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The Shield and the Bandit. City, Conflict and Escape Routes between Loraux and Lorenzetti

The contribution aims to offer an essay based on the renowned book by French historian Nicole Loraux, La Cité 
divisée. L’oubli dans la mémoire d’Athènes, published for the first time in 1997. Now a classic textbook for those 
seeking to deepen the understanding of the complex phenomenon of the city, Loraux’s inquiries focus on how the 
Classical Athens of the Fifth century BC made use of public discourse and representation as a mean to suppress 
a particular and fundamental institution of the polis: stasis, that could be roughly translated as ‘civil war’. Loraux 
reflections on the cradle of democracy in the moment of its making can help us think civil war and antagonism as 
deeply rooted mechanisms in contemporary urban and political experience, thus revealing decisive and urgent 
trajectories, unprecedented crossroads and escape routes to think, envision and act conflict politically otherwise 
than the metropolis.

The Shield and the Bandit. City, Conflict and Escape Routes between Loraux and Lorenzetti

Il contributo propone una riflessione sull’opera della storica francese Nicole Loraux, La Cité divisée. L’oubli dans 
la mémoire d’Athènes, dato alle stampe per la prima volta nel 1997. Considerato oggi un libro fondamentale per 
tutti coloro che desiderano approfondire la comprensione sul complesso fenomeno della città, le ricerche di 
Loraux si concentrano sull’impiego, attestato nell’Atene classica del V secolo a.C., del discorso e della rappre-
sentazione pubblica come mezzo per sopprimere una particolare e fondamentale istituzione della polis: stasis, 
traducibile approssimativamente come “guerra civile”. Le riflessioni di Loraux sulla culla della democrazia nel 
momento stesso in cui questa vedeva la luce possono aiutarci a comprendere come la guerra civile e l’antagoni-
smo siano meccanismi profondamente radicati nell’esperienza urbana e politica contemporanea, rivelando in 
questo modo traiettorie decisive e urgenti, crocevia e vie di fuga inedite per pensare, immaginare e agire il conflit-
to politicamente in modo diverso dalla metropoli.
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Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

Vesper è una rivista scienti!ca semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identi!cò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali di"erenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne pro!la lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili di"erenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne gra!ca, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci di"erenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, 
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
enti!c journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identi!ed in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in di"erent temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that de!nes its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming di"erent writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between di"erent languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a 
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into 
sections that o"er a range of diverse perspectives on the 
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, 
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary. 
Throughout the di"erent sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to o"er an in-depth investi-
gation of di"erent instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting e"ect.
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A BOOKWhat had the peasants to do with Power, Government, and the State? […] 
There are hailstorms, landslides, droughts, malaria and… the State. These 
are inescapable evils; such there always have been and there always will be. 
[…] To the peasants the State is more distant than heaven and far more of a 
scourge, because it is always against them. Its political tags and platforms 
and, indeed, the whole structure of it do not matter (Levi 2020, p. 60).

In the case of Levi’s rural world – perhaps, the same one from which 
Lorenzetti’s unnamed bootlegger comes from – we are dealing with a terti-
um datum. Neither paradise nor hell: defection. Securitas keeps soaring the 
skies, but it’s now a distant silhouette, maybe even a wicked one. Timor in 
the same way goes on with its destruction, but appears lacking its archaic 
political mythology, and is reduced to the level of a mere misfortune that 
sometimes occur to common folk: a hailstorm, a landslide, a drought. A#er 
all, if it’s true that it never existed a society devoid of power, it seemed already 
clear to Hobsbawm that peasant banditry provides a potentiality and a path-
way entirely out of the society, the government, the city. It belongs integral-
ly to the ‘independent sub-world in which peasants live, and into which the 
gentry, the government, the police, the tax-collectors, the foreign occupiers, 
only make periodic incursions’ (Hobsbawm 1981, p. 88). Lorenzetti’s mar-
ginal !gure defects the city, not founding in any case another social reality: 
‘Exiled from the city, he exiles it. He brings with him the inhabitable city’ 
(Coupat 2019, p. 94). As a political !gure completely estranged and outside 
of the polis, the bandit teaches us that the city ‘is par excellence the regime […] 
that masks in a poor way civil war in order to justify itself, by contrast, as the 
reign of the least bad’, it shows us how ‘not to !ght in the void, not to play, 
or rather to do it under di"erent rules. To elaborate our state of exception – 
etymologically: “outside capture”. […] Here we !nd the logic of the schism. 
Neither winners nor losers, but parallel worlds and most importantly in ten-
sion’ (Alcuni agenti scismatici del Partito Immaginario 2021, p. 226). To des-
titute the city: this means living all encounters as bandits, ‘as a newfound 
division from the social body and its liturgy’ (ibid., p. 230).

Bibliography:
Agamben G., Stasis. Civil War as a Political Paradigm. Homo sacer, II, 2, Standford 
University Press, Standford 2015 | Alcuni agenti scismatici del Partito 
Immaginario, Dalla scon!tta alla defezione. Prolegomeni trontiani a una politi-
ca dello scisma, in Cerutti A., Dettori G. (eds.), La rivoluzione in esilio. Scritti su 
Mario Tronti, Quodlibet, Macerata 2021, pp. 219-230 | Carchia G., Or!smo e 
tragedia. Il mito tras!gurato, edited by Ferrando M., Quodlibet, Macerata 2019 
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gurato, edited by Ferrando M., Quodlibet, Macerata 2019, pp. 83-99 | Colli 
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Memory and Forgetting In Ancient Athens (1997), Zone Books, New York 2006.

The Two Cities
‘France is a paradise inhabited by people who think they’re in hell’ (Hurst 
2023), commented the adventurer Sylvain Tesson addressing the wave of 
protests and uprisings that is currently engul!ng the country. This state-
ment, besides reckoning a domestic present-day situation, seems to harbour 
and pinpoint a broader and yet more precise political problem. How can 
urban spaces shi# dramatically between a safe heaven and a hellish battle-
!eld? How is it possible to witness bandits rioting amidst neighbourhoods 
and barbarians storming the streets? How can it be that our paci!c and well-
kept downtowns are set ablaze by con$ict, war, an unleashed hell? It is strik-
ing the most diabolical dilemma haunting today’s metropolitan daily life is 
the same to which Ambrogio Lorenzetti thoroughly committed throughout 
his work, inseparably political and pictorial, pedagogical and theological. In 
his fresco cycle named Allegoria ed e"etti del buono e del cattivo governo, the city of 
Siena is painted two times. On the back wall the city is peaceful, trades $our-
ish, maidens dance. On the le# side wall, the same city is fallen into ruin: pil-
laging, rape, violence and war make impossible whatever form of security or 
justice. A radical distance drives them apart. If in the !rst one order and vir-
tue reign, in the other one war, vice and sin prevail. It could even be suggested 
that if the !rst is really a polis – and, as such, provided with law and govern-
ment – the second one is, on the other hand, a full-$edged anti-polis, an infer-
nal city, where order coincides with chaos and justice becomes illegitimate. 
It is for these reasons that Chiara Frugoni, that has studied these paintings 
in great detail, rightfully talks about a paradise overlooking hell (Frugoni 2019). 
Looking up at the frescoes, the people of Siena could hardly misinterpret the 
dense theological-political teachings displayed by Lorenzetti. Portrayed on 
the walls of the Sala dei Nove at palazzo Pubblico in Siena is not the diver-
gent and incompatible destiny of two distinct towns, but the absolutely his-
toric representation of two di"erent political paradigms, two parties both 
equally engaged in the power struggle for the city’s sovereignty: one, inspired 
by virtue and justice, delivers peace and wealth; the other, corrupted by vices 
and sins, spawns savagery and barbarism. 

Achille’s Shield 
Precisely as Tesson possibly ignores that his query had been addressed long 
before him by Lorenzetti, the Sienese artist and statesman neglects the par-
adigm he was painting had already been forged in Greece at the dawn of the 
polis and its metaphysics. The eighteenth book of the Iliad o"ers the ekph-
rasis of the panoply fashioned by Hephaestus and bestowed to the son of 
Peleus; in particular, it is the bronzed shield of the hero that is the subject 
of a throughout description. On its blazon the smith god chisels an entire 
cosmology: among the other !gures, two cities of the mortals stand out. 
Even though the poet calls them both equally fair (καλάς), one is depicted 
in peace, busy with irenic occupations such as weddings and tribunals, and 
in whose streets echoes the joyful chant of Hymenaeus, while the other one 
is portrayed taking up arms for the war raging at its gates. The latter in fact 
shows polemos, the warfare against a just foreigner adversary, in all its might 
and fury: encamped armies facing each other, sieged bastions, bronze blades 
clashing, the division of the spoils. Sacred to Ares, the warring city is reduced 
no less than a cruel mayhem, a terrible slaughter (D’Acunto 2009, p. 149), the 
complete opposite of the security and prosperity reigns in the peaceful city. 
Two cities, or rather, what is etched on Achille’s shield is the double facet 
of the same political program: the polis. Unexpectedly, the two towns share 
a secret bond. Looking closely to the engravings of the divine armour, it is 
possible to catch an eerie glimpse of the irenic city being engaged in a very 
speci!c quarrel: a judicial dispute about a case of murder taking place in the 
agora. What is staged is the representation of a founding division: two men, 
two parties, two camps, and a void space in the middle (en messoisi; Loraux 
2006). The agora is shown as occupied by the con$ict-ridden nature of agon, 
regardless of it being carried out with words or weapons. Following Loraux, 
‘con$ict, barely domesticated into an agon, is already in the middle of the 
city’ (ibid., pp. 97-98): neikos, the discord as principle of distinction and divi-
sion (Carchia 2019, p. 29), far from being exiled outside the urban haven 
or relegated to the aggression of an illegitimate intruder invading the city, 
resides instead at the very topographical, geometrical, and political centre 
of the polis, the meson. Common to all citizens, meson is a void space, ren-
dered empty beforehand from its inhabitants for it to be the place of sharing 
(Loraux 2006): it is here that the spoils of the plundering were placed and 
equally divided, under the anxious eye of everyone, creeping for their share 
of the loot (Coupat 2019, p. 87). The very heart of the city was already, and 
it is still, con$ictual, antagonistic, belligerent. Forgetful of its founding vio-
lence, the polis banishes kin-slaying and the killing of adversaries, but ‘under 
the excommunication of stasis lies the dreaded con!rmation that civil war is 
congenital to the city’ (Loraux 2006, p. 100): captured within meson, included 
in the form of its exclusion, pulses nothing else than the blazing inferno of 
civil war. Casted into oblivion, stasis emerges as the driving force of the polis 

as a ‘threshold of politicisation or depoliticisation’ (Agamben 2015, p. 16). 
Instituted by the law and enthralled by the helm of kybernes – the government 
– it reforges each time the bond between citizens, binding them together 
in the form of their separation. The reason why the polis is engulfed in civ-
il strife is because civil war dwells at its very core. Achille’s shield, and later 
Lorenzetti’s fresco, submit an irrevocably political choice to the observer: 
paradise or hell, government or stasis. However, suggesting this paradoxical 
alternative between government and civil war – between order and anar-
chy of power – is the outcome of the entirety of Western metaphysics, is a 
less obvious problem to address. What would happen, if taking advantage of 
this game of visual references, the point of view of hell overlooked paradise?

Timor and Securitas
We can now return to Lorenzetti’s fresco, considering this time the two 
!gures hovering above the twin cities: Timor and Securitas. These two 
ministers are shown holding in their hands the cartouche that synthetise 
the manifesto of their respective factions. Timor appears more as a rot-
ting corpse than as a winged demon. Under its unholy gaze everything is 
coiled in a miasma of decay, plague and death. Unsurprisingly, the truth it 
bestows is cruel and terrible: ‘On this path none shall pass free from the 
peril of death’. The illness infesting the foul city of the misrule is none other 
than death itself: all is wasted, sterile, frail, at the mercy of a violence that 
rots away joys, fortunes, riches. Securitas is the winged angel that halts the 
catastrophe. If none could consider themselves to be safe while on Timor’s 
path, on the roads of Securitas ‘all fair men shall walk fearless and through 
labour each one shall sow’. But this tenet is anything but reassuring or com-
forting, as Securitas holds the !gure of a blind-folded man hanging from a 
rope: certainly not the message one would expect at Heaven’s gates. At the 
very core of the painting of the Good Government, the juridic machine 
subjected to the theological and cardinal virtues fails to fully conceal its 
utmost cruelty. Starting from the personi!cation of justice, which in the 
same moment and with the same gesture crowns a head and severs another 
one, the rope of the gallows – representing trial and security – passes from 
hand to hand, following an orderly procession of citizens and guards, all 
the way up to the personi!cation of the common good, at whose feet lies 
a group of hooded and chained people strictly guarded by a conspicuous 
throng of soldiers. Hanged men, prisoners in shackles, beheaded bodies, 
armed troopers: there’s enough to make this ‘paradise’ a thoroughly organ-
ised hell. The di"erence between the barbaric violence of Timor and the 
ice-cold e%ciency and arranged brutality of Securitas it is not a matter of 
style, degree or intensity. It would be tempting to argue that the pestilen-
tial reign of Timor is none other than the negative presumption through 
which violence, an external and dispelling force, is captured and included, 
rendered therefore legal, organised and planned in the form of Securitas 
(ibid.). If Frugoni proves to be right when she stresses that betwixt the two 
cities there is no real alternative but only the choice between one and only 
possible government and a state of war of all against all, it is all the more 
self-evident this warring state is at the same time the founding assumption 
that assures – under the ever-present menace of a con$ict that spares no one 
–, the existence of the good government itself – ‘good’ purely because it is 
the only possible one, the sole capable of keeping at bay, delaying and ward-
ing o", through its reorganisation, the all-out war of egoisms. Therefore, 
Roberto Esposito is right in saying that ‘[t]o institute in the grooves of 
what was already instituted creates stability […] – and does so without rev-
olutionary proclamations, messianic prophecies, or anarchistic intentions, 
since there does not exist and there has never existed a society able to for-
go power’ (Esposito 2021, p. 12). As in Loraux, within stasis the city ‘reveals 
its empty centre, which can be occupied each time only by the forces that 
which prevail in that moment, before they are substituted by others, which 
are just as replaceable’ (ibid.). In the centre of the city, void and uninhabited, 
is staged the con$ict that guarantees the government to safely maintain the 
city and, ultimately, to stabilise creation.

Eulogy of Bandits or the Art of Subtraction
The history of Western politics and cities could end right here, if it wer-
en’t for a pictorial capriccio somehow escaped from Lorenzetti’s paintbrush: 
among the well-ordered countryside of the Good Government appears the 
!gure of a peddler, a smuggler – perhaps an outlaw. How did he manage to 
pass through Securitas’ $awless and airtight control? Why does Lorenzetti 
draw him, anonymous and on the side-lines, in the !elds of the Good 
Government and not, as one would expect, amidst the unlawful lands of 
the Misrule? Does he really come from the reign of Timor? Lorenzetti does 
not provide answers on the matter, but the elusive smuggler seems to have 
little in common with both Securitas’ rules and Timor’s abuses. Looking 
at this character, one cannot help but think about Carlo Levi’s discerning 
words describing the peasant world:

Alberto Sinigaglia, Blank Memories, 2013.
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