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Abstract
In this article, the very original urban landscape perception caused by the emergency after the 
2020’ New Coronavirus Pandemic event will be discussed and analyzed. The instruments of pho-
tography, intended as tools of representation will be applied to this specific environment, then 
used as a base of reflection about the perception of the changes in the urban environment and 
the effects of this perception on people. Most of the approaches conducted on social media and 
the newspapers have pointed to putting in evidence the spectacular empty cities ‘as never seen 
before’, which thing is correct and underlines a unique condition otherwise almost impossible to 
experience. The total lock-down caused by the emergency made it impossible to move from a 
view of the urban landscape to another, where most of the people were able to see such an emp-
tiness only for their town, maybe just for their neighbourhood and maybe just from some lucky 
windows. The global condition will be watched not simply by composing together the pictures 
exhibited online and in the newspaper, but using a specific set of images, created in the days of 
the emergency that will comment and describe the contents of the article.

Keywords
Pandemic, Photography, Emptiness, Representation, New Coronavirus.
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Introduction

With the spreading of the New Coronavirus Epidem-

ic event in March 2020 the need for strong safety 

measures to limit the diffusion of the Virus came 

out as a mandatory priority for all the people: in be-

tween the various measures, two of the most and 

relevant in the tentative to contain the contagions 

were the self-isolation, established following a se-

ries of specific laws and temporary rules connected 

to the general lockdown. 

The choice for self-isolation was quite mandatory, 

especially during the first wave of the contagions, 

first of all, because it was the safer solution while 

the real entity of the pandemic event was going to 

be understood and people and institutions/admin-

istrations were going to learn how to protect them-

selves efficiently. Self-isolation was as well a way 

to have time to equip the whole country, in fact, 

the second measure, the use of facemasks (named 

most of the time simply ‘mask’ or ‘little masks’ 

-mascherine-), turned out to be quite complex, 

while in Italy, at first, the supply for the masks was 

quite problematic, with various issues in the deliv-

ery (Tarquini, 2020), production (Savelli, 2020), or-

ganization and several “black market” and inflated 

prices (Lombardo, 2020). The story of the pandem-

ic event reconstructed at now started about the end 

of 2019: from the 31 December 2019, Chinese au-

thorities informed the WHO (World Health Orga-

nization) China office of pneumonia cases in Wu-

han City, Hubei province, China, with an unknown 

cause1. After 22 January 2020 WHO confirmed hu-

man-to-human transmission of the virus2.

With the gradual spreading of the epidemic out of 

China, Italy was at the beginning the most afflicted 

country, with a rapid diffusion in the Northern part 

of the national territory and high rates of conta-

gions and deaths. In the period between the begin-

ning of March and May 2020, the following guide-

lines of the Italian Ministero della Salute3 defined a 

series of measures to stem the diffusion of the vi-

rus, with the use of masks, accurate cleaning and 

self-isolation as main personal and collective strat-

egies against the Virus. 

The COVID-19, the ‘COVID’, soon became a well-

known and continuously used word. Italy was one of 

the first countries in Europe to receive the impact 

of the virus. Following the Ministerial Decree of the 

8th of March 2020, the Italian Government imposed 

great restrictions, making the whole of Italy a red 

zone, not only people’s lives changed but also plac-

es apparently changed in their nature: deprived of 

their relationship with people they lost their aggre-

gative, social and practical function. 

The state of “Pandemic” was declared on the 12th 

of March 20204. Pandemic events have affected 
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humanity for a long time, just counting the bet-

ter-documented ones the numbers reveal them-

selves in their impressive amounts. 

The new pandemic arrived on quite specific condi-

tions, after almost one century since the last sig-

nificant one (the so-called “Spanish Flu” spread-

ing worldwide with the main outbreak in 1918-1920) 

and after various threatening epidemic events that 

never rose to be a global menace (McMillen, 2016), 

with an extremely enhanced evolution of technol-

ogy and medicine in front of any past similar situa-

tions (Tufekci, 2021), but also with a very “globalized” 

world, where people and goods move continuously 

from anywhere to anywhere and the population is in-

creased of almost five times in one century. 

In this context, the needs caused by the lockdowns 

operated as accelerators of certain ongoing pro-

cesses, like the “online teaching” (Mishra, Gup-

ta, Shree, 2020), the “smart-working”, the “online 

communities”, the “dematerialization of social re-

lationships” (de Rosa, Mannarini, 2021), the on-

line shopping, the online migration of functions 

and services and the use of “online entertainment” 

(Koeze, Popper, 2020). In Italy, the first lock-down 

took place from the 9th of March to the 4th of May 

2020, in this period most of the population ob-

served quite strictly the rules of self-isolation, re-

maining in their houses and limiting their activities 

just to the nearby areas. 

The uncertainty of the situation at that time, the 

rigid rules aimed to contain the contagions and the 

general fear about what was going to be played to-

gether in reducing to a minimum the interaction 

with the world outside. 

At the moment of the initial lockdown, the scenar-

io about what was going to happen was uncertain, 

but the effects on the local economy (Ascani, Fag-

gian, Montresor, 2020), the limitation in personal 

freedom (Jovičić, 2021), the effects on psychological 

health (Orbach, 2020) and the social crisis (Lupton, 

Willis, 2021) were announced in a quite clear way.

Communication choices 

The newspapers and social media described the 

pandemic event from various points of view, keep-

ing people updated, giving it a real dramatic tint 

and sometimes bringing to the extreme certain 

aspects of the situation (O’Hair, 2021). Some ele-

ments became iconic with ease, all the major dif-

ferences caused by the lock-down were under-

lined and presented, often redundantly. While 

the spreading of the Virus in Europe was manifest 

starting from Italy, the main historical cities, con-

sidered worldwide a place of beauty and arts, re-

ceived immediately the impact of the ‘abandon’ by 

the tourism soon followed by the effects of the full 

lockdown, passing from beautiful crowded places 

(Fig.1) to beautiful empty places. 

The emptiness of the main urban centres was one 

of the ‘classic’ and more impacting types of image 

(or video) presenting the new urban situation. 

It is now worth noticing the three components that 

caused the ‘emptiness’, which is a quite particu-

lar event even for a recursive event like a pandem-

ic. The first operator in the alchemy bringing to the 

deprivation of people from the urban scenario was 

the lock-down in itself, people were forced to stay 

in their houses by rules, self-choice, or fear. The sec-

ond operator was the interruption of travelling and 

the touristic visits. The third was moving to digi-

tal platforms all the activities compliant with on-

line solutions. In this situation, ‘the emptiness’ was 

extremely relevant in the downtowns, especially 

in the ‘cities of art’ where citizens are reduced to a 

minimum in place of temporary touristic residenc-

es, shops, offices, services and cultural structures, 

creating environments with situations where no 

one had any longer reason to go if not for admiring 

the emptiness or the monuments deprived of the 

‘noise’ caused by humanity. But the imposed rules 

were so strictly limiting the movement of people 

that the observing of such a situation was restrict-

ed to online images and videos. 
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For a large number of people even if living in Flor-

ence or Venice or Rome, etc., for them, the image 

of the ‘emptiness’ was just the one of their neigh-

bourhood, with minimal options for visiting the 

downtowns. In these contexts, the impression of 

the ‘emptiness’ was more a perceptive phenome-

non than a real condition. 

The crowding, produced by the tourists, disap-

peared, but the people living in the city were not 

that far. 

The people were not really ‘away’, they were in the 

houses, coming out only at real needs, working, 

studying and having their free time in the inside 

of the flats, mostly in front of a computer or other 

personal devices. 

Describing Florence in pictures

Photography is art and technique of representation, 

the apparently ‘abandoned’ and empty urban land-

scape of Florence appeared since the first days of 

lock-down a complex subject, easy to be just ‘rep-

resented’ but in need of documenting a specific 

emphasis. It appeared immediately as a very inter-

esting research subject for survey and representa-

tion, perfectly balanced between the need for gath-

ering images of a specific historical moment and 

capturing a city in its ‘perfect emptiness’ moment. 

The effects of such an unlucky event were creating 

the ideal situation for taking images of monumen-

tal places otherwise crowded. From March to May 

2020, to document the conditions of the downtown 

Fig. 1 —  Pictures from the Florence town centre in its common crowded condition before the lockdown 
(Photos by S. Giraudeau, 2018).
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in Florence, a specific photographic campaign took 

place. The Laboratorio Fotografico Architettura (Ar-

chitecture Photographic Laboratory, LFA) from the 

Dipartimento di Architettura (DIDA) of the Universi-

ty of Florence, developed a specific operative plan of 

documentation, it was organized in a series of stra-

tegic choices, structured around some main focal 

points and monuments in the Florentine town cen-

tre (Figg. 2-18, 21). 

During the lockdown period, between March and 

May 2020, it was not possible to move except with 

special permits; consequently, to move around the 

city of Florence to carry out the documentation ac-

tivity, it was necessary, in addition to the self-certifi-

cation documents. So, a series of specific authoriza-

tions were produced to support the activities, these 

documents have been fundamental during the fre-

quent controls of the police to attest the tasks cre-

ating the necessity of a presence in the city.

The meeting with the ‘empty’ Florence was of great 

strength: those spaces full of life sometimes even 

suffocated by mass tourism appeared sudden-

ly emptied, telling a different story and showing a 

very uncommon aspect. The difficult and unhap-

py situation gave the rare condition of being able 

to observe and narrate the buildings, squares and 

monuments, with a reversal vision of the city. This 

survey project aims to change the narrative of the 

city of Florence by focusing exclusively on the aes-

thetics of space and architecture, favouring a purely 

architectural photographic language.

Two frames to tell each subject: the aerial point of 

view, through zenithal planimetry that frames the 

architectural subjects, allows having a clear view of 

the urban fabric appreciating the geometry with-

out, almost totally, the presence of man. From the 

ground instead, the ‘typical’ point of view and the 

wide framing give us a reading of the environmental 

context in which the building is inserted.

The photographic survey work was divided in-

to two major parts (Fig. 19). All aimed at produc-

ing high-quality contents and operated according 

to rules of urban photography reportage (Cornbill, 

2019) adapted to the need of a specific case, a ‘sus-

pended’ (or interrupted) city, and then somehow 

passing by the habits of the “Urban exploration” 

(Sipes, 2014). A process that would have to consid-

er the ‘emptiness’ without turning it to be a portrait 

of the city in a perfectly clean condition, the concept 

was to transmit the impression of ‘something im-

Fig. 2 — Florence town centre, Santa Maria Novella Railway Station (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020).
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portant is missing’ even when the crowded areas 

were until them, a despicable situation for an archi-

tecture photographer or surveyor. 

The first part was the photographic campaign from 

the ground that took place from March 17th to April 

27th with a production of 306 post-produced imag-

es and a hundred video shots. 

The cameras used for these operations were a Nikon 

D800, Full Frame, 36MP and a Sony Alpha 7RII, Full 

Frame, 42.4MP. The first was used with a tripod, to 

make, in addition to photos, also video footage (1080 

Full HD) while the second with a fixed lens (28mm, 

F2.0) was used freehand. The Nikon D800 was 

equipped with the following lenses: 16-35mm F4.0 

Nikkor, 24-120mm F4.0 Nikkor, 35mm F1.8 Nikkor. 

The second part was the aerial photographic cam-

paign that took place from May 1st to 17th with a 

production of 20 post-produced images and about 

fifty video shots5 (taken at the resolution of 4K, 

4096x2160). These operations were conducted us-

ing a Parrot Anafi UAV/Drone with a 1/2.4’’ So-

ny sensor, 21Mp Cmos and a fixed wide-angle lens 

F2.4 ASPH (Focal length (35mm format equivalent): 

23-69mm for photos, 26-78mm for videos)6. Italian 

and European regulations on the use of a UAV (Un-

manned Aerial Vehicle) are very stringent and limit 

the use of drones depending on their weight and the 

context in which they are used. Without going into 

the regulations, to fly a drone of a certain weight, 

in addition to having a flight license and insurance, 

one must apply for special permits issued by ENAC 

and ENAV, air traffic control bodies (ENAC, 2019). To 

facilitate the resolution of this problem you can opt 

for the choice of lighter drones, with fewer regulato-

ry constraints.

Given all these parameters to be taken into consid-

eration, for the documentation of Florence during 

the lockdown, a drone lightened from 320 grams to 

300 grams was used to be able to operate in urban 

contexts with non-critical operations, as required 

by Italian aviation regulations7. For each flight op-

eration (five missions in all) a communication was 

made with a PEC-mail to both the Police Headquar-

ters and the Prefecture of Florence to have confir-

mation of the possibility to fly on the agreed days. 

The flight operations were carried out with the ut-

most safety and planned to be able to carry out 

the filming in the best and quickest way possible 

(a good rule of flight safety is that the operations 

should last as little time as possible). 

Fig. 3 — Florence town centre, Santa Maria Novella Railway Station (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020).
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Fig. 4 — Florence town centre, Santa Maria Novella Railway Station (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020).
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Figg. 5-6 — Florence town centre, Santo Spirito (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020).
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Figg. 7-8 —Florence town centre, Palazzo Vecchio (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020).
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Figg. 9-12 — Florence town centre, Palazzo Pitti and Ponte Vecchio (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020)
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Figg. 13-14 — Florence town centre, the Cathedral and the Baptistery (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020).
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Figg. 15-16 —. Florence town centre, the Piazzale Michelangelo (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020).
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Fig. 18 — Florence town centre, Loggia del Mercato Nuovo (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020).

Fig. 17 — Florence town centre, nearby Ponte Vecchio (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020).
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Fig. 19 — Map of the aerial and ground photographic sessions
 (orthophoto by Regione Toscana, Geoportale, graphic by the authors, 2020).
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spontaneous way, searching specific information and 

then going back to that same websites or in an ‘ac-

cidental’ way, receiving information from social net-

works, mixed with many others or ‘inside’ posts, the 

whole world in few weeks was going to orient all its 

attention to one main argument: the pandemic and 

its effects on the ‘past’ usual context. 

The heavy reduction of mobility pushed the sense 

of community coming from being all in a similar sit-

uation and it brought towards common behaviours 

and to the sharing of experiences by social net-

works. As stated a few lines above, the perception 

of the empty state of the town was mostly linked 

The perception of the town from inside the houses

Florentines and all the people somehow blocked in 

Florence experienced the long period of the first lock-

down from their houses, they rarely went out and 

spent most of the time using social media and on-

line news to get information about the ongoing sit-

uation. This condition was common all around Italy, 

it was previously experienced in China and all across 

2020 was going to be quite common worldwide 

with various declinations. For all the people in lock-

down, the access to online media was fundamental: 

news, updates, rules, details and information about 

the evolution of the situation were a must, both in a 

Fig. 20 — March-April 2020, from the inside to the outward 
(pictures by Dario Borruto, Caterina Olivadese, Andrea Bottazzi, Piera Morreale, Francesco Maria Martella).
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to images and video saw online, a weird situation, 

broadening the surreal sense of that moment. The 

people in the houses were looking in the courtyard, 

outside to the opposite façades, exiting just for nec-

essary needs and ‘meeting’ from the distance the 

people in the nearby, common activities and popu-

lar/spontaneous events were quite common, well 

promoted on the social networks, helping people in 

a moment of difficulty, giving them hope. To doc-

ument this aspect of the lockdown, a specific pho-

tographic campaign was operated, exploiting the 

use of online communities and organizing a small 

‘crowdsourcing’ operation. 

It was not possible to plan a reportage visiting peo-

ple, the same rules of self-isolation would be against 

such an action and it was not the right moment mov-

ing around asking people to enter their houses. 

It was also believed that s reportage in the houses 

should be a sort of ‘interruption’ and then acting in 

the opposite direction of the wanted result. So, con-

tacting people using social networks and opening a 

short call on Instagram allowed to enrich the report-

age, getting some pictures depicting the days of the 

first lockdown from their homes (Fig. 20). The pic-

tures were then selected and organized to integrate 

the full reportage. 

Fig. 21 — Florence town centre, Uffizi (Photo by S. Giraudeau, 2020).
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The emptiness as part of a distort perception

The total void does not exist, some interesting 

articles published in the period of the lock-down 

have tried to develop a nice parallel between the 

physical concept of void, the principle of indeter-

mination of Heisenberg and the way the apparent 

emptiness of the town is an altered perception, 

while people keep on moving and doing that same 

work against the void that some sparse particles 

do in the “almost void” space (Martin, 2020). But 

probably there is no need for such a robust and al-

most poetical correspondence. 

The cities are empty in their street, social spaces, 

squares, hotels, restaurants, parks, theatres, pubs, 

‘non-first-necessity’ shops, but the people, all the 

people living every day in the town or just blocked 

there at the moment of the lock-down are inside 

their houses. But at the same time, thinking back 

to the period of the first lock-down in Italy, it may 

be recognized how the altered condition of urban 

and social living has brought some weird effect in 

the perception of the time, the emptiness seems to 

affect time in the “Taoist concept” of “void time” 

(Pasqualotto, 2004) where the balance between 

the “what has been” (belonging to a time gone and 

past) and “what it will be” (belonging to an unpre-

dictable future) creates an emptiness. During the 

lock-down, with people forced to stay at home and 

maintain isolation rules, this ‘empty time’ seems 

mostly capable in capturing desires and aspirations: 

desires about having back the past conditions and 

aspirations about getting out from the present lim-

itations and difficulties, somehow a nullification of 

the present, sometimes bringing to an early reac-

tion, but on the long run causing laziness, inactivity, 

unhealthy behaviours. 

This altered perception of time may be found in al-

most anyone experiences from the past year and 

has received various studies (Ogden, 2020), mixed 

with the empty town condition it has brought some 

‘still frames’ of metaphysics perception of the 

towns, recalling some robust cultural references, 

from the oniric spaces depicted by Giorgio De Chiri-

co (Calvesi, Mori, 1998) to the “Urban Void” filmed in 

certain movie sequences by Michelangelo Antonioni 

(Pascal Bonitzer, 1983). 

This condition was fixed in the mind of all the peo-

ple watching them with two main different reac-

tions: the feelings associated with the perception 

of what is missing, of the absence of people, versus 

the pure perception of the urban and architectur-

al landscape cleaned from any noise caused by the 

crowd and traffic. 

In a way the ‘look how it is empty’ against the ‘look 

how it is free’, someone noticing mostly what is miss-

ing, someone noticing mostly what is present, may-

be someone has a perception of both the aspects. 

The results from this urban photography report-

age try to fix this contents and sensations, freez-

ing a moment, a pause in the flight of the drone or a 

breath of the photographer, leaving the emptiness 

of the space flowing, trying to transmit the impres-

sion that even out of the frame, all around who was 

taking that picture there was the same persistence 

of isolation. 

Conclusions

The weird, difficult and dramatic long pandem-

ic event will leave a deep mark in society, probably 

something the most will prefer to forget and put 

away in what it will be in general remembered for 

being a ‘horrible year’, thus all along the period of 

the lock-downs the debate and discussion about 

the future was well present, from the approach to 

Cultural Heritage (Lovino, Migaleddu, Pescarmona, 

2020) to the hypothesis about next architectures 

(Bahadursingh, 2020; Giacobbe, 2020; Schneider, 

2020). Something very appreciable in a period that 

may seem not the ‘right time’ for architects, urban 

planners, cultural heritage experts, landscape de-

signers. It is possible to argue that there are some 

lessons learned from the whole pandemic event and 
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the balance between the ‘new’ needs and urban/ar-

chitectural design/approach. One is that the mas-

sive exploitation of social spaces and built heritage 

is something that works exactly against keeping ac-

tive the functions planned for that same place. 

The overcrowded downtowns, the urban public ar-

eas filled with restaurants and food/touristic mar-

ket-related functions, the railway stations satu-

rated with shops, overloaded museums with cues, 

pubs and shops finding places inside the urban tis-

sue, are often planned merely according to a market 

logic that seems to consider hygienic and healthy 

planning as a limitation to their possibilities more 

than a needed set of good rules for good living, ob-

viously, they obey to safety rules, which means that 

no one is at risk in case of fire or rapid escape, but 

they are no elastic at all in front of social distanc-

ing, nor for a pandemic event, neither for very sim-

pler contagions casualties. 

There is now a new altered balance between what 

it is possible to do for having most of the profit and 

the logic (and ‘taste’) about what it is worth to do for 

keeping a place versatile and coherent with its archi-

tectural ‘nature’. It seems obvious that the people for 

first will push for going back to the previous condi-

tions, seeing habits that were not that good either 

before the pandemic event like something desirable 

in front of the isolation and bad times caused by this 

disaster. The urban reportage from March-May 2020 

is then a possible useful document for reminding the 

effect of the emptiness and the imposed ‘perfection’ 

arrived all over the downtowns something probably 

and hopefully impossible to reply. 

All the next pictures of the Florentine downtown will 

need to be taken very early in the morning, retouch-

ing the persons around, using neutral density filters 

to extend the exposure time and making them dis-

appear like in an old picture taken with poorly sensi-

ble photographic materials. But the option for taking 

that emptiness, that sensation of ‘retreated human-

ity’ is reserved to that specific moment. 

The pictures taken at that right time should be ob-

served, they may evoke that moment, that surprise 

and rise a reflection about what means a ‘city of the 

arts’ deprived of its visitors, a town rich of arts and 

museums with closed doors and an urban space 

brought back to its silent essence. At the same 

time, this reportage is ready to take part in the large 

collection of iconic images of the ‘emptiness’ taken 

worldwide and ready to enter the archive of this pe-

riod, a long series of iconic moments where ‘nothing 

was happening while everything was happening’, 

ready to fill the time gap between the past and the 

future and to support a future that will be claiming 

the return to past behaviours, no matter how wrong 

or helping the last virus spreading they were.
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