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Paolo Cuneo: insatiable researcher, shrewd scholar, impassioned teacher

Twenty-five years after the death of Professor Pao-
lo Cuneo (1936-1995), DisegnareCON pays tribute
to the well-known scholar of history of architecture
and the city of the Islamic world, the Caucasus and
historical Armenia who, from 1987, was lecturer in
History of Architecture at the University of LAqui-
la, in the Faculty of Architecture and City Planning
(now Civil, Construction and Environmental Engi-
neering).

The magazine indicates a desire to focus on prima-
ry aspects, questions and perspectives inherent
in the scholar’s activities. Right from the start, his
subjects, methods and tools demonstrate the in-
novative and anticipatory nature of his research-
es, bound to the Roman matrix of his architectural
training and the eminent role he assigns to history
in his analysis of the transformation processes of
monuments, cities and territories.

To the need for direct familiarity with sites, follow-
ing the footsteps of the great explorers of the past,

http://disegnarecon.univag.it

Cuneo brought the need for an in-depth historical
analysis supported by ancient sources, wheth-
er bibliographic, cartographic or iconographic, a
method that led him to set up his own important
and specific personal library, always open to other
scholars.

His wide-ranging and rigorous preliminary activity
was the constant premise of his vast bibliographic
production, also based on his ability to forge in-
ternational relations with cultural institutions and
measure himself with specialists of local cultures
and with widespread, ordinary humanity. The life
of the cities and territories explored by him is an
integral part of his penetration of urban civilisation
and his understanding of the continuity and persis-
tence of the topos.

Territories barely frequented, almost unexplored
by the Italian academic world [1], and difficult to
visit — starting from historical Armenia and extend-
ing from the Caucasus to the Maghreb, from Yem-
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Fig. 1 - Armenia 1988 (?), Paolo Cuneo planting a tree probably in occasion of
the ‘harvest festival’ in Eghegnadzor.

Fig. 2 - Rome, Faculty of Architecture “La Sapienza”, Valle Giulia, Exhibition
of Roman projects presented in the competition of the new “Bibliotheca
Alexandrina” in Alexandria in Egypt. The photo shows the design group
whom Paolo Cuneo was an authoritative member as well as a consultant for
historical research.
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en to the Comoros, from the Middle East to Libya
— constitute the geography of his abundant and ex-
cellent scientific production.

A precise picture of his proceedings, the breadth of
his reports and ability to circumscribe the objects
of his research is provided in the premise to one
of the cornerstones of his scientific production:
the volume Architettura Armena dal quarto al di-
ciannovesimo secolo (De Luca, Roma 1988), still
an essential reference for the study of the peculiar
and very rich architectural production of Armenia
[2]. In this introduction, Cuneo reconstructs over
20 years of “passionate visits” to the vast plateau
region, historically Armenian, but split amongst the
then Soviet Union, Turkey and Iran; his numerous

DOI: https://doi.org/10.20365/disegnarecon.25.2020.ed1

pioneering missions, supported by local scholars
and a well-structured work team: his progressive
uncovering of architectural remains, often badly
decayed or in ruins, located in impressive natural
surroundings; his significant published works, ex-
hibitions and direct and indirect discussions with
other researchers, thus rousing interest in the ar-
chitecture of eastern Anatolia.

This area had always been particularly distin-
guished, writes Cuneo in 1988, as one of “contact
and exchange, and even clashes between different
peoples and power groups, whether local or from
outside, near and far (from the central Asian and
Iranian region, the Mesopotamian and Mediterra-
nean area, or the Caucasian and Pontic area), which
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Fig. 3 - Tripoli 1994, Mosque of the Camel (Jami al Naga), Paolo Cuneo in the last mission conducted in Lybia.

produced, precisely by virtue of their active recip-
rocal interferences and interactions, interesting and
unrepeatable cultural and artistic syncretisms” [3].
Interest in Armenian architecture remains a con-
stant in Cuneo’s research. Several times he ap-
pealed for a proper restoration of this heritage,
subject moreover to frequent intense seismic
shocks, to be safeguarded in an awareness of the
region’s complex and specific historical and geo-
graphic status. His writings show how active this
appeal was, as well as, for its political sensitivity
and cultural importance, his proposal for the crea-
tion of an international archaeological park on the
site of Ani, presented at the international Ani Mil-
lennium Symposium at New York in 1989 [4].

http://disegnarecon.univaq.it

In parallel to Armenia, Cuneo’s research horizon ex-
tended to the Islamic world, another topic involv-
ing journeys, studies and publications, including his
seminal Storia dell’urbanistica. Il mondo islamico
(Laterza, Roma-Bari 1986). The role and impor-
tance of this “imposing manual tackling the theme
of the features and development of the cities of
the Islamic world, subdivided into regions and his-
torical periods, down to the XIX century and the
threshold of the Islamic city’s transformation into
a modern city”, Federico Cresti states, “is hence-
forth a fundamental point of reference in Italy for
the study of the city of the Islamic world”, further
quoting Cuneo in other more specific publications
devoted to this subject [5].

DOI: https://doi.org/10.20365/disegnarecon.25.2020.ed1

Amongst these, as shown by Cuneo’s legacy for
the study of the broad and multifaceted Islamic
heritage, are his Glossario dei termini urbanistici,
drafted with the linguist Ugo Marazzi [6], and his
later entry Citta Islam published in the monumen-
tal Enciclopedia dell'arte medievale, an eminent
compendium of centuries of oriental city planning,
the fruit of the author’s vast research and study
[7]. Together with such examples should be cit-
ed the systematic scientific cataloguing of Islamic
architectural monuments in Asia, Europe and Af-
rica, which he directed from the early ‘eighties.
This extraordinarily ambitious enterprise, in which
he managed to involve and impassion specialists
from all over the world, of various disciplines, was
only interrupted by Cuneo’s unexpected demise. It
subsequently gave rise to the General Inventory of
Islamic Architecture [8], a project aimed at docu-
menting and publishing this rich, widespread and
multiform heritage, with the aim — as for Armenia
- of promoting its protection and restoration, as-
serting the specificity and competence of the ‘Ital-
ian school’ [9].

This school he played an active part in, undertaking
missions, consultancies and restoration projects in
Italy, Egypt, Turkey, Lebanon, Yemen and Libya, in
parallel with his studies and teaching work.

He tackled every activity with curiosity, enthusi-
asm, generosity and intelligent irony, characteris-
tics that left an indelible mark on his collaborators
and pupils, some of whom have contributed es-
says to this edition. A spirit of passion and pleas-
ure in knowledge, a legacy to which the author
can testify first as pupil and thesis student, during
the course of restoration at Rome’s La Sapienza
University, then as travelling scholar on a mission
in Egypt, to Alexandria and Cairo, and later as col-
laborator in the course of History of Architecture
at the University of LUAquila [10]. Cuneo taught
his students, with methodical rigour, to observe,
read, catalogue and interpret the architecture and
urban structures of the Abruzzo region, using bib-
liographic, cartographic and iconographic instru-
ments, making them ‘travel’ through the dense
web of the history of architecture and the cities of
the world.
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NOTE

[1] Of which Cuneo was part start-
ing from 1971 at the Universita
Mediterranea of Reggio Calabria
as Qualified Professor in the Sty-
listic and Architectural Nature
of Monuments, subsequently as
tenured Assistant Lecturer (1973)
and then as Professor in charge of
Restoration of Monuments, which
post he also held at the Sapienza
University of Rome from 1973 to
1986. From 1987 he was Profes-
sor of History of Architecture at
the University of L'Aquila. Cuneo
also held Post-Graduation cours-
es and was Master thesis super-
visor at the Ecole Polytechnique
d’Architecture et d’Urbanisme of
Algiers; for the Cours de Tunis for
the training of architects in cultural
heritage, at the Institut National du
Patrimoine at Tunis; as well as co-
operation with numerous universi-
ties, government departments and
ministries of Islamic countries. Cfr.
Lala Comneno, M.A. (2017). Paolo
Cuneo, studioso di architettura e
di urbanistica islamiche. In Robotti
A. (Ed.), Protagonisti e luoghi delle
arti euro-mediterranee (pp. 309-
312), Lecce: Edizioni del Grifo.

[2] On the role of Cuneo and of the
group of scholars who assisted him
both in his various missions and
in drafting the contributions of the
volume cf. Bonardi, C. (2014). Mez-
zo secolo di studi italiani sull’ar-
chitettura armena. Rassegna degli
Armenisti ltaliani, vol. XV, pp. 5-11.

[3] Cuneo, P. (1991). Nota sullo
stato di conservazione del patrimo-
nio storico-artistico dell’Armenia
storica. In Atti del Quinto simposio
internazionale di arte armena, \len-
ezia-Milano-Bologna-Firenze 28
maggio — 5 giugno 1988, Venezia:
tipo-litografia armena, pp. 119-124.

[4] A list of Cuneo’s works is pro-
vided in Paolo Cuneo 1936-1995
publications and papers (2000).
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In Calia M., Lala Comneno M.A,,
Cresti F, Petruccioli A. (Ed.). Trails
to the east. Essay in Memory of
Paolo Cuneo. Monographic num-
ber of Environmental Design, 1-2,
1997-98-99, pp. 8-11. On the park
project cf. Cuneo P. (2001). An
Historic Outline of the Scientific
Exploration of the Archaeological
Site of Ani and a Draft Proposal
for the Creation of an International
Archaeological Park. In Cowe, S.P.
(Ed.). Ani-World Architectural Her-
itage of a Medieval Armenian Cap-
ital (Proceedings of Ani Millennium
Symposium, New York October 21,
1989). Leuven, Belgium; Sterling
(VA): Peeters (series: University of
Pennsylvania Armenian Texts and
Studies book 16), pp. 117-123.

[5] Cresti, F. (1996). Le citta del
mondo islamico nelle ricerche e
negli studi italiani: Una nota bibli-
ografica. Oriente moderno, n.s., a.
15 (76), n. 1, pp. 35-62, the quota-
tions are on p. 45.

[6] Cuneo, P, Marazzi, U. (1988).
Glossario dei termini urbanistici del
mondo islamico. Storia della citta,
n. 46, aprile-giugno, pp. 55-80.

[7] Cuneo, P. (1994). Citta Islam.
Enciclopedia dell’arte medievale
dell’lstituto, Roma: Enciclopedia
Italiana, v. V, pp. 48-60.

[8] Cf. infra the paper by Maria Ad-
elaide Lala Comneno.

[9] Cuneo, P. (1986). Verso una
‘scuola italiana’ di studi e restauri
di architetture e citta del mondo
islamico. Bollettino d’arte, LXXI, n.
39-40, pp. 1-22.

[10] In 2000 the Faculty promoted
the publication of several seminars
held during the last History of Archi-
tecture course by Professor Cuneo
in 1994-1995, cf. Ciranna, S. (Ed.
2000). Citta, restauro e Architettura
da Oriente a Occidente. Scritti in
onore di Paolo Cuneo. Roma: Atena.
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Paolo Cuneo un insaziabile ricercatore, un acuto studioso, un appassionato docente

A 25 anni dalla morte del professor Paolo Cuneo
(1936-1995), DisegnareCON rende omaggio al
noto studioso di storia dell’architettura e della cit-
ta del mondo islamico, del Caucaso e dell’Arme-
nia storica, che dal 1987 ha svolto la sua attivita di
docente di Storia dell’Architettura all’Universita
dell’Aquila, nel Dipartimento di Architettura e Ur-
banistica ora di Ingegneria Civile, Edile-Architet-
tura, Ambientale.

Le tracce indicate nella call della rivista hanno
voluto far emergere aspetti precipui, questioni
e prospettive insite nell’attivita dello studioso,
che dai primi passi ha evidenziato nei temi, nel
metodo e nella strumentazione il carattere inno-
vativo e anticipatore delle sue ricerche, tessute
sulla matrice romana della sua formazione di ar-
chitetto e sull’eminente ruolo assegnato alla sto-
ria nell’analisi dei processi di trasformazione di
monumenti, citta e territori.

Alla necessita di una conoscenza diretta dei

http://disegnarecon.univaq.it

luoghi, che lo pongono sulla scia dei grandi es-
ploratori del passato, Cuneo ha unito quella di
un’approfondita analisi storica avallata dalle fonti
antiche, bibliografiche, cartografiche e iconogra-
fiche. Metodo che lo ha portato a formare un’im-
portante e specifica biblioteca personale, sempre
aperta a tutti gli studiosi.

Un ampio e rigoroso lavoro preliminare ha cos-
tituito il costante presupposto della sua vasta
produzione bibliografica fondata, anche, sulla
capacita di tessere relazioni internazionali con is-
tituzioni culturali e di confrontarsi con specialisti
delle culture locali e con la diffusa e piu semplice
umanita: la vita delle citta e dei territori da lui
‘calcati’ sono parte integrante della sua compen-
etrazione alla civilta urbana e alla comprensione
della continuita e persistenza del topos.

Territori scarsamente frequentati, quasi ine-
splorati dal mondo accademico italiano [1], e dif-
ficili da visitare - a iniziare dall’Armenia storica ed

DOI: https://doi.org/10.20365/disegnarecon.25.2020.ed1

estesi dal Caucaso al Maghreb, dallo Yemen alle
Comore, dal Medio Oriente alla Libia — costitu-
iscono la geografia della sua ricca ed eccellente
produzione scientifica.

Un preciso quadro del suo procedere, dell'am-
piezza delle relazioni e della capacita di fare rete
attorno agli obiettivi di ricerca & restituito nella
premessa di uno dei capisaldi della sua produzi-
one scientifica: I'opera Architettura Armena dal
quarto al diciannovesimo secolo (De Luca, Roma
1988), riferimento ancora obbligato per lo studio
della peculiare e ricchissima produzione architet-
tonica armena [2]. In questa introduzione Cuneo
ricostruisce oltre 20 anni di “appassionata fre-
guentazione” della vasta regione dell’altopiano,
storicamente armena, suddivisa tra I'allora Unione
Sovietica, la Turchia e I'lran: le numerose e pionier-
istiche missioni, fondate sull’'appoggio di studiosi
locali e di un articolato gruppo di lavoro; il progres-
sivo disvelamento di architetture, spesso in forte
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stato di degrado se non in rovina, collocate in gran-
diosi ambienti naturali; gli importanti esiti editori-
ali, le mostre e il confronto diretto e indiretto con
altri ricercatori che incrementavano l'interesse per
I'architettura dell’Anatolia orientale.

Un’area il cui pregio peculiare, scrive Cuneo nel
1988, era l'essere sempre stata “di contatto e di
scambio, di incontro e anche di scontro di popoli
e gruppi di potere diversi, sia di matrice ed ascen-
denza locale, sia provenienti da regione esterne,
vicine e lontane (dall’area centrasiatica e iranica,
dall’'area mesopotamica e mediterranea, dall’area
caucasica e pontica), che hanno prodotto, proprio
in virtu di attive interferenze e interazioni recip-
roche, interessanti e irripetibili sincretismi culturali
ed artistici” [3].

Uinteresse per larchitettura armena restera
costante nella ricerca di Cuneo. Egli piu volte dichi-
arera l'urgenza di un corretto restauro di tale patri-
monio, soggetto, peraltro, a frequenti eventi sismici
di forte intensita: un’eredita da salvaguardare nella
consapevolezza della complessita e delle specifiche
condizioni storico-geografiche della regione. Una
denuncia attiva come evidenziano i suoi scritti e,
per la sensibilita politica e gli orizzonti culturali, la
sua proposta di creazione di un parco archeologico
internazionale per il sito di Ani, presentata al con-
vegno internazionale Ani Millennium Symposium a
New York nel 1989 [4].

Parallelamente allArmenia l'orizzonte di ricerca di
Cuneo si estende al mondo islamico, altro tema por-
tante viaggi, studi e pubblicazioni tra cui, fondamen-
tale, la sua Storia dell’'urbanistica. Il mondo islamico
(Laterza, Roma-Bari 1986). Sul ruolo e I'importanza
di questo “poderoso manuale che affronta il tema
delle caratteristiche e dello sviluppo delle citta del
mondo islamico secondo una suddivisione per aree
e per periodi storici, arrivando fino al XIX secolo e
alle soglie della trasformazione della citta islamica
in citta moderna”, Federico Cresti scrive che “@ or-
mai un punto di riferimento fondamentale in Italia
per lo studio delle citta del mondo islamico”, citan-
do ulteriormente lo studioso in altri, piu specifiche,
pubblicazioni dedicate a questo tema [5].

Tra queste, a testimoniare il lascito di Cuneo per
lo studio dell’ampio e sfaccettato patrimonio is-
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lamico, sono il Glossario dei termini urbanistici,
elaborato insieme al linguista Ugo Marazzi [6], e
la piu tarda voce Citta Islam edita nella monumen-
tale Enciclopedia dell’arte medievale, compen-
dio chiaro di secoli di urbanistica orientale frutto
dell’lampiezza di ricerca e studio dell’autore [7]. A
tali esempi va poi affiancata la catalogazione sci-
entifica e sistematica dei monumenti dell’architet-
tura islamica, presenti in Asia, Europa e Africa, che
egli ha guidato dai primi anni Ottanta: un’impresa
straordinariamente ambiziosa nella quale egli era
riuscito a coinvolgere e ad appassionare specialisti
di provenienza internazionale e di diversa formazi-
one, interrotta dalla morte improvvisa di Cuneo e
da cui ha avuto successivamente esito General In-
ventory of Islamic Architecture [8].

Un progetto che aveva 'obiettivo di documentare
e divulgare I'esistenza di un patrimonio ricco, dif-
fuso e multiforme, e, quindi, come per 'Armenia,
promuoverne la salvaguardia e il restauro, sos-
tenendo la specificita e competenza di una ‘scu-
ola italiana’ [9].

Una scuola di cui egli e stato parte attiva svolgen-
do missioni, consulenze e progetti di restauro in
Italia, Egitto, Turchia, Libano, Yemen e Libia, par-
allelamente agli studi e all’insegnamento.
Ognuna di tali attivita & stata sempre affrontata
con curiosita, entusiasmo, generosita e intelli-
gente ironia, caratteri che hanno lasciato un seg-
no indelebile nei suoi collaboratori e allievi, alcu-
ni dei quali sono autori di saggi in questo numero
della rivista. Un distillato di passione e piacere
della conoscenza, un lascito di cui chi scrive & tes-
timone prima come studentessa e tesista, del cor-
so di restauro all’Universita di Roma la Sapienza,
poi di studiosa-viaggiatrice, nella missione svol-
ta in Egitto, ad Alessandria e Il Cairo, e quindi di
collaboratrice nel corso di Storia dell’Architettura
presso I'Universita dell’Aquila [10]. Agli studenti
che lo seguivano Cuneo ha insegnato, con rigore
metodologico, a osservare, leggere, catalogare e
interpretare architetture e strutture urbane del
territorio abruzzese, attraverso gli strumenti bib-
liografici, cartografici e iconografici, facendoli poi
‘viaggiare’ nella fitta rete della storia dell’architet-
tura e delle citta del Mondo.
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NOTE

[1] Di cui Cuneo é stato parte dal
1971, iniziando all’Universita Med-
iterranea di Reggio Calabria come
Libero docente in Caratteri stilistici
e costruttivi dei monumenti, poi
come Assistente di ruolo (1973) e
quindi come Professore incaricato
di Restauro dei monumenti; ruolo
che ha poi ricoperto alla Sapienza di
Roma dal 1973 al 1986, mentre dal
1987 & stato all’Universita dell’Aqui-
la in qualita di Professore ordinario
di Storia dell’Architettura. Cuneo ha
svolto, inoltre, corsi di Post-Gradu-
ation ed e stato relatore di tesi di
perfezionamento all'Ecole Polytech-
nique d’Architecture et d’Urban-
isme ad Algeri; dei Cours de Tunis
per la formazione degli architetti
del Patrimonio, presso [IInstitut
National du Patrimoine a Tunisi;
oltre a numerose collaborazioni con
Universita, Sovrintendenze e Min-
isteri di diversi paesi islamici. Cfr.
Lala Comneno, M.A. (2017). Paolo
Cuneo, studioso di architettura e di
urbanistica islamiche. In Robotti A.
(Ed.), Protagonisti e luoghi delle arti
euro-mediterranee (pp. 309-312),
Lecce: Edizioni del Grifo.

[2] Sul ruolo di Cuneo e del gruppo
di studiosi che lo hanno affiancato
sia nelle diverse missioni sia nella
stesura dei saggi del volume cfr.
Bonardi, C. (2014). Mezzo secolo
di studi italiani sullarchitettura
armena. Rassegna degli Armenisti
Italiani, vol. XV, pp. 5-11.

[3] Cuneo, P. (1991). Nota sullo
stato di conservazione del patrimo-
nio storico-artistico dell’Armenia
storica. In Atti del Quinto simposio
internazionale di arte armena, \len-
ezia-Milano-Bologna-Firenze 28
maggio — 5 giugno 1988, Venezia:
tipo-litografia armena, pp. 119-124.

[4] Un elenco delle pubblicazioni
di Cuneo & riportato in Paolo Cu-
neo 1936-1995 pubblications and
papers (2000). In Calia M., Lala

Comneno M.A.,, Cresti F.,, Petruccioli
A. (Ed.). Trails to the east. Essay in
Memory of Paolo Cuneo. Mono-
graphic number of Environmental
Design, 1-2, 1997-98-99, pp. 8-11.
Sul progetto del parco cfr. Cuneo
P. (2001). An Historic Outline of the
Scientific Exploration of the Archae-
ological Site of Ani and a Draft Pro-
posal for the Creation of an Interna-
tional Archaeological Park. In Cowe,
S.P. (Ed.). Ani-World Architectural
Heritage of a Medieval Armenian
Capital (Proceeding of Ani Millenni-
um Symposium, New York October
21, 1989). Leuven, Belgium; Ster-
ling (VA): Peeters (series: University
of Pennsylvania Armenian Texts and
Studies book 16), pp. 117-123.

[5] Cresti, F. (1996). Le citta del
mondo islamico nelle ricerche e
negli studi italiani: Una nota bibli-
ografica. Oriente moderno, n.s., a.
15 (76), n. 1, pp. 35-62, le citazioni
sono a p. 45.

[6] Cuneo, P, Marazzi, U. (1988).
Glossario dei termini urbanistici del
mondo islamico. Storia della citta,
n. 46, aprile-giugno, pp. 55-80.

[71 Cuneo, P. (1994). Citta Islam.
Enciclopedia dell’'arte medievale
dell’Istituto, Roma: Enciclopedia
Italiana, v. V, pp- 48-60.

[8] Cfr. infra lo scritto di Maria Ade-
laide Lala Comneno.

[9] Cuneo, P. (1986). Verso una
‘scuola italiana’ di studi e restauri
di architetture e citta del mondo
islamico. Bollettino d’arte, LXXI, n.
39-40, pp. 1-22.

[10] Nel 2000 il Dipartimento ha
promosso la pubblicazione di alcuni
seminari svolti nel’ambito dell’ul-
timo Corso di Storia dell’Architet-
tura tenuto dal professor Cuneo
nel 1994-1995, cfr. Ciranna, S. (Ed.
2000). Citta, restauro e Architettura
da Oriente a Occidente. Scritti in
onore di Paolo Cuneo. Roma: Atena.
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| first met Paolo Cuneo through the intermedia-
tion of common friends in the early 1990’s, when
| was beginning to engage in a transformative ex-
perience. After being trained in art history at the
University of Rome (with a thesis on Frank Lloyd
Wright and the visual arts), my increasing inter-
est in Turkey and its built heritage brought me to
elaborate a PhD project on the Italian contribu-
tion to the architectural history of Istanbul dur-
ing the 19th century, from the Fossati brothers to
Raimondo D’Aronco. This was the beginning of a
process of “transculturation”, in which | can say |
am still moving and living. Paolo Cuneo was not
my official advisor but, without his external sup-
port, his friendly encouragement, the inspiring
discussions we had, and the access he gave me to
his library, a project that literally changed my life
would have probably never been implemented.
Thanks to his guidance, | realized how important
it was to contextualize any “foreign” or European

http://disegnarecon.univaq.it

contribution to the architecture of Istanbul into
the late Ottoman cultural context, be it Muslim,
Levantine, Armenian or Greek. | am now work-
ing and teaching in a History Department (at
Bogazici/Bosphorus University) whose implicit or
explicit commitment is to bring back to light the
immensely diverse, multicultural past of Istanbul,
Turkey and the Eastern Mediterranean.

The astonishing news of Paolo’s sudden, unex-
pected passing away reached me in Istanbul,
while | was working on a project that he had
initiated, with his ability to arouse enthusiasm
among diverse interlocutors. He had convinced
the Franciscan community of Sant’Antonio in
Pera to pull out of the dust the original project
drawings of their church, designed by Giulio
Mongeri and Edoardo De Nari in 1905-1912. We
therefore managed to have the main plates of the
project restored, and displayed in an exhibition at
the Yapi Kredi cultural center, with the support of
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the Italian Institute of Culture [1]. He did not live
enough to see this project materialize.

After he left us, several initiatives and publica-
tions have been devoted to his memory [2]. How-
ever, the energy and commitment that character-
ized Paolo’s personality of scholar, teacher and
friend, will always retain the power of inspiring
new research, in line with changing academic and
socio-cultural scenarios. The selection of essays
included in this special issue of DisegnareCON
witnesses the topicality and enduring resonance
of Cuneo’s legacy in the present architectural, ur-
ban and spatial culture, characterized by substan-
tial inter-disciplinarity, global commitments, and
the search for synergy and connections across
cultural, regional, national boundaries.

The essays presented in this special, commem-
orative issue, have been here loosely ordered
according to geographical and thematic clusters.
The collection opens with a section on African
Paths, including essays that explore past and
present dynamics of space-production and mon-
umentality in a broad geography, spanning from
Ethiopia to Maghreb and Camerun, with layers
that include pre-Roman heritage underneath
classical, late-Roman, early-Christian, medieval
Islamic, Ottoman and colonial developments. Lu-
dovico Micara, who often collaborated with Pao-
lo Cuneo on research projects in Libya, offers an
attentive and inspiring analysis of the “continu-
ous” architectural and urban fabric of Ghadames,
a settlement where single living units are deeply
embedded in the surroundings, and may not be
understood, studied, or preserved and restored
in isolation. In the same area, a set of late Roman
funerary monuments, effaced in all their surface
characteristics and re-codified as totemic “idols”
in popular culture, is given historical, artistic and
architectural consistence by the archeological
reconstructive work of Beatrice Pinna-Caboni.
Gerardo Doti explores German colonial projects
pre-dating World War | for the port city of Doua-
la (Camerun), with interesting insights into the
dynamics of urban segregation and transfer/ad-
aptation of German planning and architectural
models, materials, ideas. Little-known monolith-
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ic churches, hewn in the rock plateau of Tagray,
Ethiopia, are studied by Sergey Klyuev, with im-
portant remarks on their typological and formal
interconnections, and their conservation prob-
lems, while Paola Raffa presents a section of a
comprehensive work of survey and digitization in
southern Tunisia, exploring the connections be-
tween forms and symbolic meanings in the funer-
ary structures called marabout.

The second section focuses on Armenia, a region
to which Paolo Cuneo devoted pioneering re-
search efforts, that left a mark in all successive lit-
erature on the Medieval architecture of the Cau-
casian region. In the view of Kazaryan, author of
the first essay of this section, the contribution of
Cuneo, and the ltalian colleagues who preceded
him, to the development of the field of medieval
Armenian architectural history, was comparable
to the groundbreaking role played by Strygowski
in the early 20™ century. Kazaryan’s study offers
a new interpretation of the evolution and mean-
ing of centric structures in Armenian religious
architecture culminating at Ani. He underscores
references to the classical, late-Roman and early
Christian tradition, but also to the symbolism of
Heavenly Jerusalem, and traces connections to
contemporaneous developments in the Islam-
ic Iranian region. The following essay, by young
scholars Marra and Fabbrocino, is an attempt
(very topical, one must say, in times of pandem-
ic challenges to research) to use crowd-sourc-
ing and digital technologies for monitoring and
assessing in a broad environmental context the
state of conservation and risk of monuments like
the monastery of Haghpat. In the last article of
this section, also directly indebted to Cuneo’s
work, Lucchi, Aiello and Zerbini assess the diffu-
sion and persistence of types, historical/political
change, and theological symbolism as interacting
elements giving meaning to the architecture of
the Yeghegis region.

In his work on the Islamic city, Cuneo embarked
in extensive, ambitious and pioneering projects
of survey and documentation, that appear now
especially valuable, in view of the loss or damage
of a large part of this heritage in recent conflicts.
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Empirical attention to the physical qualities of
buildings has been, for Cuneo and his team, an
analytical tool leading to the definition and con-
ceptualization of typological processes, of spatial
constructions, of artistic transfers, of a nuanced
“geography” of Islamic architecture, which chal-
lenges the broad generalizations proposed by
scholars of previous generations, often attached
to a colonial and orientalist paradigm of analysis
[3]. This is clear in the third group of essays - not
surprisingly the richest section - related to Islamic
settlements and architecture. Here, the works by
Jung and al-Ansi, and by Lala Comneno, written
by close collaborators of the master, deal respec-
tively with the Islamic built heritage of Yemen,
and with the overall, groundbreaking project of
digitalization of Islamic buildings and sources led
by Cuneo in the 1980s and early 90s. It would be
of utmost importance to update these research
experiences (as it has been occasionally done)
with current information technologies, integrat-
ing the knowledge they produced into present
and future scholarship. Some hints in this direc-
tion may come from essays like the one by Me-
diati, Colistra and Arena, who use sophisticated
graphic elaborations to visualize the formal and
symbolic elements of domed structures, along
with their movement across different shores of
the Mediterranean. Geometry and archetyp-
al symbolism are also at the core of Fatta and
Marraffa’s essay on real and imaginary gardens,
while graphic analysis of geometrical patterns
is the subject of Garofalo’s essay on the ceram-
ic decoration of a 14th century lranian complex.
Cuneo was always sensitive to the central role of
urbanity in all regions and periods of the Islamic
world. Two essays included in this part of the se-
lection deal with two urban realities of “univer-
sal” significance: Baghdad, analyzed by Al-Saffar
as a complex palimpsest that requires sensitive,
diversified practices and actions for the preser-
vation and protection of its historic core, and Is-
tanbul, whose representations in late-Medieval
and Renaissance western culture are assessed as
a dynamic - and historically contingent - semiotic
system by Tunzi. Islam is not directly present, by
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rather in the background of the two studies by
Perez and Abdoh. The first work highlights con-
text and meanings in the fascinating story of an
invented sacred site, conceived for the legitima-
tion of Christian-Islamic co-existence in re-Chris-
tianized Granada, but then subverted as a tool
of counter-Reformation propaganda. The second
essay deals with shared, Pharaonic revivalist el-
ements in free-masonic temples and in the 19%
and early 20"-century decoration of synagogues,
mostly located in Egypt.

Beyond the scope of Cuneo’s specific interests,
but certainly close to his method and commit-
ments, are the two last sections, on East Asia and
on Multicultural contexts. Riavis evaluates the
Jesuit attempt to introduce linear perspective
into the visual culture of China during the 17t
and 18" centuries. While other aspects of Euro-
pean culture and science could be exported, this
representational system encountered resistance,
on the grounds of its allegedly “falsifying” effect.
East and West, China and Europe are closely in-
tertwined in Parrinello’s overview of vernacular
and westernized spaces, in the Jewish district of
Shanghai and in the waterfront settlements of
the area. Combining virtual 3D models, photo-
graphs and on-site survey, he offers a large-scale
documentation of a non-monumental but signif-
icant built heritage, evidence of a complex, mul-
tilayered transcultural dialogue. The third essay
dealing with China, by Campi, Cera and Falcone,
approaches traditional settlements and vernac-
ular architecture, with a focus on the symbolic,
ritual, social and functional dimensions of thresh-
old and gate. It is the result of an extensive, inte-
grated survey project that made use of the most
advanced digital technologies. The section on
East Asia is closed by Ibrahim, Jahn Kassim and
Abdullah’s study of pre-colonial Malacca. Urban
form and processes of change occurring with the
Islamization of the settlement in the 15" century
are analyzed here through historical iconography,
narrative sources and field research.

The study by Dell’Amico and La Placa, in the last
section of this collection, outlines the historical
context and background of the transfer of fortifi-
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cation design from Spain to the New World, in the
late 16th century. It also employs survey and rep-
resentation technologies to obtain a comprehen-
sive vision of this kind of heritage. The last two
essays approach contemporary urban design and
society: Montuori explores Italian mega-structur-
al projects of the 1960s and 70s in relation to the
present strategies for the revitalization of the ur-
ban peripheries, while Polimeni and Shittu focus
on Leicester as a plural, multi-cultural urban sce-
nario, where immigration and co-existence shape
the landscape of communal life.

The authors of these remarkable studies have
diverse backgrounds in cultural, methodological
and generational terms. Some of them have been
close collaborators and friends of Paolo, while
others, of a younger generation, know him most-
ly from his scientific production. What brings
them together is a commitment to the study of
the built environment with multiple, interact-
ing conceptual, historical and graphic tools, and
with the implicit or explicit goal of generating
awareness, of enriching the relationship of local
communities with their own historical environ-
ments, with their past and their future. As Paolo
once said in a lecture at the Egyptian Academy in
Rome, architectural history and the urban envi-
ronment should be understood “with your head
and your pencil”. As an art historian | am an out-
sider, or a passive beneficiary, to the graphic work
of the architect, but | understand how he was re-
ferring to the interaction of conceptual, historical
and visual/representational tools used in his re-
search and teaching activity. Today, the “pencil”
he referred to has evolved into the most complex
methodologies of virtual reality, reconstruction
and simulation, with 3D scanning and drone sur-
veys allowing multi-scalar representations of ar-
chitectural and urban space. But, as these essays
show, a critically informed use of the pencil, or of
highly sophisticated representation technologies
(which Paolo himself began experimenting) al-
ways participates in the creation of a new mean-
ing, a new value, a potential new life for the built
heritage of all regions and periods.
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NOTE

[1] Yasayan cizgiler: Sant'Antonio
Kilisesi mimari ¢izimler sergisi /
Segni essenziali: disegni architet-
tonici della Chiesa di Sant’ Anto-
nio, exhibition catalogue edited by
Sennur Sentiirk, Cengiz Can, Pao-
lo Girardelli, istanbul: Yapi Kredi
Kiiltiir Merkezi, 1996.

[2] For an overview of Paolo Cu-
neo’s bibiography, including works
published in his memory, see the
Editorial by Simonetta Ciranna in
this volume.

[3] Abu-Lughod, Janet L. The Is-
lamic City - Historic Myth, Islamic
Essence, and Contemporary Rel-
evance. International Journal of
Middle East Studies 19.2 (1987):
155-176; Raymond, André. Islam-
ic city, Arab city: Orientalist myths
and recent views. British Journal
of Middle Eastern Studies 21.1
(1994): 3-18; Aldous, Gregory. The
Islamic city critique: Revising the
narrative. Journal of the Econom-
ic and Social History of the Orient
56.3 (2013): 471-493.
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