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ABSTRACT 

 

AERIAL VIEW AND ITS ROLE IN SPATIAL TRANSFORMATION: THE CASE 

OF ISTANBUL 

 

 

¥nal, Gºk­e 

M.Arch, Department of Architecture 

Supervisor: Inst. Dr. Mustafa Haluk Zelef 

September, 2014, 161 pages 

 

What is intended to be explored in this research is the historical course within which 

the transformation of aerial view has influenced the observation, documentation and 

realization of the built environment. As the central discussion of this study suggests, 

the course of architectural perception is interdependent with the advent of 

transportation technology. Aerial view, from the earliest days on, has been a subject 

of imaginative thinking until human-flight was rendered a possible mode of 

transportation by the course of technological advent. The last two centuries proved 

substantially significant for the mechanization of air travel, while the nature of such 

notions as speed, scale and perspective have gained additional dimensions in the 

process. The course of transformation has eventually induced a drastic shift in the 

perception of the built environment, upon which a unique set of imagery was created 

regarding the notion of flight. Today, as technological progress maintains its 

advance, the interaction remains no different. This thesis aims to explore this 

intricate relation between transportation, surveillance and architecture within the 

context of aerial vision. Regarding the modes in which the city has been aerially 

surveyed to date, the transformative impact of the celestial perspective on the 
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documentation, realization and transformation of the built environment will be 

documented within a historical course. The discussion will be further grounded on 

the case of Istanbul, and the influence aerial view holds upon its spatial domain. The 

historical course of the view from above as well as the actors involved in the process, 

in that regard, will be investigated within the case of Istanbul, and prospective 

connections will be explored in relation to the theoretical framework.  

Keywords: aerial view, spatial perception, airborne drawings, aerial photography, 

satellite imagery, virtual globe, Istanbul, urban transformation, decision-makerôs 

aerial gaze. 
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¥Z 

 

HAVADAN G¥R¦N¦M VE KENTĶN D¥N¦ķ¦M¦NDEKĶ ETKĶSĶ: ĶSTANBUL 

¦ZERĶNE BĶR ĶNCELEME 

 

 

¥nal, Gºk­e 

Y¿ksek Lisans, Mimarlēk Bºl¿m¿ 

Tez Yºneticisi: ¥ĵr. Gºr. Dr. Mustafa Haluk Zelef 

Eyl¿l, 2014, 161 sayfa 

 

Bu ­alēĸmada havadan gºr¿n¿m¿n tarihsel s¿re­ i­erisinde ge­irdiĵi dºn¿ĸ¿m¿n, 

yapēlē ­evrenin gºzlemlenmesinde, belgelenmesinde ve algēlanmasēnda yarattēĵē 

etkiler araĸtērēlmēĸtēr. ¥ncelikli olarak bu ­alēĸmanēn temelinde mimari algēnēn, 

ulaĸēm teknolojisindeki geliĸmelerle baĵlantēlē olduĵu kabul edilmiĸtir. Havadan 

gºr¿n¿m, ilk zamanlardan baĸlayarak, hava seyahati teknolojisinin m¿mk¿n kēlēndēĵē 

zamanlara kadar hayalperest d¿ĸ¿ncenin bir ºznesi olmuĸtur. ¥zellikle son iki y¿zyēl 

havayolu ulaĸēmēnēn makineleĸmesi a­ēsēndan ­ok ºnemlidir; bu s¿re­te hēz, ºl­ek ve 

perspektif gibi kavramlar farklē boyutlar kazanmēĸtēr. U­ma kavramē sayesinde elde 

edilen bir dizi imge ile dºn¿ĸ¿m¿n izlediĵi rota, yapēlē ­evrenin algēlanmasēnda 

dramatik deĵiĸimlere yol a­mēĸtēr. Bug¿n ise teknolojik geliĸmeler s¿rerken, bu 

baĵlamsal iliĸki farklēlēk gºstermemektedir. Bu tez ulaĸēm, gºzlem ve mimarlēk 

arasēndaki karmaĸēk iliĸkiyi havadan gºr¿n¿m baĵlamē i­inde araĸtērmayē 

ama­lamēĸtēr. Kentin bug¿ne kadarki havadan araĸtērēlma yºntemleri de gºz ºn¿nde 

bulundurularak, gºky¿z¿nden bakēĸēn dºn¿ĸt¿r¿c¿ etkileri, kentsel ­evrenin 

algēlanmasē ve disipliner yorumlanmasē ile iliĸkili olarak belgelenmiĸtir. Sonrasēnda 

bu tartēĸma Ķstanbul incelemesi ¿zerinden s¿rd¿r¿lm¿ĸ ve havadan gºr¿n¿m¿n 

mekan ¿zerindeki etkisi incelenmiĸtir. Bu ama­la, ­aĵlar boyunca Istanbulôun 
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havadan nasēl belgelendiĵi ve yorumlandēĵē araĸtērēlmēĸ ve bu s¿recin etkin aktºrleri 

Ķstanbul ºrneĵi ¿zerinden incelenmiĸtir. Ķstanbul incelemesi ºzelinde, kuĸbakēĸē 

gºr¿n¿m¿n kent baĵlamēndaki anlamē, teorik ­er­eveyle iliĸki i­inde ele alēnmēĸtēr. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: havadan gºr¿n¿m, mekansal algē, kuĸbakēĸē ­izim, hava 

fotoĵraf­ēlēĵē, uydu gºr¿nt¿leri, sanal yerk¿re, Ķstanbul, kentsel dºn¿ĸ¿m, karar 

merciinin havadan bakēĸē. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

 

ñNot only does the built environment change all the time, but, through 

technological mediation, so too do its perceptual contexts, coordinates 

and constraints.ò
1
 

Our apprehension of a building, as Marshall McLuhan states, is substantially 

identified by the means we see itðor in other words, ñthe medium is the message.ò
2
 

What we see is hardly ever detached from the way of seeing, and the media through 

which we recognize architecture stretch along a wide span of channels. Experiencing 

of the built environment today inhabits rather unnatural and all-the-more isolated 

extents dominated by vehicles and screens. ñWe habitually observe the world 

through technological frames,ò
3
 Mitchell Schwarzer states, and mediation thereupon 

proves a keyword central to this argument: from the windshield of a marching 

automobile, or through a small TV screen on the kitchen counter, or gazing down 

from the tiny openings of a Boeing 777, the screen-mediated instances of spatial 

observation vary in vast extents. Along with the technological progression emerges 

the contemporary medium of frames through which the built environment is 

recorded, grasped and surveyed. Screens of vehicles and media become increasingly 

crucial agents in the experience of the built environment, as their assets gradually 

keep articulating onto our everyday habits within the span of technological 

advanceða case largely studied in Schwarzerôs work Zoomscape.  

                                                           
1
 Mitchell Schwarzer, Zoomscape: Architecture in Motion and Media. (New York: Princeton 

Architectural Press, 2008) 16. 
2
 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media. (Cambridge: the MIT Press, 1994) 7. 

3
 Schwarzer, op.cit., 18. 
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In devising the term zoomscape, Schwarzer refers to the modern case where on-site 

architectural encounters are increasingly replaced for mediated or virtual ones 

through diverse frames of technology exercised by the viewers. Zoomscape, in that 

regard, probes the modes in which the understanding of architecture has been recast 

by the industrial developments of transportation and camera. The statement 

originates from the myriad ways of architectural experience emerged within the 

technological span of the last two centuriesˈsetting out on the mechanics of 

railways and photography in mid 1800s, followed by motorcars and cinematics, and 

later on, air travel and television. On account of the mechanization of transportation 

and camera, as Schwarzer thereupon implies, ñwe have become used to seeing 

architecture through abrupt shifts of viewpoint and via unexpected juxtapositions.ò
4
 

Traveling in exceeding speeds beyond any humane capacity inevitably induces 

drastic shifts within the voyagerôs frame of vision, while cameras dart in and out of 

sight independent of the context or the scale, creating perceptual fissures in the 

space-time sequence. Although these perceptual instances do not substitute for the 

physicality of spatial interaction, they generate a certain measure of deviation in 

architectural experience and gradually, perception flattens:  

ñTime spent with buildings diminishes. Seen in motion, houses and 

whole cities roll, break apart, and recombine. Seen in succession, 

images superimpose upon one another and buildings are evaluated 

less by their weight and presence than by their fluctuating outlines. 

Seen within frames, architecture is experienced graphic and 

pictorial.ò
5
 

Anne Friedbergôs texts on the fl©neurôs gaze similarly probes the course of 

mechanization that accounts for the contemporary ground of traveling in the world ï

trains, automobiles, planesï and explores the perceptual rapture it inclines in the 

apprehension of the concepts as distance and time, reshaping ñthe nature of memory 

and experience.ò
 6

 Her study of the ñvirtual gaze,ò in a similar manner, explores the 

influence of the camera on the viewerôs perceptionð a stance that parallels with 

                                                           
4
 Ibid. 

5
 Ibid. 

6
 Anne Friedberg, ñUrban Mobility and Cinematic Visuality: the Screens of Los Angeles-Endless 

Cinema or Private Telematic,ò Journal of Visual Culture 1 (August 2002)  183-187. 
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Schwarzerôs argument regarding motion, media and their recasting of the individual 

experience.
7
 Taking a similar stance, in his reasoning of spatial perception, McLuhan 

underscores the cognitive shift prompted by the changing nature of travel and 

motion, and how radically have our preceding experiences been reshaped by the later 

modes of transportation: 

ñFor the "message" of any medium or technology is the change of 

scale or pace or pattern that it introduces into human affairs. The 

railway did not introduce movement or transportation or wheel or 

road into human society, but it accelerated and enlarged the scale 

of previous human functions, creating totally new kinds of cities 

and new kinds of work and leisure.ò
8
 

The course of industrial revolution had staged rapid developments in transportation 

technologies and further acceleration of human motion. A most dramatic shift was 

induced by the twentieth century invention of the airplane, and hence the view 

captured from the extraordinary altitude it assumed. By the end of the century, 

however, the human-machine integrity was ruptured to a fair extent on account of the 

digital ageða shift typified by the economical predominance of information 

technologies over traditional industry. As Jeffrey Sempler notes in 1998, ñWe are 

entering a new competitive age in which the basis of competition is being 

fundamentally altered through the introduction of advanced information technologies 

and public communication infrastructures, such as the Interneté this new period is 

referred to as the Information Age.ò
9
 Contemporary channels of communication have 

generated a global network through which a vast span of visuals has been publicized 

for the viewers to share and consume freely. The experiencing of the built 

environment, in that sense, especially after the emergence of satellite information 

technologies, has been subjected to a significant course of transformation within the 

contemporary tools of the information age.  

The focus of this study is derived from the discussion of motion in relation to spatial 

perception. As long as there emerges new means of looking at the world, our 
                                                           
7
 Ibid. 

8
 McLuhan, op.cit., 7-8. 

9
Jeffrey Sampler, ñRedefining Industry Structure for the Information Age,ò Strategic Management 

Journal 19.4  (April 1998) 343-344. 
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perception of the built space keeps transforming in between the widening extents of 

the zoomscape, while the spatial domain is constantly redefined within the confounds 

of todayôs visually dominated culture. It is a constant interaction that will sustain its 

progress as far as the technological advancements allow. For the framework of this 

thesis, architectural space will be investigated as subjected to the context of aerial 

view and will be explored within spatial, cultural and social spheres.  

There remain several reasons in framing the discussion within the domain of aerial 

view. To begin with, air travel is a form of transportation that most dramatically 

transcends the bounds of human extents, challenging it both in altitude and speed. It 

not only holds physical superiority over the remaining means of transportation, but as 

well bears connotations of metaphorical value. In scope of the discussion that 

grounds upon the relation of motion and architecture, aerial view is believed to 

constitute an interesting course of research in further investigation of these intricate 

relationships. In other words, the perceptual shift induced by the advent of powered 

human-flight is considered to reveal a meaningful outline for interpreting the 

influence of motion on spatial understanding. For hundreds of years the view from 

above has primarily been exercised on the axis of imaginative depictions and 

panoramas, and continued to circulate afterwards with the advance of aviation 

technology and airborne camera. Thereby, for a long period of time before 

commercial airline flights were made available as means of public transport, the 

course of aerial perception had evolved over the circulation of imagesða case that 

renders the tools of drawing and photography particularly crucial for the construction 

of this thesis. Still today, despite the evermore common operation of airline services 

that renders standard the experience of flying for public, aerial perception mostly 

eventuates over the circulation of a wide range of visual material through diverse 

channels of media, both static and kinetic. The entwined formulation of motion and 

media, in that sense, proves an integral method for the conveyance of an accurate 

discussion.  

Aerial view today holds a unique course of transformation. The recentness of the 

issue, particularly regarding the developments achieved in the sphere of information 

technologies, necessitates further academic input on the field and the construction of 

a theoretical framework. Within the scope of this thesis, a historical outline will be 
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documented and social connections will be explored. The first part of the study, in 

that regard, will be setting out on a historical assessment of aerial viewðlargely 

specifying on its influence in spatial perception, design practices and the actors 

involved, while social aspects of the issue will be emphasized within the overriding 

discussions. The second part will prosper upon a case study which is believed to 

constitute a platform where diverse aspects of aerial viewðboth spatial and 

symbolicðcould be questioned in light of the previous discussions. To be able 

maintain a perpetual framework for an accurate analysis of the issue, the case study 

will be grounded upon the exploration of the preceding discourse within the history 

of Istanbulða city that has been extensively documented throughout the manifold 

courses of its past.  

In the formulation of the theoretical outline, there remains substantial emphasis on 

the significance of aerial perspective and the elevated gaze that surveys the ground 

below, while the stress on spatial understanding is as well evident throughout. For 

the construction of a meaningful framework, the case study will attempt to sustain a 

continuous consideration of the viewing subjectðnamely the actors that are involved 

in the act of looking down, and those who make use of -or interfere with- this 

particular perspective.  

Within the scope of the study, the historical course of aerial view will be investigated 

over the case of Istanbul, with a particular emphasis on the actors involved. 

Regarding this outline, it is of an academic interest to be able to explore the extents 

in which aerial view had marked the face of the built environment. How influential 

was the perspective in physically shaping the public realm? How much has it 

contributed in the realization of the built environment? Is it an effective medium of 

urban transformation, or merely an effective tool of documentation that opens up a 

novel understanding of the worldðand to what extents and purposes it is being 

exploited, if it not effectively utilized for transformative principles?  

In the effort to draw accurate answers to the questions posed, throughout the study, 

aerial view will be considered within the course of its development, which proves 

rather drastic as followed within the last two centuries. The medium is continuously 

improving and shifting, and it is of utmost significance to be able to attain a clear 
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understanding of its line of progress, and more importantly, the prospective effects it 

will  be holding in the observation, documentation and realization of the built 

environment.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THREE STAGES OF AERIAL VISION  

 

 

ñTo what erotics of knowledge does the ecstasy of reading such a 

cosmos belong? Having taken a voluptuous pleasure in it, I wonder 

what is the source of this pleasure of óseeing the whole,ô of looking 

down on, totalizing the most immoderate of human texts.ò
10 

Long before flying had become a means of transport for humanity, aerial view has 

stirred the minds of those fascinated with the vastness of this celestial perspective. A 

stance far beyond the limitation of the earthbound eye, aerial view not only hold a 

position of curiosity and allure in imaginative terms, but it was long correlated with 

mythical or religious figures of miraculous power. Depicted from points of high 

altitude, the early imaginative illustrations of various settlements have revealed a 

unique glimpse of how man might have perceived the earth if he had wings. Thus 

and so, for centuries aerial perspective not only signified a humane fantasy beyond 

the corporal extents, but it inherently held connotations of deity and heavens, 

associating it with such notions as omniscience and authority.  

It was not until the age of mechanization that the imaginative illustrations and 

panoramic depictions were ousted by the actual instances of the world captured from 

above. Following the course of industrial revolution, the concurrence of aircraft and 

camera had marked a significant leap in the documentation of aerial view and by the 

turn of the nineteenth century, the coupling of these two technologies had already 

generated a whole lot of images captured from the air. The centuries-long 
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imaginative act was abruptly replaced with an actual human eye that could now 

independently fly through the air, unfolding a brand new perspective of the everyday 

environment for millions of others to see. Striking and impressive at first, the content 

of these early instances were extensively multiplied and circulated through various 

media over the course of years, and by the end of the two world wars, human flight 

and aerial photography had outreached the point where they were once considered 

exceptional. Hardly any room had been left for assumption in visualizing of the earth 

from above as the technologies of aviation and camera grew further intertwined 

during the two world warsðradically unveiling an extensive span of visuals for the 

consumption and spectacle of the public.  

Today, the act of looking down yet proceeds along another phase. During the last 

two decades, aerial images have attained a brand new perceptual dimension 

following the advent of satellite technologies and the boost of internet use. 

Geographical information programs and virtual 3D globes today serve as quick-

access tools for millions of internet users from all around the world, while the images 

captured within this media continue to circulate in an extensive span of channels.
11

   

Throughout the historical course of the view-from-above, the ever-changing aspects 

of the issue have perpetually marked significant shifts in the perceptual character of 

this longstanding actðengendering the development of new concepts regarding the 

experience of looking down. Today, the current phase remains to be defined by the 

21
st
 century advancements which have contemporarily reworked the understanding 

and utilization of aerial view. The recentness of the issue, however, renders the 

sequel of this latest phase quite uncertain, and an academic output infeasible. Owing 

to the novelty of this last phase, the academic discourse on this ongoing process 

today remains inadequate. Being able to structure this course within a historical 

continuum requires the reevaluation of the current framework in light of the latest 

instances, along with the articulation of the contemporary findings with the existing 

research. David Gilbert, in his article ñThe three ages of aerial vision,ò underscores 
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the priority of an academic input on the issue, and hence the formation of a ñlonger 

historical perspective.ò
12

  

Gilbert classifies the transformation of aerial vision in three stages, the continuum of 

which lines as the imaginary, the photographic, and lastly, the interactive.
13

 As the 

first of these three phases, the imaginary covers the pre-industrial attempts in which 

the city was often depicted from imaginary points of elevation or actual places of 

high altitude. The second phase connotes to the early twentieth century vision from 

the airplane, and lastly, the interactive accounts for the recent satellite information 

technologies where the image holds a dynamic dimension.
14

 The process is concisely 

introduced in the following discussion.  

 

Figure 2.1 Three stages and the historical course of aerial view. Image prepared by the 

author.  
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2.1 Birdôs-eye view: Early Illustrations  

"Earthbound humans are unable to embrace more than a tiny part 

of the planetary surface. But in their imagination they can grasp the 

whole of the earth, as a surface or a solid body, to locate it within 

infinities of space and to communicate and share images of it.ò
15 

From their earliest days on, humans are intrinsically endowed with the intelligence 

ñto view the world from above,ò as Denis Cosgrove and Wiilliam L. Fox suggest.
16

 

Earlier physical interactions of the handling and apprehension of objects signify a 

getting-to-know exercise that nurtures the infantôs three-dimensional mastery over 

ñthe micro-environmentðthings that are smaller than the bodyðand, with time, the 

macro-environment.ò
17

 Grasping of the smaller bodies, as the tactile aspects of the 

act suggest, contributes to the volumetric realization of objects that come in a 

plenitude of forms and scales, procuring the mind to correlate within different 

contexts by the co-designation of the eye, the body and the brain. The span of this 

earlier perceptual competence is gradually fostered in time as oneôs spatial 

experience stretches along larger frameworksðor the macro-environment: 

ñWe transfer that early ability to feel an object in our hands to 

seeing from different angles the room in which we sit, the house in 

which we live, our neighborhood and eventually anywhere we go 

and even places we merely glimpse in a picture or conjure out of 

listening, reading or imagining. This capacity to picture places 

might be called the ógeographical imaginationô, and it finds its 

most immediate graphic expression in maps, plans and 

architectural drawings.ò
18 

Long before the advent of aviation technology, airborne vision has stirred the minds 

of those fascinated with the idea of ñan eye that did not yet exist.ò
19

 Granted by the 

privileged extents of the all-seeing eye, the celestial perspective naturally bears a 
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plenitude of connotations withinðamongst which the remark of divinity has 

evermore hold a significant stance. Aerial perspective, in that sense, has long been 

correlated with the notions of deity and power, or as the more prominent coining of 

the term óGodôs-Eyeô view suggests, with the omnipresent vision of gods.
20

 The view 

from above holds a variety of extensions, Cosgrove and Fox thereupon remark. First 

and foremost, the vast portrait that unveils before the ascended eye and the stance of 

eminence it bears breed ña sense of masteryò that is commonly associated with the 

assets of authority and power. Likewise, the view from above unfolds a substantial -

at times vital- lot of information regarding the macro-environment by which the 

subject positions oneself within a greater framework. The efficacy of such 

information is naturally optimized by the extents of aerial photography, yet still, long 

before the human flight was ever rendered possible, aerial view has sustained 

valuable aspects of the cognitive intelligence of looking downðauthorizing its 

subject to ñplan ahead, to place ourselves in the larger context of the world and map 

out a course in both space and time.ò
21

 

As stated before, aerial vision has occupied the minds of those fascinated with the 

vastness of this celestial perspective. It was not until two centuries ago that 

photography had become a means of airborne survey, but the historical extents of 

aerial view reaches further back. The oldest aerial depiction of a landscape, as been 

uncovered so far, resides in the late Neolithic village of ¢atalhºy¿k in Turkey. 

Dating back to 6200 BCE, ¢atalhºy¿k map remains the oldest aerial illustration of a 

settlement known to man.
22

 Long before the invention of any tool regarding flight, 

and in the absence of any surrounding topography that would constitute an elevated 

stance for the surveillance of the settlement from above, the inhabitants of 

¢atalhºy¿k have managed to visualize their premises from an imaginary altitude in 

the air.
23

 The three-meter long mural is entitled both the first cartographic drawing 

and the first landscape depiction for the diverse features it sustains of the vertical and 

oblique viewpoints. A perpendicular scheme of the village remains readable in the 
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form of an approximate plan, revealing information on both the interior and exterior 

patterns forging the overall layout of the settlement. In the background are 

emphasized the two volcanoes that concurrently constitute a natural threat and an 

essential fraction of the townôs economical income regarding the obsidian trade. 

ñThe town is depicted in its geographical and economic context,ò Cosgrove and Fox 

thereupon remark, ñas surely as if a contemporary geographer were sketching it or an 

aerial photographer snapping it.ò
24

 

 

 

Figure 2.2 Colored illustration of ¢atalhºy¿k Map.
25

 Original preserved in the Museum of 

Anatolian Civilizations, Ankara.  

 

Cosgrove and Fox further draw references to other instances of ñancient rock artò 

from various geographies around the world: ñéin the paintings of Aboriginal people 

in Australia, for example, and in early Mughal, Chinese, Persian and Egyptian art.ò
26

 

The content of the early Godôs eye view inscriptions prosper upon the limning of 

sacred grounds or the places of authority -as in temples, palaces, noble gardens or the 

royal tombs- proving the everlasting association of aerial view and divinity 

perpetually significant. 

ñAerial views exist in Western art from well before Filippo Brunelleschiôs 

demonstration of linear perspective,ò Cosgrove and Fox remark.
27

 The fourteenth 

century birdôs-eye depictions came in a variety of forms and subject-mattersðmap-
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like woodcuts of major towns, frescoes decorating palace interiors, aerial-oblique 

illustrations of historical scenes or at times, vertical depictions of cities under the 

influence of different regimes. Through the course of years, the invented scenery of 

the landscape art was gradually ousted by the more accurate references of actual 

topographies, while the application of perspectival effects served to procure a set of 

realistic lighting conditions peculiar to aerial view, as in the case of órelief shadingô 

or several other contouring techniques. A more significant shift, in turn, was induced 

by the later transformations regarding social and cultural practices. By the mid-

fifteenth century, the ever-more materialistic and profit-based grounds of the 

European market demanded a most precise visualization of the world from above. 

ñChanging conceptions of space and place in medieval and Renaissance art,ò Martyn 

Barber and Helen Wickstead thereupon state, ñled to an interest in depicting 

landscapes and places from an imaginary, raised vantage point.ò
28

 By the mid-

sixteenth century, the view-from-above has principally assumed the more prominent 

template of city panoramas in the effort of capturing the whole, enhancing the 

propagation of a network through which a detailed lot of visual information was 

circulated: 

 ñTraders particularly needed to know how things looked. There 

was a growing requirement for correct depictions of the surface of 

the earth. This graphic endeavor was intended to be descriptive 

rather than narrative, a world described rather than a world 

imagined as a stage for action, and more often, a world that is 

owned: there was a powerful economic stimulus to this mode of 

depiction.ò
29 

The vast circulation of aerial images proved significant for reasons beyond the sole 

purpose of trading. Though Cosgrove and Fox underscore the principle incentive of 

aerial depiction as the ñcivic pride and the fierce competition for high visibility 

among European centers of trade,ò their fabrication as well served a plenitude of 

other purposes amongst which resided those regarding education, aesthetics, 
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decoration and spectacle.
30

 For aerial views unveiled a most unusual scenery beyond 

the earthbound humane grasp, they were prominently granted with much enthusiasm 

and a degree of spatial consciousness: ñ[T]hey allow people to place themselves, to 

conceive of the larger environment in which they live, offering a satisfying sense of 

experiencing a familiar place from an unfamiliar and all-encompassing 

perspective.ò
31

 The popularity of the birdôs-eye views and early panoramas were 

partially dependent on the rate in which the cities expanded for the difficulties faced 

regarding the total recognition of the urban form was growing ever more evident. 

The extensive portrayal of the cityscape rendered it an intelligible entity of control, a 

commodity of graspable size. Amongst the most advanced instances of aerial view 

were the earlier birdôs-eye illustrations, models and plans of cities principally utilized 

for military and defense purposes, by which Leonardo da Vinciôs Imola map 

constituted a significant precedent.
32

 

 
Figure 2.3 Imola map, Leonardo da Vinci.

33
 

By the mid-sixteenth century, the early aerial depictions of major settlements and 

towns were already extensively recognized and vastly circulated especially after the 
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emergence of lithography in 1796, characterizing a substantial transformation in 

visual practices.
34

 Surveying the ground from imaginary stances of elevation or 

actual places of high altitude, these early illustrations revealed a unique glimpse of 

how man might have perceived the earth if he had wings, as has been stated before. 

Still, these images relatively proved earthbound despite the efforts of imitating an 

eye independently suspended in the air.
35

 Both the scaling and orientation of the 

depicted scenery bore the recognizable character of a downward gaze rendered from 

an exalted land, but not directly from the air. Accuracy was as well a secondary 

aspect dethroned by the more prominent purpose of spectacle, an issue fairly 

commercialized and patented by Robert Barker in 1787.
36

 The cylindrical panorama 

building -presenting its visitors with detailed renderings of the cityscape or pastoral 

scenes from the countryside- swiftly grew popular following its first appearance in 

England and soon enough, the formulation of the panoramic display was prospered in 

ways regarding the experience of this spectacleðas in moving panoramas, 

cycloramas, dioramas and the like.
37

   

ñThe panorama and its variations emerged alongside ballooning, 

and several artists claimed that their panoramas were based on real 

flight. Correspondence between the panorama and the balloon 

seems evident from the fact that much balloon imagery produced 

before the widespread use of cameras focused on the panoramic 

viewðthe 360Á degree view experienced by the balloonists. 

Airborne artists were particularly concerned with the spectacle of 

vision offered by altitude, a spectacle that found willing audiences 

across a variety of media.ò
38

  

Regarding the ñtotal visionò molded by the panoramic spectacle, Davide Deriu 

remarks: 

ñThis paradigm [é] was central to the development of modern 

tourist cultures based on the practice of sightseeing. Between the 
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late eighteenth and the early nineteenth century, illustrated 

travelogues contributed to disseminating a popular imagery of 

exotic lands and peoples, which were recorded by artists during 

their picturesque voyages.ò
39

 

Preceding the onset of photography, the scope of aerial imagery has substantially 

dwelled upon the 360Á degree panoramic view that correlated with the actual 

experiencing of balloon flight. The soaring view from the balloon, however, differed 

in nature regarding the subject positioning and the span of altitudeðdetaching the 

voyager from the earthbound premises while unveiling a most unfamiliar portrayal 

for the aeronaut to contemplate upon. The onset of balloon flight, in that fashion, has 

surmounted the earthbound character of the earlier aerial renderings and not long 

after the advent of photography, camera has found a stance in this most recent 

platform of ascension.  

2.2 Camera Becomes Airborne: Advent of Aerial Photography  

2.2.1 Balloons, Kites, Rockets, Pigeons 

ñPhotography was invented and perfected during the nineteenth 

century, a time when balloon flight became increasingly 

widespread and powered flight was first being attempted. The co-

evolution of photography and flight would produce a dominant 

way of seeing and picturing the modern world of the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries. The two histories are thus inextricable, and 

cannot be separated from questions of spatial cognition and 

representation that reach back much further than the inventive 

nineteenth century.ò
40 

Late eighteenth century progress of balloon technology, as stated before, rendered 

the journey of human-flight exercisable, and ñthe very notion of a birdôs-eye view 

was redefined by the early developments of aerial photography.ò
41

 The issue, by 
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nature, bore a plenitude of aspects particularly regarding representative, military and 

informative extents. The view from the balloon, first and foremost, urged a critical 

shift in visual practices: the nineteenth century city panorama as a new form of aerial 

vision and spectacle, often translated into images or rhetorics by the few who were 

granted the privilege of flight.
42

 Military action and aerial survey as well proved 

critical regarding the utilization of the view-from-above, the early instances of which 

was pioneered by the French army in 1794. Operating over the battlefield in hot-air 

balloons, the squad a®rostiers was forged for the task of providing real-time 

information by the concurrent assessment and sketching of the ground.
43

 An efficient 

warfare strategy, the reconnaissance of the land from above was likewise exploited 

by countries other than France and was soon rendered widespread across Europe. 

However, it wasnôt until mid-nineteenth century that camera was actually airborne. 

In 1839, the French artist Louis Daguerre advertised his discovery of the first 

publicly-recognized photographic inscriptionðan instrument soon to be considered 

potentially beneficial for further procurement of airborne-information. Within a 

decade after Daguerreôs invention was publicized, the conjecture became a 

commonplace means of observation by the Engineer Corps of the French Army for 

the precise outlining of the earth through aerial photographs.
44

 A numerous lot of 

survey methods and mapping techniques were exercised in the followings decades, 

but the first to acquire a successful outcome and file a patent on the issue was a 

French photographer, caricaturist, journalist and novelistðwith a unique passion for 

flight.
45

 

Gaspard-F®lix Tournachon, also known as Nadar, managed to capture the first aerial 

photograph during a balloon flight over the suburbs of Paris in December 1858 

following numerous unsuccessful attempts that cost his part both a large extent of 

financial resource and two years of professional life. For countless times failure has 

been faced in the process, ñ[b]ut 262 feet [approximately 80 meters] over the valley 

of Bievre, in 1858, aerial photography was born.ò
46

 Yet, it took almost thirty years 

until fruitful results were attained in this domain, and another thirty until these 
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visuals were extensively publicized.
47

 The earliest aerial image remaining from 

Nadarôs collection has come to be the one captured over Paris in 1866 for the first 

photograph taken from the balloon has not survived to date. Although his former 

works distinguished artistically, Nadarôs formulation of the issue hold rather 

technical and financial aspects in his constant endeavor of rendering the process 

useful for aerial mapping, and his constant advertisement of the project all along. 

Five years after capturing the first aerial photograph, the public statement Nadar 

made regarding the ascension of his colossal balloon Le G®ant was a compendious 

projection of his motivation on the issue: ñwe are not about to amuse ourselves in 

making portraits in the air. The balloon will be employed in various works of 

aerostatic photography [é] the results of which will be so valuable for all 

planispheric cadastral, strategical, and other surveys.ò
48

 His personal rhetoric of the 

experience, however, as well proves notable: 

ñThe impression of being able to gauge more accurately the relative 

proportions of things from an elevated viewpoint made him feel a sense 

of higher óTruthô... óBeneath us,ô Nadar wrote, óthe earth unfolds into an 

enormous unbounded carpet, without beginning orend.ô This cinematic 

metaphor was to become a recurrent trope in the air-travel literature of 

the 1920s, by which time the western cultures of representation were in 

full thrall to the spectacle of motion pictures.ò
49

 

Other earlier images from around the same interval as well remains today, a famous 

instance of which was photographed over Boston from the balloon Queen of the Air 

in 1860 by the artist James Wallace Black. The negative copy of the photograph 

today resides in the American Museum of Photography in Philadelphia. Further 

progress has been subsequently accomplished in the following years regarding the 

technical difficulties faced in the process and the enhancement of unmanned-balloon 

photography which proved particularly beneficial for aerial-mapping. 
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Figure 2.4 [left]    Nadar £levant la Photographie ¨ la Hauteur de l'Art, May 25, 1862. 

Lithograph on newsprint.  

Figure 2.5 [right] Photograph of Boston, Massachusetts taken from a balloon in 1860 

by James Wallace Black. 

ñIt was not until the 1880s that aerial photographers began to achieve something 

approaching regular success, largely because of advances in camera and plate 

technology.ò
50

 Owing to the enhanced means of visual production, airborne images 

were evermore publicly remarked by the late 19
th
 century, while the span of their 

utilization had by far outreached the context of military defense. Employed within 

several other research fields as geography, archeology and agriculture, aerial 

information had increasingly been exercised in the studies that required accurate 

documentation and measurement of the earthôs surface from above. Social attributes 

of the process, on the other hand, were rather correlated with the reception of the 

issue by a vast audience. Before the camera was airborne, the peculiar journey of the 

balloonist was often rhetorically expressed by the very few who were granted the 

privilege of air travelð a genre of the title aeronautical literature.
51

 Prior to the vast 

fabrication of aerial photography, the public take on the notion of flight dwelled 

substantially upon the imagery phrased by the ones fortunate enough to have 

witnessed this unusual perspectiveðthe narrative of which mostly thrived upon the 
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keywords as ñcalm,ò ñtranquility,ò ñGodôs order,ò ñangelôs view,ò ñoverreaching the 

chaos,ò ñunderlying harmony,ò and not so often as ñdisguising the true face,ò 

ñdeceptive,ò ñdisappointing.ò
52

 The extensive circulation of the airborne images, 

however, has engendered a perceptual deviation of the novel perspective: ñAfter 

cameras, something about the completeness of this vision was fragmented.ò
53

 Aerial 

illustrations published in books and magazines grew ever more accessible than 

before, and the balloonistôs view was partially exposed upon a far wider crowd. 

Alongside of balloon technology, other media were as well employed for the same 

process. Kite design has advanced to great extents by the end of 19th century, which 

eventually led to the discovery of the airplane in the following decades.
54

 Initial 

attempts were launched by the English meteorologist E. D. Archibald in 1882, and 

later by the Frenchman Arthur Batut, who managed to capture his first airborne 

image using a kite he has built in 1889.
55

 Batutôs operations proved particularly 

successful in capturing low-oblique views from above, amongst which the most 

distinguished remains the one taken right after the 1906 San Francisco earthquake.
56

 

Unveiling the ñdramatic perspective of the scale of devastation wrought on the city,ò 

the image was soon internationally publicized redounding Batut a sum of $15000 in 

totalða most unusual count for the time being. Rocket photography was as well 

subjected to investigation amongst German military forces and was issued a patent in 

1891, while pigeons were as well rendered useful in the process by the operation of 

miniature cameras embedded onto their chests, the patent of which was hold by the 

German pharmacist and pigeon enthusiast, Julius Neubronner. All noted attempts 

except for the rocket photography, however, were eventually overthrown by the 

advent of airplane technology in early twentieth century.  
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  Figure 2.6 [left]  Pigeons with cameras, about 1908.  

  Figure 2.7 [right] Photograph taken by a pigeon, about 1908.
57

 

 

2.2.2 Airplanes 

 ñThe early history of air photography, like that of most other 

nineteenth century technologies, does not have a simple lineage. Its 

techniques were explored, and the experiments by which it evolved 

took place, simultaneously and competitively in different countries 

and among different individuals not always in contact with one 

another.ò
58 

Early twentieth century technology made available a brand new perspective of the 

earth from the airplane. Airplanes as accurately flown, location-free, ñrelatively 

steadyò and ñspeed constantò camera platforms soon proved superior to any former 

medium of aerial image-making.
59

 Two distinct practices of aviation and 

photography were thus merged into the discipline of aerial photography, and never 

before was the urban form revealed in such an accurate and comprehensive manner. 

ñA new range of representational forms was enabled by the advent of the 

airborne camera and the industrial (re)production of photographs. 

Following the momentous development of air reconnaissance during the 
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First World War, aerial photography was applied to a broad range of civil 

and commercial purposes.ò
60

 

As the one proper constant of this progress, military interest has evermore constituted 

a substantial impetus regarding the development of aerial photography. ñPortraiture 

dominated early photography as a terrestrial medium;ò as Cosgrove and Fox 

thereupon state, ñwar has dominated photography in flight.ò
61

 Although early 

twentieth century has staged the advent of the first heavier-than-air craft as procured 

by the Wright brothers in 1903, the rendering of the airplane as a feasible platform of 

photography was attained some ten years later.
62

 The destructive potential inherent in 

the operation of the airplane was not instantly distinguishedðfor the medium wasnôt 

considered reliable regarding the management of the loads exerted by bombs or any 

crew of a required amount.
63

 The aptitude of the airplane as a surveillance platform, 

on the contrary, was instantly apprehended. Following the first instance taken from 

an airplane in 1909, photographic reconnaissance has been extensively utilized 

during the two World Wars for the preparation of battle maps, comprehensive field 

recording, acquisition of intelligence, infra-red detection and other complementary 

defensive purposes. 
64

 As early as 1911, experimentations on aerial photo-shooting 

were being carried out by certain individuals in the United States military forces, 

while the French Army had already been flying over Africa, right above the 

Moroccan crisis. In 1913 during an international congress of photography, Captain 

Cesaro Tardivo of the Italian army introduced a set of aerial images captured by 

airplane cameras over Bengasi, Libya, and not long after the operation of the camera 

within the machines of aviation, ñthe antiaircraft guns of World War I were 

desperately trying to bring down hostile camera-carrying aircraft. Photography has 

become vital to victory.ò
65

  

 ñThe strategic advantages thus offered were to be rapidly realized 

in the great European conflict that opened in 1914. By this time the 

technologies of film speeds and camera shutters had been rapidly 
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advanced by commercial companies such as Eastman Kodak, 

whose dry film technique and handheld Brownie had 

revolutionized popular photography.ò 

From the first year on, aerial reconnaissance has rendered possible the recording of 

the hostile marching and their resources at intervals of days, or of hours evenð

significantly contributing to the tracking of trench routes and relevant adaptation of 

military strategy.
66

 The operation of the airborne cameras forced each party to 

continually conceal the extents of their troops, vehicles and martial supplies upon the 

risk of real-time aerial surveillance, and not long after, ñthe exchange between air 

and ground expanded to a game of hide-and seekò.
67

 The aftermath of the WWI 

unveiled a more accurate estimate of the course: British alone declared to have taken 

6,500,000 photographs in the last year of the war, while American airplanes stated to 

have issued 1,300,000 in five months. By the end of the war, ñ[c]ameras, airplanes, 

processing equipment, and the specialized skill of photo interpretation was brought 

to a new height,ò and aerial reconnaissance was officially founded.
68 

 
Figure 2.8 [left] Military aerial observer/photographer during World War I. 
Figure 2.9 [right] Vertical aerial photograph of trenches in 1916.

69
 

The interwar period staged further advancements over the co-progression of 

photography and aviation. ñThe ending of World War I injected a surplus of pilots 

and planes into civil aviationé At the same time, cameras were becoming easier to 
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operate for ordinary people.ò
70

 Commercial airline traffic was officially launched as 

early as 1918ðalmost two decades after the portable, low-cost Brownie was 

introduced by the Eastman Kodak Company and shortly, Kodak cameras grew fairly 

popular amongst airline passengers willing to record the enchanting portrait below. 

The early 19
th
 century instances captured from the air necessitated the processing of 

large wet glass plates in the quavering basket of the balloon, taking no less than 20 

minutes of exposure. By the onset of twentieth century, it took a second-long 

snapshot from the airplane. 

ñThe 1920s and ô30s witnessed the rapid development and expansion of aerial 

activity of all types.ò
71

 Range of the distance traveled and altitude achieved were of 

primary concerns within the post-war advancements -particularly regarding the 

operation of commercial airlines- while other significant motives included the 

recording of the WWI aftermath and further exploration of the earth within a 

plentitude of other fields as geography, erosion studies, agricultural evaluation, land 

use practices, archeological findings, documentation and planning purposesðnamely 

the fields predicating a fair extent of their substance upon the content of aerial 

information.
 
 Not long after, undertaking of the aerial reconnaissance was granted a 

global measure, and ñ[e]ven the most distant corners of the planet were becoming 

accessible to the aerial eye.ò
72

 Motivations beyond the scientific employment of 

airborne images were rather correlated with commercial affairs, as noted above, and 

not long after the declaration of peacetime, a post-war aerial photography market was 

commenced upon a number of common demands:  

ñA number of former pilots lent their expertise to developing 

commercial enterprises in order to answer the demand for aerial 

photography. These businesses offered large-format images for 

sale, counting on the continuing fascination that we have for seeing 

our homes, neighborhoods, offices or properties from the unique 

perspective of the air. Air photos were increasingly sold for 

                                                           
70

 Cosgrove, Fox, op.cit, 42-43. 
71

 Ibid. 
72

 Ibid.  



25 

 

advertising, real estate development and tax assessment 

purposes.ò
73 

Amongst the most noted corporations of air photography were the Aerofilms based 

in the UK, founded by Wills and Claude Graeme-White in 1919, and Fairchild Aerial 

Surveys based in New York, founded by Sherman Fairchild in 1920. The extents of 

the firmsô operations were commercially motivated but rather diverse in content. 

Fairchildôs preliminary initiatives, for instance, involved the aerial recording of 

breaking events to be offered to journalistic use, while the year following the 

companyôs establishment, Fairchild was asked to work on the first aerial photo 

mosaic of the Manhattan skyline from above.
 
 Military, agricultural and documentary 

uses of aerial information were likewise being commonly operated, while similar 

initiatives had shortly began to appear in locations other than Europe, such as Latin 

America and European overseas occupancies, ñwhere air photography greatly 

assisted colonial surveys.ò
74

 

ñThe decade leading up to World War II saw significant advances in both 

photography and flight.ò
75

 Prominence of aerial recording was at once noted by the 

parties involved in the approaching war, and the execution of the process was 

managed ever more methodically now that the issue had been extensively developed 

over the last few decades. Reconnaissance of the hostile land was given head-start 

upon the existing conflicts -especially over the German territory- while the military 

training on aerial surveillance grew ever more common amongst most armed forces. 

In the course of the warfare, aerial information uncovered by the reconnaissance 

units were assessed on daily basis, while purposes beyond military action have as 

well contributed to the recording of the ground from aboveðjournalism and public 

briefing mostly. In either case, ñ[image] interpretation became highly specialized: 

 ñFirst Phase Interpretation was a swift, immediate examination of 

the photo coverage to determine if the pictures revealed evidence 

of the enemyôs activities of such importance that Headquarters 

should be notified at onceéSecond Phase Interpretation was a 
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routine, day-by-day studyé Third Phase Interpretation was an 

exhaustive, re-examination of the photographs by specialists.ò
76 

The twentieth century crisis have stimulated an intensive technological progress in 

the profession of air photography. By the end of the óairmanôs war,ô aerial 

surveillance had not merely been cultivated to vast extents, but as well legated an 

extensive pool of information to be utilized for peacetime research. Post-war 

planning and cartography were amongst the most studied practices in light of air 

reconnaissance, and the aesthetics inherent in aerial images were publicly celebrated. 

The information attained from above has particularly bred the destruction of a sheer 

number of cities in the course of warfareðnow they were to be utilized for the 

peacetime reconstruction of the very wreck. Further post-war applications of aerial 

photography included the operation of daily survey, tracing of the human activity on 

earth, low-altitude patrolling and television survey, and the documentation of 

environmental crisis. Nonetheless, the most notable leap has been accomplished in 

the business of commercial flight, particularly in Germany: ñThe transfer of wartime 

technology from defeated Germany was as significant for aircraft development as for 

rocketry.ò
77

   

 ñMilitary interests continued to be significant in the history of aerial vision after 

World War II, particularly in the development of remote sensing from the 1950s.ò
78

 

The war has ended on the battlefield, but the enduring rivalry of the parties in 

conflictðnamely the Eastern and the Western Blocsðhad led to further stress on 

both political and military basis for over forty years. ñThe two decades following the 

end of World War II saw the decolonization of European empires across much of the 

world, and the Cold War contest for global supremacy between the USA and the 

USSR.ò
79

 Post-war conflicts of the mid-twentieth century have engendered further 

progressions in the fields of aviation and surveillance. Sputnik, worldôs first space 

satellite, was launched by the Soviet Armed Forces in 1957, an accomplishment that 

has critically marked the course of military intelligence, scientific research and 
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politics in the coming years.
80

 ñIt was immediately obvious that, in time, the size of 

satellites would grow as rocket launchers became more powerful, opening a new era 

in aerial photography.ò
81

 Amongst the most notable applications of satellite 

photography were such domains as meteorology studies, cartography, espionage and 

military reconnaissance, and most importantly, infrared surveillance, which 

contributed to the exploration of the earthôs habitat in tremendous extents. Infrared 

technology had assisted further study on a plenitude of departments as environmental 

disasters, pollution, ecology, plant pathology, oceanography, archeology and 

naturally, accurate measurement and documentation of the earth for the use of 

cartographyðñfindings to improve life on earthò.
82

  

2.3 Outer Space: Satellite Technology 

Satellite technology had featured the onset of a new age in aerial photography. Over 

the course of the past fifty years, the formerly curious perspective has grown all the 

more familiar upon the vast circulation of aerial imagery. The act of looking down, 

however, proceeds along a novel phase within the past decadeða phase typified by 

the advent of satellite technology and the streaming of digital media.  

The idea of gathering aerial images -both by satellites and air cameras- for the 

purpose of digital data collection, analysis and management was first put forward by 

the geographer Roger Tomlinson in the year 1968 in his paper "A Geographic 

Information System for Regional Planning,"
83

 as Tomlinson is today acknowledged 

as the "father of GIS.ò
84

 GIS ïgeographical information systems- were first realized 

by Keyhole, Inc., founded in 2001, a pioneering software development company 

sponsored by CIA, specializing in geospatial data visualization applications; and later 

was acquired by Google in 2004. Today, the execution of systematic ground survey 

continues to be carried out for over half a centuryðby a number of governmental 
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agencies of scientific and aeronautical research. The public outbreak of the 

interactive virtual globe, however, dates only as far as the previous decade:  

ñAs computers moved out of government laboratories and military 

facilities and into homes and private offices, mapping software 

companies added programs available to civilians. Keyhole, Inc. 

[é] developed a geospatial application that used digital remote 

sensing data called Earth Viewer. In 2004 Google bought the 

company and the following year launched what is now the most 

widespread aerial viewing mechanism currently available, Google 

Earth.ò
85

  

By the end of the two world wars, aerial photography had already outreached a 

number of its former connotationsðthe view from above was no longer greeted with 

the same public enthusiasm it initially aroused, and the peculiarity inherent in the 

phenomenon of flight was deflated to a significant extent following the post-war 

years. In this course regarded as the ñnormalization periodò, as David Gilbert states, 

the vast familiarity with airborne images had brought along a sense of banalityða 

course soon to be surmounted by the onset of geographical information programs.
86

 

The virtual globe that was made available for civilians, in that sense, has granted 

access to a dynamic interaction medium through which aerial vision was 

experienced, uncovering brand new channels for realizing the extents of the built 

environment. Geographical information programs and virtual 3D globes today serve 

as quick-access tools for millions of internet users worldwide, as previously stated, 

and during the previous decade, aerial perspective has attained a brand new 

perceptual measure following the advent of satellite technologies and the digital 

medium.  

ñThese Google Earth images are just the start of a revolution in the ways that cities 

are visualized, in which dynamic new aerial views will play a key role.ò
87

 The 

contemporary operation of the view from above not only renders feasible an 

omnidirectional journey upon of the earthôs surface at extensively varying altitudes, 
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but as well enables the virtual flyer to dive into neighborhoods and roam about 

streets. Looking down, in that sense, is no longer a passive act restricted to the frame 

of vision, but rather an experience that embodies a certain degree of independency. 

ñGoogle Earth offers the viewer the conceit of flying over the earth at altitudes 

ranging from outer space (nearly 16,000 miles) down to less than 100 feet.ò
88

 The 

visuals constituting the facet of the 3D globe comprise of a variety of photographs 

either captured from the space satellites or of aerial images with greater detail taken 

from lower-altitudes.   

As stated earlier, David Gilbert argues that today we stand on the verge of a third era 

in the course of airborne vision. Of the first two phases of aerial view, former was 

characterized by imaginative representations of cities that almost entirely grounded 

on detailed observation of the surroundings, while the latter was typified by the vast 

reproduction of aerial images through a plenitude of channels, as previously 

discussed. The third advancing phase, Gilbert thereupon states, ñis characterized by 

digitization but also by kinetic perspective.ò
89

 Regarding the course of the earlier 

birdôs-eye visualization and the twentieth century mode of air travel, the 

conceptualization of a mobile gaze over the city wasnôt a novel idea. However, the 

early 21
st
 century progress of the geographical information software had generated a 

ñdistinctive gaze over the city, where the important distinction between vertical and 

oblique perspectives [é] is superseded by a view that zooms in and out, swoops and 

soars, and switches rapidly from intricate details to vast panoramas,òða case that is 

extendedly studied in Schwarzerôs Zoomscape regarding the correlation of the 

mobile gaze with the perceptual transformation of the built environment, as 

discussed earlier. The context of the contemporary case, however, stretches beyond 

Schwarzerôs interpretation of motion and media by the mode in which ñvirtual 

technologies make the gaze far more active and exploratory.ò
90

 

The view from above holds connotations of deity and heavens, as stated previously, 

and the stance it bears is usually correlated with such notions as power and authority: 

                                                           
88

 Cosgrove, Fox, op.cit., 77. 
89

 Gilbert, op.cit., 293. 
90

 Ibid.  



30 

 

ña totalizing and objectifying gazeé [t]he gaze of the powerful.ò
91

 The privileged 

perspective is granted a certain measure of omnipotence over the grounds it stands 

and looks down upon, by means of which the beholder claims the world below. 

Cosgrove, in his work Apolloôs Eye, names this totalitarian view as the Apollonian 

gaze: 

ñThe idea of seeing the globe seems also to induce desires of 

ordering and controlling the object of visioné Today, the globe 

continues to sustain richly varied and powerful imaginative 

associations. Globalizationðeconomic, geopolitical, technological, 

and culturalðis widely regarded as a distinguishing feature of life 

at the second millennium, actualizing the Apollonian view across a 

networked, virtual surface.ò
92 

Up to this day remains an extensively diversified and strong visual framework 

associated with the notion of the globe. A distinctive phenomenon of the last 

centuries, the course of globalization brings about the Apollonian gaze on the 

grounds of economical, geopolitical, scientific and cultural assets, as quoted above. 

In other words, as Cosgrove puts, ñ[a] cultural history of imagining, seeing, and 

representing the globeðApolloôs eyeðstitches elements of a historically deep 

geographical imagination to practices of globalization.ò
93

 Given the recent extents of 

the view from aboveðvirtual experiencing of the Earthôs 3D facet as an 

interconnected, totalitarian entityðthe discussion of the globe proves ever more 

pertinent regarding the context of aerial vision.  Today, aerial view is no longer 

exercised within the restrained frame of the airborne camera, but rather operates as a 

network through which the globe is visualized and experienced as an integrated 

whole.   

Similarly, for a group of researchers, as Gilbert notes, ñGoogle Earth represents the 

ultimate development of masterful, disciplining surveillance from above,ò 

particularly for the mode in which it draws a certain distance between the observing 
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subject and the observed object.
94

 The gaze is thus rendered subjective for the 

rupture that occurs in the process of surveillanceðas the Godôs eye naturally attains 

a certain degree of omniscience and imperial say over the view below. The 

supremacy over the image being observed, as Gilbert further articulates, implies a 

ñneo-Foucauldian readingò of the Earth from above, a case respectively associated 

with the planning profession for over decades. The case, however, has also been 

described as the ñreversal of Benthamôs Panopticon.ò
95

 Despite the common 

conjunction of Apolloôs Eye with the global image, some recent researches suggest 

contrariwise. As Gilbert quotes from Paul Kingsbury and John Paul Jones, ñGoogle 

Earth has far outstripped the intentions of its initial developers. It has been used for 

art, as the basis for new forms of social interaction, and tellingly, as a kind of 

óreversal of Benthamôs Panopticonô, where it is the óprisonersô who are constantly 

observing.ò
96

  

Given the recent developments, Gilbertôs stress on the lack of a comprehensive 

academic research is also notable. Throughout the historical course of the view-from-

above, the ever-changing aspects of the issue have perpetually marked significant 

shifts in the perceptual character of this longstanding actðengendering the 

development of new concepts regarding the experience of looking down. Today, the 

current phase remains to be defined by the twenty-first century advancements which 

have contemporarily reworked the understanding and utilization of aerial view. 

However, the recentness of the issue renders the sequel of this latest phase quite 

uncertain, and an academic output infeasible. David Gilbert, in his article ñThe three 

ages of aerial vision,ò underscores the priority of an academic input on the issue, and 

hence the formation of a ñlonger historical perspective.ò
97

 Being able to structure this 

course within a historical continuum, in that manner, requires the reevaluation of the 

current framework in light of the latest instances, along with the articulation of the 

contemporary findings with the existing research. 

 

                                                           
94

 Gilbert, op.cit., 295. 
95

 Ibid., 295. 
96

 Ibid., 297-98 
97

 Ibid., 290. 



32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



33 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

 

AVIATION TECHNOLOGY AND AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHY  

 

 

The airplane has unveiled for us the true face of the Earth. 

ðAntoine de Saint-Exup®ry, Wind, Sand and Stars 

3.1 A Radical Viewpoint 

ñBroader view, foreshortened distance, widening frames of perception: 

thus the aerial understanding of the world contributed to the creation of a 

new space of vision. It enabled a new artistic and conceptual reading of 

the urban environment.ò
98

 

3.1.1 Aesthetics of abstraction: formation of a new language 

For over a century now, the airplane uncovers the world below for what it genuinely 

stands: ñOne of the things that aerial photography does remarkably well is to reveal 

and even create pattern at varying scales on the earthôs surface.ò
99

 By vast 

enthusiasm, the view from above has met a fair lot of audience long before flight was 

rendered a civilian mode of travel, and so far as the operation of aerial images justify, 

Cosgrove and Fox suggest, aerial photography might even prove a ñmore significant 

novelty than fight itself.ò
100

  

ñThe average time that a person stands in front of a painting 

in an art museum, even a famous work, is a matter of 
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seconds. Watch people in the presence of an aerial 

photograph at the same institution, and they will often spend 

minutes in front of it, puzzling out details and seeking to 

recognize what it is they are seeing,ò
101

 

The aesthetics inherent in the configuration of both natural and artificial landscapes 

are revealed finest from up above, regardless of the medium. Airborne vision today 

has far transcended the stable means of conventional photography, while commercial 

flight proves evermore commonplace. The span of aerial experience, therefore, 

continues to operate within a diversity of channels and each medium generates its 

own lot of imagery in a constant course of transformation. To further make sense of 

this process, it remains rather crucial to explore the dynamics of the airplane ïand 

hence air travelï that characterize the first significant rupture within the perceptual 

extents of aerial view.  

As phrased by the French aviator, writer and poet Antoine de Saint-Exup®ry in his 

memoir Wind, Sand and Stars, ñ[t]he airplane has unveiled for us the true face of the 

earth.ò
102

 From the airplane is disclosed a most unusual phase of the environment we 

inhabit: ñAbove roads and rail corridors, above walls and embankments, passengers 

watch buildings grow into cities and cities grow into regions. Our sight becomes 

global.ò
103

 The span of the airplane-view stretches far beyond the confines of any 

earthbound voyage. It reveals, by nature, an overreaching sight of the earth but at 

continuously shifting prospects. The ascending traveler is exposed to a rapidly 

deviating oblique view of the mingling neighborhoods below and only within 

minutes watches the same ground thrive into cities and landscapes of vague, flattened 

lines. The plane hits higher altitudes and the growing distance in between the flyer 

and the ground generates a sense of detachment. ñ[A]s the land falls away, the view 

fills with space,ò while cities recede into lines and details fade out of sight.
 104

 

Air travelers conceive the earth below within a fluctuating frame, or in other words, 

they recognize the stable form to be transient: ñ[a]erial perception allows us to see 
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form in formation, as one composition of landscape gives way to another.ò
105

 Flying 

not only discloses the extensive network within the world below, but as well differs 

from the earthbound experience in scale, pace, and context. As Schwarzer cites 

McLuhanôs argument, the immediate rupture occurs when the airplane overrides all 

formulated network beneath, allowing ñthe utmost discontinuity in spatial 

organization.ò Detachment from the gravitational bounds contributes to the 

reconsideration of the existing framework, while it further generates a perceptual 

rupture within the space-time continuum. The view not only comes at varying extents 

regarding altitude, scale, rate or context, but as well embodies a measure of distance 

from the ground that eventually molds the understanding of the urban form.  

From high above, the built environment reveals unexpected sights. ñGiven its 

potential range, the airplane offers an almost infinite array of perspectivesé The 

aerial zoomscape, like the poetic view, looks at things from unexpected angles and 

through unusual juxtapositions.ò
106

 During the first few minutes into takeoff, the 

perspective from the air fluctuates at the utmost rate as the plane gradually ascends 

into air. Architectural details lose sharpness to merge into a cluster of urban entity, 

and eventually disappear from sight: ñFrom the skyôs multiple angles, architecture 

becomes graphic and geographic.ò It is during this interval that a critical shift occurs 

regarding the perspectival viewðthe cone of vision outgrows from birdôs-eye-

oblique to vertical, while the urban mass below recedes into faint patterns of 

landscape defined by the curvature of the earth. Earthbound limitations diminish, and 

a boundless horizon opens up. ñBecause of the airplaneôs velocity and altitude, 

because of the vastness of space around the plane,ò as Schwarzer thereupon remarks, 

ñpassengers who look down usually find their eyes wandering freely over a 

landscape that looks abstract or even alien.ò
107

 

The experience of flight, as mentioned above, discloses a boundless range of 

perspectives. At low altitudes the urban sight is monitored from the birdôs eye stance 

in low and high oblique viewsðranging from a mere hundred meters to over a 

thousand. Oblique perspective discloses a scene characterized by the vertical play of 
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the urban environment and the aligning landscape, while breeding a strong visual 

distinction of the forefront against the vague outline of the distant background. From 

the oblique birdôs eye stance, structures of significant height overshadow the base 

that formulates the ground-level network, and the extents of the overall scale render 

the scene rather abstract. ñAs a result, oblique views occur less frequently in 

scientific presentations than in popular and artistic illustrations.ò
108

  

A most compelling feature of aerial oblique view, Schwarzer remarks, is ñits 

recasting of architecture,ò where from a distance, architectural patterns can be 

anticipated within the infrastructure of the urban networkðñserpentine rows of 

houses in subdivisions, outcroppings of malls, tall buildings, and condominium 

complexes, urbanization encroaching on forests and fields.ò Dimensional perception 

becomes an overriding factor in visual terms while the cityscape opens up in vast 

extents. 

ñThe birdôs-eye view allows us to observe a greater scale in the depth 

dimensionðto see the things behind things, features obscured to 

travelers on the groundéIn aerial distance there thus emerges a 

radical reorientation of the senses and of the relationship to the land. 

Oblique aerial perception positions us in a distanced and sometimes 

dominating relationship to what lies below.ò
109 

The vertical view, however, operates in between an approximate of a thousand 

meters and twelve kilometers, from where the cities appear as two-dimensional, flat 

planes: ñreduced to line and plane, architecture loses its perspectival illusionism. 

Because of constant scale, a vertical aerial view or photograph makes buildings look 

like miniature blueprints, the city like a map.ò
110

 Longitudinal distances are attained 

in accurate ratios, and precise measurements can be conducted using various 

methods. From high above, while much information revealed by the oblique view 

disappears, an exceeding semblance opens up before the traveler for the earthbound 

order uncoils within a greater network. One seeks to make sense of this aerial sight 

by the vast contours along topography, or the various landscapes that extensively 
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articulate onto one another. Immediately distinguished from above are ñthe 

configurations of the buildings, fields, and infrastructure that make up the cultural 

landscape,ò and as Schwarzer further quotes from J.B.Jackson, ñit is from the air that 

the true relationship between the natural and the human landscape is first clearly 

revealed.ò
111

  

ñThe aerial view realizes the Cartesian rationalization and abstraction of space that 

has preoccupied Western culture and visual art for the past 300 years.ò
112

 Birdôs-eye 

illustration is a longstanding practice as investigated in the previous chapter, 

particularly regarding the urban depictions of major towns and cities. Long before 

the onset of aviation technology, had the view from above been exercised from 

elevated grounds or imaginary points of high altitude. In the late 19
th
 century, the 

advent of aircraft and photography unraveled a brand new channel through which the 

Godôs-eye was finally witnessed in authenticity, and ñby the second decade of the 

twentieth century,ò as Mitchell Schwarzer marks, ñpostcards, posters, calendars, and 

other types of illustration depicted cities in aerial photographs,ò disclosing them in 

such a unique fashion that could only be visualized by imagination before.
113

 Air 

travel has unfolded the everyday environment in a most unusual ïand astonishingï 

manner. By the few decades following the onset of air photography, aerial images 

were publicly recognized over numerous media and had already induced vast 

reaction through distinct channels as literature, art, architecture and urban 

planning.
114

 The ñrevolutionaryò medium was celebrated upon its utopian potential 

by then the leading intellectuals and designers, while a new form of aesthetics 

emerged regarding the notion of ascension.
115

  

Eventually, ñthe early twentieth-century invention of the airplane brought on a 

cultural euphoria that influenced the works and writings of urbanists, architects, 

artists, and science-fiction writers during the 1920s and 1930s.ò
116

 Along with the 
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revolutionary medium came forth such concepts as altitude, perspective, dynamism, 

depth and scaleðupon which a new language of abstraction was mounted. The 

extensive sight revealed on the experience of flight has presented the viewer with a 

novel means of seeing the earth through which perspectival vision was ruptured, 

scale was distorted, details were rendered less crucial, while the articulation of the 

earthbound patterns and the topographical relations within the grander scale were 

ascribed greater emphasis. The avant-garde reaction of the early twentieth century, in 

that manner, constituted a significant input.  

3.1.2 Avant-garde interpretations on the notion of flight 

ñ[P]owered flight radically challenged conventional modes of 

seeing and experiencing space, and offered wholly new 

perspectives on familiar objects, revealing forms and patterns 

impossible to see from the ground. Inevitably, the creative 

potential of aerial photography soon attracted artistò
117

 

Human cognition, as Cosgrove and Fox suggest, operates over a process that 

prioritize the recognition of shapes, boundaries and the repetitive features within the 

confounds of the surroundings: our visual perception is ñpattern-fixated, and take 

great aesthetic pleasure from discerning pattern, seeing it stretched and broken and 

reformed.ò
118

 Despite the fact that the cognitive aspects of the human-eye has 

evolved upon a span of the necessities concerning basic survival, the discussion 

regarding the history of art dwells upon the way these patterns operate in the formal 

arrangement of picture making. ñIt was in the very years that camera was first 

mounted on aeroplanes that Modernist artists began to create images that sought to 

foreground shape and pattern over the conventional forms of figurative 

representation.ò
119

 Soon enough, the ñaero-technologicalò transition of vision and the 

constant shifting of its viewing stance have radically influenced the understanding of 
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the built environment, and the peculiarity of this new perspective inspired many 

artists to re-interpret their subjects in distinct manners.
 120

  

ñWhen aerial photographers deliberately seek out, frame and create 

pattern rather than seeing their work as serving purely 

documentary purposes, they approach the conventional realms of 

art. As both photography and flight have evolved into a wider 

spectrum of technology and become aerial and remote sensed 

imaging, so artists in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries have constantly broadened their definition of aerial art, 

suggesting that our understanding of patterns and their meanings is 

likewise expanding.ò
121 

The discussions pairing the notion of flight with artistic endeavor arose in the early 

years of aerial photography. By all means, the medium proved exceptionally 

congruent for the appreciation of conventional aestheticsðupon the beauty inherent 

in the picturesque scenery as behold from above, and by the many settings of both 

natural and artificial landscape that fall in the realm of traditional art. Yet still, the 

most distinguished form of aerial art, as Cosgrove and Fox remark, ñrecognizes that 

the medium offers far greater creative opportunities than the picturesque conventions 

of representing natural and human landscapes.ò
122

 The most notable reaction before 

the course of aerial view has emerged within the avant-garde context, challenging the 

precedent customs of the traditional painting. The Modernist undertaking of aerial 

photographical art, in that sense, has dwelled upon ñan interest either in abstract 

patterns or in documenting human interactions with the natural world.ò
123

 

Artists were soon engaged in the potential of this medium to revolutionize the 

conventional ways of seeing and interpreting the world. Much of the concepts 

correlated with the notion of flightðdynamism, speed, fracture of form, altitude, 

perspectival ruptureðfound rather abstract interpretations in the works of avant-

garde painters. For air travel broke the horizontality of the ground-level by a 

constantly shifting trajectory of vision, an unfamiliar dimension opened up along the 
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vertical extents of the everyday spaceða process Schwarzer defines as the expansion 

of spatial consciousness.
124

 The early twentieth century formulation of sight 

witnessed the emancipation the stable eye from the familiar ñviewing corridorsò to 

instead operate in a multilayered medium of spatial cognition.
125

 Cubist painters 

grew an immediate interest on the articulation of manifold viewpoints overlapping at 

once, while as well dealing with the representational aspects of speed and movement. 

Correspondence of the Cubist paintersô abstract formulations with the dynamic 

prospect of the airplane view, in that sense, was at one notable.  

ñMatisse, for example, lived close to Issy-les-Moulineaux [airfield] 

and visited it regularly to watch air shows, along with such artists 

as Picasso, Braque and Delaunay. All of them marveled at the 

speed and power of the machines and at how powered flight made 

a new view of the world possible, and modernist painters quickly 

took to the air and recorded their experience in paint.ò
126 

 
Figure 3.1 [left]    Robert Delaunay, Red Eiffel Tower, 1911. 

Figure 3.2 [right] Lyubov Sergeyevna Popova, Cubist Cityscape, 1914. 
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As Newhall thereupon remarks, ñthe resemblance [between aerial photographs and 

abstract paintings] is not accidental, but inevitable,ò for the view from the airplane 

has inspired those seeking to experiment with the conventional channels of 

representation.
127

 While artists as El Lissitsky, Paul Klee, and Piet Mondrian were 

engaged in the task of creating abstract interpretations of aerial recordings over 

ñagricultural fields and urban grids and boulevards,ò impressionists as Paul C®zanne 

undertook a rather different approach regarding the translation of geometrical forms; 

and cubist artists, as stated above, were experimenting with surface patterns for the 

distortion of conventional perspective.
128

 In either case, airborne view ñnot only 

encouraged the introduction of more complexity into representation; it also helped 

create a new language of form and space.ò
129

 

The most notable artistic initiative regarding the formulation of this new language 

was that of the Futuristsô. ñThe birth of Italian Futurism coincided more or less with 

the birth of the modern machine,ò Willard Bohn remarks.
130

 Introduction of the 

airplane and the consequent advancements in the field of aviation were granted with 

much enthusiasm by those engaged in the connotations of this modern product. Soon 

enough, Aeropittura ïthe first art genre to ever set its subject-matter as the airplane 

and aerial visionï was predicated upon the incitement of powered-flight. ñFollowing 

his election to the Accademia d'Italia on March 18, 1929, Marinetti published a 

document that was to profoundly affect the nature of Futurist research: the Manifesto 

della Aeropittura.ò
131

 Dwelling on the contemporary vision exposed upon the 

experience of flying, Aeropittura was particularly significant for its fragmentation of 

forms into ñdynamism of movement.ò
132

 

ñItalian Futurists in the late 1910s and ô20s particularly pursued 

this theme, using airplanes and vertiginous aerial perspectives to 

promote the displacement of nature by technology and to record 
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the combined experience of flying and seeing the ground in ways 

beyond the capacity of the static photograph.ò
133 

The Futurists were much fascinated with what theyôve seen from the airplane, but 

considered the photographic medium to act somehow restrictive in the expression of 

this novel perspective. Their experimentation with form involved a constant 

deterioration of the stable, terrestrial image and the emphasis on the elevated, 

dynamic view. The number of aeropainters involved in the movement outreached a 

hundred by the end following the decade, amongst whom Tullio Crali, Giacomo 

Balla, Fortunato Depero , Enrico Prampolini were the most significant figures. The 

group maintained active work till the onset of World War II. Besides the cited 

movements substantially involved in aero-painting, similar approaches were likewise 

adopted by other avant-garde groups around the same era, amongst which the 

Suprematists, Expressionists, Surrealists and Neo-plasticists were also 

acknowledged.
134

  

 
Figure 3.3 [left]   Tullio Crali, Aerial Bombardment, 1932. 
Figure 3.4 [right]   Tullio Crali, Diving on a city, 1939 

 

3.1.3 Influence on pop-culture: Heroic icons 

The advent of aerial image not only engendered substantial artistic reaction, but also 

introduced the prospect of a heroic man.
135

 A prominent concept of the 1930s, the 

aviator hero was particularly represented by the American icon Superman: ñBy 
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choosing the modern metropolis as the battleground on which to rescue laissez-faire 

modernity from disastrous consequences, Superman and the modernist planner 

narrated remarkably similar stories of derring-do.ò
136

 A metaphor for the man 

defying the laws of nature by his wisdom, the image of the aviator hero was wistfully 

celebrated in popular cultureðas his apogee symbolized an alternative existence in 

the coming age that pledged salvation from the disasters of the world wars.
137

 The 

connotation of the aviator's voyage as well comprised poetic value for the visual 

spectacle it presented and the myths of the daring aviator.
138

Amongst the most noted 

heroic figures of the twentieth century, Supermanôs physical ascension from the 

chaos of the ground, in that manner, is regarded a significant symbol of escape from 

the financial and social state precipitated by the Depression of the 1930s.
139

 Yet, in 

between the two world wars, as Adnan Morshed suggests, the fields of city planning, 

literature, film, and science fiction have as well generated their own tales of heroism 

upon the concept of flying, ñconjuring up many urban utopiasò that supervene the 

issue. 

ñThe aviator as hero was a locus classicus of the cultural impact of powered human 

flight in the early twentieth century.ò
140

 For long an intellectual process of reasoning, 

comparison and derivation, the procuring of aerial information had abruptly 

transformed into an immediate first-hand experience. The aviator occupied a 

privileged stance of supervision that could only be visualized within the territories of 

imaginative thinking before the advent of human flight. As discussed previously, 

aerial perspective was at once a comprehensive sight that signified a more civilized 

life, while embracing an authoritarian stance that helped regulate and fix the chaos 

below. For such heroic connotations it bore, aerial vision was soon granted a 

ñPromethean sheerò:  

ñAs the city below shrank to miniature scale, its disparate urban 

elements subsumed in a wholesome picture and its spatial 

developments appearing like layers in a historical palimpsest, the 

                                                           
136 Morshed, ñThe Aesthetics of Ascension in Norman Bel Geddesôs Futurama,ò op.cit., 78-79. 
137

 Boyer, op.cit., 94. 
138

 Ibid., 95. 
139

 Morshed, ñThe Aesthetics of Ascension in Norman Bel Geddesôs Futurama,ò op.cit., 79. 
140

 Ibid. 



44 

 

aviatorôs commanding view became closely allied with a sense of 

scopic empowerment...the aerial eye grants óan incomparable 

power of intellection,ô that is, the ability to see the inner logic of a 

trans-historical formation.ò
141 

The notion of flight was as well associated with the discussions of evolution. For the 

act of gazing from above was the result of an intellectually advanced process, it was 

correlated with the Darwinian approach of progress of species. ñIn ascending above 

the common folk and seeing what they could not, the aviator took on a superhuman 

cast, becoming a godlike voyeur of the earth who seemingly had trekked along a 

longer evolutionary path than most homo sapiens.ò
142

 Physically advanced, equipped 

with the most recent technologies and granted a noble seat up above, the aviator was 

by all means a precursor of the modern Western society. The ascension of the hero 

was hence much correlated with such notions as ñtranscendence, evolutionary, 

advancement, and optical powerò--the connotations over which the myth of the New 

Man was constructed. 

 
Figure 3.5 [left] Superman issue cover, April.1969.

 143 

Figure 3.6 [center] Flash Gordon issue cover, Aug.1934.
 144 

Figure 3.7 [right] Frank Paul, Flying Man, cover of Amazing Stories, Aug.1929.
 145 
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ñLe Corbusier was spiritually aroused by the feats of the aviator who was sent out to 

challenge unchartered realms, to fly above the icecaps of the Poles and across oceans 

and deserts, and over the highest mountain ranges.ò
146

 The interwar period brought 

along the idea of the aviator who has not only transcended the physical limitations of 

mankind, but as well managed to break free from the earthbound-banality towards a 

celestial utopia beyond. Aviation implied a future of innovative livingðboth 

spiritually and spatially. As in the case with the American aviator Charles Lindbergh, 

whose aerial bravado was granted with much enthusiasm amongst modernist 

designers especially after his non-stop transatlantic flight, the human powered-flight 

symbolized ñmankind's victory over physical barriers, [as] Lindbergh's flight also 

symbolized the ascendency of the ideal American type.ò
147

 In the face of postwar 

crisis, the public intake of the flying aviator was rather transformed into a mass-

celebration through which the citizen adopted much optimism for the coming age 

beyond. ñThe New Man: revolting against gravity by sheer physical prowess, with 

eyes fixed, as it were, on nothing but the future.ò
148

  

The 1930s American pop-icons were illustrated as flying heroes empowered with the 

omnipotence of the God's-eye viewðSuperman, Buck Rogers, and Flash Gordon. 

Independently soaring over the modern metropolis, the heroes ñpoliced the 

boundaries of good and evil,ò patrolling those on the ground below.
149

 The term 

'superman' was rapidly used in popular aviation and urban design publications during 

the first decades of twentieth century, as the ascending hero was particularly 

correlated with utopian thinking and evolutionary progressðthe flying man signified 

the most advanced phase of the evolutionary domain whose opposite end was 

occupied by the primitive ape. In that sense, the image of the aviator hero acted a 

metaphor through which the far more optimistic future was envisioned: 

ñThe flying man, the aviator, and Superman were pop equivalents 

of a philosophical system of future-gazing. The aviator epitomized 

a type of spectatorship that conjured the possibility of imagining an 
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ideal future as well as conceptualizing new categories of aesthetic 

practices.ò
150  

Superman's X-ray vision was also of significant value for its affinity with the God's-

eye, as his gaze operated as an omnipresent scan over the increasingly chaotic 

structure of the expanding city. He was a ñtowering monumentò standing above the 

modern metropolis at a time when the notion of the superhero ñshifted from the 

rugged frontiersman of the nineteenth century... to the urban operative, such as 

Supermanò
151

 Making use of his elevated stance, Superman's mission was not only a 

task of urban surveillance, but as well involved the undertaking of urban recruitment. 

3.1.4 Negative Aspects: Fear of Airplanes and Bunkers 

For centuries medieval settlements had been encircled by walls that operated as the 

utmost protection against hostile threatsðas vessels containing the city. The 

protective measures of the mediaeval city, however, proved inefficient by the turn of 

the twentieth century, for it was rendered entirely visible from above and exposed to 

attacks from the airplane. Military utilization of aviation technology didnôt critically 

constitute an urban threat until the second world warðfrom the earliest balloon 

technology till the advent of the airplane, primary motivation of human-flight had 

long based on field surveillance and military reconnaissance for the main purposes of 

information gathering and artillery management in the course of the warfare. By the 

rapid technological progress recorded in aircraft industry, however, it was soon made 

clear that air forces proved most critical for the destruction of the enemyôs military 

resources and industrial efficiency.  

Following the wartime operations of air forces, the idea of targeting civilian 

populations ïotherwise called strategic bombingï started to gain considerable 

grounds by the end of World War I, as put by the Italian general and air power 

theorist Giulio Douhet in his 1921 work The Command of the Air.
152

 Douhet 

proposed the air forces to fly past the enemyôs artilleries and directly aim at the 
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civilian populations where they remain the most vulnerableðin the consequence of 

which the governments would be forced to surrender, and battle be won.  

Warfare consideration of targeting civilians inevitably triggered discussions of 

spatial vulnerability in the face of this aerial threat. From above, cities stood bare 

targets, entirely exposed to aerial attacks. Le Corbusier was amongst the first 

architects to take an urgent notice on the necessity of urban defense against aerial 

warfare, the earlier conceptions of which he published in the work Urbanisme.
153

 

Studying the existing literature on the menace of aerial warfare technology, Le 

Corbusier openly concluded that aerial bombing constituted a treat as severe as to 

lead to the extinction of civilizationða treat in the face of which cities could be 

destroyed within the blink of an eye.
154

 ñLe Corbusier understood that the air would 

be the new theater of military operations and that threat of aerial warfare emanated 

not only form explosive projectilesébut also from poison gas and chemical 

warfareéand from flammable liquids.ò
155

 In that regard, Le Corbusierôs studies of 

urban defense against aerial warfare culminated the subject under three headings: 

first and the most problematic being the treat of aerial bombingðcausing vast 

destructions within the urban context. Second issue was the projectile of poisonous 

gases and chemical weapons for the purpose of suffocating civilians in buildings, 

narrow streets and courtyards, while third being the use of combustible liquids to set 

fires of extensive scales.  

Le Corbusierôs Linear Radiant City was substantially conceptualized upon creating 

separate zones of residential, commercial and industrial purposes. The entire built 

surface of the city had to be reduced, allowing for wide open spaces and the 

residential buildings to be raised on piloti. Meager courtyards and narrow corridor 

streets were suppressed to allow enough ventilation against noxious gas, while open 

pools and other water resources were as well deemed essential for the detoxication of 

the atmosphere. Accessibility and management of the urban routes also became 

essential inputs of urban designðthe city layout had to minimize the risk of 

bottlenecks and jams along the city exits. Following the World War II, the Linear 
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Radiant City had entirely overrode the medieval formulation of the cityscapeð

planned and built in line with the experience gained. The strategies proposed by Le 

Corbusier at first hand in the 1940ôs gained immediate recognition specifically across 

Europe while pertinent measures were being taken into account in the face of the 

approaching international crisis: even after the two world wars, the architectôs early 

initiatives were still considered amongst the most relevant and effective of its kind.
156

  

Regarding aerial bombings in the course of World War II, there wasnôt much to 

accomplish to protect the existing framework from projectiles and missiles directly 

dropped on the city. Neither the present roofs nor the walls were suitable to be 

reinforced within a feasible range of cost and technology. As a solution, air raid 

shelters have emerged as the most efficient action to take in the face of the aerial 

threats, and the course of construction were soon given start based on the availability 

of the city layout and building structures. Shelter design was as well considered to 

provide protection against chemical and flammable liquid attacks.  

Underground bunkers were the most reliable considering the isolation provided. 

They were generally designed with steel reinforced concrete top covers in curved 

form to allow bombs bounce -or change direction- upon hitting. The walls 

underground were constructed of concrete with minimum thickness of 0.38m, and 

there were two exit doors with small and sealed observation glasses. The bunkers 

constituted various chambers reaching down the ground levelðwith medical care 

sections occupying the very bottom. Underground ventilation was also enabled 

through steel fans, filtering in the outside air and providing forced circulation within 

the chambers. 

Considering the minimum cost and time required for construction, different kinds of 

shelters were as well planned for and built on building tops with bomb-proof roofing, 

anti-explosion chambers and reinforced floor plates to resist bombing. This mode of 

sheltering particularly proved more efficient against noxius gasses and chemical 

attacks, since it provided easier maintenance of the fresh air within. In this respect, 

underground shelters could efficiently be turned into collective refuges in case proper 

isolation and ventilation of the top-shelters were not in place. 

                                                           
156

 Ibid. 



49 

 

For the ease of gathering people in due time and also to avoid risks of demolition 

which always constituted a threat in the case of building-top shelters, collective 

underground bunkers were commonly adopted for construction in cities across 

Europe. Plans of various shelters and the related standards were also followed by and 

published in Turkey, starting from the early years of the World War II.  

3.2  Instrumentalization of Aerial Image on Architecture and Urban Planning 

3.2.1 Rebuilding the world from above 

The aesthetics of ascension,ò as Morshed implies, ñsuggests the modernist invocation 

of a new logic of looking at the world, which derived from the Enlightenment ideal 

of visual clarity.ò
157

 With every technological progress is manifested a peculiar 

channel of discovery. The twentieth century advent of aviation technology was 

therefore of significant value for the medium it presented over spatial understanding. 

Regardless of the natural or spatial constraints formerly of operational predicaments, 

airplane rendered accessible the entire face of the earth by the ñnet of surveillanceò it 

has cast upon the ground below, manifesting the grander network in evermore 

explicit measures.
158

 Emancipated from the earthbound domain, aerial view naturally 

signified a stance far beyond the limitations of the human extent: ñIt revealed the 

constant struggle man had made against nature until he had finally subdued the space 

of the world and turned it into a gigantic geometric representation.ò
159

 In face of such 

gigantic composition, the twentieth century designer was not merely granted an 

extensive span of aerial information, but was also endowed with the ability to 

organize or even regulate this picture below. Exposed with all its complementary 

connections, detachments and the association of its various fragments, aerial view, in 

that regard, not only induced a discrete kind of attention and clarity, but it also 

constituted a status of power and privilege. 

Looking down at Manhattan from the 110
th
 floor of the World Trade Center, when de 

Certeau asks ñHaving taken a voluptuous pleasure in it, I wonder what is the source 

of this pleasure of óseeing the whole,ô of looking down on, totalizing the most 
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immoderate of human texts,ò it is again the same privileged, celestial perch of 

altitude that he talks from, while the poster next to him reads ñItôs hard to be down 

when youôre up.ò
160

  Gazing over Manhattan from the 110
th
 floor, de Certeau 

continues, one is at once liberated from the urban cluster below. No longer clenched 

by the hodgepodge of the streets that randomly twist and turn from around a chaotic 

jumble of traffic, the mass below is outdistanced by altitudeða mass that shuffles 

and eventually eradicates all identity within itself. Up there, things take a rather 

different turn: 

ñHis elevation transfigures him into a voyeur. It puts him at a 

distance. It transforms the bewitching world by which one was 

ópossessedô into a text that lies before oneôs eyes. It allows one to 

read it, to be a solar Eye, looking down like a god.ò
161 

De Certeauôs stress on the totalizing gaze indicates the condition where the scene 

below is no longer a depicted product of imagination, but rather a possibility within 

the human extentsða reach that ñ[materializes] today the utopia that yesterday was 

only painted.ò
162

 Similarly, Morshed explores the significance of the aviator who is 

granted a privileged stance upon the ascension he/she takes, and his approach mainly 

adopts the plannerôs perspective in its discussion of the godôs eye view. Morshed 

speaks of a modern ñaviator hero,ò who claims to hold control over, and master even, 

the totality of grounds that lie so apparently down below: 

 ñ[the] aestheticization of aerial vision exemplified a new kind of 

aviator hero who could be seen to resemble the early-twentieth 

century modernist planner, seeking to rebuild the world from his 

high perch of authorityé An investigation of the parallels between 

the plannerôs authoritarian desire to survey the seemingly chaotic 

cities below, whose problems only he[/she] can remedy, sheds new 

light on the derogatory connotations that surround the clich® of 

óplanning from above.ôò
163
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Having hold of the picture, by all means, has engendered the idea of claiming its 

substance, being in the possession of control and alleging the authority for further 

intervention. As in the example of the labyrinth, the anxiety residing within its 

complex interior fades entirely as one rises above the intricacy of its inner form and 

is able to conceive the spatial logic overriding the totality of the structure. In the face 

of aerial vision, the plannersô positioning was rather similarðfreed from the optical 

constraints of the earthbound eye, the world below was much clearly perceived. The 

analogy of the architectôs gaze with that of the aviatorôs was immediate and clear. As 

the span of the human-eye has stretched so far as the boundless sky, the elevated 

stance now inhabited by the designer was at once a ñliteral and conceptual vantage 

from which he[/she] could envision his utopia.ò
164

  

ñAerial fantasies and their influence on architecture permeated modernist thinking 

since the advent of powered human flight.ò
165

 As Deriu thereupon remarks: 

ñRecent studies carried out in different disciplines indicate that a major 

shift occurred in the politics and aesthetics of aerial representation in the 

second half of the 1920s, when the mode of vision enabled by powered 

flight came into full fruition. Charles Waldheim has shown that 

architectural projects dating from that period revealed a ónew form of 

aerial subjectivity... [introducing] a form of perception based on óan aerial 

viewing subject as spectator-consumerô, which played a major role in the 

contemporary understanding of landscapes.ôò
166

 

From the earliest days on, the view from the aircraft unveiled the earth for what it 

actually was. The vast extents of the airborne sight had enhanced a new kind of 

awareness upon the configuration of land and its fractions on the grander scale. In the 

face of such clarity, the designer was immediately confronted with the ñnatural laws 

visualizing these as organic chain of events,ò and the extents of the humane 

intervention upon this vast network.
167

 The unfolding portrait below, however, 

revealed a natural order as much as chaosðthe city in the face of mechanical growth 

resembled a clutter of miscalculated decision-making, while its mingling with nature 
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was characterized by a state of uncontrolled actions. The nineteenth century aerial 

view, in that sense, rendered manifest the uncontrolled expansion of the industrial 

city that constituted a central problem to the field of planningðfor the rapid urban 

growth has brought along a plenitude of complications throughout Europe and North 

America. So the aerial view of the city, in Morshedôs definition, performed in two 

courses simultaneously; it was both a medium of surveillance and discovery, and a 

stimulator of modernist urban thinking. Meaning, on the one hand, aerial view was 

exercised as a visual method for acquiring information on geographical extents, 

urban formations and the architectural framework. On the other hand, it constituted a 

medium that intrinsically induced a desire to repair what was believed to be a 

malfunctioning environment below, as in the face of such urban decay, professionals 

were alarmed to take immediate action. 

ñFrom the air, the huge scale and disorder of the industrialized metropolis were 

apparent. So too, were huge-scale architectural and planning solutions.ò
168

 Several 

questions were posed upon the information airborne images provided, particularly on 

the significance of its visual dimension and the contribution it may have had 

regarding the rehabilitation of urban problems: 

ñWhat is the implication of an aerial viewpoint on our 

perception of an object? How does our mental image of 

cities and geographies change when we look at them 

from above? What are the epistemological and 

philosophical consequences of the aerial vision? How 

does the particular mode of looking from above affect 

design strategies?ò
169

 

By the end of the World War I, as Schwarzer quotes German architect Hans Schmidt, 

over the information attained from aerial photographs, the industrial city was fairly 

criticized upon the absence of uniform patterns and spatial order within its 

formulation, and that aerial information could be utilized as a tool of urban 
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recruitment regarding the ñdesign principles of regularity, unity, and economy.ò
170

 

Some decade later, a wide span of aerial recordings were largely employed in the 

fourth congress of CIAM held in 1933, and by the end of the interwar period, the 

medium was vastly publicized and rendered useful in the fields of urban planning 

and architectural design. 

ñFrom aerial angles, architecture is apprehended within its 

greater context. The elements of infrastructureðroadways, 

bridges, culverts, and factoriesðmerge with buildings into a 

cityscape of forms and routes. With air travel, it has become 

possible to perceive urban conditions previously visible only 

through drawings or mapsé During the interwar years, the 

sky gave empirical proof of the industrial cityôs 

shortcomings.ò
171 

Or in Le Corbusierôs words, ñthe airplane indicts.ò
172

 The planner was at once 

stunned in the face of the urban pathology that was so precisely made manifest for 

the first time since the age of mechanization. Consensus on the peacetime utilization 

of aerial images regarded urban planning as the primary postwar task, since aerial 

photography and further surveillance techniques were extensively advanced during 

the course of warfare.
173

Amongst the most notable figures of the twentieth century 

architecture and planning, Le Corbusierôs take on the issue was relatively notable: 

ñBut today it is a question of the airplane eye, of the mind with which the Bird's Eye 

View has endowed us; of that eye which now looks with alarm at the places where 

we live, the cities where it is our lot to be.ò
174

 Le Corbusier was particularly insistent 

on the idea of tearing down the pathological limbs within cities, for the current 

infrastructure was deprived of logical order and was growing evermore perplexed. 

He considered the land to be ill, a diseased tissue doomed to decay unless taken 

immediate actionðit soon proved evident that ñwe must save our cities.ò
175
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ñThe bird's-eye view has enabled us to see our cities and the countries which 

surround them, and the sight is not good.ò
176

 As stated by Le Corbusier, the 

exactitude and realism of aerial photographs were of significant value for the story 

they toldðespecially after the warfare surveillance, accurate recordings of cities 

were rendered available for numerous town authorities but were hardly employed 

efficiently. Regarding the postwar planning, Le Corbusierôs remark on the urgency of 

the issue underscored the immediate processing of aerial images by the participation 

of urban planners, architects, and the responsible organizations within the state. In 

that sense, his extensive undertakings of urban design methodology, particularly 

during the decade following the Great Depression, were notable proposals regarding 

his discussions of the airplane view and the information revealed within its scope. 

The architectôs urban proposals for Algiers and Rio de Janeiro, for instance, were 

juxtaposed with the citiesô aerial images in his published work Aircraft, for the 

photographs portrayed problems as much as solutions, a process only the architect 

was authorized to undertake.
177

 

The interwar years progress in the transportation technologies as railroads and 

automobiles had stimulated the construction of architectural and urban projects on an 

evermore greater scale: ñskyscraper offices and high-rise residences in rail-serviced 

downtownséhousing subdivisions that reached to the cityôs edge and were accessed 

by new highways.ò
178

 From the beginning of the age of mechanized transportation, 

construction projects of the larger-scale were already put in progress before the aerial 

investigation was given startðbut the advent of the airplane vision had further 

stimulated the execution of this ongoing operation. The postwar condition, by that 

manner, proved no different. The years following the Second World War, 

transportation routes maintained their course of expansion, while the scale-wise span 

of building construction has stretched evermore extensively: 

ñ[S]kyscrapers, superblock residential districtsébuildings for 

industry, institutions and airports grew to gargantuan scale. 

Because of such development, figure/ground distinctions were 
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much more apparent in a city viewed from the air in the mid-

twentieth century than they would have been in earlier eras.ò
179 

However, the postwar city as seen from above was a scene of decay. Overlooking the 

ground below, megastructures prevailed the urban context evermore distinctively, 

while within a mingling of highways and railroads stranding along the metropolitan 

domain, the cityscape resembled a setting of unsystematic and confusing patterns. 

Investigating the cityscape from above, it was at once apparent that natural 

topography was insensitively handled in the course urban expansion, and the more 

recent constructions were rather heedlessly merged with the existing urban context. 

Decades after the Second World War, the faith put in the transformative capacity of 

aerial images had diminished to vast extents:  

ñSince the 1970s, most architects and planners have increasingly 

refrained from using the insights of the aerial view to propose a 

comprehensive reordering of the city. Aerial planning would 

henceforth precipitate smaller urban interventions and frequently 

advocate for the restoration of disturbed natural environments.ò
180 

ñThe adventure of aviation had a decided impact on the future of global relationships 

as it seemed to destroy old concepts of spheres of influence and the balance of 

powers and to conjure up instead a new world order and transnational organizations 

for peace.ò
181

 This idea of the new world order was a multi-layered discourse 

operating on spatial, social and political levelsðnew principles of global reform and 

spiritual rebirth were thus emerged upon the notion of aviation. ñThe airplane is the 

mark of a new age, it is the peak of a huge pyramid of mechanical progress that 

rushes forward into a new era on widespread wings.ò
182

 Aviation was significant for 

many connotations it inherited, as discussed previously. Totalizing and privileged at 

once, it was as well a challenging process signifying an act of courageðfor the 

existing order was soon destroyed upon the novelty of this contemporary viewpoint. 

From high above, geographical networks within the global order could be explicitly 

observed independent of any humane boundaries, and not long after, the operation of 
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the aircraft has far transcended the national constraints to establish a chain of 

intercontinental relations. ñAviation with its stress on technical mastery, elite 

leadership, organizational discipline, and a new world order created an array of 

geopolitical consequences both utopian and reactionary.ò
183

 For many professionals 

the view in itself was regarded revolutionary, and common belief suggested that new 

channels were soon to emerge in the light of this contemporary perspective, 

engendering the prospect for ñnew modes of architectural and urbanistic 

imagination.ò
184

 The notion of the future city was subjected to imaginative thinking 

inspired by the extents of aerial perspective, and the idea of the new world order was 

partially built upon urban fantasies and utopian dreams. From the earliest times on, 

aerial view has inherited social connotations beyond the scope of mere 

functionalityðit has sparked visions that has far transcended the content of the frame 

revealed from the airplane.  

Eventually, during the first half of the twentieth century, designers saw major 

problems and great potentials in the new urban portrait. The employment of the 

aerial image on city planning was considered a method of urban reofrmation which 

would contribute to the reconstruction of cities, especially after the destruction 

induced by the two world wars, while ñbooks of aerial photographs became standard 

texts in school of planning.ò
185

 The fascination with the aerial perspective, however, 

was eventually deflated by the 1970s for the difficulties faced in the totalitarian 

undertaking of urban problems. Today, aerial images continue to serve within a vast 

span of scientific fields and also civilian channels. 

3.2.2 Architect as the future hero 

ñAestheticization of aerial vision exemplified a new kind of aviator hero who could 

be seen to resemble the early-twentieth-century modernist planner, seeking to rebuild 

the world from his high perch of authority.ò
186

 The airborne image proved notably 

influential in stimulating the designersô ambition of future construction, hence 

uncovering the conception of the hero-architect as the planner of an ideal future. The 
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aviatorôs godlike gaze was often associated with that of the modernist plannerôs 

ambition to treat the anomalies of post-industrial cities from above: ñthe omniscient 

downward gaze on the futurist city, analogous to Superman's, offered a metonymic 

image of the modernist planner himself, intent on rectifying the physical as well as 

social disorder below.ò
187

 In the face of such chaos, the modernist planner's 

immeadiate intention was to rework the existing framework in physical and social 

measuresðan illusion engendered by the vastness of aerial perspective that 

transformed the earthbound chaos into abstract clarity. The twentieth century 

aviator's God's-eye, in that sense, paralleled that of the architect's in its capability of 

realizing a greater order on the decayed land below.  

The aviatorôs gaze performed on the two levels of surveillance and practice. Not only 

did aerial image granted valuable data on geographic structure and urban 

configuration, but it also induced a strong desire to mend what was believed to be a 

jumbled mass below. In providing the necessary information to reveal the urban 

disorder, aerial surveillance was considered substantially useful. ñWith the single 

glance [from the airplane],ò Morshed quoted Fairchild, ñthe city planning and zoning 

departments can do their work more rapidly and intelligently, because all factors 

pertaining to their peculiar problems are registered photographically and to scale, 

covering the entire city.ò
188

 Fairchild's faith in the aviator's ñsingle glanceò in 

handling the complications below coincided with the grander notion of the aviator as 

a social protagonist, as discussed previously. Extending the human sight and 

contributing to the procurement of the social disorder, the aviator's earthly missions 

were soon assumed by the architects and planners of the early twentieth century. 

ñThe hero is the subject of modernism,ò as Morshed cites from Walter Benjaminð

and ñthe idea of an architect-hero, seeking to redeem a fallen world from the heights 

of authority he has claimed, has been an enduring modernist myth.ò
189

  

Regarding the twentieth century notion of the aviator-hero, a pertinent instance from 

the 1939 New York World's Fair proves significant: the popular exhibition of 

General Motors's Highways and Horizons titled Futurama, undertaken by the 
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American industrial designer Norman Bel Geddesðñone-acre animated model of an 

American utopia as it might appear in the year 1960 to people traveling in a low-

flying airplane.ò By the sponsorship of the General Motors Corporation, the main 

theme resided upon the conception of mechanized highways and far-reaching 

suburbs; while the exhibition was particularly significant for the discussion it 

stimulated upon aerial view, its operational span and the envisagement of the future-

city. Central to Bel Geddes's utopia was the modern cityscape reinforced upon the 

technological impetus of the twentieth centuryðexperienced within a 18-minute ride 

on an elevated belt flying over the physical model. As the motto of the spectacle read 

ñI have seen the future,ò the spectators' elevated positioning over the one-acre model 

accounted for an association of their gaze with that of modernist planner's. The 

super-heroic aerial voyage over the sanitized world below, in that sense, granted the 

spectators with the privileged perspective of the patrolling aviator: 

ñThe [Futurama] viewer in his or her mobile aerie looking down 

on an American utopia evoked a familiar image in which 

Superman glides over his embattled metropolis intent on restoring 

order, or the modernist planner fixates his self-righteous eyes on 

his model of the future cityò
190 

Bel Geddes's emphasis on the Futurama spectator as the Superman-planner has found 

solid ground in one particular photograph published in one of the General Motors 

exhibition booklets. The photograph was modified by designer himself with the 

intention of relating the Futurama spectators with ñmodernism's protagonist 

planners:ò 

ñBel Geddesðin a characteristic manipulationðreplaced the 

heads of the Futurama's common spectator with those of power-

wielders of the New York political scene such as the New York 

City mayor, Fiorello La Guardia; John D. Rockefeller, Jr.; the 

New York City parks commissioner, Robert Moses; the 1939 fair's 

president, Robert Whalen; and others.ò 
191 
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Figure 3.8 [left]   The Futurama model, with spectators on the conveyor belt above.
 192 

Figure 3.9 [right] Bel Geddes replaces the heads of the Futurama's ñordinaryò spectators 

with those of the power-wielders of New York political scene. 
193 

 

In the course of Futurama's construction, Bel Geddes had concurrently been 

undertaking a series of commercial projects for the Shell Oil Company with a much 

similar contentðbuilding an undersized version of the model he had been 

constructing for the Futurama exhibition: the ñCity of Tomorrow.ò In his scaling of 

the project, the view from the camera lens had constituted Bel Geddes's primary 

reference: ñThe city's photographic qualities, as seen from the air, became the 

project's overriding consideration.ò A set of utopian views were eventually 

engendered over Geddes's model from a ñsupposedly airborne position,ò and the 

images soon began to be broadcasted over magazines as Life and the Saturday 

Evening Post, through which Geddes was granted significant public attention as the 

creator of this American utopia. In much of the publicized instances, the ñhovering 

camera persuasively captured Bel Geddes's godlike gaze seeking to solve the entire 

gamut of urban problems.ò
194

 His role in undertaking the project was much 

correlated with the modernist planner's say over the postwar city, associating his 

stance with the godlike view of the aviator. 
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Figure 3.10 Shell advertisement of ñThe City of Tomorrowò with Bel Geddes.
 195

 

 

Another instance shows him imitating a chess play by the many wooden blocks he 

used for the construction of the City of Tomorrow, much like an ubiquitous god 

hovering over the extents of his creation: ñbehind this heightened drama of 'playing 

God' lurked a persistent and enabling sense of self-aggrandizement that propelled 

modernist planners' imaginations.ò
196

 In one letter Bel Geddes wrote his wife, he 

spoke of these wooden models of skyscrapers and how he wandered around with 

skyscrapers in his pockets, much like a God playing with his creation.  
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 Figure 3.11 Bel Geddes, chess player.

 197 

Another significant instance, Le Corbusier's ñhand-into-the-picture-frameò above the 

model of Ville Contemporaine -his design for future dwelling- verifies this twentieth 

century conception of aviator-architect rather explicitly: 

 
Figure 3.12 Le Corbusier's hand over the Ville Contemporaine.

198 

As mentioned above, Le Corbusier's intake of the issue proved much notable 

regarding the view from the airplane. His 1935 publication Aircraft was dedicated on 
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the discussion of aviation technology, aerial view and its likely impact on the 

transformation of the urban formðas he both looks at, and looks from the airplane. 

Aerial view, for with the vast horizon it opened up, had stimulated much inspiration 

for his later ideas of urban reformation: 

ñToday it is the question of an airplane eye, of the mind with which the 

Birdôs Eye View has endowed us; of that eye which now looks with 

alarm at the places we liveé it is as an architect and town planner that I 

let myself to be carried off on the wings of an airplane.ò
199 

Le Corbusier's undertaking of the issue proves rather significant for both his praising 

of the aviation technology and for the vast information made accessible by the view. 

In its overcoming of natural constraints, the machinery of the airplane was at once a 

fascinating development as well as a revolutionary achievement in the course of 

evolution. A new epoch has arrived as humanity stood on the verge of a novel form 

of machinery aesthetics and technological intelligence:  

 

ñthe airplane is the symbol of the New Age. At apex of the immense 

pyramids of mechanical progress it opens the NEW AGE... The 

mechanical improvements of the fierce preparatory epoch [é] have 

overthrown  the basis of a civilization thousands of years old.ò
200

 

 

The discovery of the powered-flight and its unveiling of the bird's-eye view were of 

issues enthusiastically celebrated by Le Corbusier. The aviator's gaze not only 

contributed to the architect's reasoning on post-war planning, but as well influenced 

his conceptualization of the future society and the imminent social order. In his work 

Aircraft, Le Corbusier brings together photographs of airplanes along with a 

plenitude of aerial shots displaying nature and the cityscape. His stress on the 

advanced machinery involves the discussions of technology, functionality, 

civilization and the future order; while his emphasis on the bird's-eye vision dwells 

on such notions as the span of this new scale and the decaying cityscape it has 

revealed below. The medium, for Le Corbusier, was at once revolutionary and 
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promising for the fact that airplane revealed the earth as what it actually was, and it 

becomes the planner's immediate task to ponder upon and discerning the dynamics of 

this portrait below: ñThe airplane has given us the bird's eye. When the eye sees 

clearly, the mind makes a clear decision... A new scale of grandeur will animate the 

architecture of the city and the scope of its undertakings.ò
201

  

Le Corbusier took his first flight from Paris to Moscow in 1928, ñbut it was his 

flying over South America in 1929 that provided Le Corbusier with the opportunity 

to truly internalize the aerial experience in his thinking.ò
202

 The flight over Rio has 

stimulated a new kind of urban thinking for Le Corbusier: ñthe conception of a vast 

program of organic town-planning came like a revelation.ò
203

 The architect's sudden 

struck, or rather the divine inspiration that emerges in the face of aerial view is fairly 

expressive of a twentieth century issue: the kind of visual clarity that the modernist 

planner is endowed withðña geographic sense of the whole.ò
204

 The airplane sight, 

however, according to Le Corbusier, is not merely significant for the boundless 

extents it presents, but as well for the momentum it inherently holds. The human 

sight naturally occupies a certain extent and pace through which the voyager discerns 

the surrounding environment: ñIt is only the streamer on sea or the feet of the 

pedestrian on a road that can give what may be called sight at human scale: one sees, 

eye transmits calmly.ò
205

 Traveling in earthbound vehicles -as automobiles, 

motorcycles and bicycles even-  the spatial experience turns into something rather 

ñinhuman and hellishò by the mechanical speed one assumes, as Le Corbusier states. 

It is with the advent of air travel that an additional channel coherent with the human 

sight appears: gazing down from the airplane, ñthe spectacle is not rushed but very 

slow, unbroken.ò
206

 It is this unbroken, humane sight that contributes to the 

comprehensive understanding of the landscape from up above and renders the 

airplane a platform of far-reaching cognition.  

Flying over Rio de Janeiro, Le Corbusier is startled in the face of the landscape that 

vastly opens up before the airplane window, and it is during this flight that a new 
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formulation of urban planning hits him like an epiphanyðthe two sketches of Rio he 

has made during the 1929 flight propose a colossal viaduct positioned 30 to 100 

meters above ground with double-height housing units situated within, joining 

central nodes within the cityscape and connecting the topographic constituents of the 

surrounding geography.
207

  

Figure 3.13 [top] Rio de Janeiro, enclosed. Aircraft. [bottom] Two sketches made during a 

flight in 1929, just when the conception of a vast programme of organic town-planning came 

like a revelation. Aircraft.
 208 

 

It is no coincidence that Le Corbusier's eureka proposal for Rio assumes the outline 

of the city's grander landscape. The boundless range of the unveiling cityscape has 

graced the content of the architect's drawings in their handling of the proposal's scale, 

extents and outline. It was from the apex of the airplane that Le Corbusier claimed a 

commanding gaze over the city: ñIt was apparent that upon seeing Rioôs landscape 

from above, Le Corbusier simultaneously carried out a work of discovery, 

imagination, and, most importantly, reform of its geographical and architectural 
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premises.ò
209

 Standing up above neurosis of the urban maze has the architect adopted 

a stance more compelling than ever:  

ñSecure in his heights and freed from all visual claustrophobia and 

shortsightedness of earthbound vision, Le Corbusier assumed the role of 

a dieu voyeur... The dieu voyeur seeks to bring the diversity and 

arbitrariness of urban life into an ordered spatial matrix, a geometrical 

pattern, and a rationalized blueprint, programmed to produce desired 

social behavior. Through the eyes of the dieu voyeur, twentieth-century 

urban planners sought to fulfill the modernist dream of transforming the 

city into an object of knowledge and a governable space.ò
210 

The planner's gaze aimed to formulate the existing framework into a sterile space 

purged of all physical, mental and political disorderðthe ills of the city were to be 

mended under the operation of planners; or as Le Corbusier puts, ñcities with their 

misery, must be torn down...and fresh cities built.ò
211

 

Le Corbusier as well worked on a number of urban proposals for Algeria in between 

the 1930s and 1940s. The architect's plan for Algiers, The Plan Obus, was the result 

of a political process through which Le Corbusier undertook the task of uniting all 

citizens in well-planned, sanitary environments. A variation of the former Ville 

Contemporaine in its formulation of units, the project assumed a rather unusual 

program regarding its regulation of the conventional urban hierarchy: ñwith his aerial 

exploration of a new geography, Le Corbusierôs urban strategy marked a significant 

departure from the regional pattern and differential urban growth characteristic of 

colonial cities.ò
212

 From high above, Le Corbusier's intake of the extending 

geography below was bereft of any political boundaries, which in turn inspired him 

to come up with ñan architectural program that internalized all sorts of divisive 

lines.ò Within only a decade, upon the impetus of airplane vision, Le Corbusier's 

urban framing of the early 1920s had transformed into a rather extensive visual field 

that invaded the horizon rather than merely converging towards it, as ñthe beyond 

had been accessed,ò  indicator of the further expansion of his World City.  

                                                           
209

 Morshed, ñThe Cultural Politics of Aerial Vision: Le Corbusier in Brazil,ò op.cit., 204. 
210

 Ibid., 204. 
211

 Ibid., 205. 
212

 Ibid., 206. 



66 

 

ñLe Corbusierôs designs in Brazil as well as in Algiers showed how the 

symbolism and experience of flightða quintessentially modern 

phenomenonðwere translated spatially, visually, and politically into the 

city of the future...Le Corbusier's projects revealed the emergence of the 

aviator as a moralist planner... the experience of flying was an 

opportunity to view city planning as a universal act of rectifying both 

spatial and social pathologies on a terrestrial scale.ò
213

  

 

3.2.3 Influence on Urban Theories and Aesthetics: Visionary Projects 

ñTechnology has been much involved in twentieth century visionary thinking just as 

social issues were in that of nineteenth century.ò
214

  Contrary to rather concrete 

approaches, the city has also been subjected to imaginary thinking in the wake of 

aerial perspective. Visionary projects were soon realized underscoring the ways in 

which the twentieth century man was anticipated to live, including utopian proposals 

for the future city and the advance mechanization escorting this urban vision, all 

engendered by the impetus of technological advance.  Just as the airplane came to be 

a popular symbol of modernist culture, its frame of vision attracted much attention as 

a contemporary medium through which spatial thinking could be exercised. ñAt stake 

in all these projections was a new type of 'aerialized' spectatorshipò Morshed 

remarks, ñand, consequently, the possibility of new modes of architectural and 

urbanistic imagination.ò
215

 It soon became common belief that aerial view would act 

as an impetus on the generation of novel ideas for an ideal future city, drawing much 

fascination among utopian architects, planners and sci-fi writers.  

 ñThe desire to reach altitude, an elevation above the fettering earth, the dream 

victory over gravity, flyingðall these, as we know, have been utopian aims since 

time immemorial.ò
216

 These intentions have undoubtedly invaded the imagination of 

twentieth century designers in the face of technological advent. It was no coincidence 
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that extensive airport projects were proposed in the midst of cities while the 

projection of utopian skyscrapers or modern housing projects often included landing 

surfaces on rooftops or on the surrounding landscape.
217

 The earlier illustrations of 

the Empire State Building that demonstrated a zeppelin-landing-deck on top 

constituted a noted example, while Wrightôs 1959 mile-hile tower project also 

included landing ramps for 150 helicopters.
218

 In the face of twentieth century 

aviation, architectural and urban projects grew evermore grander on scale and higher 

in altitude, while air-travel has penetrated the projection of the future city not merely 

as a design input, but also as a mode of lifestyle.  

 
Figure 3.14 [left]  Empire State Building and zeppelin: a metropolitan mating that never 

came to be 

Figure 3.15 [right] Frank Lloyd Wright in front of his mile-high tower desing. October 1956 

Projects of greater scopes were as well being envisaged in the form of mobile, 

revolving or completely detached architecture that simulated the experience of flight. 

Amongst the most significant examples of this kind were considered those of 

Richard Buckminster Fullerôs hovering structures. His floating sphere project, 

ñCloud Nine,ò constituted of flying spheres ña mile or more in diameter sheltering 

autonomous communities of several thousand people.ò 
219

 Fullerôs design was 

significant for the stress he put on technology, rather than social programming. The 

concept of aviation had substantially penetrated Fullerôs studies for the interest he 

hold of aircraft technology and design. Regarding the projects of human-sheltering 
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he largely worked on, Fullerôs focus remained upon the application of the most 

recent technologies on residential systemsða process through which significant 

improvements could be achieved for future dwelling. Amongst his long-term 

objectives, therefore, had resided the procurement of a most economical and efficient 

shelter design, rendered feasible by the recent technologies of construction and 

material production. In that manner, regarding the twentieth century advent of the 

airplane, Fuller was more concerned with the technological potential offered by the 

machinery of the craft itself rather than the grander vista it unveiled from up above. 

During his postwar work, Fuller involved in his designs materials used in the field of 

aviation and ideas derived from the structure of aircraft technologiesða case much 

significant for the enthusiasm he shares with Le Corbusier on the potentials inherent 

in aviation machinery. Reaching for ña construction similar to an airplane, light, taut, 

and profoundly strong,ò Fullerôs work holds applications of this technology within 

the sphere of architectural design and hence constitutes a significant case for the 

involvement of the twentieth century designers in the technologies offered by the 

field of aviation.
220

 

 
Figure 3.16 [right] Buckminster Fuller stamp, 2004.

221 
Figure 3.17 [left] ñCloud Nineò illustration by Buckminster Fuller.

222
 

In the illustrations of Wrightôs Broadacre city, the urban form is seen to be 

conceptualized in a visionary state operated by futuristic vehicles of air travel. 

Elements of aviation are inherent to the structure of the future city and seemingly 

                                                           
220

 Buckminster Fuller Institute, ñGeodesic Domes.ò Retrieved from <https://bfi.org/about-fuller/big-

ideas/geodesic-domes> (January 2013). 
221

 Buckminster Fuller stamp, 2004. Retrieved from <http://buckminsterfuller.net/services.html> 

(January, 2013). 
222

 Baldwin, op.cit. 

https://bfi.org/about-fuller/big-ideas/geodesic-domes
https://bfi.org/about-fuller/big-ideas/geodesic-domes


69 

 

shape the operation of the social program within the cityscape, while vertically 

notable structures of extensive altitude and scale contrast with the scene below.  

 
Figure 3.18 Plans and illustrations of the Broadacre city. 

During the popular years of aviation there emerged a series of futuristic urban 

projects shaped around the concept of air travel, as discussed previously. Amongst 

the most notable instances, Morshed remarks, is Julian Krupaôs ñCities of 

Tomorrowò published in Americaôs first sci-fi magazine Amazing Stories in 1939.
223

 

ñThe city of tomorrow [é] would consist of an idyllic, vertically stratified 

urbanscape in which ódwellers and workersé may go weeks without setting foot on 

the ground.ò
224

 Public circulation is seemingly elevated in overlapping levels and has 

assumed a much more complex network, while air vehicles fly in between 

megastructures that as well serve as landing strips by their fifth fa­ade.  The street on 

level zero is hardly distinguishable as the city has taken the vertical course. The apex 

from which Krupa visualizes the future scape, in that regard, proves much crucial for 

the stress it puts on the cityôs representational aspects. ñThe artistôs airborne gaze, 

replicating that of the cityôs flying citizenry, seemed most effective for representing 

the óvertical panorama of the city of tomorrow.ò
225

 Similarly, the remark on the 

attached note reads ñmany persons will live in the healthy atmosphere of the building 

tops, while others will commute to far distant residential towns, or country 

homes,òða discourse that is much in analogy with the content of the modernist 

planning in its rhetoric of sterile living and the orderly post-war city.
226
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Figure 3.19 Julian Krupa, ñCities of Tomorrow,ò 
back cover of Amazing Stories (Aug. 1939) 

3.3 Normalizationo of Aerial View: Loss of Enthusiasm 

Satellite technology had featured the onset of a new age in aerial photography, as 

discussed in the previous chapters. Over the course of the past fifty years, the 

formerly curious perspective has grown all the more familiar upon the vast 

circulation of aerial imagery. As it has been briefly reviewed in the previous 

chapters, by the end of the two world wars, the view from above was no longer 

greeted with the same public enthusiasm it initially aroused, and flight was no longer 

a peculiar notion.  In this course regarded as the ñnormalization periodò, as David 

Gilbert states, the vast familiarity with airborne images had brought along a sense of 

banalityða course soon to be surmounted by the onset of geographical information 

programs.
227

 Today, the execution of systematic ground survey continues to be 

carried out for over half a century, while aerial photography and footage prove ever-

the-more accessible for a wide range of audience. The public outbreak of the 

interactive virtual globe, on the other hand, dates only as far as the previous decade.  
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3.3.1 Geographical Information Programs Today 

ñWe are looking at a virtual globe comprising multiple layers of satellite 

imagery, aerial photography, and 3D GIS data mediated through a search 

program that, as Google tells us óletôs you fly anywhere on Earth.ô On the 

other hand, however, this interface and the geospatial data which 

comprise the apparently integrated simulation of Earthôs terrain speak in 

complex ways to a quite radical transformation in the global environment 

it simultaneously depictsé in which the social, economic, environmental, 

and geopolitical vectors and fault-lines at work are not unrelated to the 

forces driving the information technology which subtends those images 

and their means of dissemination.ò
228

 

Within the course of aerial vision, as discussed previously, the advent of 

geographical information software characterizes the operation of the last phaseð

succeeding the historical imaginary, and the twentieth century photographic. The 

extents of aerial view today prove considerably advanced even when compared to the 

late twentieth century. With recent progress, aerial images are today granted an 

interactive, three-dimensional platform that is substantially accessed via internetð

seizing a virtual medium within which the gazer flies across continents and dive into 

the streets of the worldôs largest metropolises. The most popularly used virtual globe 

program is currently GoogleEarth, but there exists alternatives as Yandex.Maps, 

Bing Maps, Yahoo! Maps, WikiMapia, Marble and a number of additional 

counterparts. For featuring the most advanced content, GoogleEarth will be taken as 

a sample in further investigation of the issue.  

GoogleEarth operates as a geographic-information platform, within which a 

plenitude of applications have been installed providing a variety of services to 

internet users, companies and urban organizations across the world. Amongst the 

many features of the program, there remain the most popular Google Sky, 3D 

Buildings and Google Street View along with the more recent Google Ocean, Google 

Mars, Google Moon and Historical Imageryðas there also are several other 
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applications under the fields of environment, night vision and social research.
229

 The 

extents of the view has far transcended global bounds to reach at the neighboring 

bodies of the Solar System, while also rushing through a grand archive of tours, 

videos and imagery.  

 
Figure 3.20 GoogleEarth modelling 

In traveling around the virtual globe, the viewer experiments an entirely emancipated 

medium through which he/she can fly across continents, glide in between countries, 

aerially pan above digitally modeled cities and 3D environments, and eventually, 

descend on ground to stroll along streets. As it has been previously stated, ñnot only 

does the built environment change all the time, but, through technological mediation, 

so too do its perceptual contexts, coordinates and constraints.ò
230

 In rendering the 

Earth a virtual globe that one gazes upon, flies over, zooms in and out and swoops 

along independently, the geographic information programs today open up an entirely 

different medium of spatial experience. They not only prove significant in terms of 

air-traveling above Earth, but also for superimposing a plenitude of cartographic 

layers that all comprise a unique set of informationða multilayered surface where a 

boundless range of data is both attained from, and concurrently inserted onto by the 

users.  

ñWe are faced here, of course, not simply with images of Earth but with 

an interactive datascape, a vastly extended, often high-resolution, multi-

layered, searchable, manipulable, and digitally transmittable information 

database or archive, much of which was once available only to military or 

government agenciesé these images allow us to be óclose-up at a 
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distance,ô and in shifting of scales we can see or read things that might 

not otherwise be legible.ò
231

 

3.3.2 Aerial Imagery in Contemporary Design Practice 

GoogleEarth maps the globe by the superimposition of images attained 

from satellites, aerial photography and GIS data, constituting today by far the most 

prominent platform amongst a number of Geographic Information Systems. There 

currently remain a variety of disciplines benefiting from the mediumðbesides the 

popular location based services which allow GPS-enabled mobile devices to display 

the userôs location in relation to fixed assets [the nearest restaurant, gas station, fire 

hydrant] or mobile assets [friends, children, police car], there as well exists an 

extensive range of industrial, scientific and businesses-related fields that 

professionally utilize the technology. Some notable instances are real estate, public 

health, natural disaster follow-up and analysis, crime mapping, national 

defense, sustainable development, natural resources, landscape architecture, 

archeology, regional and community planning, transportation and logistics.
 232

 

Regarding the technical utilization of aerial data, a most relevant domain that 

exploits the bounds of GoogleEarth proves the practice of designðnamely 

architecture and urban planning, as aerial view inherently constitutes a design tool in 

the execution of the practices: 

ñThe question raised here is how new technologies and new modes of 

simulation might function not simply as contemporary tools of analysis 

and representation but as platforms to forge new conceptual and design 

strategies that might speak to, or speak back to, the disciplineôs long-

standing commitment to making those worlds more just.ò
233

 

Today, the conceptualization of the cities as they would be seen from the air 

constitutes a significant input in the transformation of the built environment, as the 

notion of the fifth fa­ade ïnamely the roofï proves yet another notable aspect of 
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architectural design that has opened up in the process. The aerial perspective has, in 

the course of its advancement, brought about a novel understanding of the built 

environment, and the structuring of its planningðrendering the representation of 

cities from the air a question of all-the-more critical significance. The issue becomes 

much evident in rather extreme cases as Dubai, in the manner that ñit combined 

superlative ambitions with an unlikely tabula rasa condition, the combination of 

which perfectly suited the kind of fly-in, fly-out expatriate urban design practices 

enabled by the explosion of easy access to aerial photography.ò
234

 The contemporary 

Google Earth medium has, in the way it presented the built environment in a brand 

new dimension for not only professionals but for the public user as well, contributed 

to the transformation of the design approach in considerable measures, as Wilkins 

further remarks.  

ñA key aspect of Google Earth is its accessibility and interactivity. If it 

were merely a tool for viewing images its relevance would be reduced to 

novelty. Rather, it is one of the emerging tools through which we can 

interact with the physical world remotely and participate in design 

collectively.ò
235

 

As procured by the recent technologies, a vast pool of information builds upon the 

material aerial surveillance provides, and a plenitude of departments continuously 

benefit from, utilize or interact with the data provided within the software. A critical 

prospect, however, resides in the fact that the compilation is partially constructed by 

the user inputðeither by voluntary contribution, or the inventory of mobile data. The 

information procured by the latter, particularly by the various applications smart 

phones have recently facilitated, reveals a manifold of facts on the distribution of 

socio-cultural assets in the public realm.  

ñThe connectedness of places and data has increased exponentially over 

the past decade or more, eventually enabling an environment in which the 

web is the primary operating system for all things material and digital, 

actual and imagined, an environment of networked objects of all 
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sortséThese increasingly complex relationships between distributed 

networks and local conditions have shifted social, economic, and 

environmental practices, and the practices of architecture and urbanism 

are similarly affected.ò
236

 

An important concept to be noted here is the local-specific data-processing maps that 

reveal important layers of information regarding various public spheres. Subjected to 

those maps are the concepts that are mostly intrinsic to urban-life, focusing on the 

distribution of such notions as accessibility, armed violence, diseases, natural 

disasters, unemployment ratios, greenery, migration, night-life, public sentiment 

etc.
237

 ñMeasuring public sentiment is a key task for researchers and policymakers 

alike. The explosion of available social media data allows for a more time-sensitive 

and geographically specific analysis than ever before.ò
238 In the scope of this 

initiative, regarding the practice of architecture and urban planning, there are 

generated a series of interactive maps defined by the engineering manager Rebecca 

Moore as ñmulti-decade animated time lapse of the Earthò -constituted by the 

superimposition of millions of satellite images recorded over years- which display 

the chronological course of urban and rural transformations within the last few 

decades.
239

 Google Earth today involves the application Historical Imagery, which 

renders the issue all-the-more facilitated for public use.  

The contemporary course of aerial view opens up various aspects regarding the 

professions of architecture and urban planningðnot only in the span of professional 

bounds, but in terms of attaining a novel appreciation of the built environment from 

above. It is rather ambiguous to what extents the view-from-above marks the line of 

urban transformation in light of the recent progress, but it proves evident that the 

view has somewhat articulated into the dynamics of the process: ñss the tools of 

architectural production are increasingly integrated with those of cultural production, 
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the discipline of architecture is poised to reassert its relevance across a much broader 

territory of design and making.ò
240

 

There as well remain informal archives that are built upon the enthusiasm inclined by 

the span of aerial perspective and satellite imagery, by means of which the quality of 

aerial representations of the earthbound domain are discussed and documented. A 

notable instance to be remarked here is the initiative of the website ñDaily 

Overview,ò
241

 a blog that is dedicated to appreciating the aesthetical and conceptual 

assets intrinsic to the view from above. The mission of the blog reads: 

ñOur project was inspired, and derives its name, from an idea known as 

the Overview Effect. This term refers to the sensation astronauts have 

when given the opportunity to look down and view the Earth as a 

whole... From our line of sight on the earth's surface, itôs impossible to 

fully appreciate the beauty and intricacy of the things weôve constructed, 

the sheer complexity of the systems weôve developed, or the devastating 

impact that weôve had on our planet... As a result, the Overviews (what 

we call these images) focus on the the places and moments where human 

activityðfor better or for worseðhas shaped the landscape.ò
242

  

In the course of the technological progress, aerial view has become a medium more 

commonplace than it ever was. A great variety of audience, in that regard, had been 

involved in the experiencing of the perspectiveðamongst which remain 

professionals from a variety of fields, as remarked above, or those who merely hold a 

certain measure of interest for the perspective. Daily Overview, by that regard, 

proves a distinguished case for it reveals a most instant humane reaction in the face 

of this celestial gaze that exceptionally transcends the earthly bounds of humansð

unfolding dimensions beyond the scientific and practical features of the view.  

The enthusiasm with the twentieth-century view from the airplane window has 

induced vast reaction in the field of art, as discussed in previously. The high-

resolution and interactive satellite imagery of the twenty-first century has, by that 

regard, sparked yet another shift in the interpretation of the Earth. What was 
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unraveled by the scope of satellite imagery within the last decades was a captivating 

whole, composed of aesthetically striking regions, all interrelated in a continuous 

flow. In the course of years, there emerged photographers or artists, who have 

created works of aesthetical value either by direct framing of the Earth, or abstract 

interpretations of the view below.  

 
Figure 3.21 [left] American artist Ed Fairburn, from the series Cartography Portrait, map 

of Cambridge.
243

 

Figure 3.22 [right] American artist Clement Valla, from the series Postcards from Google 

Earth.
244

 

 

 
Figure 3.23 French artist Armelle Caron, unmapping the city: map of Istanbul.

245
 

The recent technological progress, as remarked previously, has facilitated the 

involvement of a boundless range of audience within the medium, the span of 

which stretches today from corporate organizations to anyone who owns a personal 
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computer with an internet connection. For the scope of this study, the contemporary 

case has been most briefly mentioned, but the content of the subject had 

boundlessly expanded over the course of decades along a variety of fields, and is 

today in continuous progress. Considering the line of transformation in 

experiencing the built environment, the technological development in seeing the 

world from above proves a most significant perceptual shiftðto be able to trace the 

channel of which, the case of Istanbul will be investigated next.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

AERIAL VIEW  AS A TOOL OF SPATIAL  DOCUMENTATION,  

TRANSFORMATION  AND SURVEILLANCE : THE CASE OF ISTANBUL  

 

 

In the course of this study, transformation of aerial view and its manifold impacts on 

the fields of art, architecture and urban planning have been briefly documented along 

a chronological trajectory, with a particular emphasis on the actors involved. 

Transcending the extents of the earthbound span, air travel differs from the 

remainder of the transportation technologies in its exceeding of humane limitations. 

Aerial view, as discussed in the previous chapters, operates as a significant medium 

through which certain spatial parameters are redefined and perceptual constraints are 

fractured in critical measures. The vast extents of the view from above, by that 

regard, render this process all-the-more significant as the scale and nature of aerial 

vision suggest.  

Being able to observe the course of transformation over an example proves crucial 

for an accurate understanding of the preceding discussion, and tracing of the 

historical course naturally requires the studying of a city which has been aerially 

documented along the previously-discussed three stages of the view-from-above. For 

that purpose, Istanbul has been determined as a convenient case study as an ancient 

settlement of significant cultural, social and economic value; for the city not only 

constitutes a historical capital of utmost importance, but as well operates as the 

socio-cultural and economic center of the Turkish Republic still. Throughout history, 

the city has maintained its urgent stance and today continues to expand at an 

extraordinary rate both in spatial and economical domains.  

Istanbul has been extensively documented for a variety of purposes through the 

course of its development, and is believed to constitute a convenient instance in 
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monitoring the transformation of aerial representation of a particular urban 

settlement. The case study will accordingly trace the process through which Istanbul 

has been depicted and recorded from the air, both for the purposes of documentation 

and the transformation of its environs. Throughout history, the aerial images of the 

city has assumed a variety of forms ranging from the fifteenth century miniatures to 

the most recent footage captured from helicopters flying above the cityðconstituting 

a line of procession regarding the involvement of aerial perspective in urban images. 

Though for centuries Istanbulôs aerial representations operated as a means to 

document the existing state of the cityscape, the advent of air photography has 

transformed the picturesque notion of the view into an objective medium through 

which urban information was accurately attained. The twentieth century operation of 

aerial view, by that regard, has been dominated by the functional use of the medium 

in gathering cartographic information, while the preceding centuries have staged a 

rather subjective interpretation of the cityscape mainly through the means of 

miniatures and panoramic views. 

The turn of the twentieth century constituted a niche for the outbreak of the various 

tools of communicationðby the multiplying instruments of media, public audience 

was granted rapid access to a broad range of visual material including the 

photographs captured from the aircrafts. The increasing complexity of the twentieth 

century broadcast has rendered the publicized materials all-the-more available in the 

course of decades, particularly following the World War II. Previously mentioned in 

the study as the phase of normalization, the gradually-increasing acquaintance with 

airborne vision had induced a certain measure of wane regarding the public 

enthusiasm towards the notion of flight, as the view from the airplane grew evermore 

familiar.  

By the turn of the twentieth century, aerially-attained data was being utilized within a 

plenitude of fields, amongst which urban planning had constituted a most significant 

stance. The earliest undertaking of Istanbulôs comprehensive aerial survey was 

initiated by the French architect and planner Henri Prost, before he started working 

on the 1937 proposals of the cityôs master planða process he considered crucial in 

attaining an accurate assessment of the existing urban structure. By the end of the 

two years during which Prost had been undertaking the task of compiling the 
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necessary information from the air, the architect eventually managed to assemble the 

cityôs photographic mapðof which he made extensive use during his studies. Aerial 

recordings over Istanbul, by that regard, were primarily given start by Prostôs 

initiative with the professional objective of post-republican urban planning, and the 

images attained in the process were widely utilized for technical purposes in the 

following decades.  

Second half of the twentieth century public domain was structured by the Western 

democratic model of government, as the cities of notable economic potential were 

faced with a rapid course of spatial developmentðthrough the process of which the 

task of urbanization constituted significant value. Post-war economic policies have 

for long structured the operations of the multi-party system in Turkish political 

scene, while in Istanbul, governments have exponentially became involved in the 

development of large-scale transformation projects.  

Democrat Party seized power following the 1950 electionsðtriggering the earliest 

instances through which the process of urbanization had become a part of the 

political discourse. By the end of the decade, as the central operational area of the 

Democrat Party, Istanbul had far undergone a notable course of urban transformation 

grounded on the outline of Prost's earlier proposals. In the wake of events, as the 

leader of the Democrat party, Adnan Menderesôs association with the ongoing urban 

operations was all-the-more distinctive in the media, as he had soon become the most 

prominent figure of the continuing process: the formerly professional gaze over the 

city -Prost's master plan- had turned into that of a political one.  

Liberal policies have engendered the publicized figure of the political actor who is 

prominently involved in the transformation of the urban environmentðnamely the 

transformation of Istanbul for the economic and cultural assets the city holds. In the 

coming decades, similar urban operations of the larger-scale were sustained by other 

political and administrative figures as part of the political discourse their parties 

maintained. The governing party's involvement in the public domain was of 

competitive value as the operations of the government were rendered all-the-more 

visible for a broader public intakeðin the course of which aerial view has been 

commonly utilized as a medium to reveal the extent and complexity of the projects 

undertaken by the government. 
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Considering the contemporary circumstances dominated by the wide-spread of 

digital media, the last two decades had induced a substantial shift in the 

understanding of the built environment, as discussed in the previous chapters. 

Following the advent of personal computers and the world-wide-web, the prevalent 

application and the user-friendly interface of the geographical information programs 

have substantially transformed the medium through which aerial view was 

experienced. The view-from-above today, by that regard, proves all-the-more 

accessible through numerous channels that are publicly available, and the actors 

involved in the process vary within an extensive span compared to that of the late 

twentieth century. Alongside of the twentieth-century political actors involved in the 

act of looking down, the boundless extents of aerial vision have generated an 

alternative audience that has interpreted and utilized the view in a plenitude of 

manners, including those that are involved for professional purposes, those who are 

sensitive to the environmental changes, or those who take a personal interest in 

interpreting or contributing to the aerial data conveyed by the virtual globes. 

In the scope of this case study, the historical transformation of Istanbul's aerial 

representations will be conducted briefly as part of the documentation stage, 

following which the twentieth century utilization of the view as a constituent of 

urban transformation and political discourse will be discussed. Lastly, the 

contemporary state of the view will be explored in its extending context.  

 

4.1 Tool of Documentation: Historical Depictions of Istanbul from Above 

Istanbul holds a boundless past of civilizations, countless warfares, invasions, 

victories and a constant course of spatial developmentðits global status, as phrased 

by the Turkish architect Doĵan Kuban, is a gift of the history: it constitutes a most 

unique historical phenomenon in which a minor settlement of a Greek colony has 

grown to become the capital of three Empires.
246

 In the course of its development, 

the extents of Istanbul's waterscape ïas its most significant geopolitical qualityï act 

as an integrative agent of civilizations from the earliest times on, while the city 

becomes a peculiar center where geography congregates history, maintaining its 

evermore critical stance as an Imperial capital for more than a thousand years.  
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As most cities of utmost importance and significant aesthetical value, Istanbul has 

attracted the curious gaze for centuries. The city has been extensively depicted by 

artists from earliest times on, as there remains a comprehensive archive today by 

means of which one is able to trace the morphological development of the settlement. 

Aerial view naturally occupies a particular stance for the extensive scenery it 

enhances, and through the course of years, Istanbul has been variously depicted from 

imaginary points of elevation or actual locations of high altitude in the intention of 

capturing the unique scenery of the settlement. In the scope of this thesis, to provide 

theoretical correlation with the framework of earlier discussions and the examples 

included from the European context, the historical span of the case study will stretch 

from the present state of satellite imagery back till the 16
th
 century depictions of 

Istanbul.  

By the end of the 15
th
 century, Istanbul -the then Constantinople- has deliberately 

become a center of attraction for a fair lot of Europeans not merely by means of its 

oriental cityscape and culture, but as well for the various financial opportunities the 

Ottoman Sultans provided with much generosity.
247

 Amongst those taking genuine 

interest in the Empire were politicians, traders and military experts as well as those 

professionally involved in the fields of art and architecture, a considerable number of 

whom worked for the Palace and the Ottoman family.  

In such an era where the Empire was a significant asset of curiosity, a number of 

Istanbulôs panoramic depictions had already begun to circulate in the Western lands. 

Particularly the engravings made on wood or copper were sponsored by the Palace as 

they constituted a symbol of civic pride, as well as a medium through which the 

Imperial city was introduced to travelers and traders from all over Europe. Today, 

there remains a variety of engravings dating back to the earlier period of Ottoman 

hegemony over Istanbul, a significant instance of which is the 1572 engraving that 

depicts Sultan Suleiman I with entourage before the birdôs-eye view of the historical 

peninsula and the coast of Uskudar. 
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Figure 4.1 Engraving by Georg Braun and Frans Hogenberg, Constantinopolis. Cologne, 

1572.
248

 

A popular theme of the following century Istanbul engravings was the panoramic 

framing of the historical city silhouette. Amongst the most noted artists was the 

Swiss engraver Matthaus Merianða seventeenth century topographer who owned a 

publishing company as well, made relatively realistic copperplate engravings of 

Istanbul and reproduced them in Germany.
249 

 
Figure 4.2 Engraving by MatthausMerian, Constantinopolis, view from Pera. Frankfurt, 

1641.
250
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Antoine Ignace Melling, a German painter and architect, and one of the popular 

figures of the Ottoman Palace, was assigned as the imperial architect of Sultan Selim 

III in between the years 1795 and 1812, in the course of which he managed to 

produce a plenitude of detailed drawings of both the imperial buildings and the 

Bosporus landscape. His drawings were then transferred into engravings and 

published in his famous book Voyage pittoresque de Constantinople et des rives du 

Bosphore
251

 in Paris, 1809.
252

 

 
Figure 4.3 Engraving of Istanbul included in Mellingôs work, Voyage pittoresque de 

Constantinople et des rives du Bosphore.
253

 

 

Many Western artists have taken interest in producing engravings of the city 

particularly from locations of high altitude or relatively tall structures, amongst 

which Galata Tower constituted a significant spot not merely for the relatively higher 

stance it provided, but as well for the much favored scenery it hold. Until the late 19
th
 

century, from which time on aerial photography eventually replaced engravings, a 

vast number of Istanbul paintings have been reproduced by the engraving technique 

to be circulated particularly around Europe and Americaðamongst which panoramic 
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and aerial illustrations hold a significant stance for the extensive scenery they 

provided.  

Another prevalent form of art in depicting Istanbul was Miniature drawings, which 

had originated in the East during the 11
th
 century and eventually attracted the 

attention of Ottoman Sultan Mehmed IIðthe conqueror of Istanbul. He established a 

Workshop in Istanbul, enabling miniature art to find grounds and the promising 

miniature artists to be properly trained. Among those who became famous with their 

work were Nakkash Sinan, Nigari, Matrak­ē Nasuh and Levni, all having produced 

miniature drawings of Istanbul from above particularly for illustrating specific 

occasions of historical significance to be included in manuscriptsïsuch instances as 

the conquest of Istanbul or the Festivals held in the Golden Horn- and as well for the 

mere purpose of documentation.  

 
 

 Figure 4.4 Istanbul miniature by Matrak­ē Nasuh- 1533
254
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 Figure 4.5  View from circumsion celebrations of Sultanôs sons,  Surname 

by Levi, 1721
255 

 

Another artistic tradition through which Istanbul has been aerially depicted is the 

genre of panoramas. By the early 19
th
 century, panorama paintings constituted 

another popular medium for the aerial documentation of the city. The name 

panorama itself was devised by the English portrait-painter Robert Barker, meaning 

ñall-view.ò
256

 Barker was issued a patent of the panorama technique he developed, 

for which he later designed a building to hold exhibitions of the gigantic 360Á 

paintings displaying sceneries from all around the world, making quite an amount of 

fortune by the shows hold and engravings sold in the building.  

Robert Barkerôs son Henry Barker visited Istanbul in between the years 1799-1801, 

and from the top of the two historical towers, Galata and Leanderôs, produced at least 

two well-known panoramic paintings of the city, later to be displayed in Barkersô 

family-owned Panorama Building in London. The panoramas were exhibited bearing 

the titles ñView of Constantinople and the Surrounding country from the town of 

Galataò and ñView of Constantinople from the Tower of Leander,ò and as they both 
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comprised a 360Á scenery of their surroundings, the scenes were displayed in 

cylindrical halls 27.5 meters in diameter and 17.3 meters at height.
257

 

 

 
Figure 4.6 Plan of the Istanbul painting displayed in Barkerôs Panorama 

Exhibition 

Figure 4.7 Visitors in Robert Barkerôs Panorama Building viewing 

Istanbul, Leicester Square, London 1801.
258
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Barkerôs panoramic paintings were of significant value in the way they hold both the 

picturesque details and the ideal representation of the landscape in traditional 

perspective. Regarding the case of panoramas depicting the Ottoman lands, the fact 

that they maintained the purpose of presenting the Western foreigners with the 

images of the mysterious Eastern capital was as well of notable importance.  

 
Figure 4.8 Henry Barkerôa panorama painting of Istanbul.

259
 

Considering the circumstances of the late 18
th
 century, it might be suggested that the 

panoramas have constituted the past equivalent of the contemporary documentary 

programs or live broadcasting even, bringing recorded instances from around the 

world to a group of audience who reside in an entirely different context. In the view 

from the Galata Tower for instance, which was engraved to plates later in 1813, one 

may discern in photographic precision the monuments, houses, ships and even the 

residents at times. The panoramic views of Istanbul were, by that regard, of 

significant value for their much-detailed introduction of a completely unfamiliar and 

faraway geography to the Europeans, the images of which afterwards were also 

utilized as city guides by the travelers visiting Istanbul.  

In his other painting, the view from Tower of Leander, Henry Baker is seen to insert 

an event into the scenery. With the three main sites of the city in the background ï

historical peninsula, Galata and ¦sk¿dar- Sultan Selim III was illustrated traveling in 

the imperial boat with all the state officers accompanying him in a convoy, departing 

from Topkapē to arrive at another palace along the Bosporus.
260

 The method of 

depicting events within the city silhouette was also a tradition practiced by the 

miniature artists, as stated aboveðfor the utilization of aerial perspective in such 
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paintings was significant of a narrative value in their extensive inclusion of the 

setting.  

Panorama paintings continued to be exercised by Western artists visiting Istanbul for 

several other purposesðas aiming for private collections, preparation of picturesque 

travelogues, and even providing strategic and political information to be utilized by 

the European states, institutions or businessmen. Not long after the panoramic view 

attained much popularity, however, during the course of the nineteenth centur,y the 

advent of photography had signified the onset of a new era regarding the scope of the 

word panorama: 

ñBy the time the panorama as an architectural type began to decline, in 

the early 1860s, photographic panoramas had become hugely popular in 

Europe. The development of a host of photographic and proto-

cinematographic devices, in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

justifies Oettermannôs claim that the panorama should be considered óthe 

first true visual mass-medium.ôò
261

 

Istanbul had continued to be photographed from the much exercised historical 

vantage points, or the favored spots of popular scenery, but it wasnôt until nineteenth 

century that the city was actually seen from the air. The first balloon flight ever 

witnessed over the bounds of the city dates back to 1801, but no aerial recording of 

the journey remains today. In May 1909, a 20,000 franc-worth French air-balloon 

ascended over Taksim Square, during the flight of which the first aerial photograph 

of the city was captured over the historical peninsula (Figure 4.8). Only in the course 

of a few months, there appeared for a brief moment the first heavier-than-air craft 

above Kurtuluĸ piloted by the aviation pioneer Bleriot, the instance of which resulted 

in the crushing of the airplane due to inappropriate weather conditions. Both 

occasions were, all the same, greeted with great public enthusiasm and intellectual 

interest at a time where the debate over the future of aviation technology comprised 

much uncertainty. 
262
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Figure 4.9 The first aerial photograph of Istanbul captured from a 1909 balloon flight.

263 

 

4.2 Tool of Spatial Transformation: Twentieth Century O perations 

ñAerial discovery, even limited to direct or recorded vision, has a 

boundless sphereé As a method it serves many sciences, principally 

those which observe the surface layer of the ground and the phenomena 

that occur upon it. It extends scientific possibilities and opens up new 

horizonséIts principal significance lies in a vision of things seen from 

new and variable angles.ò
264

 

4.2.1 Actors of Urban Transformation 

ñSolitary in his monoplane,ò Morshed remarks, ñthe aviator was the modernist trope 

par excellence representing a privileged view of the earth and was a catalyst for new 

models of aesthetic experimentation.ò
265

 A boundless portrait greets the viewer from 

the stature of the airplane. Having revealed with all its components and fractions, the 

vast scape below endows the viewer with a grander understanding of the world, and a 

privileged access beyond the limits of the earthborn eye. Transcending the earthborn, 

or the mortal in that sense, inherently corresponds to the idea of a celestial glimpse 

which resembles that of Gods. Denis Cosgrove marks this heavenly perspective as 

the ñApollonian gaze,ò a view that is:  

ñat once empowering and visionary, implying ascent from the terrestrial 

sphere into the zones of planets and starsé Apollonian gaze seizes divine 
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authority for itself, radiating power across the global surface from a 

sacred center, locating and projecting human authority imperially toward 

the ends of the earth.ò
266

 

It is the gaze of the few powerful, or rather the authority, that occupies the elevated 

stance against the rest of the world. The act of gazing from above, however, has for 

long been transcending the means of mere surveillance. As Cosgrove briefly puts, 

ñthe idea of seeing the globe seems also to induce desires of ordering and controlling 

the object of vision.ò
267

 It was this desire of interfering with the worldly order that 

fascinated most urban planners of the early twentieth century in the face of the first 

aerial photographs, and today it is the boundlessness of the aerial scale that still 

stimulates those in power to intervene with the domain of the cityscape extending 

below. 

4.2.1.1 Plannerôs Gaze: early twentieth century 

 ñMid-nineteenth-century Istanbul was chaotic, overcrowded, poorly 

sewered, badly administered, prone to catastrophic fires and plagued 

with ineffective transportation systems. A century later the city was a 

metropolis with large avenues, postwar modernist architecture and 

city blocks which had swept away much of its traditional nineteenth-

century street pattern and altered its urban form.ò
268

 

Modernization of Istanbul was given start by the Ottomans in the early eighteenth-

century as it has gradually advanced into the following decades. Known for the brief 

period of the Tulip Era, the reign of Ahmed III had staged the first instances of 

Western architecture to invade the traditional urban context by an intense course of 

construction. Under the reign of Selim III, Istanbul was later met with a grander 

ambition to be transformed into a modern European capital, as during the reign of 

Mahmud II the reforms were proceeded within further aspects. The first known 

initiative to apply Western urban planning concepts to Istanbul, however, was 

followed by the establishment of an urban development policy only a few months 
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prior to the Edict of G¿lhane in 1839ða document as well considered to constitute 

the first attempt of a master plan despite the many deficiencies it hold.
269

 Noted as 

the author of this document in several resources, the German Field Marshall Helmuth 

von Moltke was ordered by Mahmud II -prior to the development of the 1839 

policies- to prepare a cartographic land-survey of Istanbul, which he completed in the 

year 1837. The survey was, eventually, greeted with much enthusiasm by the ruling 

Ottoman elite.
270

 

The following decades have staged further growth of the city under the influence of 

particularly technological, educational and military reforms, as industrial sites have 

also been introduced into the urban contextðin the process of which ñIstanbul was 

witnessing the experimental stages of revivalist [European] architecture.ò
271

 There 

remained, however, a plenitude of unrealized projects especially within the span of 

the late nineteenth-century political and economic crisis. Amongst the most notable 

examples were the several construction proposals of bridges and tunnels over 

Bosporusðprojects variously discussed and reshaped by different engineers through 

the course of decades, involving the connection of railways and major settlements in 

between the two shores. None of the proposals, however, were to be realized under 

the reign of the Empire.  

Another significant yet unrealized proposal from the period Sultan Abdulhamid was 

that of the French architect Joseph Antonio Bouvardðthe first European expert ever 

to be invited to Istanbul for the undertaking of a complete redevelopment plan for 

Istanbul. However, what proves particularly significant on Bouvardôs work regarding 

the scope of this thesis was that it constituted the first instance in which aerial 

photography became involved in the preperation of an urban redevelopment plan for 

Istanbul.  

In 1902, Bouvard was invited to undertake a master plan particularly for the 

improvement of certain public spaces of critical touristic and aesthetical value. 

Zeynep ¢elik's ñBouvard's Boulevards: Beaux-Arts Planning in Istanbulò article 

provides a detailed insight on the issue: 
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ñAround the time when the City Beautiful plans in the United 

States attempted to bring a new order and pattern to American 

cities, a parallel scheme was prepared for Istanbul, the capital of 

the Ottoman Empire. Its author was the Beaux-Arts-trained 

Joseph Antoine Bouvard, Inspector General of the Architectural 

Department of the City of Paris... for Paris had represented the 

ultimate image of beauty and culture to the ruling Turkish elite 

since the beginnings of the 18th century.ò
272

 (­elik, 341) 

Accepting Sultanôs invitation, Bouvard immediately requested large-size aerial 

photographs of the city to be able to undertake the project, for he was unable visit 

Istanbul at the time he was assigned the work. It is through the information he 

managed to gather from these aerial photographs that Bouvard completed his avant-

garde proposals for Istanbul.
273

 

The application of Beaux-art planning on the city was already given faint start by the 

widening of critical urban arteries as Divanyolu, while architectural projects of 

similar fashion were being realized on the outskirts of Galata and the Golden Horn. 

With the late nineteenth-century transformations characterized by the European 

fashion, the existing city fabric was largely structured by the Turkish-Islamic assets 

as there remains the question of whether Bouvard hold an accurate impression of the 

existing fabric or not. Such a consideration, however, was disregarded by the 

Ottoman elite as ñthe desired image was that of a European city:ò  

ñBouvard's designs consist of large watercolor drawings, bird's-eye views, and long-range 

perspectives...he chose several notable locations and applied to the existing fabric his 

classical Beaux-Arts principles of regulation, symmetry, isolation of monuments, and 

creation of vistas with prodigious terminal points.ò
274 

Further resembling impressionistic sketches rather than cartographic plans, 

Bouvard's proposals focused on certain public nodes of significant value, such as 

Hippodrome, Beyazit Square, and the Galata Brigde with the Valide Sultan Square in 
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Eminºn¿. In Bouvard's work, urban connections on the larger scale as well as the 

topographic quality were almost entirely disregarded as design inputs. Merely 

working with the information derived from photographs, Bouvard's drawings have 

evidently lacked a holistic consideration of the cityscape, and did not stand in 

correlation with the existing morphological assets. 

 
Figure 4.10 Joseph Antoine Bouvard, ñAvant-Garde Project, Hippodrome Square,ò Paris, 

1902.
275

 

In Bouvardôs proposals for both the Hippodrome and the Beyazit Square, as ¢elik 

thereupon remarks, ñtopography was disregarded,ò while particularly the existing 

fabric of the Beyazit Square was substantially overlooked: ñBouvarsôs scheme would 

lose its coherence if the slope were taken into considerationé Bouvard's disregard 

for topography and the existing fabric made this ambitious scheme a mere 

illusion.ò
276

 Aside from the problems in scale and the proportional inaccuracy of 

renderings, the boulevards emanating from the nodes do not constitute meaningful 

axes within the grander urban schemeðthey seem to hit dead ends as they cross the 

projected public spaces.  
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Figure 4.11 Joseph Antoine Bouvard, "Avant-Garde Project, Sultan Bayezid Square," Paris, 

I902.
277

 

For the architect didnôt hold an accurate grasp of the existing cityscape and 

developed his proposals merely through aerial photographs of the designated 

transformation area, the final products have not managed to provide a fruitful 

outcome for an actual enhancement of the city-center but rather provided a medium 

through which the architect has forced a Parisian image out of the existing context. 

¢elikôs remark on the issue is at once notable: ñBouvard's avant-project was an 

exercise in form. It was not even based on a preliminary program, and thus many 

buildings were not assigned a function in the drawings.ò
278

 The picturesque quality 

of his aerial renderings were undoubtedly notable in their elegant depiction of the 

cityscape, but there remained a plenitude of problematic parameters as the scale, 

preservation of the existing fabric, local heritage, city-culture, and the connection of 

major urban arteriesðñso much for working from photographs.ò
279

 The resulting 
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images, however unrealistic they proved, attained a certain measure of artistic quality 

and spatial order that vastly differed from the chaotic fabric of the existing urban 

environment. The aerial perspective assumed by the architect in his renderings has 

obscured minor details while emphasizing a most Western silhouette within the 

existing fabric. The picturesque scenery, by that regard, resembled that of a European 

city in its beauty and architectural qualityðan asset extensively celebrated by the 

ruling elite at the time. 

Regarding the utilization of aerial view as a tool of urban transformation, there 

remain two remarks to be underscored in Bouvardôs drawings. As the scope and 

perspective of his renderings extensively suggest, the architect has been making use 

of aerial photographs in completing his proposalsða case that particularly likely 

evident when the renderings are juxtaposed with early twentieth century instances of 

Istanbul (Figure 4.12). The information provided by the aerial photographs, in that 

sense, directs the architect in his conceptualization of the project, and for the very 

first time, the view-from-above is utilized in the transformation of the built 

environment of Istanbul. 

Bouvardôs finalized drawings, however, prove rather unsatisfactory in providing 

realistic solution for the underlying problems, as stated above. Aerial renderings of 

the studied nodes and arteries in this early case act as picturesque frames that 

romanticize the scenery of the proposals, rather than constituting accurate solutions 

for the existing urban disorder. In their functioning, Bouvardôs illustrations operate 

no different than the preceding instances of aerial depictions in their emphasis of the 

civic pride and the overriding artistic impressions.  
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Figure 4.12 [top] Joseph Antoine Bouvard, "New Bridge of Galata," Paris, 1902.  

Figure 4.13 [bottom] Turn-of-the-century view of the Galata Tower.
280

 

 

Bouvardôs early twentieth century initiave, by that regard, fails to attain something 

more than ñan exercise in form,ò as ¢elik thereupon suggests, but still proves unique 

in its utilization of aerial photography in devising Istanbulôs master plan.
281

 The 

architectôs method clearly marks an onset in the course of Istanbulôs urban 

transformation, however, it is not until three consequitive decades that aerial 

photography constitutes a useful input in the execution of the cityôs master plan. 

The onset of the Republican period had staged an extensive course of urban 

transformation, particularly in the newly established capital Ankaraðas building up 

the modern cityscape constituted an operation of priority from the earliest days of the 

Republic: 
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ñHaving emerged with the claim to óplanô cities in compliance with 

the new transportation technologies, public hygiene, and, most 

importantly, the needs of the industrial age of the West at the turn of 

the 20
th
 century, this new discipline was regarded by the ruling class 

of the Republican era in Turkey as an effective tool for modernization 

and specialization that needed to be taken advantage of, not merely in 

shaping the urban environment required by contemporary social life as 

foreseen, but also for generating a modern visage for the city.ò
282

 

The issue was, thereupon, approached with urgency: ñfrom the very beginning, the 

Republican authorities opted for a planned urban development in conformity with the 

modern principles of town building. European architects and plannerséwere invited 

to develop plans for Turkish cities.ò
283

 In realizing these Republican objectives, 

Western specialists were called upon the task either by competition projects or on 

personal invitationðamongst which Hermann Jansen and Henri Prost were 

influential figures. 

In the year 1935, noted for his knowledge of the Orient and its people, the French 

architect Henri Prost was called to Istanbul with the object of undertaking a 

development plan for the cityðin the process of which Mustafa Kemal Atat¿rk is 

considered to be personally involved.
284

 In close cooperation with several 

governmental figures as L¿tfi Kērdar and Muhittin ¦st¿ndaĵ, Prost became 

immensely involved in the course of urban transformation for the next fifteen years.  

Prior to his 1937 proposal of a master plan, during the course of the first two years of 

his arrival in Istanbul, Prost had been meticulously ïand aeriallyï investigating the 

cityscape in collaboration with the Turkish Air Forceðfor the task of updating the 

currently incomplete and imprecise cartographic resources. In the process, the 

architect has gathered and later made extensive use of the cityôs aerial recordings in 

the preparation of his first Master Plan for Istanbul.
285

 A technique he was initially 

                                                           
282

 Cana Bilsel, Pierre Pinon, eds. From the Imperial Capital to the Republican Modern city: Henri 

Prostôs planning of Istanbul (1936-1951) (Ķstanbul: Ķstanbul Araĸtērmalarē Enst., 2010) 103. 
283

 Cana Bilsel, ñRemodelling the Imperial Capital in the Early Republican Era,ò in Jonathan Osmond, 

Ausma Cimdina, eds., Power and Culture : Identity, Ideology, Representation (Pisa : PLUS-Pisa 

University Press, 2007)  98. 
284

 Bilsel, Pinon, op.cit., 106.  
285

 Ibid., 112. 

http://tureng.com/search/meticulously


100 

 

introduced in planning the Moroccan cities, for Prost, attaining of a comprehensive 

aerial survey of Istanbul proved most crucial not merely in documenting the current 

framework, but in providing an accurate base of cartographic information as well. A 

constant updating of the cityôs aerial recordings, in that regard, was a professional 

requisite in achieving an effective course of urban planningðby the technique of 

photogrammetry, a great variety of aerial images of different altitudes and scopes 

were assembled in order to attain a revised and complete photographic map of 

Istanbul. 

Pierre Pinon remarks Prostôs approach in undertaking the project as follows: ñProst 

analyzed the city for two years before proposing a Master Plan. For him, being 

acquainted with the land was essential. He achieved this knowledge by surveying the 

land and using aerial photography.ò
286

  Both as a means of gaining urban insight and 

for the procurement of accurate cartographic information, Prost has granted utmost 

importance on the issue, and never before had Istanbul been so comprehensively 

subjected to air survey.  

 
Figure 4.14 Prost, presenting Istanbul Urban Development Plan in Academie des 

Beaux-Arts in Paris.
287 
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Orthographic use of air photography was of critical importance for Prost in the 

execution of the cityôs master plan, as discussed previously, however, the architect 

has also made extensive use of oblique-aerial images in developing his proposals. 

Prostôs archive includes a variety of aerial photographs upon which he seems to be 

taking detailed notesðanalytical sketches of the existing urban fabric as well as the 

diagrammatic proposals that seem to explore the potentials of the given site. Prost 

further makes use of oblique-aerial perspective in his renderings of certain 

development areas where he seems to be exploring the contextual relations in 

between the existing urban facades and the nodes he tends to be creating. The 

utilization of aerial perspective in conveying his ideas, by that regard, is evident by 

the means he has undertaken the task.  

 
Figure 4.15 Binbirdirek Cistern Square. Houses to be demolished. 
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Figure 4.16 Project for a New Fatih Square. Axonometric drawing. Henri Prost, 

October 1937.
289

 

 

In the year 1940, Prost himself published an article on the prominence of aerial 

information in urban planning, with the title ñAir Photography and Urbanism.ò
290

 In 

his discussion, the architectôs most prominent remark dwells on the importance of 

ñknowingò the city in the deepest wise possible for being able to undertake an 

effective master plan. Starting his discussion with a brief on the positive aspects of 

topographic maps, Prost, all the same, points to the shortcomings of the information 

these maps convey in providing a detailed survey of each building block in terms of 

the structures they hold. For the execution of an efficient planning process, however 

as Prost suggests, it proves of utmost importance that the architect and planner is 

well acquainted with all mysteries of the built environment.
291

 In gaining access to 

such an extensive span of information, cadastral and topographic plans mostly fail to 

project the necessary information in understanding the content and quality of the 

space to be transformed.   

Prost eventually remarks, for twenty years now, airplanes have been operating over 

cities for ñpeacefulò purposes, transforming the modes in which the built 

environment has been examined and studied beforeðfor both the aviation and 

photographic reconnaissance technologies were extensively advanced through the 

course of the World War. By that regard, as Prost further remarks, regarding the 
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invitation of the Turkish government, he claims to have accepted the offer under one 

condition onlyðto be provided with a comprehensive photographic-map of the 

transformation area before starting with the work.
292

 

 
Figure 4.17 Land survey over Istanbul.

293
 

Unlike the private or state companies as concurrently observed in the West,
294

   there 

remained no Turkish enterprise that could undertake the operation in Istanbulðon 

account of which Prost have worked with the Turkish Air Forces for the completion 

of the process (Figure 4.17). Providing some technical insight in the technique of 

photogrammetry, Prost further notes that photographic maps save the planner much 

time and money in the execution of master plans, and if such maps for every city in 

Turkey could be provided, the planning profession would be rendered much more 

straightforward and beneficial.  

Following the post-war advancements in the fields of aviation and photography, 

cities were now documented more precisely than ever, rendering aerial photography 

a significant tool for further development of the planning profession. Prostôs 1935 
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initiative in Istanbul constituted a first in its gathering of such a comprehensive set of 

aerial information which was extensively utilized not only for the purpose of urban 

planning, but such research fields as meteorology, archeology, landscape architecture 

and several other fields in the course of the following decades. 

 
Figure 4.18 Land survey over Istanbul.

295
 

 

In the early 1920s, representatives of the first Italian airline company Aero 

Espresso Italiana S.A. (AEI) had contacted Turkish officials for the establishment 

of a seaplane transportation link between Brindisi, Athens, Izmir and Istanbul, as 

Haluk Zelef remarks, the realization of which was given start in 1925.296 The 

decade following the construction of the first seaplane station in B¿y¿kdere, the 

AEI seaplanes have operated for ñcargo/postal services; transportation of 

dignitaries and the wealthy; and organized tours for the new aerial tourists of the 

modern era.ò297 The aerial vantage point of the tourist was quite a new 

phenomenon in that period, and the brochures published by AEI about the 
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companyôs aerial services were as well considered as the first aerial city guides 

over the route of the seaplanes. 

Their span of utilization, however, was stretched along other professional spheres. 

Prost was amongst those who were much interested by the impact of air 

transportation and its involvement in shaping the modern city. Zelef quotes 

Prostôs notes of 1937 as ñjust like the automobileéthe important role to be played 

in prospect by the seaplanes for public and private transportation would not be 

just a fantasy.ò298 His urban proposals involved co-operation of both land and sea 

facilities for air transport: ñhe saw future of seaplanes as being not only to connect 

Istanbul to other locations, but also as playing a key role in the daily routine of the 

city.ò299 Prostôs interest was rather evident in his consideration of the issue in 

Istanbulôs 1937 master plansðan idea he is later seen to have flourished by the 

conception of a ñcentralized seaplane stationò in his notes dating 1940, close to 

the Yeĸilkºy airport facilities, ñsuggesting that the waterscape and landscape be 

reshaped to create an enclosed basinéif such a facility were to be realized, 

Istanbul would become one of the most advanced cities in the world in its 

accommodation of both plane types.ò300 Prostôs conceptualization of the seaplane 

station as one of the key constituents of Istanbulôs extensive urban program is 

indicative of the importance air travel was then grantedðseaplanes were of 

advantage for the unique seacoast Istanbul inherited, and they proved to operate 

rather independently compared to the ordinary planes. As a notable planner of the 

twentieth century, Prost believed in the transformative capacity of air travel in 

shaping of the cities, and advised that a structuring of Istanbulôs aerial routes 

would change the cityôs future stance in significant measures.  
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Figure 4.19 Prost, gazing over a plan with several Turkish officials.
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Figure 4.20 The Archeological Park. Limits of the park drawn on an aerial photograph with 

a hand written legend.
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Figure 4.21 Aerial photographs of Taksim Gezi Park area before and after the application 

of Prostôs plans.
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Prostôs professional gaze over Istanbul eventually proves much evident in his 

planning approach. As the scope of his field of action required, in exercising 

Istanbulôs master plan Prost naturally made extensive use the aerial medium in both 

oblique and orthographic sets. The span of his operations had stretched along an 

extensive domain of separate nodes and districts, in the face of which aerial 

perspective proved ever more crucial in bringing about these critical instances in a 

single frameðthe need to survey the city on the grander scale was now a task more 

urgent than ever. 
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