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The Atlas as a metaphor
for the history of territory
and landscape
Mauro Volpiano

Interpretation of the
landscape today must
necessarily include a
passage through the
relationship between
tradition and innovation,
between the need to handle
change and awareness of
an area's historical
sedimentation. Experiments
are international in nearly
every culture, even prior to
the legislative context.
Cognitive analyses as the
introduction to projects and
planning take account of the
historical matrix of
landscapes, sometimes
finely divided into
disciplinary intersections as
in the case of the french
Atlas des Paysages, at
other times with more
properly  historical and
territorial analyses as in the
case of the method
perfected in the 1990s by
English Heritage aimed at
the coverage of the whole
of the country by means of
Historical landscape
characterisation (Hlc). 
In other national contexts, a
strong cataloguing and
documentation tradition
expresses not so much
cultural interpretation of
landscapes as their
collection within an
inventory through the
elaboration of procedures
for the recognition and
cataloguing of significant
portions of a country's
lands, such as the methods
devised by the National
park service with the guide-
lines furnished by the
Historic american landscape
society, or the general
cataloguing of the
portuguese heritage,
consultable on Sipa, the
integrated webgis portal
established by the Direcção
geral dos edificios e
monumentos nacionais.
With their search for
systematic coverage and in
the intersection of their
languages, these
experiments evoke the

tradition of the atlases,
which have always been the
multimedia tool par
excellence in the continual
cross talk between maps
and their accompanying
descriptive texts. Atlases,
therefore, understood both
as a metaphor of a way of
working and as operative
instruments, now nearly all
multimedial, are of
assistance for the
configuration of a process of
shared understanding and
high scientific specialisation. 
The Atlante dei paesaggi
storici piemontesi has been
generated in this context. It
is the outcome of an
endeavour to bring together
and set out to innovate
Turin's traditional work in
the field of historical land
use studies dating back to
at least the early 1960s.
The Atlante provides a
panorama of the main
historical and cultural
characters of the
Piedmontese landscape
divided into periods with
indications of the
circumstances that have
moulded the area since
Roman times. The basic
choice was to interpret the
processes that have shaped
the region and formed its
present landscape as
opposed to a reading
founded on the material
permanence of its
components. As examples
of this intent to interpret the
landscape via the critical
lens of what has generated
change rather than its
material outcome, one can
point to the erection of
castles as opposed to
castles themselves, not the
great production
behemoths, but the gradual
establishment of new
industrial standards from
those of the Ancien régime
to those of today. The
landscape is thus portrayed
as a system of systems, the
stratified result of both the
relationships over time
between territorial
processes, some clearly
legible, others immanent,
and also, albeit
subordinately, their
corresponding material

outcomes (buildings,
infrastructures, agrarian
layouts). This has led to the
identification, for the entire
region, of a relatively
restricted number of
historical processes and
territorial settings to which
to ascribe a stratified
account of the
morphogenesis of the
Piedmontese landscape.
The data have been plotted
with a Gis software.
What are the advantages,
both for planning and other
purposes, of a survey of this
kind? Firstly, discernment of
the essential features of the
landscape not as fixed
components crystallised in a
moving scenario, but as
members of a changing
context. Next, selection of
only those historically
significant processes with
an influence on the current
landscape, and hence the
selection of the properties
and systems that are truly
significant. Insofar as
selection is linked to
processes and not to formal
or aesthetically oriented
reasons, it also promotes
recognition of
morphologically distinct
properties, and thus opens
the way to the putting
forward of measures for the
integrated realisation of
their full worth by means of
material signs that could
seem not immediately
assignable to homogeneous
categories.


