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From its discovery, Manhattan has been an urban canvas, exposed to constant 
bombardment of projections, misrepresentations, transplantations, and grafts. 
…[The] map becomes in retrospect a more and more accurate prediction: 
portrait of a paranoiac Venice, an archipelago of… avatars and simulacrums... 
 
-Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York1 
 
 
 
…In that Empire, the Art of Cartography attained such Perfection that the map 
of a single Province occupied the entirety of a City, and the map of the Empire, 
the entirety of a Province. In time, those Unconscionable Maps no longer 
satisfied, and the Cartographers Guilds struck a Map of the Empire whose size 
was that of the Empire, and which coincided point for point with it. The following 
Generations, who were not so fond of the Study of Cartography as their 
Forebears had been, saw that that vast Map was Useless, and not without some 
Pitilessness was it, that they delivered it up to the Inclemencies of Sun and 
Winters. In the Deserts of the West, still today, there are Tattered Ruins of that 
Map, inhabited by Animals and Beggars; in all the Land there is no other Relic of 
the Disciplines of Geography. 
 
-Jorge Luis Borges, On the Exactitude in Science2 

                                                        

1 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York (Orlando: Monacelli Press, 1994, originally pub. 1978) 245  
2 Jorge Luis Borges, Collected Fictions 



Figure 1. View of Venice, Jacopo de’ Barbari (1500), 135 x 282 cm (4’5” x 9’3”)





Figure 2. New York Subway Guide, Massimo Vignelli (1972), 46 x 53 cm (18” x 21”)





 

INCEPTION: NOETIC CITIES, MAPS, AND FIGMENTS 
 
 In the Borges story On Exactitude in Science, an Empire prepares a map of such 

enormity and nuance that it occupies the exact territory it portrays. The most perfect 

map, stymied by its infinite precision, is no more insightful than the preceding physical 

environment. An interesting consequence of this dilemma is that the map itself 

becomes occupiable. Vagrants live amongst its ruins. The French philosopher Jean 

Braudillard extends this notion. In his variation of the tale, the Empire crumbles while 

the map endures, and it is in the representation that the people continue to live3.  

  The Borges fable illuminates two critical aspects of cartography. First, a map 

records but also alters perceptual landscape. A place is a much an artifice of memory 

as it is of stone. The mapmaker can affect this incarnation of ideas, the noetic city. In 

Braudillard’s retelling, the people begin to occupy the map because it is, in a sense, the 

more real environment, a truer image of their home than the eroding physical world.  

Second, a map is a construction but also an abstraction. Only in hyperbole can a map 

represent the informational overload of the physical world. To produce an image of the 

city, the designer must determine a hierarchy of priorities. He decides not only which 

information to incorporate, but also which information he can consciously disregard. 

 A map advances a new urban image when a mapmaker critically reevaluates 

which information he will represent or expunge. Through this new discriminating 

formula, he produces a different framework through which to understand the urban 

experience. Two maps exemplify this procedure. In 1500, centuries before human flight, 

Jacopo de’ Barbari designed the staggering aerial perspective View of Venice (Figure 

1).   Almost five hundred years later, Massimo Vignelli conceived the classic 1972 New 

                                                        
3 J. Braudillard, Selected Writings, e.d., M. Poster, Palo Alto, CA, Stanford University Press, 
1988, p. 166 



 

York Subway Guide (Figure 2). The images are striking for their dissimilar selection of 

geographic information, de’ Barbari’s elaborate maximalism contrasting Vignelli’s 

reductive minimalism.  These extreme approaches to specificity define the narrative of 

each author and ultimately, a new collective memory of each city.  

 

PORTRAITURE: DE’ BARBARI AND VIGNELLI AS POETIC CARTOGRAPHERS 

 In physical dimension, production, and scope of detail, the maps are complete 

opposites. In every sense, De’ Barbari’s View is massive and monumentally complex. 

Why exactly the merchant Anton Kolb wanted to print de’ Barbari’s enormous 

engraving remains vague, but at almost four square meters and the cost of three ducats 

(the monthly salary of a well-paid artist)4, the map was a luxury item, not a kiosk hand-

out. In his petition for exclusive copyright, Kolb describes how the size of the map 

made the sheer mechanics of its production challenging: composed of six sheets, 

measuring 70 x 100 centimeters each, the map required specially-commissioned paper 

(twice the width as the largest European paper used in imperial folios), custom-sized 

printing presses, and six wooden blocks of exceptional size and quality5. Furthermore, 

the imagined aerial perspective, without the aid of flight or mountain views, was a 

mathematical feat produced from an encyclopedic set of measurements performed by 

the artist and probably a team of technical assistants6.  With a precision befitting 

Google Earth, the map captures details as minute and ephemeral as the paving 

condition of the Rialto, the Venetian market district under renovation at the time of the 

                                                        
4 specifically 6 panels of 66 x 99 c, totaling 135 x 282 cm. 
Juergen Schulz, “Jacopo de’ Barbari’s View of Venice: Map Making, City Views, and Moralized 
Geography Before the Year 1500.” The Art Bulletin, Vol. 60, No. 3 (Sep. 1978), 425 
5 Deborah Howard, “Venice as a Dolphin: Further Investigations into Jacopo de’  Barbari’s View,” 
Artibus et Historiae, Vol. 18, No. 35 (1997), 103. 

6 Schulz, 436 



 

map’s production7.  

 By contrast, Vignelli’s Guide is a proletarian pocket-pamphlet. The Metropolitan 

Transit Authority distributed the folded map, free of charge, at every New York subway 

station. Its purpose was fundamentally utilitarian. In 1966, the MTA had combined New 

York’s privatized subway lines, and Vignelli’s job was to illustrate a legible description 

of how to use the conglomerated system. His solution was to create a simplified 

diagram stripped of information he found extraneous to subway navigation. Soon after 

the map’s release in August 1972, the New York Sunday News reported: 

In order to stress the transit routes themselves, the geographical features of the city are 
faded into the background in muted grays, beiges and whites. Landmarks such as the 
East River are suggested symbolically. In contrast, the 1967 map looks as much a chart 
for mariners as for subway riders. 8 
 

  Vignelli abstracted the coastlines of New York to 90 and 45º angles, dispensed 

with traditional color-coding such as blue equals water, and erased most of New York’s 

street level geography. Vignelli altered what remained, essentially the larger parks, to fit 

the graphic structure of his schematic subway layout. Central Park, for instance, was 

reduced from its elongated, vertical proportions to a flatulent square. For Vignelli, the 

process of mapmaking was an act of distillation, dampening visual noise to amplify his 

regularized representation of the consolidated subway. As an MTA spokesman told the 

newspaper: 

 
Maps like these have to make deliberate distortions to clarify… We tried to make sure 
that nothing unnecessary distracts the eye from the subway routes. There’s no sense in 
using a transit map for geography lesson.9 

 

                                                        
7 Richard Goy, Building Renaissance Venice: Patrons, Architects, and Builders c. 1430-1500, 
New Haven: Yale University Press (2006), 34 

8 Ken Mckenna, “How to Get There From Here,” New York Sunday News (August 6, 1972), page 
unknown 
9 Ibid. 



 

the map is clearly not a chart for navigation, city planning, or other technical activities 

necessitating dimensional consistency. De’ Barbari’s painterly approach to cartography 

is further emphasized by the map’s whimsical population of mythological figures. View 

of Venice is a mathematically-induced simulation of an imagined experience. As Denis 

Cosgrove writes,  

The great woodcut of Jacopo de’ Barbari can be seen as a synthesis of the Venetian 
mappa mundi tradition and the emerging concept of the piñata prospective, 
wonderfully cementing the links between world map and painting in a new, holistic 
way of representing the Renaissance vision of humans and their world.11 

 
 In the 20th century, Ptolemy’s division of measurable and experiential 

representation was echoed by Martin Heidegger’s concepts of quantitative and 

qualitative space12. Like de’ Barbari’s View, Vignelli’s Subway Guide does not easily 

conform to this categorization. Vignelli’s design is not strictly quantitative, as the 

increments between the dotted stations do not correspond to quantities of distance or 

time. Neither is the image definitely qualitative, as the simultaneous perception of the 

entire subway system, as discussed previously, is an artificially-conceived experience.  

Conversely, Vignelli’s Subway Guide can been seen as a quantitative representation 

schematized according to a qualitative metric. A subway passenger has no notion of 

how far she has actually traveled. If she is wearing a watch, she will be able to measure 

the time between stops, but on subsequent journeys, these measurements will vary. 

During the 1970s, Mark Feinman describes how these measurements would vary wildly: 

 
The rapid transit infrastructure of NYC in the 1970s was suffering from the effects of 
"deferred maintenance" initiatives started in the 1960s… Conditions were so deplorable 
that it was amazing that trains even ran. If they did run, they were dark, or completely 
covered by graffiti. Track conditions were horrible, too - there were hundreds of "red 

                                                        
11 Denis Cosgrove. Palladian Landscapes, (Pennsylvania: Penn State University Press, 1993), 177 
12 Martin Heiddegger, Poetry, Language, Thought. 1971 



 

flag" zones where subway trains had to slow to 10mph or less.13 
 

From the subway passenger’s standpoint, the only reliable way to quantify her journey 

is to count the stations in between.  The purpose of Vignelli’s map is not to clarify the 

arrangement of the subway within physical geography. It is to clarify this arrangement in 

the passenger’s head. The Subway Guide is a quantized representation of a mental 

map.  

 View and Subway Guide are unconventional, above all the inventions of artists. 

Though rational, neither is a scientific result, incidentally computed by a generic 

technician. Each image is as much the product of a city as it is the specific work of an 

author’s imagination. Tellingly, neither de’ Barbari nor Vignelli was a cartographer by 

trade. De’ Barbari was a painter and Vignelli, a graphic designer of identities. As such, 

the maps are better understood not simply as cartographic documents but moments 

within careers of portraiture.  

 Who was Jacopo de’ Barbari? The enigmatic Renaissance painter and engraver 

was once theorized as multiple artists. Evidence of a Venetian Jacopo “vigennis” in 

1495 seemed unrelated to accounts of a Germanic Jacopo “vieux” in 1517, until 

Creighton Gilbert reasoned that during the sixteenth century, men grew old by 40, and 

was able to corroborate the singular identity of the two Jacopos through historic 

evidence.14 Although the nationality of his family background remains murky, Jay 

Levenson contends “he was certainly an Italian by birth… Nearly all the sixteenth-

century sources describe Jacopo as an Italian, or more specifically as a Venetian.”15 

                                                        
13 Mark S. Feinman, The New York City Transit Authority in the 1970s, 
www.nycsubway.org/articles/history-nycta1970s.html 
14 Creighton Gilbert, “When did a Man in the Renaissance Grow Old?” Studies in the 
Renaissance, Vol. 14 (1967) 29 
15 Jay A. Levenson, Jacopo de’ Barbari and Northern Art of the Early Sixteenth Century, 
(unpublished ph.D. dissertation, New York University, 1978) 1 



 

 Despite their obvious differences, the two maps share the common ambition of 

creating a coherent visualization of an impossible urban view. In de’ Barbari’s time, no 

person had yet witnessed Venice from the air.  In Vignelli’s case, no one could possibly 

see the extent of the subway system simultaneously. Both designers describe an 

invisible reality that cannot be observed naturalistically. As such, both designers employ 

rigorous systematization to architecturally construct these views. De’ Barbari uses the 

empirical perspective techniques developed and heavily theorized by earlier 

Renaissance artists. Vignelli sets the composition to a grid, standardizes the increments 

between stops, and limits the movement of the subway lines to 90 and 45° angles.   

 Nevertheless, neither map comes across as an antiseptic, purely clinical 

exercise.  During the Renaissance, Ptolemy’s Geography was rediscovered, translated 

and widely-circulated, soon becoming a fixture in the canon of visual theory. The Greek 

philosopher’s cartographic treatise notably distinguished between metric and emotive 

representation: “the measuring or mathematical concerns of geography (concerned with 

the entire world) and the descriptive ones of chorography (concerned with particular 

places).”10 Ptolemy associated world-mapping with technical calibration and specific 

place-mapping with artistic rendering, as if a form of landscape painting.  De’ Barbari’s 

View eludes this classification, seeming to qualify as both geography and chorography. 

It is, of course, an image of a particular place but the map also describes Venice within 

the context of the larger world. De’ Barbari crowns the image with the Alps and the 

terra firma empire beyond. In addition, De’ Barbari’s calculated perspective, though 

highly mathematical, in fact suggests the appearance of a grand landscape painting. 

Buildings and topography recede into the background: there is no uniform scale, and 

                                                        
10 Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing, Chicago: University of Chicago Press (1984), 133 



 

Schulz confirms that that de’ Barbari was probably born in Venice around 1450 and 

died in Flanders around 151116. Although details of his career are generally vague, 

payment records indicate that de’ Barbari acquired a number of aristocratic 

appointments shortly after 150017, suggesting the then middle-aged artist was 

catapulted into fame following the completion of his View.  

 Various written evidence purports his particular absorption with geometry and 

proportion. An admirer, one Albert Durer, characterized de’ Barbari in an unpublished 

treatise on the anatomy: 

 “…I find no one who has written anything about how to make a canon of human 
proportions except for a man named Jacobus, born in Venice and a charming 
painter. He showed me a man and a woman which he had made according to 
measure, so that I would now rather see what he meant than behold a new 
kingdom... Jacobus did not want to show his principles to me clearly, that I saw 
well.”18 
 

A rare surviving letter by de’ Barbari, written to the Emperor Frederick of Saxony, 

elaborates his belief that painters should be facile mathematicians: “prima nella 

giometra po aritmetica, lequal due necessita nelle commensuracione de proporcione 

sena numero ne pol essere forme senza geometria.”19 

 Nevertheless, de’ Barbari’s empirical interests by no means exclude a 

fascination with mystical allusion. Renaissance humanism famously aligned art and 

science, and the study of natural order was as much a secular pursuit as a spiritual and 

allegorical aspiration. Many of De’ Barbari’s engravings contain mythological 

references, including the Durer-inspired angels in Two Victories (c. 1498) or the 

ravishing Pegasus (c. 1500, Figure 3). The figures, delicately composed from contoured 

                                                        
16 Schulz, 426 
17 Jay A. Levenson et al. Early Italian Engravers. (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, date 
unknown) 105 
18 Hans Rupprich, Durer, (Schriftlicher Nachlass, Berlin, 1956-69) 165 
19 Levenson, unpublished ph.D. dissertation,  



Figure 4. Portrait of Luca Pacioli, Jacopo de’ Barbari (c. 1500)

Figure 3. Pegasus, Jacopo de’ Barbari (c. 1500)



 

topographies of cross-hatching, stand for much more than the compositions 

immediately represented – there is a strong overtone of narrative symbolically 

embedded within the images.  

 De’ Barbari’s sense of allegory is most vibrantly demonstrated in his 1495 

portrait of Luca Pacioli (Figure 4), the Italian mathematician and friar who frequently 

collaborated with Leonardo da Vinci. A cloaked monk ponders a bizarre geometrical 

model, a 24-faced rhombicuboctahedron suspended from above and filled with water. 

In chalk, the monk demonstrates a Euclidean theorem, while a young man watches 

from behind. The inclusion of Summa de arithmetica geometria proportioni et 

proportionalità, Pacioli’s geometric treatise, infers de’ Barbari’s awareness of current 

mathematical developments. The association of the watchful young man, the monk and 

the invisible presence of Euclid, is reminiscent of Giorgione’s later painting, The Three 

Philosophers (1509). Wisdom or prudentia, as the Venetians would have termed it, is 

tied to a continuum of ages, a sense of universal time. There is no conflict between the  

ideas of the youth, the monk’s studies, and the theorems of Euclid, only a perpetual 

dialogue for the sake of truth. 

 In his own time, Vignelli was a different sort of portraitist, patronized by a new 

sort of aristocracy. Another Italian, Massimo Vignelli was born in 1931 and trained in the 

same city as de’ Barbari five centuries earlier. In 1960, with his wife Lela, he established 

the Vignelli Office of Design and Architecture in Milan, his wife directing interiors and 

furniture while he attended to graphics and industrial design. In 1965, they established 

the Unimark office in New York City. Over the next fifteen years, Vignelli would become 

a master brander of corporate identity. Sensitive to the subtle implications of modern 

type, Vignelli designed the one word, red and white American Airlines logo in 1967, 

using “plain type to stress the professional, ‘no gimmicks’ attitude of the company” and 



 

a system of type-coded signatures for Bloomingdale’s, “light for fashions, medium for 

housewares, bold for the men’s store.”20 Vignelli would go on to literally write the book 

of his discipline: Corporate Identity Manuals, published in 1977, was the authoritative 

guide to fleshing out the public character of an organization. 

 In a precursor to the Subway Guide commission, New York’s Metropolitan 

Transportation Authority hired Vignelli in 1966 as a signage designer. The newly 

consolidated subway system was desperate for aesthetic and informational coherence. 

Vignelli’s solution consisted of modular panels  (Fig. 5) that could be deployed rapidly 

throughout 475 stations and “assembled like movable type to form sentences.”21 The 

panels were thematically-dimensioned, “1-foot by 1-foot for line identification and for 

directional arrows, 1-foot by 2-feet for informational signs, 1-foot by 4-feet for 

directional signs, [and] 1-foot by 8-feet for station identification signs.”22 The white 

panels with black lettering slid on to a channel attached to the station ceiling. Although 

Vignelli provided the MTA with a gorgeously-detailed Graphic Standards Manual, the 

program’s implementation was oafish. Paul Shaw describes the debacle: 

 
The result was, in Vignelli's words, “the biggest mess in the world.” The TA's Bergen 
Street Sign Shop ignored the modular system, misinterpreted the black stripe at the top 
of the drawings (which indicated the metal channel housing holding the signs) as a 
design element, rendered the type by hand rather than photomechanically and did not 
space the letters to Vignelli's satisfaction. “It had never occurred to us that they would 
carry out the proposals in their own shop,” Vignelli said. “We were able to give them a 
little instruction, but not enough. Whenever we inquired how the project was going, they 
were very optimistic. We weren't even allowed to inspect it.” The new signs were often 
installed on top of old ones, creating more confusion in the subway system. The whole 
clash between the Bergen Street “sign painters”—as Vignelli called them—and the 
designers at Unimark reflected fundamentally different expectations between craftsmen 
and designers. The former were intent on making signs while the latter were interested in 
sign systems.23 

                                                        
20 Massimo Vignelli. Design: Vignelli. (New York: Rizzoli, 1981) 13 
21 Vignelli. Design. 15 
22 Massimo Vignelli. Vignelli: From A to Z. (Victoria, Australia: Images Publishing, 2007) 170 
23 Paul Shaw. The (Mostly) True Story of Helvetica. http://www.aiga.org/the-mostly-true-story-of-
helvetica-and-the-new-york-city-subway/ find PAPER SOURCE 



Figure 6. MTA Graphic Standards Manual, Massimo Vignelli (1970) 

Figure 5. Sign System for New York Subway, Massimo Vignelli (1967)



 

 
In 1968, however, the MTA began to make amends for its incompetence and rehired 

Vignelli to update its Graphic Standards Manual (Figure 6), which it reissued in 1970. 

This time Vignelli specified that the new signs would not overlap the old ones, the 

lettering would be painted photomechanically24, and that white type would be used 

upon a black background, inversing the previous scheme for fear of graffiti. The 

sophistication of sliding, exchangeable panels continued to prove beyond the MTA, and 

the most important concept of Vignelli’s signage system was again lost. However, the 

new stationary signage otherwise reflected Vignelli’s basic intentions. The graphic spirit 

of his 1970 recommendations persists in New York’s subway signage to this day. 

 Given the frustrations of his previous collaborations with the MTA, Vignelli’s 

return to the organization in 1972 to design the new subway map is surprisingly 

optimistic. This lack of cynicism can be ascribed, in part, to his sense of public service. 

In a monograph, Lela Vignelli writes how the office tabled its pride to rejoin the MTA 

because the design of legible transportation guide seemed a grave and indeclinable 

responsibility25. 

 Vignelli’s championing of the Swiss typeface, Helvetica, further reveals his 

dutiful nature.  In the post-Second World War era, the Modernist san serif font 

expressed simplicity and neutrality.  “There are people that think that type should be 

expressive. They have a different point of view from mine,” Vignelli would later say in 

the documentary Helvetica. “I don't think that type should be expressive at all. I can 

write the word 'dog' with any typeface and it doesn't have to look like a dog. But there 

                                                        
24 Ibid. 
25 Massimo Vignelli. Vignelli: From A to Z, 24 



 

are people that [think that] when they write 'dog' it should bark.”26 To Vignelli, 

flamboyance distracts. Above all, the immediate and lucid communication of function is 

the designer’s civic obligation. Beauty requires clarity. “The life of a designer is a life of 

fight,” Vignelli continues.  “Fight against the ugliness. Just like a doctor fights against 

disease. For us, the visual disease is what we have around, and what we try to do is 

cure it somehow with design.”27 

 The economy of Vignelli’s Subway Guide is of course emblematic of a broader 

artistic attitude. Likewise, de’ Barbari’s meticulous tapestry of architecture and 

symbolism is not unique to View, but the most masterful representation of an over-

arching philosophy. In a sense, each map is an urban portrait, not a mechanical 

assessment like the measurements for a shirt, but a likeness rendered within a certain 

light, an interpretation intended to convey an effect. De’ Barbari and Vignelli’s desired 

effects can be understood by studying the instances in which each veered from 

measured drawing and the strategies of previous images, how they artfully manipulated 

the geographies of their cities to enforce a specific idea.    

 

TRAINED LENS: VIGNELLI’S CLARIFYING DISTORTIONS 

 Vignelli’s distortions provoked an immediate reaction. When the Subway Guide 

was introduced in August 1972, it received mixed reviews. According to the New York 

Transit Museum, 

[the] high-style graphic masterpiece…severed any remaining connection between the 
subway lines and the city’s geography… Design critics loved the map; more practical-
minded critics pointed out that besides being hard to read, the map privileged elegance 
over accuracy even in the relationship of subway stops.28 

                                                        
26 Helvetica (documentary film), dir. Gary Huswit, 2007 
27 Ibid. 
28 New York Transit Museum. Subway Style (New York: Stewart, Tabori, and Chang, 2004) 163 



 

 

The so-called “practical-minded” critique was the result of rigid thinking. To accuse the 

MTA of privileging elegance during the 1970s is almost silly. To charge Vignelli of 

valuing elegance over accuracy is to be ignorant of his work. To Vignelli, the man who 

said he “liked design to be semantically correct, syntactically consistent, and 

pragmatically understandable,”29 elegance and accuracy are an indivisible quality.  The 

“practical-minded critics” equate “accuracy “ only with the measurement of street 

geography. This definition is limiting. For example, Vignelli infamously positions the 

Seventh Avenue lines’ 50th Street-Broadway stop west of Eighth Avenue (Figure 7). 

From the reference frame of the street, this is inaccurate. However, from reference 

frame of the subway passenger, this is irrelevant. If a passenger wanted to transfer from 

the A to the 1 train in that area of town, she would not do so by exiting the subway at 

50th Street and proceeding above ground. At Columbus Circle, she would transfer 

underground. Vignelli signifies this connection clearly with a horizontal tie between the 

two sets of lines. Alternatively, had Vignelli positioned 50th Street-Broadway directly 

above the 42nd Street station, the modest scale of the map would have rendered the 1, 

2, 3 lines adjacent and therefore connected to the EE, RR, N, and QB lines at 49th 

Street. From the reference frame of the passenger, this is misinformation, far more 

disruptive and misleading Vignelli’s manipulation of the street geography. 

 New York’s earliest transit maps were historically tied to the street geography. In 

the Interborough Rapid Transit map of 1909 (Fig. 8), for instance, the colored transit 

route overlay the exquisitely-gridded Manhattan island. The depiction was logical. Most 

lines were elevated, naturally conforming to the streets, and as the IRT was just one of 
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Figure 7. New York Subway Guide (detail), geographical shift of 50 St.-Broadway Station indicated

Figure 8. Interborough Rapid Transit map, designer unknown (1909)



 

several transit companies, it’s few subways were distinct enough to avoid congestion 

and confusion with the grid. The 1909 map is perhaps the most symbiotic 

representation of natural and artificial geography. 

 As the transit system grew more entangled, the integrity of the topography-grid-

train relationship became less sacred to designers. Gotham’s mechanical catacombs 

were developed by separate organizations with minimal correspondence between 

themselves or the 1811 Commissioners’ Plan for Manhattan. Trying to reconcile these 

distinct systems had been a problem for a while. Vignelli, in fact, was not the first 

designer of transit map to remove or alter geography. In 1958, George Salomon was 

the first to simultaneously map the train lines of the IRT, BMT, and IND (Figure 9). 

Salomon recast the land and water as beige and white amorphisms.  Besides this 

abstracted geography, street features are erased for clarity. The three separate train 

systems are differentiated in red, green, and black, but there is no distinction between 

the individual routes within each system. The 1967 map, designed by Stanley Goldstein 

(Figure 10), adopts the train route color-coding strategy that Vignelli would continue. 

Geography is again altered – Central Park, restored, is notably squashed – but the map 

seems to conceal its schematization through an aesthetic of the bird’s eye view. Parks 

are green, water is blue, and coastlines are naturalistically intricate.  

 Vignelli’s clearest inspiration, however, comes from beyond the five boroughs.  

In 1931, a former electrical draughtsman named Harry Beck revolutionized the London 

tube map by applying the scientific graphics of circuit diagrams (Figure 11). Beck is 

even more liberal than Vignelli in his stripping and alteration of geography. The only 

landmark Beck includes is the Thames, which he stylizes as a blue band of verticals, 

horizontals, and 45° diagonals. Beck organizes the stations, marked by ticks and 

diamonds, at regular intervals along colored train lines, also set at 45 and 90° axes. 



Figure 9. New York Subway Map and Station Guide, George Salomon (1958)

Figure 10. New York City Rapid Transit Map and Station Guide, Stanley Goldstein (1967)



 

Because the tortuous geography of London is irregular, Beck’s standardization of the 

stations is a dramatic distortion. Additionally, the stations on London’s periphery are 

less frequent than the ones in the center. Beck’s equalized, generic spacing is meant to 

clarify the routes and connections, but in doing so, Beck significantly enlarges central 

London. The perceived geography of Beck’s tube system is quite different than 

London’s street level. Bill Bryson, in his book Notes from a Small Island, considers this 

asynchrony: 

Here's an amusing trick you can play on people from Newfoundland or Lincolnshire. 
Take them to Bank Station and tell them to make their way to Mansion House. Using 
Beck's map -which even people from Newfoundland can understand in a moment - they 
will gamely take a Central Line train to Liverpool Street, change to a Circle Line train 
heading east and travel five more stops. When eventually they get to Mansion House 
they will emerge to find they have arrived at a point 200 feet further down the same 
street, and that you have had a nice breakfast and done a little shopping since you last 
saw them.  

 
Nonetheless, Beck’s map was lauded, and with some minor changes, it remains in 

current usage. Beck’s clever intuition was to consider the experience of the tube 

passenger: “If you're going underground,” he said, “why do you need bother about 

geography? It's not important. Connections are the thing.”30   

 The only navigation guide Londoners consult as frequently as Beck’s map is the 

London A-Z[ed], a pocket map book detailing all of the sinuous, complex geometries of 

London’s neighborhoods. This is a compilation of fragmentary maps, however, whereas 

Beck’s map is a complete representation of the city. As London’s most circulated and 

enduring image, Beck’s map has undoubtedly influenced the common perception of its 

urban structure. Janin Hadlaw argues that Beck’s misrepresentation of distance “quite 

accurately represents modern capitalism’s notion of time.”31 The duration of the 

                                                        
30 Ken Garland recounted his conversation with Harry Beck, Design Classics. 
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Figure 11. London Underground Map (directly above), Harry Beck (1933) 
    compared to the 1908 Underground Map (top) and the 1927 Underground Map (middle) by F.H. Stingemore



 

commute, a time of neither leisure nor labor, is not valuable. London is an arrangement 

of productive and consumptive venues.32 What matters is the speed with which the 

system conducts you to these places.33 Jeremy Black is less philosophical. He 

describes Beck’s central magnification as a redressing of the city limits: 

By doing so, [Beck] shrank the apparent distance between suburbia and the inner city, 
and this achieved an important result at time when suburban settlements, such as 
Edgeware, were being developed. By making them appear closer, the Beck map 
ensured that movement there did not appear to be a case of leaving London. Instead, 
the ease of travel into the centre was emphasized, a visual effect that was encouraged 
by the use of straight lines on the map for the individual Underground lines.34 
   

 Why was Beck’s map celebrated and maintained, while Vignelli’s denounced 

and ultimately abandoned in 1979? For one thing, Beck had the distinct advantage of 

working within a medieval city. By foot, London is so twisted and eccentric that it is 

difficult for a pedestrian to generate a complete mental picture. Beck’s liberties with 

geography are tolerated because they are hard to detect. They might even be welcome, 

because they bring order and imageability to a chaotic structure. By contrast, Vignelli 

was working against the pattern of the established grid. Any shift is easily perceptible 

and can be seen as the introduction of entropy into a regimented logic. Furthermore, 

Beck’s complete erasure of geography conceals its contrast with his systematic 

distortions. The blank background is clear statement that geography is unimportant. 

Vignelli’s manipulation of station positions is less extreme than Beck’s, but his 

geometricized coastlines alert viewers to his changes. Geography appears relevant.  

 Although the 1958 and 1969 subway maps also used elements of geographic 

erasure and distortion, the effects seem largely unrelated to the transport routes. In 

both maps, the shape of the coastlines and waterways is nothing like the regularized 
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train lines. In Vignelli’s Subway Guide, however, the topography is drawn according to 

the rationalized axes of the trains. Geography does matter, but it is emphatically 

reconfigured as a function of the subway system. Like Beck , Vignelli could have 

removed the geography entirely, but this unique hierarchy of geography subservient to 

trains is the argument of his navigational guide. Beck diagrams a system, but Vignelli 

diagrams a city. In reality, the labyrinth of the subway is made confusing and irrational 

by its deference to the grid and topography. For clarity, Vignelli draws the subway as 

autonomous and regular. Most radically, he reimagines New York according to the 

geometry of its trains.  

 

VENETIAN SPECTACLES: DE’ BARBARI’S MULTIFACETED GAZE 

 Vignelli’s schematization of the landmasses is unmistakable, but de’Barbari 

appears to have represented Venetian geography with immaculate precision. De’ 

Barbari’s intensity of detail suggests an almost religious devotion to verisimilitude. The 

correlation is misguided. De’ Barbari’s woodcut, impressing an aura of spatial veracity, 

is in fact meticulously contrived.  Deborah Howard describes how the View “emerges 

from the city at a time when a fascination with the ‘reality’ of Venetian life, down to its 

finest detail, is revealed in a wealth of texts… Such realism induces the spectator to 

overlook the artful manipulation of the space and adjustments to the framing 

buildings…”35 

 In his comprehensive inquiry, Juergen Schulz dissects de’ Barbari’s geography 

through computer analysis. In a hundred meter grid, Schulz overlays parallels and 

meridians across an accurate plan of Venice in 1500. He then rotates the image and 
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Figure 12. 100 m grid applied to a plan of Venice c. 1500 (top), the plan projected as de’ Barbari’s map (middle), and the irregular
                 applied grid of de’ Barbari’s View



 

adjusts the camera angle, switching from plan to perspective view in order to simulate 

de’ Barbari’s vantage point. When comparing his digital projection to de’ Barbari’s 

original, Schulz finds that de’ Barbari’s use of foreshortening is inconsistent. The 

applied grid is highly-distorted: “Nothing like a regular pattern emerges: the lines are 

bowed rather than straight. At certain points they are deflected by values approaching 

90°; the grid that results is by turns drawn out or compressed.”36 (Figure 12) 

 Schulz discovers that the proportions of the architecture are also distorted.  

The depiction of buildings is also “a good deal less exact than is assumed,” he writes.  

“The Ducal Palace as shown is half as high as it is as it is wide, whereas in reality it is 

only one third as high. Most of the city’s bell towers are very much taller than they 

ought to be.”37 This magnification of certain elements is also readily apparent in the 

encircling ships, whose masts are sometimes depicted at the scale of the Campanile 

itself. 

 Schulz extrapolates that the basis of these inaccuracies is a simple lack of rigor: 

“Distortions increase progressively towards the west, suggesting that Jacopo’s basic 

drawing was composed from right to left and grew increasingly short of space as it 

approached the left-hand margin. “38 Schulz contends that the exaggeration of tower 

heights is a symptom of de’ Barbari’s relaxed topographic approach: “The geographical 

distortions of the view repeatedly caused details of the topography to be 

misproportioned, misshapen, or misplaced when they were fitted to their sites… When 

free of the constraints laid upon him by the geographical limits on the ground, the 
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draftsman seems to have felt free to draw on a scale sufficient to reproduce all the 

minutiae had had recorded in his preparatory drawings.”39 

 Although Schulz’s detection of the distortion is irrefutable, his explanation is not 

entirely convincing.  Of course, the feat of constructing an airborne city image from a 

mosaic of information was bound to produce a degree of inaccuracy. However, after 

preparing the materials and research for the woodcut so exhaustively, why would de’ 

Barbari casually determine the composition through an accident of running out of 

space?40 De’ Barbari’s mathematical reputation, described previously, suggests he had 

a fluent grasp of perspective and would have planned the image thoroughly. Other 

scholars have suggested the distortion is due to an inaccurate base map. Venice, 

however, was the cartographic capital of the Renaissance, and its government agencies 

had been using measured survey plans to maintain its waterways for the proceeding 

three hundred years.41 

 Consequently, Deborah Howard contends that de’ Barbari’s distortion must be 

deliberate. She colorfully hypothesizes that de’ Barbari has reimagined Venice in the 

shape of a dolphin. Though Howard’s evidence is circumstantial and her theory requires 

development, her discussion of the ubiquity and mercurial connotations of dolphin 

imagery underlines the importance of allegory in Renaissance Venice.  

 Prior to de’ Barbari’s View and the rationalizing impact of perspective, medieval 

and Quattrocentro views were composed according to symbolic scale. Lewis Mumford 

writes that medieval cartography disregarded measurable spatial relationships and 
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showed “no interest in anything except allegorical correspondences.”42  The relative 

size of depicted objects was a reflection of symbolic importance: the cathedral, for 

instance, was the religious nucleus of the city and in proportion to other urban 

elements, was often portrayed at a magnified scale. 43  Schulz explores this 

phenomenon in his study of contemporaneous city views and moralized geography. 

The woodcuts of the Florentine engraver, Francesco Roselli, no longer exist in their 

original format, but various copied versions record Roselli’s use of bird’s eye projection 

and symbolic scale. In his View of Rome, most likely completed before 1490 and copied 

in an anonymous wall painting in a palace at Mantua44 (Figure 13), Roselli enlarges the 

Coliseum and other Roman landmarks as pictorial monuments. “How great I was only 

the ruin shows,” a central inscription reads.45 The enhanced enormity of the Coliseum 

says little about its spatial location or its dimensional relation to the smaller, adjacent 

architecture, only that Roselli finds its image highly valuable to his vast and grandiose 

vision of Rome.  

 Artistically, technically, and conceptually, Roselli’s work is cruder than that of 

de’ Barbari, and as a consequence, his intentions are more obvious. Roselli’s theatrical 

manipulation of scale is not disguised. This is clearly an allegorical representation, not a 

naturalistic likeness. De’ Barbari ‘s approach is more artful. His interest in allegory is 

clear throughout his work, and in the View, particularly evident in his inclusion of 

Mercury (top center), Neptune (bottom center), Apollo (right), the personified Winds, and 

the regatta of exaggerated ships.  However, at a moment’s glance, the uninformed 
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Figure 13. View of Rome, Anonymous, copied after Francesco Rosselli (c. 1538)

Figure 14. Map of Venice, Michael Wolgemut (1494)



 

spectator cannot ascertain whether this treatment has been extended to the city’s 

architecture.  

 One clue is that the off-center axis of Mercury, the title, and Neptune cuts 

through the Piazzetta di San Marco, as if the deities are illuminating the square. 

Previous representations focused on the Palazzo Ducale46, emphasizing the seat of 

power at the expense of public space (Figure 14). De’ Barbari’s special treatment of the 

Piazzetta is evident in the discontinuous recession of the paving pattern (Figure 15). 

While the adjacent architecture generally suggests a very distant vanishing point, the 

perspective of the Piazzetta’s implies more than one vanishing point far closer to the 

foreground. The nearer flagstones, framed between the columns, suggest a horizon line 

that cuts through the Torre dell’Orologio. The flagstones beyond the Campanile suggest 

a higher horizon line along the Merceria, the central thoroughfare connecting the 

Piazzetta with the Rialto. De’ Barbari’s mythological axis, followed by his shifting 

perspective, conducts the viewer’s attention through the Piazzetti, towards the clock, 

through the archway, and up into the Rialto.  

 This choreographed gaze is of undoubted allegoric significance. The new focus 

on the Piazzetta “reveals a new consciousness of the role of civic space in Venice.”47 

The Torre dell’Orologio, scarcely completed two years earlier, is not only a monument 

to civic renewal but an expression of the empirical era, “a technical marvel, the product 

of the rational, scientific, and enquiring mind.”48 Behind it is the Rialto, the emporium at 

the heart of Venetian prosperity. De’ Barbari literally and metaphorically aligns divinity, 

Republicanism, rationality, and trade. The inscriptions below Neptune and Mercury 
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Figure 15. View of Venice (detail of Piazzetta di San Marco)

Figure 16. clock face of the Torre dell’Orologio



 

confirm the self-eulogizing symbolism of the axis (“I Neptune reside here, smoothing 

the waters at this port,” “I Mercury shine favorably on this above all other emporia”)49. 

Interestingly, de’ Barbari draws these allegoric correspondences not through simply 

scale shift but a change in perspective. This is a sophisticated advancement of the 

archaic tradition.  

 When Tafuri describes the Venice “of myth and apologies, satisfied with the 

fullness of her own representations,” he surely includes de’ Barbari’s View among these 

visual indulgences.  In the early 16th century, Venice “possessed the wealth and 

collective energy to give [its] myth substance and expression through a spectacular 

burst of cultural creativity in architecture, painting, and townscape.”50 Cosgrove 

explains how the Venetian myth considered the island and its relationship to the rest of 

the world. 

The myth of Venice was at once historical and geographical. It was historical in the belief 
that the republic was founded by Roman citizens, unconquered by barbarian invaders, 
who had, uniquely within Italy, sustained their liberty over a millennium because of the 
balanced nature of their government, which harmonized monarchy, oligarchy and 
republicanism into a single and perfect constitution. It was geographical in that the 
location of the their city at the crossroads of Europe and Asia and its setting within an 
encircling lagoon were constructed as guarantors of its prosperity, protection, and 
freedom.  
 

 Venetians were increasingly aware not only of their position between Europe 

and Asian but within the cosmos. De’ Barbari acknowledges this consciousness with 

two astrological inclusions. In the inscription of Mercury, the verb “illustro” means to 

literally shine and is semantically suited to the planet more than the god51. His 

composition also bears particular attention to the Torre dell’Orologio, whose clock is an 
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elaborate cosmological mechanism in which the zodiac, sun, and moon concentrically 

orbit the spherical Earth (Figure 16)q. Although Galileo, Kepler, and others would later 

disprove the arrangement of this hierarchy, the late 1400s were characterized by a 

widespread, popular acceptance of a round Earth. Ptolemy’s widely-disseminated 

Geographia was largely a manual for projecting the sphere upon the plane surface, and 

its reemergence was followed by the Magellan circumnavigation of 1522 and an 

explosion of flattened-spherical maps, atlases, and globe-making. De’ Barbari himself 

participates in the spherical enthusiasm: in another woodcut from 1500, “the sun god 

Apollo bestrides the celestial globe as the lunar goddess Diana declines with the 

dawn.”52 

 Although both Schulz and Howard stress the relevance of Ptolemy’s Geographia 

to Renaissance cartography and humanist discussion, neither of them consider its 

direct impact on de’ Barbari’s View. Another possible interpretation of the distortion 

that de’ Barbari has attempted to project Venice on to the spherical Earth. De’ Barbari’s 

map, depicting the Alps and the terra firma empire beyond, is a both world and an 

urban image, and de’ Barbari would have been affected by the contemporaneous 

representations of the Earth. Schulz remarks how the bowed grid-lines “resemble the 

curved horizon when one draws or photographs a very broad panorama from a single 

vantage point…”53 If one mentally extends the parallels of Schulz’s applied grid beyond 

Venice, the surrounding sea appears as a curved surface. Even if Schulz or Howard 

were correct, that de’ Barbari distorts the western side of the drawing because of 

insufficient space or an iconographic effect, neither proposal explains why the city’s 

eastern side, the area that would require no manipulation is either scenario, is still 
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marked by curved parallels.  Though De’ Barbari map does not convey a consistent 

curvature, it is important to note that Renaissance cartographers attached significance 

to such deviations, “that the ‘imperfections’ in which the earth’s physical surface 

diverged from spherical purity, harmony, and order might symbolize deeper truths.” 

 De’ Barbari’s View can be viewed as an unusual synthesis of drawing 

techniques: moralized geography, Albertian perspective, and Ptolemic spherical 

projection. The combination is an anachronism. The tradition of exaggerating objects 

for allegoric significance is an older tradition. The rationalized, receding construction of 

space is modern. Spherical projection is at once ancient and futuristic.  

 Insightfully, Schulz indicates that the Latinized title of the woodcut, inscribed 

below Neptune, is expressed in the locative case: “VENETI[A]E.”54 The English 

translation is not “Venice” but “At Venice,” implying an action directed towards the 

lagoon. Schulz associates this shading with the significance of the mythological 

imagery: “’‘At Venice’ is where Mercury shines and Neptune resides.”55 The implied 

vector may also refer to the importance of the viewer’s gaze. De’ Barbari’s myth relies 

on a certain kind of vision. Unbeknownst to the viewer, De’ Barbari induces him to look 

at Venice through the stylistic lenses of several times simultaneously.   

 

REVERBERATIONS: THE RESONANCE OF GEOGRAPHIC SHIFTS 

 The poetic geographies of De’ Barbari and Vignelli are more poignant in the 

historical contexts of their publication dates. Venice 1500 and New York 1972 were 

cities of intense introspection. The two metropoleis had recently passed through 

periods of extraordinary wealth and construction. The Venetian project of renovatio 
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urbis, the era of the Gothic palazzi, and the advent of Renaissance architecture was 

analogous, in a sense, to New York’s infrastructural boom (spearheaded by Robert 

Moses), the age of the skyscraper, and the introduction of Modernism. Throughout 

the 15th Century, Venice assembled its terra firma empire and extended its trade 

routes throughout Europe and Asia, establishing itself as the most powerful and 

cosmopolitan city of its day. In the 20th Century, the Second World War had left 

Europe crippled, and the opening of the United Nations Headquarters in New York 

inaugurated the city as the new political and cultural capital of the world. 

 The good time would not roll on. In 1499, sudden crisis of confidence triggered 

the simultaneous collapse of all four Venetian banks.56 Between 1499 and 1503, 

Venice lost contested islands in the Adriatic, Ionian, and Aegian seas to the 

Ottomans. Between 1509 and 1513, the Venetian mainland empire would be 

dismantled by the League of Cambrai, an alliance of all European powers except 

England. In the1970s, New York confronted economic meltdown, and the city went 

bankrupt in 1975. Meanwhile, the backdrop of the Cold War provoked a lurking 

sense of vulnerability:   

The subtlest change in New York is something people don’t speak much about 
but that is in everyone’s mind. The city, for the first time in its history, is 
destructible. A single flight of planes no bigger than a wedge of geese can 
quickly end this island fantasy…57 
 

 In both cases, this abrupt downward trajectory prompted a serious self-analysis 

and questioning of self-image. While wartime Venice, intent on its name Serenissima 

Repubblica, ramped up its production of the Venice myth, New York longed for a 

different identity. Thomas Bender declared that the downturn was “just as much a 
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cultural and intellectual crisis”58: the city was uncertain of its status and its aspirations. 

In 1971, Mayor Lindsay appointed a commission to study secession from Albany and 

the creation of a federated New York City state.59  

 The two maps can interpretted as responses to these crises. Even if the authors 

had no such intentions, the public introduction of a startling urban image provided the 

people with an outlet through which to reimagine their cities.  

 Considering this possibility of unintended inference, it is notable that the MTA 

presented Vignelli’s map out-of-context. Vignelli did not design an isolated guide. It 

was, in fact, part of a system of maps that functioned conjointly: a transport system 

map, a geographic, a neighborhood map, and a verbal map. According to Vignelli 

himself: 

All these maps were to be posted in the stations, so that complete information could be 
provided to the people using the subway.  The System Map was only concerned with 
providing information from point A to point B. The Geographical Map provided 
information, including MTA stations, on a real topographical context.  The Neighborhood 
Map provided information about the area around the station at street level. The Verbal 
Map described how to reach a destination, which train to get, where to change, and 
when to get out.  Samples of all these maps were done, but not implemented. Only the 
System Map was implemented. Instead of dumping it would have been better to 
implement the system of information, rather then trying to overlap all those semantically 
different needs into one map, as they have done.  
 
The System Map we designed obviously had some faults which were inherent with the 
direction taken, but we thought at the time that the overall result was more relevant then 
the discrepancies found here and there in the map. After all, we had in our project all the 
other maps to cover all the other needs.60 
 

The message Vignelli wanted to convey, that the city is complex and requires a series 

of navigational tools, is not the message his singular Subway Guide advances, that the 

city could be mentally-organized according to the geometry of the trains. Nevertheless, 

                                                        

58 Thomas Bender, New York Intellect (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1987), xvii 
59 Robert A.M. Stern, 33 
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it was the second idea, less practical but more exciting, that circulated through New 

York. 

 As described by Mark Feinnman earlier, the New York subway of the seventies 

was a ruinous affair of battered trains and stations, all crusted in graffiti. Conceptually, 

the idea of New York structured by its subways is depressing but appropriate for that 

decade: the city was dysfunctional and in decline. And yet, Vignelli’s aesthetic does not 

suggest a despondent present but a kind of colorful optimism. Vignelli’s spirit (which 

endured the endless buffoonery of the MTA) resonates with the pervasive, illogical but 

inevitable buoyancy described by Kurt Vonnegut in 1975: 

This city is permanently cruel. It has always been what is it is today – a sort of 
polluted lake on which splendid vessels bob… It is time for a revolution here… 
The trouble with the city as a birthplace for revolution is that Manhattan Island, 
at its center, inspires utterly baseless optimism – even in me, even in the drunks 
sleeping in the doorways and in little ladies whose houses are shopping bags.61 
 

 In spite of the downturn, Vignelli’s almost cybernetic arrangement of electric 

colors suggests a clearer, brighter future. In this sense, the Subway Guide’s reduction 

of the city to the fundamental elements of stations and train routes is comparable to 

Piranesi’s 18th century vision of Rome, Scenographia. Pier Vittorio Aureli writes: 

Within the history of projects for cities, no image for a “new city” is as radical as the 
Scenographia Campi Marti… Piranesi presents an image of Rome in which several 
existing ruins from imperial past stand in a desolate landscape. Representing neither the 
existing city nor the ancient city, this engraving simply depicts the existing ruins of 
Piranesi’s day, minus the context of modern Rome… Here the ruins can be read both as 
what had survived the subsequent development of the city and as conceptual guides for 
the reconstruction of a new city… 
 

Vignelli dissolves New York in a similar fashion. Deprived of its architecture and 

configured to the subway, all that survives of the city is an archipelago of train stops 

and train routes. Unlike Piranesi, Vignelii’s armature is not strictly architectural or even 

physical. The network expressed on the page is perceptual – this geometry does not 
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actually exist. The Vignelli map does not suggest urban renewal but a mental posture, 

that the city can be rethought according to the individual’s rapid motion. 

 By contrast, de’ Barbari’s View is an image of stasis, of a continued legacy. His 

multitude of lenses or drawing techniques recalls the idea of prudentia, considered 

earlier in his painting of Luca Paciolo. De’ Barbari visualizes the myth of Venice not only 

in his content but through his process, by optically compiling past, present, and future 

modes of vision. This conceptual strategy enforces the idea that changes over time do 

not diminish Venetian greatness but enrich it. For instance, de’ Barbari’s 

acknowledgement of a curved Earth is historically-relevant. The crash of the Venetian 

banks roughly coincided with the Columbian voyage to America (1492) and de Gama’s 

journey around the Cape of Good Hope to India (1497). The discovery of new trade 

routes to Asia (or what Columbus believed was Asia) seemed to negate Venice’s 

profitable role as intermediary between East and West. The financial collapse resulted 

from a sudden panic inextricably tied to the curvature of the Earth. By combining 

spherical projection with allegoric and perspectival drawing, de’ Barbari insists in the 

compatibility of a round world and the past and present glory of Venice.  

 

LEGACY 

 Although Vignelli’s map was removed from circulation in 1979, it persists in the 

pervasive New York attitude to space. At the scale of the city, nobody thinks in terms of 

miles, blocks, or physical distance. The measure is always subway stops. Nobody in 

Greenpoint has a clue how far away Prospect Park is or how to reach it by road, but 

they will know they can get there by taking the G train about fifteen stops south and to 

get off after 4th and 9th Street. When a broker advertises an apartment in an outer 

borough, nobody cares about its distance from Manhattan as the crow flies. What 



 

matters is its relation to the subway lines. Most importantly, as every New Yorker knows 

(and Vignelli obliging indicated), Staten Island is not really part of the city.  

 Time has caught up with Vignelli’s imagined abstraction. While the analog 

seventies could not process this virtual reality, the digital 21st Century has embraced 

Vignelli’s map in The Weekender, an iPhone application that registers the MTA’s 

frequent and unpredictable service changes.   

 De’ Barbari’s View and the idea Venice 1500 are utterly indistinguishable. 

Despite Schulz’s warning that the island and it architecture are somewhat skewed, 

historians such as Tafuri and Howard regularly consult the image as a reference for 

structures no longer in existence. This is not to say de’ Barbari has ultimately 

flummoxed history. Rather, his spatial colorations – the heightened towers, the 

emphasized Piazetta, perhaps even the outline of a fish - are etched upon our 

memories.   

 The authors’ divergent informational approaches hinge upon their ambitions of 

memory. De’ Barbari collects the ghosts and dreams of a city, and his repository 

requires a vast and detailed architecture. Vignelli, on other hand, intends only to guide 

passengers along trains. His minimalism is sympathetic to the standpoint of an 

individual attempting to move through the city underground. Through the inadvertent 

loss of his other maps, however, his Subway Guide acquires the appearance of a bolder 

statement – that he is, in fact, defining a city. By distilling New York to its subway, 

Vignelli constitutes a kind of sacred foundation. While de’ Barbari preserves the 

mythology of an archipelago, Vignelli begins to spin the tale. 
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