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FOREWORD 

ROSA CAROLI AND STEFANO SORIANI 
 
 
 
In the volume Fragile and Resilient Cities on Water: Perspectives from 
Venice and Tokyo (Caroli and Soriani, 2017) published in 2017, we stated 
that cities on water are characterised by intrinsic fragility resulting from the 
combined work of the continuous emergence of technological, economic, 
social and environmental forces, which affect the urban structure and 
landscape. 

This volume continues these considerations by focusing on the 
tangible and intangible (material and immaterial) heritage of these two cities 
on water. As a point of fact, while continually subjected to transformation 
mainly due to infrastructural modernisation, urbanisation, industrialisation 
and, more recently, touristification, cities on water still retain historical and 
architectural landmarks and values, which are the results of long-term 
encounters and exchanges of commercial, cultural, technological, and 
entrepreneurial characters that gave them their distinguished character. This 
heritage plays a fundamental role in maintaining their peculiar maritime 
identity and, thus, is crucial for their future urban, economic, and cultural 
fortune. 

Indeed, both material and immaterial heritage are fundamental 
dimensions of resilience, as this heritage is transmitted or acquired from the 
past and plays a key role in forging community and place identity. 
Accordingly, this volume focuses on how the rediscovery of water both 
from architectural and cultural points of view, as well as the preservation of 
the historical and local character of the use of water, can contribute to new 
forms of resilience. From this perspective, the volume divides the concept 
of heritage into four major cores, namely, “water and the city”; “memory of 
place, memory of water”; “the future of past heritage”; and “inhabitants of 
‘global’ cities: economy, culture and governance”. Against this background, 
the contributions from scholars, experts, and practitioners in various 
disciplines – from the social sciences and humanities to architecture and 
urban planning – that are brought together in this volume help to clarify the 
basic importance of maintaining and preserving the distinctive identity of 
two paradigmatic cases of cities on water, Tokyo and Venice. 
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The concept of heritage as a dimension of resilience is well 
apparent in the origin and development of both Edo (the toponym of Tokyo 
until 1868) and Venice, which grew not only through successful urban 
planning and water management but also thanks to the building of shared 
traditions, narratives, ways of behaving, and belonging. 

In the Japanese case, for several decades after Tokugawa Ieyasu 
(1542-1616), the future founder of the Tokugawa military government, 
settled in Edo in 1590, the city lacked any historical and cultural legacy, nor 
any reputation able to compete with the cultural heritage of the imperial 
capital Kyoto or with the commercial fame of Osaka. Indeed, the striking 
spatial and demographic growth of Edo, which evolved from a small fishing 
village to a metropolis with one million denizens within about a century, 
was due to the influx of people of diverse birthplaces, occupational statuses, 
and cultural backgrounds – from the military classes settled in the hilly areas 
(yamanote) to the theoretically lowest status groups of merchants, craftsmen, 
manual labourers, performers, and practitioners of other subsistence 
occupations gathered in the low and reclaimed lands along the seashore and 
waterways (shitamachi). These lowest classes fell in the same category of 
chōnin (“townsman” or “urban commoner”), even though they initially may 
not have shared a common sense of the city. However, the development of 
Edo’s fame resulted from the combination of the idea of “the city as power” 
centred on the majestic Edo Castle with an increasingly “desamuraised city” 
where an ethic of thrift and diligence blended with profit and consumption, 
as well as with a spirit of impermanence that especially pervaded the 
amusement and pleasure quarters. Two cities in different worlds were linked 
by the increasingly heavy dependence of warriors on the chōnin’s services 
and, above all, on merchants’ economic and financial power and were 
capable of being reciprocally permeable in several respects. Indeed, while 
the theatre and pleasure districts were frequented by the members of the 
warrior class, the chōnin’s large spending habits came to capture the public's 
imagination. Although a counternarrative to the idea of Edo as the shōgun’s 
city, the image of Edo that flourished in the low city greatly contributed to 
the fame of the megalopolis nationwide. Significant in this regard is that the 
books known as meisho zue (“illustrations of famous sites”), which 
provided a rich textual and visual description of places frequented by people 
of different statuses thanks to many illustrations and much historical, 
literary and practical information, were printed about Edo in the watery 
districts of the shitamachi as the result of the joint work of craftsmen, 
writers and artists. These books, which allowed the readers to “experience” 
a place even without being there, widely circulated beyond the boundary of 
the city and were integral to the success of its place branding. Notably, the 
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revered Mount Fuji, which was located approximately one hundred 
kilometres away from the city and was visible by the populations of both 
the high and low cities, was adopted as a marker of Edo’s townscape identity. 
Portrayed much more frequently than the Tokugawa Castle, Mount Fuji 
became a matter of pride for Edo’s inhabitants regardless of class – and later 
the most iconic and recognisable site in Japan. 

The recent commemoration of the 1600th anniversary of the 
legendary foundation of Venice in 421, marked by a year-long calendar of 
events promoted by local institutions and associations, clearly shows how 
urban identity myths still matter. These narratives make present a sense of 
identity, one which particularly salient at a time when the ongoing 
touristification, commodification of housing and exclusion of permanent 
residents are undermining the historical value of Venice and its unique way 
of life, thus transforming it into an unmanaged theme park for tourists and 
daily visitors. Indeed, the anniversary revived a myth of the origin of Venice, 
which, as has been astutely observed, came to be attested to in official 
documents produced centuries later that were strongly regarded as true 
albeit without the least justification and in spite of their substantial falseness 
(Ortalli 2021). Carefully developed and updated over the years, this myth 
attempted to demonstrate an independence from Byzantium and to fill a 
historical vacuum in the city’s past just as its political, military, and 
economic rise required a historiography suitable to the Venetian state 
ideology. This foundation myth connected the origins of Venice to the 
Roman empire and the classic world and created a legacy of political 
freedom and independence that would have nourished the Venetian identity, 
as well the city’s reputation from the perspective of the outside world. As 
described in one of the several books published for the 1600th birthday, this 
myth was the fruit of a wise as well an unscrupulous marketing strategy that 
meticulously recruited testimonials by bestowing honours, money, and gifts 
on Venice’s admirers, and ridiculed, opposed, and sometimes persistently 
harassed the detractors of the Queen of Adriatic (Zorzi 2021). 

Hence, although in different periods and ways, both cities on water 
constructed themselves as places of communities regardless of the 
heterogeneity of their populations. Their own identities were shaped as 
entities able to arouse the pride of their inhabitants and the admiration of 
outsiders. Indeed, the image of Tokyo and Venice, as we acknowledge, 
currently results not only from the process of building a city in the swamp 
and creating a liveable urban environment but also from that of transforming 
“spaces into places that are charged with distinctive kinds of intergenerational 
significance” (Hershock and Ames, 2019: 1). In this sense, although their use 
has changed over time, (hi)story building and (hi)storytelling positively 


