aimed at affecting the inhabitants in practical, ideological, and cultural terms,
through the targeted destruction of the buildings. The urbicide framework
found particular resonance in relation to the urban destructions undertaken
during the Yugoslavian conflicts of the 1990s, but in recent studies it
encompasses a broader spectrum of cases and causes (from warfare to
speculative developments, industrialisation/deindustrialisation, ideology, and
more) . Nevertheless, its reception within studies of deliberate destruction in
the ancient and medieval past has been more cautious. Part of the reason is
linked to the kind of resources, in terms of time, expenditure, and
technological abilities required for effective urbicide. In a recent volume on
city destruction in Ancient Greece, for instance, the editors rightly remarked
on the rarity of urbicide in the ancient Greek world. They noted that “the
notion of victors systematically razing constructions to the ground is a vivid
and efficient literary symbol, but it is far removed from the realities and
efforts it implies” .  This is clearly also linked to the matter of the reliability of
the written sources, which are not necessarily accurate in quantifying the
extent of the damage, or at least impossible to verify. Finally, contemporary
scholars have also at times expressed hesitancy regarding the possibility of
using the concept of urbicide to explain destruction in the past. That it is
because it relies on a specific cultural construction of the city that
encompasses an idea of ‘urbanity’ which might not always be fitting the
context of historical cities . 
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This paper will assess the applicability of the urbicide framework to medieval
city destruction. It does not aim to serve as a definitive test for the universal
validity of any specific model of urbicide applied to cities in the past. Instead,
it employs urbicide as a lens to highlight distinct characteristics of medieval
urban destruction. This framework allows us to reflect more deeply on the
concept of urbanity as understood by medieval urban dwellers, as well as
highlighting the significance and the underlying principles of a destructive
practice which appears pervasive in the medieval world.
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BARI IN THE TWELFTH CENTURY
Medieval Bari occupied the small peninsula known today as “Bari Vecchia”,
encircled by the sea to the north, west, and east, and protected by defensive
walls (Fig. 1). During the early medieval period, the city underwent periods of
Lombard, Islamic, and Byzantine rule, all while maintaining a robust tradition
of local political activity. By the time of its destruction, it had enjoyed
centuries of political and economic significance, in virtue of its historical role
as the capital of the Byzantine thema of Longobardia, of its economic and
trading networks, and its advantageous position on the Adriatic Sea coast.
This political tradition and the city’s enduring wealth, in addition to the
presence of an active and well-established Jewish quarter, all contributed to a
twelfth-century urban space marked by centuries of diverse influences.

Figure 1. Plan of Bari following Musca’s hypothesis on the location of the twelfth-century walls. Image by the author, based on Musca 1981: 37, Nuzzo 2015: 26

Before the conquest by the Normans, the political heart of the city had been
the praetorium, also known as the catepan’s court, a complex comprising
several structures and most likely fortified . After Guiscard’s conquest,
however, this area underwent a significant transformation into a religious
centre, with the construction of the St. Nicholas Basilica, aimed at housing the
relics of the saint which had been brought from Myra in 1087 (Fig. 2). The
construction of the Basilica resulted in a city that revolved around two major
religious centres (in addition to an array of smaller churches), the Cathedral of
St. Sabinus and the new Basilica. This conversion of the old Byzantine
praetorium area into a religious centre carried a significant political message
from the new authority and St. Nicholas became a prominent pilgrimage
destination, enjoying substantial patronage not only from the Normans but
also from the papacy in Rome, especially in the person of Urban II . The
Norman castle, which was located near the port, one of the most vital assets of
the city, served as another focal point of political authority and the sources
show that civil judges operated here at least from 1100 .
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Figure 2. Basilica of St Nicholas, late 11th century (photograph by Eletto Luigi, with kind permission)

The residential network of the city was dense and compact in its layout . By
the twelfth century, the typical middling house in Bari was a casa/domus
orreata, a two-storey building often organized around a shared court that
could house wells and guttae for water collection and waste disposal. A
staircase, often external and sometimes made of stone (scala petrinea), offered
access to the upper floor. A notable architectural feature frequently
mentioned in the written sources was the guayfo, a large terraced platform or
balcony that overlooked either the courtyard or the public road. References to
upper floors, staircases and guayfi, along with frequent mentions of arches,
indicate a city where building by exploiting the space vertically was the norm.
This architectural model, inherited from the Byzantine period, appears to
have persisted even during the Norman era, alongside an increasing
proliferation of towers and of tower-houses, a kind of structure which started
appearing in the 11  century and would then become characteristic of the 12 .
Several later examples of Bari tower-houses can still be observed in locations
like Vico della Torretta, via Martinez, via Palazzo di Città, and Piazza Cola
Gualano, although these structures have undergone modifications over the
centuries (Fig. 3) . The changing forms of the buildings are accompanied also
by changes in the arrangement of the residential patterns: during the twelfth
century, written sources document a growing agglomeration of buildings in 
insulae and in vicinii, dense neighbourhoods organized around a pole of
attraction which could be an élite residence or a (sometimes private) church.
The concentration of the urban environment is further testified by the
presence of houses and tower-houses built right against the defensive walls of
the city, once again indicating a dense, compact style of living .
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Figure 3a. Medieval tower house in via S. Sebastiano (13th century), (photographs in the public domain, Catalogo Generale dei Beni Culturali)
Figure 3b. Medieval tower house in via della Torretta (12th-13th century), (photographs in the public domain, Catalogo Generale dei Beni Culturali)

THE DESTRUCTION
When the destruction began, the first structure to be destroyed seems to have
been the city walls, as reported by Falcandus. It is worth noting that this was
not the first instance of the Normans destroying Bari’s defensive walls. In 1139,
a previous attack led by Roger II using siege machinery had caused substantial
damage to the walls, so much that it had also resulted in the collapse of the
adjacent residential buildings . We have other evidence, beside Falcandus’
report, that the walls were heavily compromised in the 1156 attack, including
the collateral (perhaps partial) destruction of a monastery which was situated
by the fortifications, S. Bartolomew iuxta antitum muri. An inscription
commemorating the monastery’s restoration in 1180 explicitly stated that this
reconstruction was deemed necessary due to its “diruta sorte gravi” . The
precise extent of the wall’s destruction is difficult to estimate, due to the lack
of definitive archaeological evidence, though a combined study of extant
architectural and written evidence has shed light on a section of their likely
location (fig. 4) .
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Figure 4. Reconstruction of the most likely location of part of the medieval walls, following the curvature of the buildings (images by Paolo Perfido, reproduced
with kind permission)

The destruction of the city walls was significant beyond its military
implications. The murum urbis constituted a key element in the citizens’
conceptualisation of their own city. While certain neighbourhoods, houses,
and churches could extend beyond the physical confines of the city walls, the
walls were the visible marker that defined a city as such and helped define its
inhabitants as citizens. Consequently, they often became prime targets during
medieval urban destructions . In the mid-7  century, for example, Lombard
king Rothari attacked a series of Ligurian cities and, after their defeat, he
stripped them of their defensive walls. The chronicler Fredegarius,
documenting these events, noted that the king “destroyed the walls to the
foundations, so that those cities would be called villages” . The destruction of
the walls effectively transformed the cities into something lesser, effectively
negating their ‘cityness’. In the case of Bari, the Annales Ceccanenses records
that in the year 1156 King William of Sicily fought against the Greeks near
Brindisi, and he defeated them. Then he went to Bari and destroyed it, and “
fecit ex eo villas” . Some have interpreted this passage to mean simply that the
population was dispersed into the countryside, which indeed was the case, as
we will see below. However, when comparing this passage with the earlier one
by Fredegarius, it becomes evident that the destruction of Bari’s walls was also
understood to mean a symbolic vilification in the same vein as that which
befell the Ligurian cities, transforming it from a great city to a more rural
place through the destruction of its boundaries.
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The demolition of the city walls was also part of a deliberate effort by the king
to forcibly alter the status of its inhabitants, effectively stripping them of their
citizenship by erasing both the conceptual and practical boundaries of their
city. A few documents dated to the years immediately following the
destruction, recording the transactions of former citizens who had relocated
to neighbouring Apulian areas, bear witness to the profound impact of this
attack on both their identity and legal standing. For example, in 1157, when a
certain Kiramaria decided to sell her properties to someone named Iohannes,
both parties are described as “olim barenses”, meaning “formerly Bari
citizens”. In 1158, it is Bisantius Struzzus, son of Bisantius who describes
himself as “olim civitatis Bari”. Similar formulations can be found in various
documents from the same period . In normal circumstances the agents
involved in these transactions would be referred to as simply ‘Bariots’ or
‘citizens of Bari’, typical of the formulaic language employed by the notaries
registering the acts. The modification of these formulae is thus made even
more significant by the fact that it disrupts an established notarial custom and
can thus be perceived to have specific legal significance. It can be seen as an
attempt at committing to written memory the former juridical status of the
individuals, essentially resisting its loss and the associated loss of the legal
rights and privileges that came with it.
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The erasure of the status of ‘city’ for Bari through the destruction of its walls
also meant an erasure (or, at least a temporary suspension) of the status of
citizens for its former inhabitants, visible in their notarial activities. At times,
we also get a glimpse of the emotional dimension of the destruction, most
likely a reflection of individual feelings: two fragments of charters include the
sentences: “Ut barenses Barum revertantur” and “si ex indulgentia predicti
domini nostri regis iamdicta civitas recuperata fuerit”, expressing the wish to
be able to return to the city . 23

It was not solely through the destruction of the city walls that this
transformation was enforced, but also through that of the residential
environment of the city. 
As the chroniclers report, the king granted the citizens two days to vacate the
city with their belongings before embarking on the demolition of buildings:
“The king arrived with his army, a strong hand, and an outstretched arm and
he forcefully besieged the city and he captured it, though he allowed them [the
citizens] to depart freely, moved by compassion ”. “They were allowed a truce
for two days, during which period they were to leave, taking all their things
with them .”  The choice to let some time lapse, between the capitulation of
the city and its destruction, underscores the fact that this was executed as a
deliberate act of systematic political violence, rather than being driven by
military necessity.
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Evaluating the extent of the destruction within the city’s residential network
is an endeavour fraught with significant challenges. From the point of view of
the material evidence, one of the foremost difficulties lies in the practicality of
conducting extensive archaeological investigations, particularly in an urban
centre like present-day Bari, where the constraints of space, infrastructure,
and development make large-scale excavations virtually unfeasible. The other
is the methodological challenge posed by the attempt to connect with
certainty any evidence of destroyed residential buildings with specific
historical events that might have caused their ruin. Indeed, no indisputable
trace of the 1156 destruction has ever been found in the archaeological record
of the city. The clear evidence of medieval residential buildings uncovered
through excavations in the old city centre, for instance, is now believed not to
be directly linked to the 1156 events, but rather to urban restructuring . The
documentary evidence is also of difficult interpretation. If we look at some
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surviving documents dated to the first decade after the destruction, we find
records of property transactions involving houses that appear to have
survived relatively unscathed , providing a contrasting perspective to the
image of the city as a “pile of rubble,” as described by Falcandus. At the same
time, other documents produced in the same years do include references to
properties within the city that were either destroyed or damaged. For
example, Kiramaria, whom we encountered earlier, mentioned in one of her
property sales a “casili diruto quo est intus diruta civitate Bari .”A foreign
eyewitness, the Jewish author Benjamin of Tudela, passed through Bari less
than five years after the destruction, during his Mediterranean journey and
described it as a “great city destroyed by King William of Sicily”. He added that
by then, it was “not only devoid of Israelites but also of its own people, and
entirely ravaged .” Some years later, we find people selling destroyed houses
within the city , and even at the turn of the century there are still mentions of
destroyed properties in the sources: in 1199 a casa diruta was confiscated and
in 1200 the noblewoman Laupa sold “unam domum in maiori parte diruta”,
located in an aristocratic neighbourhood . These accounts suggest that at the
close of the twelfth century, there were still visible scars on Bari’s urban
landscape resulting from William I’s demolitions, in the form of partially
destroyed private buildings. Rather than treating this varied evidence as
contradicting, turning to the concept of urbicide can be a useful way to
approach the issue of understanding the impact of the residential destruction,
provided we approach it in a qualitative, rather than quantitative, manner. As
mentioned above, one of the difficulties in applying the concept of urbicide to
the pre-modern world is that complete and utter destruction was hard to
achieve in practical terms, contrarily to what can be achieved with modern-
day tools. This is especially true for twelfth-century Bari, since, by the time of
the 1156 event, many of the buildings in the city centre would have been
constructed from stone rather than perishable materials. Systematic
destruction of these structures would have been a lengthy and costly
undertaking. However, I posit that achieving large-scale destruction was not
necessary to accomplish the goal of erasing urbanity. Especially when
combined with forced exile, the targeted destruction of a few significant
buildings would have been sufficient to dismantle the local political and social
networks that were deeply ingrained in the city’s residential fabric. William’s
primary aims were precisely the disruption of these networks and the
alteration of the city’s identity, rather than the total obliteration of every
physical urban structure.
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In medieval cities like Bari, where neighbourhoods could coalesce around
specific elite residences, these buildings served both as visible markers of the
social status of their owners and as practical centres of power. Abundant
evidence reveals that in Bari, these houses were pivotal locations for arranging
meetings, making decisions, forming alliances, and striking deals . They were
the physical centre of a social network that extended beyond direct family
members to encompass relatives and a broader array of associates . As such,
we often find competing groups vying for their control. During periods of
internal factional struggle, for instance, the demolition of the house of a
political enemy could mark the victory of the destroying party and there are
numerous references to deliberate house destructions in Bari which are
closely tied to periods of internal strife. Towers and tower-houses, in
particular, formed a visible landscape of power meant to dominate the skyline
of the city and, as such, their control had significant consequences in political
terms. During Robert Guiscard’s campaign to conquer Bari, one of his notable
demands was the surrender of the house of Argyros, a local leader, “since he
knew that it was higher than the neighbouring houses” and he “hoped that by
obtaining it and from its elevation he might control the whole city .” They
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were both a practical means of domination and a symbol of acquired
authority. Consequently, erasing these conspicuous landmarks from the
urban landscape would have signified the removal of the family’s authority
from the city in similarly symbolic and practical terms.

From a material perspective, as previously noted, Bari’s urban fabric consisted
of a tightly interconnected system of buildings that were often
interdependent. Houses not only shared internal courtyards but also main
walls, supporting arches, and passageways  (Fig. 5). In this context, the
targeted destruction of even a few selected buildings had the potential to
disrupt a much wider area than the single residence. Even assuming that only
a percentage of the city’s buildings suffered severe damage, the written
sources testify to the impact on the inhabitants. In documents issued in the
years after 1156, not only the city is frequently described as diruta, but various
contracts and agreements often include expressions of hope that “through the
leniency of our king, we might one day recover our city .” These sentiments
underscore the enduring impact of the destruction on the city’s identity, the
longing for its restoration, and the feelings of denied belonging to its collective
on the part of the exiled citizens, regardless of the precise quantitative extent
of the residential demolitions.
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Figure 5. Tower house in Strada Arco della Neve (Google Earth)

The rationale behind the choices made during the destruction becomes even
more apparent when we consider another type of building that characterized
the urban landscape of Bari. While the walls and residential buildings were
the primary targets of William’s army during the attack, there is a notable
category of structures that were largely spared: ecclesiastical institutions.
Except for the case of St. Bartholomew mentioned earlier, there is no clear
evidence to suggest that churches and monasteries were systematically
targeted in the assault. 
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An examination of religious buildings mentioned in documents from the 12th
and 13th centuries revealed that out of 32 known churches from the earlier
period, at least eighteen still existed in the later era . The absence of mentions
of the others in written sources does not necessarily indicate their ruin either,
as they may have continued to exist. One papal document from 1177 does
mention the dilapidated condition of the church of St. Nicholas de lu portu,
describing it as “diruta .” However, archaeological investigations conducted
in several Bari churches, including St. Nicholas de lu portu, did not reveal any
evidence of violence datable to the mid-twelfth century . The fate of the
cathedral of St. Sabinus has also been debated. An older tradition believed
that the restoration the cathedral underwent in late twelfth-century may have
been repairs due to following the Norman attack, though there is no direct
evidence to support this interpretation . Additionally, a document from 1160
records a series of intact houses adjacent to the cathedral, suggesting that this
area may not have been significantly affected by the destruction . It is more
plausible that the refurbishment efforts were driven by competition with the
Basilica of St. Nicholas, which enjoyed substantial wealth and patronage due
to the relics of the revered St. Nicholas of Myra. The Basilica was indeed
spared any damage during the attack, a fact that contemporary authors
explicitly documented. As previously mentioned, this church was not only a
significant pilgrimage centre but also a stronghold of Norman power in the
city, which would have guaranteed its protection (Fig. 6). Similarly, other
religious institutions closely associated with royal authority seem to have
survived, such as the monastery of St. Scholastica. Four years after the
destruction, the monastery was under the governance of domina Eustochia,
who was the “sister of Lord Maio, the great admiral of admirals, and of Lord
Stephen, likewise a royal admiral”, two of the most high-ranking figures at the
Palermitan court . It is likely that Eustochia rose to the role of abbess even
earlier, as Falcandus informs us that Maio “appointed his family and relations
to the highest offices of the realm” and “gave clerics appointments of great
honor” as early as the summer of 1156 . This would suggest that St Scholastica
had also managed to remain unscathed, confirming the image of relative
continuity in the religious life of the city.
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Figure 6. Aerial view of Bari vecchia, with the Norman-Swabian castle in the bottom-left corner, the cathedral at the centre, and St Nicholas in the top-right
corner (Google Earth)
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In addition, this also reveals that the destruction was not indiscriminate, but
rather followed a precise rationale and was the result of deliberate
consideration on the part of the destroyers. We know that the St Nicholas
area, which had been rebuilt after substantially reworking the site of the
former Byzantine praetorium, was not just a church, but a whole complex that
still was fortified in the 1150s . This allowed it to function as a relatively
independent neighbourhood, a sort of city within the city, which also housed
markets and even a xenodochium for travellers . In the Breve Chronicon de
Rebus Siculis, it is explicitly mentioned that “the neighbourhood of Saint
Nicholas was spared out of devotion so that the pilgrims who came to worship
that saint could find the necessary supplies .” The decision to spare this area
thus served two distinct purposes: the first was to support a prestigious
religious centre that had been closely linked to the southern Italian Norman
power since its establishment. The second was to maintain an area within the
city that still retained a degree of liveability, including access to food and
essential supplies for travellers, as indicated by the Chronicon. The key detail
is that this was not intended for the citizens themselves, but rather for
pilgrims coming to venerate St. Nicholas’s relics and other external visitors.
The choice to spare St. Nicholas, along with other religious institutions in the
city, thus further illustrates a rationale of destruction aimed at targeting the
urbanity of the place, the physical landscape that fostered the daily lives of its
citizens, rather than engaging in indiscriminate demolition of the entire
urban area. William’s strategy effectively involved the targeting of the
destruction so that the city would become unliveable and inaccessible to its
own citizens, while carving out spaces which could continue to operate as
enclaves with their own characteristic urban character, different and capable
of surviving independently from that of the main city.
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CITIZENS WITHOUT A CITY - A CITY WITHOUT
CITIZENS
There are different ways of evaluating the success of William’s endeavour. On
one hand it seems clear that unlike other medieval cities that suffered
destruction , Bari was never fully abandoned. Even outside of the confines of
the St Nicholas neighbourhood, we know that there was a degree of activity in
the city already in the years immediately following 1156, as testified by the
documents which record the presence and the work of the royal curia in Bari
. However, for the majority of the population, the situation must have been
quite different. As the Chronicon recounts, “the inhabitants of Bari […] did not
return to their properties if not after the death of king William I, [when] queen
Margaret his wife had them recalled; and for 11 years they dwelled as exiles,
living under their vines and their fig trees. […] Instead, the leading men among
the citizens of Bari travelled with their families to the […] emperor of the
Constantinopolitans, who gave them the city of Spita/Spica to settle in .“ The
long exile appears confirmed once again by the documentary sources, as still
in 1167 they record the transactions of former inhabitants who continued to
reside in neighbouring areas and on occasion even include their hopes that
one day the city would be returned to its citizens, as seen above . The memory
and longing for Bari’s restoration clearly persisted among its displaced
residents.
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The impact of the destruction on the people was profound and enduring even
after the royal pardon allowed for their return. Approximately half a century
after the events, local judges compiled the Consuetudini Baresi, a
heterogeneous written collection of customary laws that likely combined
older oral customs with written laws . Throughout this compilation, the51
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demolition of the city is a recurring theme, with numerous references to the
loss of acts and chartae in connection with the city’s destruction.
Consequently, many entries in the Consuetudini are dedicated to providing
instructions on how to resolve disputes related to dowries, property
ownership, lost documents, debts, and various other disagreements when the
original proofs were lost in the “destructionem patriae .” The compilation of
the Consuetudini, perhaps even more than the accounts of chroniclers, serves
as a vivid testament to the anxieties and disruptions caused by the widespread
losses that followed 1156 and by the breaking down of the networks that
regulated everyday life as a consequence of it.
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This evidence makes it clear that William was extremely successful in
committing a form of temporary urbicide against the Apulian centre. Bari
experienced a deliberate act of political violence that was not intended to
obliterate the entire urban fabric but rather to dismantle and harm specific
structures or groups of buildings closely associated with the identity, politics,
and daily life of its citizens. The city walls and the residential buildings were
the main targets, while the major religious institutions of the city, especially
those which had a connection with the Norman authority, were allowed to
remain mostly intact. Notably, St. Nicholas Basilica was left standing and was
allowed to function as an isolated urban island, distinct from its surrounding
environment. Using the framework of urbicide allows us to study the events of
1156 beyond answering the simple question of whether the city was truly
empty or thoroughly destroyed. Firstly, it enables us to engage with the
information provided by textual sources in a different manner: instead of
solely searching for the “truth” concerning the physical extent of the
destruction, it allows for an examination of the choices made regarding which
structures were to be demolished or spared. This analysis can be carried out
with a focus on the impact on the lives of the citizens, their sense of identity,
and their daily routines within the city. In this context, it becomes necessary
to detach the concept of urbicide from specific considerations of scale or of
the practical feasibility of destruction. Secondly, the framework of urbicide
need not be reserved for the study of contemporary destructive events.
Rather, it can also offer a valuable tool for contemplating what constituted “a
city” and “urbanity” in the perspective of a medieval urban resident, allowing
us to explore the motivations of the destroyer as well as the reactions of
observers and contemporaries.
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