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This lecture seeks to identify a core set of shared concerns between European and Islamic
discourse on city design and the complex social dynamics and economic dimensions of urban
life. Specifically, it explores medieval and early modern European and Islamic perceptions of
the ideal urban arrangements from a comparative perspective and in the context of the
evolution of new imperial cultures and the creation of new capitals and urban centers in the
Islamic world.

The talk will be focused on political and architectural writings of leading European
intellectual figures and humanists—Leon Battista Alberti’s (1404–72) De re aedificatoria (On
the Art of Building) and Giovanni Botero’s (ca. 1540–1617) Delle cause della grandezza e
magnificenza delle città (On the Causes of the Greatness and Magnificence of Cities)—
alongside similar works emanating from the Ottoman world, such as Latîfî’s (1491–1582)
Evsâf-ı İstanbul (Praise of Istanbul), Mose Almosnino’s (1515–ca. 1580) Crónica de los reyes
Otomanos (Chronicle of the Ottoman Kings), Cafer Efendi’s (fl. 1614) Risâle-i mi‘mâriyye
(Treatise on Architecture). It will investigate how these works relate to earlier Islamic
discourse on urban life, the genesis of human civilization, and imperial formation, as
crystallized in the work of the great historian Ibn Khaldūn (1332–1406) Muqaddimah
(Introduction to History). The issues they deal with (organization of the market, how building
projects are one of the prime components and criteria or indicators of effective government)
are fundamental to the European political discourse as well.

In light of the ongoing refugee crisis in the Middle East and Europe, the ultimate objective of
the talk is to identify innovative ways to derive lessons from past imperial experiments



designed to shape physical space that could uphold social harmony and cohesion, ensure
peaceful coexistence, and meet the competing demands of disparate social groups.

Vasileios Syros (Dr.phil. in Medieval and Modern History, University of Heidelberg/Germany)
is a Senior Research Fellow at the Academy of Finland. His teaching and research interests
focus on the interaction among the Christian, Islamic, and Jewish traditions of political
thought as well as on cross-cultural encounters in the early modern period. He is also engaged
in the comparative study of European and Islamic empires, ideas on imperial ascendancy and
decline, and pre-modern approaches to the comparative study of diverse forms of political
organization and types of government. Syros has published Die Rezeption der aristotelischen
politischen Philosophie bei Marsilius von Padua (Brill, 2007); Well Begun is Only Half Done:
Tracing Aristotle’s Political Ideas in Medieval Arabic, Syriac, Byzantine, and Jewish Sources
(ACMRS, 2011); and Marsilus of Padua at the Intersection of Ancient and Medieval Cultures
and Traditions of Learning (University of Toronto Press, 2012). He is currently at work on a
new book project entitled Renaissance Jewry in an Age of Skepticism: Simone Luzzatto on
Economic Decline and Religious Tolerance.
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