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The urban furnishings of Baroque Apulia - especially spires, votive columns, and
corner elements in Terra d'Otranto - form a heritage of remarkable symbolic
and architectural value, yet one rarely studied systematically. Long considered
"minor" features, they in fact play a key role in shaping urban space. To address
this complexity, a GIS-based digital analysis system has been developed,
conceived not only as an archive but as a dynamic tool able to correlate

spatial, typological, and chronological data. This approach overcomes the

limits of traditional methods, based on morphological or formal criteria, which
are inadequate for managing and interpreting such an extensive and diverse
corpus. It provides new insights into the relationships among form, context,
and function. The use of Spatial Humanities methodologies integrates material
and immaterial data, producing a critical mapping of the visual and symbolic
networks that define the Apulian urban landscape. Continuously updatable,

the GIS platform becomes an operational model for documenting, managing,
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and enhancing widespread urban heritage, opening interdisciplinary research
perspectives and supporting the protection of minor architectural assets.

Gli arredi urbani del Barocco pugliese, in particolare guglie, colonne votive

e soluzioni angolari diffuse in Terra d'Otranto, costituiscono un patrimonio
architettonico di straordinaria densita simbolica, ma raramente indagato in modo
sistematico. Considerati elementi "minori”, essi partecipano invece alla costruzione
della spazialita urbana. Per restituire complessita a questo fenomeno, € stato
sviluppato un sistema di analisi digitale basato su GIS, concepito non solo come
archivio, ma come strumento dinamico capace di correlare dati spaziali, tipologici
e cronologici. Tale approccio supera i limiti delle metodologie di analisi tradizionali,
basate su criteri morfologico-formali, inadeguate alla gestione e interpretazione
di un campione cosi ampio e articolato, offrendo nuove chiavi di lettura delle
relazioni tra forma, contesto e funzione. Lapplicazione delle metodologie delle
Spatial Humanities permette di integrare le informazioni materiali con quelle
immateriali, restituendo una mappatura critica delle reti visive e simboliche che
strutturano il paesaggio urbano pugliese. La piattaforma GIS, continuamente
implementabile, diventa cosi un modello operativo per la documentazione, la
gestione e la valorizzazione del patrimonio urbano diffuso, aprendo prospettive di
ricerca interdisciplinari e strumenti utili alla tutela dei beni architettonici minori.

BAROQUE URBAN FURNISHINGS IN APULIA: QUESTIONING THE LIMITS OF TRADITIONAL
ANALYSIS

The digitalization of cultural heritage become an effective tool for the analysis and
management of architectural assets, offering new opportunities for investigation,
interpretation, and dissemination across large-scale territories. Digital technologies also

play a key role in promoting the study and appreciation of so-called “minor" architecture

— elements often overlooked within the broader urban landscape, such as those related to
urban furnishings. The idea of giving voice to architectural features traditionally considered
secondary — frequently overshadowed by more monumental works in the history of
architecture — stems from the desire to highlight their contribution to urban spatial identity.
Spires, votive columns, and corner solutions, though often unrecognized or unprotected, are
integral to the urban landscape. They form a widespread and layered historical heritage made
up of countless fragments carrying symbolic and cultural meanings tied to the history of place
[Fig. 01., 02.]. Their "minor" character is, therefore, only superficial, as comparable examples
can be found across Italy and Europe.

Focusing on Apulian urban furnishings of the Baroque period [1], [2] - a time of maximum
diffusion, particularly in the territory of Terra d'Otranto - the survey identifies eleven
pinnacles, around forty votive columns, and more than three hundred corner elements.
Characterized by pronounced verticality and exuberant decoration, pinnacles and votive
columns enrich public squares to the extent that they can be seen as “scenographic” settings
for civic and religious representation [3]. Corner solutions, on the other hand, serve to

soften or disguise the sharpness of building edges [4]. The two centuries of Apulian Baroque
profoundly shaped the urban form of local settlements [5]. The attention typically devoted
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Some photos of Baroque corner solutions in Terra d'Otranto - Copertino,
Melpignano, Lecce and Sternatia (by authors).

02.

Some photos of Baroque spires and votive columns in Terra d'Otranto - Lequile,
Ostuni, Nardo (oy authors).

to the interiors of public and private buildings shifted toward exterior spaces - streets

and open squares - resulting in what can be read as a true urban-scale project aimed at
redefining the image of the city. In this context, “minor” and “major"” architectural episodes
coexist in a dynamic and reciprocal relationship. In line with the propagandistic aims of the
post-Tridentine and Baroque eras, these typological elements carried - and still retain - a
strong symbolic function, acting as social gathering points and collective landmarks, both in
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urban and devotional terms. It is precisely in these public spaces - squares and streets - that
popular traditions and ritual practices have taken place [6]. So, whether serving religious,
civic, or decorative purposes, corner elements, votive columns, and pinnacles function as true
landmarks within the urban fabric. The votive column, like the spire, helps organize spatial
hierarchies and defines relationships with surrounding architecture [7]. Similarly, corner
elements tend to appear along key urban routes - both processional and civic - marking visual
and spatial continuity throughout the city [8].

Literature on these typologies remains limited. Although, for corner structures, in addition to
the Atlante del Barocco in Italia [4], a few earlier studies exist [9], [10], these works mainly
provide descriptive surveys without deeper analysis of typological evolution or contextual
relationships. This highlights the need for a systematic and critically framed inventory that
considers historical, morphological, and spatial-temporal aspects to better understand

their development over time. To this end, the definition of a clear and consistent analytical
methodology is essential. In a preliminary phase, the large dataset was approached visually:
through a comparative reading of images, organized on a wooden panel in the form of
individual cards representing each recorded element [Fig. 03.]. This visual approach enabled
immediate comparison, revealing morphological similarities and recurring decorative motifs.
However, the size of the sample soon revealed the method's limitations. While effective

for initial exploration, it provided only a partial and simplified understanding, overlooking
important variables such as urban placement and chronology - both crucial for interpreting
typological evolution and distribution.

Building on these reflections, a more structured analytical framework was developed, oriented
toward the creation of a GIS-based platform. In recent years, GIS technologies have become
central within the field of Spatial Humanities, which explore cultural, historical, and social
phenomena through the lenses of space and place. By integrating humanistic inquiry with
spatial and geographic analysis, GIS transforms space from a passive backdrop into an active
dimension of culture and knowledge - enabling the interpretation of places through memories,
texts, images, and testimonies, and fostering new, interdisciplinary readings [11], [12]. Recent
projects that combine digital models with historical maps offer new insights, uncovering both
tangible and intangible traces often invisible to traditional analysis, and generating fresh
relationships and meanings [13]. At the same time, they propose an operational model for the
sustainable enhancement and interpretation of urban heritage [14].

TOWARDS A DYNAMIC GIS-BASED RESEARCH TOOL

While a GIS platform is typically conceived as a means of disseminating and communicating research
outcomes, in this study it was designed as a dynamic analytical tool - a system for managing and
interpreting the dataset, capable of revealing relationships, intersections, and complex readings of
the collected information. Without delving into the technical details of the GIS implementation [15],
it is worth focusing on the conceptual framework: a continuously evolving structure of fields and
attributes [Fig. 04.]. The goal was to create a standardized and coherent data-recording system,
supported by a technical glossary yet remaining accessible and intuitive. Each element under study
was recorded as a point shapefile linked to a database containing geographic coordinates, allowing for
automatic spatial positioning within the GIS platform.

Particular attention was paid to the elements’ spatial context: their precise location, the host building
in the case of corner solutions, and their urban setting within the street network. Each vertical urban
feature is assumed to maintain a spatial and visual relationship with its immediate surroundings [4].
Accordingly, information regarding the nature of the intersection on which the corner element stands
was included, enabling observations on its visibility and prominence. Intersections were categorized
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Work in progress of the comparative visual analysis based on
morphological and formal criteria (oy authors).

Guglie (- Soluzioni angolari Colonne votive
Generalita Vedute Descrizioni Posizione Cartografie Datazione Tipologia
Tessuto urbano Trama stradale Prossimita visiva Edificio di appartenenza
asse_principale incrocio_L religiosa ordinario
asse_secondario incrocio_T civile di pregic_nobiliare
spazio_principale incrocio_Y monumentale di pregio_religioso
spazio_secondario incrocio_scacchiera difensiva di pregio_produttivo

incrocio_asimmetrico
incrocio_spazio

fronte_asse

fronte_spazio
04.
GIS structure showing fields and attributes related to corner
solutions, focusing on the “location” dataset (by authors).
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Schemes illustrating the
relationships between
corner solutions and the
urban street layout (by
authors).

06.

Schemes illustrating
the visual proximity

of Baroque elements
to major architectural
landmarks (by authors).
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into different typologies [Fig. 05.], distinguishing whether the associated urban axis or space plays a
primary or secondary role in the urban scene. These architectural features are often positioned along
major thoroughfares or clustered near significant architectural landmarks, generating a network of
visual and proportional relationships that challenges the notion of a purely "spontaneous” architecture
[5]. Data were also recorded concerning their proximity to architectural landmarks - where
“proximity” is understood not in terms of physical distance, but as a direct visual or spatial connection
between the Baroque element and the architectural focal point [Fig. 06.].

D) .

religiosa civile monumentale difensiva

© °
@

Another key field in the database concerns dating, particularly for corner solutions. Whereas spires
and votive columns can often be dated through historical or archival sources, in Terra d'Otranto

only about ten corner elements currently have a secure chronological attribution. For the remaining
examples, existing literature provides approximate dates for roughly half, while the others can be
chronologically inferred from the dating of the host building. Considering morphological and formal
aspects also allows for interpretations that go well beyond broad categorical classification, leading to
typological and chronological deductions.

In addition to identifying the macro-type - whether a simple chamfer, a column, a pilaster, or a
composite solution - the database records details concerning the capital, shaft, and ornamental
components. For instance, a capital that extends laterally to simulate a column between pilasters
may indicate a more eclectic or later solution, whereas the presence of a garland or decorative ring
encircling the shaft at a certain height serves as a stylistic and chronological clue, typical of earlier
examples. This approach, grounded in the careful reading of form, architectural language, and
decorative detail, enables meaningful interpretation even in cases lacking firm documentary evidence.
Additional fields are dedicated to historical imagery and early photographs, travelers' descriptions,
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records of processional and civic routes, and historical cartography. These enrich the understanding of
place meanings and help construct new layers of relationships and interpretations, contributing to the
broader enhancement of this urban heritage [Fig. 00.].

The approach described transforms an initially extensive and complex dataset into a flexible and
dynamic system. On one hand, the GIS platform operates as a mapping and systematization tool for
the three architectural typologies [Fig. 07.]; on the other, it functions as an active analytical engine

- not merely a repository, but a mechanism for exploring the evolution and diffusion of Baroque
typologies within the Apulian urban landscape.

® Guglie
@ Soluzioni angolari

Colonne votive

Through attribute-based filtering, the platform enables the cross-referencing and layering of diverse
types of information — spatial, chronological, typological, and decorative. Filtering occurs both at the
tabular and visual levels, directly on the map, thereby creating a dynamic and queryable analytical
framework. This allows for multifaceted readings of the data and facilitates a deeper understanding of
the phenomenon in its broader urban and historical context.
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Spatial mapping of
spires, votive columns,
and corner elements in
QGIS.
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FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

The multilevel analysis of attributes, facilitated by the GIS-based filtering system, enabled a critical
and methodical selection of the dataset, allowing the identification of principal typological macro-
categories and the inference of fundamental historical and typological characteristics. Based on
these insights, a structured and reasoned synoptic schema was established, guiding the selection

of the most representative exemplars for detailed analysis and documentation. For the selected

case studies, targeted field surveys will be conducted to generate comprehensive graphic and
photographic records. The inclusion of a dedicated informational field within the GIS platform further
enhances its utility by supporting the systematic planning of these surveys. The type and extent of
documentation are calibrated according to the architectural, formal, and urban significance of each
element: general photographic records are acquired for elements of limited architectural or sculptural
value, yet significant for understanding typological diversity and spatial distribution within the urban
fabric; conversely, specific and detailed documentation is implemented for elements of particular
interest, either due to their morphological and formal richness or their strategic positioning within the
cityscape. For the most architecturally and historically significant exemplars, digital documentation
will be produced by laser scanner [Fig. 08.] and/or photogrammetric survey [Fig. 09.].

The GIS platform is designed to be continuously updated with data derived from direct and indirect
analyses, encompassing archival research, bibliographic investigation, and in-situ survey campaigns. In
this way, it functions as a dynamic analytical and interpretive tool, providing a robust basis for future
initiatives in the conservation, management, and valorization of the studied heritage.

08.

Laser scanner point cloud of the Spire San Vito in Lequile, of the
Immacolata in Nardo, Sant'’Anna Vernole, Lecce (by authors).
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09.

Data processing and graphical restitution of the Spire of the
Immacolata in Nardo, Lecce (by Carmine Chiumarulo and

Alessandro lacovelli).
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