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Drawing as Language in Panoramic Sketches
Created During the Spanish Civil War

Santiago Elia-Garcia, Ana Ruiz-Varona, Rafael Temes-Cordovez

Abstract

The article focuses on the analysis of panoramic sketches drawn during the Spanish Civil War in Aragon. These sketches are perspec-
tive drawings that depict the warfront landscape as perceived by combatants from strategic positions on both sides of the contact line.
They are elongated graphic documents, generally of large dimensions, created by specidlists integrated into the participating Spanish
and Italian troops.

These sketches are part of the cartographic material necessary for the meticulous study of the terrain where military actions took
place. The prolonged stagnation of the front in Aragon allowed for precise delineation of the relief profiles and the placement of po-
sitions, trenches, and fortifications. The sketches served as a means of communication between the message sender, the draftsman,
and the receiver, who projected operations onto the territory.

The technical quadlity of the documents and the validity of the transmitted message are evaluated. The authors’ ability to express the
complexity of the territory through the language of drawing is assessed.The phases of their creation and their characteristics are inves-
tigated. Additionally, the calculation procedures, graphic techniques used, and methods available for obtaining duplicates are analyzed.

Keywords: landscape, graphic expression, Spanish Civil War, territory, chorographies.

Introduction

This research utilizes panoramic sketches as primary positions. The panoramic sketches are the result of this
sources, which depicted the Aragonese territory during meticulous observation and form part of the carto-
the Spanish Civil War. Panoramic sketches are perspec- graphic material created to understand the relief and its
tive drawings of the landscape, created during the war occupation [Nadal, Urteaga 2013].

to represent the territory as observed by combatants After gathering a significant sample (fig. 2), which has
from the battlefield [Elfa-Garcia et al. 2023]. been organized and classified based on the author’s ori-
From the onset of the conflict in July 1936 until March gin and the section of the front represented, the graph-
1938, the warfront in Aragdn divided the territory from ic expression of these panoramic sketches is explored,
north to south into two equivalent halves: the Republi- focusing on the use of drawing as a tool for knowledge
can zone to the west and the insurgent zone to the east and communication. All of this aims to serve strategic
(fig. 1). During this period, the contact line remained planning and decision-making. The working tools em-
relatively stable, with few variations [Maldonado 2007]. ployed are analyzed, and common norms and standards
This stalemate situation caused the various units of in the graphic language used to convey the complexity
both armies to observe each other from their defensive of the combat territory are identified.
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Reading panoramic sketches

Panoramic sketches were not created as an end in
themselves, but as a means to convey information.
These sketches served as a tool within a broader pro-
cess that neither began nor ended with them. Straight
or wavy lines, appropriately arranged on paper, gener-
ated contours equivalent to the reality of the territory
at the front. In this way, just as the reading of alphabetic
signs in written language evokes concepts in the read-
er's mind, the observation of drawings played a similar
mediating role, evoking in the recipients of the graph-
ic message the experience of perceiving the landscape
[Jiménez Caballero 1992].

In these landscape representations, the laws governing
perspective are recognized, a set of graphic resourc-
es that, when applied in drawing, reflect the image of
reality as seen by humans. According to Panofsky, per-
spective was not only a technical revolution of the Re-
naissance for drawing the world but also the symbol of
a new way of understanding it, based on reason rath-
er than mystery [Panofsky 1999]. Similarly, panoramic
sketches can be interpreted as the rationalization of a
landscape that appeared overwhelming to the drafts-
man, who, through drawing, was able to synthesize it to
make it more comprehensible.

The aim is to identify the characteristics of the graphic
language used in the panoramic sketches of the sample,
abstracting from the context in which they were created
and the military origin of their authors. Thus, attention
can be focused on the drawn lines and common aspects
identified in each phase of the creation of the sketches,
from initial decisions and data collection to the repro-
duction of the drawing and its use as support in strategic
planning. Four distinct phases in the process of creating
and using panoramic sketches have been considered.

Preparation phase

Given that the activity of drawing is intrinsically linked
to vision and reflection on what is being represented
[Ching, Juroszek 2007], those responsible for creat-
ing the sketches necessarily had to acquire adequate
knowledge of the territory to be depicted. Before
drawing any lines, the authors had to examine the
territory and make a series of preliminary decisions,
some of which become evident upon observing the
sketches themselves.
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Fig. 1.M.1308.5,Aragon Front Line, October 6, | 937. Left: Insurgent zone,
Right: Republican zone. Archivo Militar de Avila.

= T VSITUAZIONE FORZE ROSSE FRONTE ARAGONA AL6-0TT=1937
RO zoia ZARAGOZA= LIBRUDA




diségno Il | 16 /2025

Fig. 2. Sample of panoramic sketches from the Spanish Civil War included in the study material. | 937-1938.Archivo Militar de Avila.
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All the examples contain expansive landscapes, full of nu-
ances, distributed along elongated supports. This necessi-
tates that their examination is not immediate but requires
a careful look from one end of the paper to the other It is
evident that the vantage points had to be selected based
on the visual possibilities they offered over the surround-
ing territory. Additionally, given the circumstances of the
war, the choice of location implied understanding of the
orography and the conditions for protection against po-
tential enemy attacks.

Similarly, the authors decided on the framing of the per-
spective and identified the elements that would dom-
inate the scene and limit it at its edges. The expecta-
tion of achieving the greatest effectiveness with the least
amount of graphic resources led the draftsmen to recog-
nize what, being present before their eyes, would not be
included in the sketches. All circumstantial elements, such
as people, clouds, cast shadows, vehicles, or weaponry,
were omitted, and attention was focused on the strip
of territory under study, avoiding the immediate area
around the observation point, as sectors more or less
distant were always represented.

In the panoramic sketches, it is evident that the draftsmen
had prior knowledge for constructing these perspectives
[Gomez de Salazar 1911; Gonzdlez de la Vera 1912; Prats
[937]. This results in homogeneous outcomes regarding
the systems of representation and drawing alignment.
However, despite starting from a common methodologi-
cal base, the graphic quality of the sample sketches varies
considerably, with some examples standing out due to
the greater experience of their authors, who drew their
sketches with more skill and dexterity.

Another consideration before drawing focused on the
proportions of the perspective, as the author had to de-
cide whether to distort them or not. For relatively flat
terrains, it was advised to exaggerate the heights relative
to the horizontal distances [Prats 1937], so that the con-
figuration of the relief would be reflected more intensely,
and the message receiver could assimilate it more quickly
and effectively.

In several examples from the sample, this recommen-
dation was followed, as indicated in annotations, graphic
scales, or alignment grids. However, this distortion in the
proportions of these sketches only becomes evident in a
direct visual comparison with the current landscape (fig. 3).
Examples have been identified that contain sketches made
from life, recognized as data collection. These somewhat
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untidy drawings were made quickly, with short, repeated
strokes, and are filled with disordered annotations, indi-
cating they were taken from the observation point (fig.
4). This suggests that the primary source of information
for drawing the sketches was direct visualization from the
actual location.

Drawing phase

Panoramic sketches, being drawings, represent the re-
cord of their authors' actions and were influenced by
their intellect, skill, and interests [Segui de la Riva 1993].
Once separated from the hand that shaped them and
transformed into graphic objects, they can be observed
and studied independently.

Most of the analyzed sketches approximate the defini-
tion of drawing proposed by Ching and Juroszek [Ching,
Juroszek 2007], who describe it as a process for repre-
senting something —in this case, landscapes— by tracing
lines on a support. According to this interpretation, the
line constitutes the essence of drawing and establishes
the fundamental difference with painting or surface col-
oring. Through reading the lines that form the repre-
sented landscapes, it is possible to reconstruct the path
followed by the draftsmen in creating them.

To draw these lines, a relatively limited repertoire of
drawing tools was used. On one hand, the texture,
thickness, and variable intensity characteristic of the
pencil are distinguished, primarily used to shape the
initial sketches and some final perspectives, where the
smudges resulting from graphite wear on paper can be
seen (figs. 5.1-5.3). On the other hand, the definition,
precision, and continuity typical of ink lines, generally
black, are evident, resulting from the use of pens, nibs,
or some type of marker, with which most of the sketches
were defined in their final version (figs. 5.4-5.6).
Although the main structure of the perspectives was
constructed with gray or black lines, it was common in
the original examples to use color occasionally to add
chromatic value and highlight specific aspects (fig. 6).
Red was frequently used to highlight positions in the ter-
ritory or distinguish the roofs of buildings in the land-
scape. Blue was applied both to watercourses or bodies
of water and to subtly tint distant mountain profiles. To a
lesser extent, green was also used to highlight vegetation
masses. Some of the perspectives in the sample were
even fully colored using a wide variety of drawing tools,
such as colored pencils, pastels, or watercolor.
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Fig. 3. Panoramic sketches with exaggerated heights. |937-1938.Archivo Militar de Avila. Current photograph (graphic elaboration by the authors).
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The format and type of paper were consistent with the
tools used and the purpose of the drawings. The scenes
required elongated formats, sometimes exceeding two
meters. This was achieved using large sheets or by join-
ing smaller sheets with adhesive tape.

Three types of paper were used (fig. 7): graph papen
whose calibration helped the authors control propor-
tions and precisely outline the main lines of the initial
sketches; white paper, both for the final versions that
were not to be duplicated and could be nuanced with
color, and for copies produced by reprography machines;
and, finally, tracing paper, which facilitated the automatic
copying process.

[t is observed that the authors were sensitive to the ba-
sic laws of perspective, which is reflected in the continu-
ous tracing of contours, the gradation of the size of ele-
ments and their level of definition according to distance,
as well as in the organization of objects relative to the
viewpoint and the horizon line. However, it is difficult to
identify in the landscapes the vanishing lines that typically

TO!

Fig. 4. Fragments with annotations made on-site. | 937-1938. Archivo Militar
de Avila. Instituto Cartogrdfico de Catalufia.
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characterize perspectives of objects or spaces. Even so,
the general structure of the compositions appears to
vanish, which is reinforced in the trajectories of roads
and paths, the boundaries of cultivated fields, and the
definition of buildings (fig. 8).

The formal complexity of the territory, filled with curved
surfaces, arbitrary geometries, and various textures, as
well as the contextual circumstances that demanded
speed and efficiency, likely led the draftsmen to combine
their knowledge, experience, and intuition to compen-
sate for the strict calculation of perspective.

In the absence of more precise measuring instruments,
the draftsmen were trained to apply simple distance es-
timation strategies without moving from the observa-
tion point. This allowed them to capture on paper an
approximate impression of reality as it appeared to their
eyes, accurately placing the elements of the scene and
controlling the proportions of the terrain’s volumetry.
Drawings show traces of these methodologies. In some
sketches, auxiliary marks made before drawing the

SHO3 SE06

Fig. 5. Fragments of sketches in pencil (1-3) and ink (4-6). 1937-1938.

Archivo Militar de Avila. Instituto Cartogrdfico de Catalua.
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Fig. 6. Sketches with occasional color incorporation. | 937-1938.Archivo Militar de Avila. Instituto Cartogrdfico de Catalufia.
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Fig. 7. Types of Paper: Graph Paper (1), White Paper (2,3), Tracing Paper (4). 1937-1938. Archivo Militar de Avila. Instituto Cartogrdfico de Catalufia.
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landscape were left un-erased, supporting the alignment
of the main shapes, whether reference lines drawn from
notable points in the territory or calibrated grids, made
by hand or integrated into graph paper.

In addition to drawing the main lines that defined the
contours, graphic techniques were used to represent
the surface characteristics of the territory. Through line
valuation and tonal gradation of the drawings, the per-
spectives were enriched with textures and conveyed
the sensation of light, mass, and space in the landscape
[Ching, Juroszek 2007].

Graphic techniques allowed the draftsmen to establish
the internal hierarchy of each sketch, reflecting aspects
such as texture, volume, scale, and occasionally, color,
with varying precision [Gonzdlez Presencio 1992]. In
most sketches, graphic resources were used to capture
the landscape’s qualities monochromatically. The drafts-
men had to convert the chromatic values of reality into
equivalent tonal values, using only pencil or pen, and
mainly employing hatching techniques.

SE16

Fig. 8. Vanishing lines in red on sketch. | 937-1938. Graphic elaboration by
the authors own on original. Archivo Militar de Avila.
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Some examples stand out for the skill with which their
authors applied these hatching techniques, excelling in
the tonal variety achieved through loose, confidence,
and balanced strokes (fig. 9). The craftsmanship of
their authors is also recognized in the tools used to
apply ink to paper. In the sketch of figure 9.1, the sub-
tle modification of line thickness, caused by varying
pressure and the ability to fade the end of strokes by
reducing thickness and intensity, suggests the use of
some type of flexible pen. This way, the result effec-
tively represents curved surfaces, tonal gradation, and
ranges of light and shadow. In the sketch of figure 9.2,
the range of line thicknesses and gray tones suggests it
was drawn with different instruments, explaining the
variety in stroke types. Thus, the depth of the scene
is more vigorously captured, with thicker and darker
contours and hatching in the foreground, which soften
as they recede from the observer.

Some sketches show traces of the drawing process,
such as corrections and adjustments that completed

Fig. 9. Panoramic sketches that stand out for their skillful shading. 1937-
1938. Archivo Militar de Avila.
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or corrected the initial contours. This is justified by
the challenge of representing broad, formally complex
scenes filled with information that the draftsman had to
synthesize. This way, it is evident that the act of drawing
is intrinsically linked to thought and involves continuous
decision-making [Barbadillo 1999]. These corrections il-
lustrate the process experienced by the draftsmen, who
attended to the changes suggested by the drawings as
they took shape [Segui de la Riva 1993].

The main difficulty faced by the draftsmen was avoid-
ing wasting time on the multitude of details present in
the reality they had to represent. These details, although
striking, did not always have the importance they ap-
peared to have. The authors had to focus their energy
on faithfully reproducing what was essential and import-
ant [Gonzdlez de la Vera [912]. This is the impression
offered by the graphic set selected in this research, jus-
tifying the extended use of panoramic sketches over
photographic panoramas. Aside from the greater dimen-
sional possibilities of the sketches and the ease of acquir-
ing the required tools for their creation, the significant
difference was that photography presented totalizing
images, while sketches expressed a smaller fragment of
reality. This fragment had been consciously processed by
the draftsman'’s particular mind [Ching, Juroszek 2007],
allowing for greater effectiveness in message transmis-
sion in a given context.

Duplication phase

Among the selected panoramic sketches, those that are
printed replicas on paper are distinguished from the
original examples. To ensure that the resulting copy was
faithful and legible, the reproduction machines of the
time required specific conditions for both the drawing
and the type of paper used. Therefore, the sketches in-
tended to be reproduced with these machines had to
be outlined according to these conditions. The use of
color was discarded in them, as the reproductions were
monochromatic, and graphic techniques were limited to
assigning tonal values to the perspectives, serving only
those drawn with sufficient intensity.

With multiple copies of each panorama, more than one
example containing fixed information about the land-
scape configuration of the same area was available (fig-
ure 10.1). Variable information, such as the location of
units in the territory and possible troop movements,
could be recorded on these documents. Additionally, the
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reproduced sketches could be distributed to support war
planning at several locations simultaneously.

The means of reproduction influenced the way of draw-
ing. In the sample, there are sketches that were defined
and detailed as unique examples, as they were not going
to be duplicated or distributed. In these, graphic tech-
niques were used to add color and set the scene. Howev-
er, other sketches were made considering the limitations
of reprographic machines. In these documents, mono-
chromatic ink drawing and hatching techniques were pri-
oritized to give the perspective volume and depth. Thus,
soft shading or color marks that would have disappeared
or lost their properties in the duplication were avoided
(figs.10.2-10.5). Some examples worked under these pa-
rameters, once reproduced, were completed and richly
colored, resulting in very expressive scenes that contrast-
ed with their clearer twin perspectives (fig. 10.1).

The procedures for copying plans required the original
to be drawn on tracing paper, as demonstrated by the
panoramic sketches in the sample, of which duplicates
are also preserved. Thus, the original document con-
sisted of a set of opaque continuous lines distributed on
transparent paper. To obtain an exact copy, in scale and
detail, of this drawing on white paper, another type of
specially prepared paper, such as ozalid, ferrogallic, or
ferroprussian paper;, was used [Prats 1937]. The tracing
paper with the drawing and the specially prepared pa-
per were subjected to a light exposure and development
process, whereby the opaque lines of the former were
marked on the latter. Depending on the machine used for
this process and the type of receiving paper, copies with
different color shades were obtained. The selection in-
cludes many dark brown copies, but there are also black
and bluish-toned ones (fig. I1).

Application phase

Once planned, drawn, and, if necessary, reproduced, the
panoramic sketches were intended to play a decisive role
concerning the graphic information they contained. Fun-
damentally, the sketches served as a means of communi-
cation between the sender; that is, the draftsman, and the
receiver, who planned operations over the territory. Spe-
cific actions were projected in the drawings, and in some
examples, traces of this purpose can still be observed.
The panoramic sketches were meant to stimulate the
knowledge of the graphic message receiver. A well-ex-
ecuted sketch resulted in an attractive outcome that
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Fig. 10. Original panoramic sketches and duplicated versions. 1937. Archivo Militar de Avila. Instituto Cartogrdfico de Catalufia.
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captured the observer's attention and induced a reac-
tion, fostering their imagination [Barbadillo 1999]. It was
essential that the visual information provided was easily
understandable by the recipients, which depended on
the author’s knowledge and skill. The ability to graphi-
cally represent reality as it was seen could replace the
need for explanatory texts, legends, and topographic
symbols [Ching, Juroszek 2007].This differentiated pan-
oramic sketches from other types of terrain represen-
tation, such as maps and topographic plans, which were
more abstract and less realistic documents, requiring
greater preparation for proper reading.

The sketches have endured to the present day as evidence
that a drawing can remain on paper for a long time with-
out losing its communicative potential. As drawings, they
served to fix the knowledge that their authors poured into
them, preventing it from being lost, and acted as a source
of ideas that provoked a reaction in the observer [Barbadi-
llo 1999]. Evidence of this is that in several sketches, at least
two different types of hands can be distinguished: those of
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Fig. I . Fragments of copies in brown (1,4), black (2,5), and blue (3,6).
1937-1938. Archivo Militar de Avila.
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the individuals responsible for depicting the landscape and
those who interpreted it. Thus, on a homogeneous base
defining the configuration of a territory, new traces were
added, usually in color highlighting aspects not included
in the original (fig. 12). These new superimposed marks
illustrate the thoughts and conclusions that the sketch trig-
gered in the mind of the message receiver.

The recipient of the sketch, after understanding the formal
complexity of the represented territory, could incorporate
new data from various information sources. In this way, the
user of the sketch transformed the nature of the draw-
ing by placing it in a specific context. A timeless and fixed
view of the place became the reflection of a particular and
dynamic situation, as it could even include the representa-
tion of planned or already executed movements. Thus, the
sketch could be subjected to multiple interactions, as many
as copies, reflecting changes over time.

Panoramic sketches fulfilled their function both away
from the place they represented and from the observa-
tion point itself. On one hand, they were documents that

g e ) DR
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Fig. 1 2. Copies with added colored strokes. | 937-1938. Archivo Militar de
Avila. Instituto Cartogrdfico de Catalufia.
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conveyed a three-dimensional image faithful to the reality
seen from a specific strategic point to distant locations.
Being easily interpretable graphics, they supported the
reading of other less immediate sources, such as maps or
written reports. On the other hand, the sketches offered
an alternative view to direct observation of the territory,
reflecting the trained eye of specialists who depicted only
the necessary aspects. In this sense, the sketches acted as
an instruction manual, revealing how to observe the terri-
tory to intervene in it.

Conclusions

Panoramic sketches were not an end in themselves but
a means of communication between the draftsman and
the person responsible for planning actions over the ter-
ritory. Through drawing, the former transformed the
image of a complex reality into a synthetic and compre-
hensible graphic document, containing only the necessary
information for the latter.

The common characteristics of the graphic language used
in panoramic sketches have been described. The training
received and the expected essentiality in the result pre-
disposed the authors to use line drawing. This type of
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drawing was further enhanced by the limitations imposed
by the plan reproduction machines of the time.

The tracing of lines on paper was not simply a transla-
tion of what was observed but required a prior process of
study, understanding, and recognition of the territory, as
well as deliberate planning of the document’s composition.
Most drawings identify similarities in the tools used, the
methodologies employed to outline the contours, and
the graphic techniques applied to qualify the scenes. It
is deduced that a strict calculation of perspective would
have required working conditions and initial information
difficult to obtain during the war. Compliance with the
laws of perspective was achieved thanks to the drafts-
men’s experience and prior knowledge.

[t is inferred that the sketches could be used both to
provide a fixed image of a place, which could fulfill its
function anywhere, and to guide an observer from the
observation point itself. Thus, in the face of the immensi-
ty of a complex and silent landscape, there was a graphic
guide that helped to discriminate against those elements
that were truly of interest.

Beyond the lines, technique and history converge in these
drawings, demonstrating the utility of drawing to satisfy
one of the most remote needs of human beings: to know
and situate oneself in the surrounding territory.
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