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This session examines the depictions of cities under siege in the period 1450-
1700. Siege warfare was omnipresent in early modern Europe. Nearly all 
important cities were fortified, and many of them were besieged at least once. 
Accordingly, images of cities at war compose a large part of the visual culture of 
the time. Countless siege views were produced in all kinds of media (drawings, 
prints, paintings, tapestries, etc.), displaying a rich variety of forms (frontal 
views, aerial perspectives, iconographic plans, etc.), formats (book illustrations, 
broadsheets, mural maps, etc.), and functions (reconnaissance, news reporting, 
commemoration, etc.). Some siege images were genuine masterpieces of graphic 
art and urban cartography.

Notably, siege views pose problems of topographical as well as narrative accuracy: 
their development is connected to that of cityscapes and mapmaking as well as to 
that of news prints and graphic journalism. Traditionally, depictions of sieges were 
memorial works: posterior fabrications devoid of any documentary verisimilitude. 
But after 1500, they frequently purported to be “true portraits”: accurate, eyewitness 
records of the actual events. At the same time, representations of cities became 
more accurate due to improvements in perspective drawing and surveying 
techniques. Siege warfare was certainly an important motor for innovations in 
urban cartography. For many cities, the earliest accurate representations to have 
survived are siege scenes. Yet even when made from first-hand observation on site 
and despite their claims to veracity, depictions of sieges always mixed historical 
fact with artistic fiction. Thus the abundant imagery of cities under siege offers 
an enormous potential for urban and architectural historians, but there are many 
pitfalls awaiting those who want to use such images not merely as illustrations, 
but as sources in their own right.

This session explores the variety of uses for the testimony of siege views. Papers 
may consider images in all media of specific sieges or cities, from the whole of 
Europe (including the borderlands of the Ottoman Empire in eastern Europe 
and northern Africa). They could also address thematic issues, such as the 
use of different representational modes, iconographic conventions and genre 
clichés; the dissemination of siege prints and of innovations in city planning; the 
commissioning of siege pictures as a form of self-representation; or ensembles 
of siege scenes and their display in princely palaces or public buildings.

siege views and the representation of cities in early modern 
europe
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