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And the Colleges of the Cartographers set up a Map of the Empire which had
the size of the Empire itself and coincided with it point by point. . .. Succeed-
ing generations understood that this Widespread Map was Useless, and not

without Impiety they abandoned it to the Inclemencies of the Sun and the
Winters.

— Suarez Miranda, Viajes de varones prudentes (1658)

An aerial view of a town built during the Middle Ages or the oldest
quarters (medina) of a Middle Eastern city that has not been greatly
tampered with has a particular look. It is the look of disorder. Or, to
put it more precisely, the town conforms to no overall abstract form.
Streets, lanes, and passages intersect at varying angles with a density
that resembles the intricate complexity of some organic processes. In
the case of a medieval town, where defense needs required walls and
perhaps moats, there may be traces of inner walls superseded by
outer walls, much like the growth rings of a tree. A representation of
Bruges in about 1500 illustrates the pattern (figure 8). What definition
there is to the city is provided by the castle green, the marketplace,
and the river and canals that were (until they silted up) the lifeblood
of this textile-trading city.

The fact that the layout of the city, having developed without any
overall design, lacks a consistent geometric logic does not mean that it
was at all confusing to its inhabitants. One imagines that many of its
cobbled streets were nothing more than surfaced footpaths traced by
repeated use. For those who grew up in its various quarters, Bruges
would have been perfectly familiar, perfectly legible. Its very alleys and
lanes would have closely approximated the most common daily move-
ments. For a stranger or trader arriving for the first time, however, the
town was almost certainly confusing, simply because it lacked a repet-
itive, abstract logic that would allow a newcomer to orient herself. The
cityscape of Bruges in 1500 could be said to privilege local knowledge
over outside knowledge, including that of external political authori-
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