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Chinese cities are at serious risk of becoming
placeless and losing their cultural identity in a wave
of urbanization and globalization.  At present,
Chinese urban morphological approaches lack an
adequate theoretical basis to deal with the problem.
However, Western-derived typomorphology,
though lacking a widely acknowledged definition
hitherto, is attracting increasing interest in China
and offers a solution.  The treating of existing urban
artefacts as ‘operative history’ and the establish-
ment of a solid information database for the trans-
formation of urban forms over time are approaches
that Chinese scholars can learn from their Western
counterparts.  The merits of typomorphology,
which is based largely on the typological theory of
the Italian School and the urban morphological
theory of the British Conzenian School, relate
particularly to three aspects: cultural representation
and symbolism, morphological references or design
language, and effective communication. 

A type is usually defined as the structural
principle of a form (see, for example, Krier, 1998,
p. 42).  It allows a form to express meanings that
are understood by and favourable to local people,
because the structural rules of forms are closely
related to local topography, ecology, technology,
building resources, lifestyle and aesthetic
preferences.  Cultural conventions are, of course,
constantly changing: types and forms in each period
of time are modified to accommodate such changes,
and form a typological process.  In addition, new
types are invented when dramatic changes occur.
The image of a form embodies people’s personal

and social identity (Watson and Bentley, 2007, p.
4).  Unfortunately typology has become devalued:
rather than being a basis for resisting commoditized
architecture and urbanism, it has become
subservient to the dictates of the market.  This can
be observed in America (Goode, 1992) and China.

Converting a type into a physical form, in order
to represent local cultural and social value, leads to
the second advantage of typomorphology – the
morphological reference or design language.
Typomorphological design can produce a socially
acceptable, suitable form to fit into the existing
urban fabric through coding a relevant type.  The
application of such design codes makes it easier for
designers to ‘develop and maintain successful
practices because they will be less likely to make
idiosyncratic, frivolous, or simply unworkable
design choices’ (Francescato, 1994, p. 269).
However, a type merely provides a design
framework rather than a detailed design.  It allows
flexibility and diversity within constraints.
Examples of practical design can be found in the
design projects of the Krier brothers, the New
Urbanists and the followers of the Muratorian
School. 

The communicative merit of typomorphology in
China lies in the unconscious typological thinking
among both domestic designers and common
people.  Traditional Chinese architectural form and
urban setting were fundamentally influenced by
Chinese cosmology and social hierarchy, which
were embodied in the well-known Confucianism,
Daoism and fengshui.  These can be thought of as
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‘typological thinking’.  They maintained the
continuity of Chinese urban architecture over a
great many generations.  For instance, a courtyard
house type exists in the spontaneous consciousness
of every Chinese.  The common understanding of
Chinese traditional types, represented by
appropriate terminology, facilitates communication
between designers, clients and the general public,
and also benefits Chinese architectural education. 

Typomorphological study of Chinese urban
architecture is largely absent in the current
literature, even though typological and morpho-
logical theories have been introduced into China
since the late 1980s (see for example, Gu, 2001;
Shen, 1988).  However, typological design and
morphological study of Chinese urban form have
been conducted by both Chinese and foreign
scholars during the last two decades.  One of the
earliest design projects using typology was the
regeneration of Ju’er Hutong in Beijing between
1987 and the late 1990s (Ghirardo, 1996; Su, 2004).
The chief designer, Wu Liangyong, employed the
traditional courtyard house type, but with modern
amenities, as a model for house design.  The
relationships between courtyard houses and hutongs
(neighbourhood alleys) were also distilled and
formed the basis for new designs.  However, the
design project fell victim to the superficialities of
the ‘culture industry’: this led to gentrification
because the new houses merely followed the
unchanged historical courtyard house type rather
than the updated type that had gone through a
typological process.  The latter was adapted to the
increases that had taken place in land value, which
required a much denser form than the historical
type.  It is therefore important to consider the
typological process of traditional houses and
undertake morphological analysis of the
surrounding urban form.

Another example is the Xin Tian Di project in
Shanghai.  Here a traditional neighbourhood has
been converted into an up-market commercial and
entertainment region based on preserved traditional
houses.  The project achieved great success in terms
of profit-earning, but the houses became divorced
from history and the culture from which they
originated: the dictates of international capitalism
prevailed (Qian, 2006).  The social network in the
neighbourhood was completely erased.  Similar
projects labelled as ‘tradition renaissance’, but in
fact lacking awareness of the original social
complexity have been widely adopted in China: the
‘Nanjing 1912’ project is an example (Qi and Yang,
2006).

Attempts to apply urban morphological theory to

Chinese urban form are also occurring: the morpho-
logical analysis of the city of Pingyao is an example
(Whitehand and Gu, 2007).  Such explorations are
evidence of a more satisfying Chinese urban
morphology.  But they are only a beginning.  What
is needed in China is an integrated
typomorphology, grounded in both Italian typology
and British Conzenian morphology.  This needs to
be explored so that it provides a future for Chinese
urban development based on cultural continuity.
Such an exploration – of the Chinese cities of
Nanjing and Suzhou – is being undertaken by the
author.  It aims first, to enrich the typo-
morphological study of specific Chinese cities; and
secondly, provide practical prescriptions for
domestic urban design.
 

Acknowledgement

The author wishes to thank Dr. Ombretta Romice of the
University of Strathclyde for her valuable comments. 

References

Francescato, G. (1994) ‘Type and the possibility of an
architectural scholarship’, in Franck, K. A. S. and
Lynda, H. (eds) Ordering space: types in architecture
and design (Van Nostrand Reinhold, New York) 253-
70.

Ghirardo, D. (1996) Architecture after modernism
(Thames and Hudson, Singapore).

Goode, T. (1992) ‘Typology theory in the United States:
the consumption of architectural ‘authenticity’’,
Journal of Architectural Education 46, 2-13.

Gu, K. (2001) ‘Chengshi xingtai de lilun yu fangfa:
tansuo quanmian yu lixing de yanjiu kuangjia’
(‘Urban morphology: an introduction and evaluation
of theories and methods’), Chengshi Guihua (City
Planning Review) 25 (12), 36-41.

Krier, L. (1998) Architecture: choice or fate (Andreas
Papadakis, Windsor).

Qi, K. and Yang, Z .J. (2006) ‘Minguo wenhua de
zuobiao’ (‘The cultural coordinates of the Republic of
China’), Jianzhu Xuebao (Architectural Journal) 1,
14-18.

Qian, F. (2006) ‘Old buildings, new landscape:
redeveloping historic neighbourhoods: a case study of
Xin Tian Di, Shanghai, China’, Traditional Dwellings
and Settlements 18, 843-58.

Shen, K. (1988) ‘Yi da li jianzhu shi a’er duo luoxi’
(‘Italian architect: Aldo Rossi’), Shijie Jianzhu
(World Architecture) 8, 50-7.

Su, J. and Wei, Q. (2004) ‘Ju’er hutong zhuzhai gaizao



Viewpoints 133

gongcheng de leixing xue fenxi’ (‘Typological
analysis of the house renovation project of Ju'er
Hutong’), Hefei Gongye Daxue Xuebao (Journal of
Hefei University of  Technology) 27, 372-5.

Watson, G. B. and Bentley, I. (2007) Identity by design

(Elsevier, Oxford).
Whitehand, J. W. R. and Gu, K. (2007) ‘Extending the

compass of plan analysis: a Chinese exploration’,
Urban Morphology 11, 91-109.

M. R. G. Conzen and Japanese castle towns
Shigeru Satoh, Department of Architecture, Urban Design and Planning, Waseda
University, 55N-7F-10, Okubo 3-4-1, Shinjuku-ku, Tokyo 169-8555, Japan.  E-mail:
gerusato@waseda.jp

My only meeting with M. R. G. Conzen was at the
ISUF conference in Birmingham, UK in 1997.  He
listened to my paper on Japanese castle towns and
afterwards eagerly discussed it with me, especially
the significance of a geographical approach.  He
also presented me with a copy of the second edition
of his book on the English castle town of Alnwick
(Conzen, 1969).  Following the conference, I spent
a fortnight visiting castle towns in England and
Scotland, and was very conscious of some of their
similarities to Japanese castle towns that Conzen
had drawn to my attention at the conference.  Some
years later, after Conzen’s death, I was intrigued to
read a paper, written by him in 1980, that compared
Japanese and British castle towns.  My reflections
that follow here were stimulated by that paper,
which was part of a collection of his posthumously
published writings (Conzen, 2004).

Conzen’s remarkable insights into Japanese
castle towns are founded on highly perceptive field
study, an exceptional collection of maps and plans
acquired during his travels in Japan, and his ability
to view Japanese history and society both in terms
of their commonalities with other parts of the world
and their distinctive features.  In light of his
comparison of British and Japanese castle towns, I
should like to add a few thoughts of my own.  

British castle towns were constructed during the
Middle Ages: they have undergone a long process
of transformation, and each town contains vestiges
of development, if not planning, that has taken
place in various periods.  Japanese castle towns, in
contrast, were established within a short time span,
between the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth
century.  This was the beginning of the ‘early
modern’ or ‘Edo’ period, which lasted until the
mid-nineteenth century, when a centralized
government was established in Japan and the

process of industrialization began. 
The model of the early modern castle town in

Japan was developed under strong rulers, Nobunaga
Oda and Hideyoshi Toyotomi, who had played an
important role in the unification of the country in
the late-sixteenth century.  In the Edo period, castle
towns were constructed by feudal lords as centres
for their land governance.  During this period, a
number of rulers, such as Kiyomasa Kato, Cagetora
Todo and Enshu Kobori, built fine castles and
undertook the successful planning of towns.
Sometimes they were ordered by Shogun
Tokugawa to help construct other castle towns.
Thus the practice of castle town construction spread
through-out Japan within a short span of time.  The
head of each castle town, delegated by Tokugawa,
was the sovereign of his territory as well as the
governor.  He was in charge of the administration
of the castle town and its neighbouring areas during
the peaceful period of the ‘Pax Tokugawa’ from the
beginning of the seventeenth century to the middle
of the nineteenth century. 

Japanese castle towns are symbols of regional
integration: they were designed in relation to the
surrounding topography.  They embody rationality,
functionality, and aesthetic sensibility.  The whole
town was made up of a grid pattern of street blocks.
The land zoning based on social class that
accompanied the feudal system in Japan also served
as a means of functional zoning.  This zoning
system was restored during the modernization
period after the nineteenth century.  Most of the
former samurai areas were maintained as residential
areas, and the former machiya areas (townhouses
with shops and storehouses) remained as
commercial areas.  Most of these planning arrange-
ments and associated building styles continued at
least until about 1960, unless there was a major fire
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or other disaster.  
Conzen understood the similarities and

differences between British and Japanese castle
towns.  He analysed them in relation to a number of
aspects.  British 

towns with castles can have plans belonging to
any historical period from Anglo-Saxon times to
the fourteenth century, including the survival of
Roman plan features.  Also, persistence of towns
on the same site throughout their historical life is
the rule rather than the exception.  Thus, towns
with considerable growth during the Middle Ages
have plans composed of parts belonging to
different periods and therefore displaying
different period styles of town planning.  Their
plans show historical layering or period
compoundedness.  Moreover, each period may
produce a number of different regional plan styles
(Conzen, 2004, p. 171).

In contrast, Japanese castle towns are based on
a common conceptualization and methodology.
Before the period of castle town building, the
commercial area, the warriors’ area and the temple
area were physically separated.  When the new
castle town was constructed, it was a requirement
that these areas were relocated within the new town
but laid out according to the principles and methods
used previously.  In short, such towns may be
referred to as ‘assembled towns’.  A well-defined
system of functional and social-class zoning was
implemented.  Nevertheless, the towns were
designed by adapting to the complex topography of
mountains, valleys and rivers, and this gave each in
detail a unique spatial form.  Moreover, the design
had provision for the effective utilization of
underground water and was conceptualized with the
aim of beautifying the landscape by ensuring scenic
views and vistas. 

Though Japanese castle towns follow common
planning principles, there is no consolidated
historical document on this subject.  This contrasts
with Japanese gardening, for which there is a
formal textbook.  However, Japanese castle towns
were depicted in many picture maps as being
worlds that were integrated with their surrounding
areas, and these picture maps are valued as works
of art.  In a sense, Japanese castle towns can be
thought of as products of designed diversification:
common planning principles were followed but the
outcome was diversity that reflected adaptation to
topography.  In contrast, the diversified form of
British castle towns is more a product of a
succession of historical ‘layers’, each of which

reflects the fashions of the time when it was
created.

According to Conzen (2004, p. 171), ‘during
most of the earlier and much of the high Middle
Ages in Europe, geometrically conceived plan ideas
commonly tended to lose their geometric rigidity in
actual application to a site’.  Put simply, curved
streets and non-parallel grids were developed in
Europe.  This was done for two reasons: first, there
was no overriding religious or geomantic prescript
for town layouts; and second, a practical approach
to town layouts was adopted, in that plan ideas
were adapted to the existing morphological
framework.  The morphological diversification of
British castle towns arose from this adaptive
method rather than the prescriptive method of
laying out towns.

Japanese castle towns were also laid out
‘adaptively’ according to topographical and
climatic constraints with regard to matters such as
the maintenance and quality control of the water
supply and sewerage systems, and the planning of
land use for water resource management.
Landscape planning with regard to seasonal winds
was also followed for the location of religious
precincts.  The early picture map of the town of
Shinjö was drawn as a prescriptive model of the
castle town, but in reality the town has a more
diversified urban form, reflecting the application of
the adaptive method, which involved the
consideration of factors such as topography, river
flow, and a vista towards Mt Chokai.

In western Japan the layout of the peripheral
parts of castle towns, such as Himeji, was based on
the jôri system, which is an ancient system for
agricultural land management.  The jôri system
involves adapting to topography: for instance, grids
were laid out based on this system.  A warped grid
was developed in which the layout of streets was
influenced by the vista of the castle, main turrets,
and mountains. 

Morphological diversification of castle towns in
Europe arose from the social system.  Conzen
(2004, p.172) states that 

the medieval European town was corporate in
character, enjoying the freedom and measure of
self-government bestowed by a town charter and
thus a somewhat privileged position in feudal
society.  It involved a number of functional
requirements of a communal character ... With the
passage of time and town growth, the accom-
modation of these elements in the town plan gave
rise to a great number of individualized solutions.
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The layouts of castle towns in Japan were well
preserved because the towns were constructed
based on the feudal social-class system, and
changes of form were influenced by this.  However,
in the period after the mid-eighteenth century,
owing to the development of a market economy,
townsmen rose in status and their communal power
increased.  In many instances a type of building
complex (known as machiya), comprising retail
space, housing for the owner’s family and workers,
warehouses and a courtyard garden, was enlarged.
A physical transformation process occurred that
was related to changes in civil society and the
development of a market economy.  However, even
in the townsmen’s quarters, changes in layout were
not permitted, and the amalgamation of plots and
the reconstruction of buildings were restricted.
Indeed, in the warriors’ quarters such activities
were strictly forbidden.  Most of the samurai were
provided with very restricted accommodation.

Conzen refers to Yamori’s research on the
transformation of castle towns, and analyses the
characteristics of the fringe belt in Japanese castle
towns.  He points out that the religious buildings
and residences of the lower samurai, such as the
ashigaru (common foot soldiers), were laid out
along the fringe belts of castle towns.  He focussed
on the fact that these areas linked the town to its
peripheral areas and gave rise to a fixation line.
The functional structure in these fringe areas was
weak and lacked a clear spatial planning pattern. 

In the early stages of Japanese castle town
construction, the plan of a town included a
surrounding moat.  Gradually, the plan was
transformed and the line of demarcation between
the castle town and its peripheral areas became
blurred.  This can be interpreted in several ways.
One factor was the feudal practice of not providing
any protection, such as a moat, to townsmen’s
quarters and lower samurai quarters.  During the
Pax Tokugawa (after the fall of Toyotomi in 1630),
protective fortifications such as moats and castle
walls posed hindrances to the enlargement of castle
towns.  Thereafter, the fringe belt was designed to
serve as a strategic spatial defence system by
locating townsmen’s quarters, lower samurai
quarters and religious premises in these areas.  At
the time of the expansion of a castle town,

surrounding villages were incorporated within the
urban area but retained their original layout.  This
was done in order to maintain water supply
throughout the town and villages and to ensure the
supply of vegetables by the lower samurai living in
fringe areas.  

Conzen suggested a number of reasons why the
functional structure of British castle towns is not as
clearly evident morphologically as in the case of
Japanese castle towns.  In Britain, as elsewhere in
Europe, all classes were normally accommodated
on the strip-plot and row-house principle.  This
tended to ‘soften’ class distinctions as represented
in the town plan.  Greater mobility between social
classes within the mechanisms provided by
European corporate town life tended to blur the
social pattern in the plan still further (Conzen,
2004. p.177).

In Japan the residences of successful tradesmen
and the upper samurai displayed their occupants
social class.  Residential buildings varied widely in
architectural style.  Machiya had varied styles of
buildings that enabled their residents to live and
work on the same site.  In the samurai area, the
building types ranged from row houses to upper-
class samurai residences surrounded by large
gardens.  These spatial patterns of architectural
styles, developed according to the social class of
the residents and their income and wealth, were
morphologically striking. 
 Conzen has opened up an important field of
cross-cultural comparison.  It is to be hoped that
both British and Japanese researchers will build on
his work. 
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Change and regeneration are prominent on the
agenda of many cities.  However, a worrying
consequence of this drive towards rapid urban
change is that the environments we seek to
transform are often demolished or abandoned to
decay without thought for the value of the
information that may be available within them
whilst they are still inhabited and rich with a social
landscape.  

There are two issues.  First, our most familiar
places – such as shopping centres, office blocks and
light industrial units – are seen as too familiar to be
a topic for record or serious study and therefore
enter a period of disinterest in which they are
abandoned and very often demolished with little or
no reflection upon their passing.  Secondly, for
surviving places in which time has endowed some
revival of interest, such as slum dwellings and
inter-war factories, whilst physical features can be
recorded ahead of demolition or refurbishment,
abandonment by the original inhabitants means that
the social and ambient landscapes that once cradled
within the bricks and mortar have gone.  Making
sense of these abandoned environments is often left
to archaeologists and historians, but they are not the
most appropriate people for the task: it is a job for
urban morphologists.

As someone who has professional experience of
both archaeology and history, I would argue that
both disciplines are disadvantaged by the tacit
assumption of a separation between ‘now’ and
‘then’: an assumption that does not encumber urban
morphologists.  Archaeologists work to reconstitute
past social landscapes through interpretation of
surviving material culture.  For example, at the
ruined Roman city of Wroxceter in England, lost
coins, discarded pottery and wear patterns in flag-
stones can provide an impression of the social
landscape that once existed.  But this impression
stands as a fossil to a once living creature: frozen,
skeletal and lacking the essential texture of life.
Even for progressive archaeology, such as Buchli
and Lucas’s excavation of an abandoned council
house, there exists an essential separation in both
time and identity between the investigator and the
investigated (Buchli and Lucas, 2001, p. 81).  For
the majority of archaeologists a study of the

‘present’ would be heresy.
Historians also work to reconstitute social land-

scapes using textual resources that relate to a place
that may have radically changed or even completely
disappeared.  Yet this material, whilst relevant and
powerful, is not in itself the actual social landscape,
and the material produced by historians is the result
of an interpretive process that provides a creative
impression of a past period from textual data that
have survived into the present.

Arguably, archaeologists and historians are
engaged in a mode of production: that is,
production of the past based on artefacts and
documents that have survived into the present.  The
past has gone, but connections, models and
inferences in the form of research reports, TV
documentaries and lecture notes produce an
impression of the past that exists in the present
(Shanks and Hodder, 1998, pp. 11-13).

Whilst archaeology and historical studies
provide a powerful, relevant and necessary bridge
to understanding social landscapes of periods that
no longer exist, there is an often overlooked
opportunity to investigate and record those
inhabited urban places that still exist within our
contemporary built environments: to create a record
that is rich, vital and largely unaffected by the
‘arm’s-length’ process of interpretation that
historical and archaeological perspectives, by
necessity, involve.  And this is where urban
morphologists, with their willingness to look at the
past, present and future, can find a rich vein of
material for research.

Unencumbered by a fixation on the separation of
past and present, an urban morphologist can set
about identifying sites in the ‘here and now’ that
are in need of study.  This may not be as easy as it
seems, however, owing to the widespread, subtle
process that seems to blind us to our most familiar
places.  There is a kind of temporal chauvinism in
which more ancient places are valued as rare and
mysterious and recent places are overlooked as
abundant and familiar.

This can be illustrated by an example from
Birmingham, UK.  In 2002, a major all-new
shopping complex replaced the post-war Bull Ring
shopping centre.  During construction, a great deal
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of interest and archaeological recording focused on
the discovery of Birmingham’s  distant past:
twelfth-century deer park boundaries, thirteenth-
century pottery kilns, late-medieval tanning pits and
the foundations of some long-forgotten brick
structure are amongst the finds that were carefully
examined and recorded.  The interest lay in the
provision of interpretation panels around the new
shopping complex, informing shoppers that on this
spot once stood a Royal deer park, a medieval
centre and communities of artisans handcrafting
ceramics and leather goods.  The post-war environ-
ment, however, was cleared of people, and then
demolished with little or no systematic record save
for a few scattered collections of photographs and
oral accounts (BBC, 2006; Birmingham City
Council, 2008; Caesar, 2008).  The newly-erected
interpretation panels are silent about the bustling
Bull Ring, still warm in its grave underfoot.

At face value, there appears to be some kind of
temporal chauvinism: material culture from more
ancient urban strata is revered, yet our most recent
environments are often anathematized.  Forty and
Kuchler (1999) suggest that this active, even artful,
process of remembering and forgetting is a funda-
mental characteristic of any society.  They argue
that past periods and events are either commem-
orated or forgotten in the management of that
culture’s prevailing narrative: a narrative that
explains ‘who’ we are and ‘where’ we are.  Buchli
and Lucas (2001) explore the subtle tension
between remembering and forgetting and argue that
when a place or an event passes from present to
past, it can be subject to one of four general
processes: construction; destruction; deficit; or
residue.

The process of ‘constructed’ remembering is
most closely related to memorialization.  A clear
illustration of this process can be found in the war
memorials that are maintained in most British
towns and cities.  Take a few moments to explore
any memorial to the 1914-18 conflict and, from our
post-millennium perspective, it is easy to read the
encoded images that would have located the inter-
war viewer within a subtext of nationality (King,
1999). 

Within Birmingham, the process of constructed
remembering can be seen in the selection of places
that have been retained and refurbished during
regeneration.  For example, in a stroll along
Edmund Street in the heart of the financial district
one can see the impressive terracotta frontages of
late-Victorian structures.  Closer inspection reveals
that these are just preserved façades, behind which
huge accretions of modern curtain-walled offices

loom high above the original skyline.  The new
office complexes are inhabited by law firms and
accountants who, in retaining these Victorian
façades, have purposefully constructed a memorial-
ized association with Victorian tradition, respect-
ability and age-hewn stability.

The process of ‘destructed’ remembering is
more difficult to identify because, as the name
suggests, the intention is that these places are
utterly removed from both urban fabric and
memory.  The process is manifestly iconoclastic
and the removal of statues and buildings in Eastern
Europe following the collapse of Soviet
communism is a stark illustration of the purposeful
destruction of memory and places (Forty, 1999, p.
10).  Whilst challenging to identify, there is a place
to the south of Birmingham, in Gloucester, where
once stood an ordinary-looking late-Victorian end-
terrace house.  In the mid-1990s it was removed
with forensic precision and replaced by a simple
path that now forms a short-cut to a local shopping
centre.  There is no visible evidence that number 25
Cromwell Street ever existed. When the house was
demolished, even the rubble was removed: crushed
to a fine aggregate so that no material evidence or
souvenir could ever remain.  This place was the
infamous address of the serial killer Fred West and
his wife Rose.  All memory and physical evidence
of this place has been subject to a purposeful
process of destruction: an attempt to erase events
that are abhorrent to that society.

The process of remembering that gives rise to
deficit is, in many respects, a synthesis of both
destruction and construction.  Even where some or
all of the physical fabric of a place is retained, there
are gaps and defects in the remembering of that
place that can lead to a tension that is often
palpable.  For example, a walk along the canals and
preserved Victorian waterfront around
Birmingham’s Gas Street Basin brings a vista of
wine bars and exotic restaurants – a place to be
sought-out and enjoyed – whereas once it was a
place of pollution, industrial congestion and often
death at a young age following a life of hard labour.
In this place, there is a tension that leads a more
sensitive visitor to consider what this industrial
landscape was really like in previous times, before
a gloss of tourism and affluence settled on it and
silenced the dirt and squalor from telling its own
story.

Subject to the fourth process are those ‘unloved’
places that are considered no more than ‘residue’
and of little significance in the management of
memory.  These places, when they reach the end of
their life cycle, remain unseen, unconstituted and
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left to decay at the time of abandonment.
Ultimately, these underpasses, squatters’ camps,
container parks and vacant office blocks are often
demolished, leaving little evidence of their
existence.  It is within this realm that Birmingham’s
post-war (and renamed) Bullring now resides.  It is
this realm that large swathes of urban places are on
the cusp of entering; creating ‘spaces of
uncertainty’ that both defy and define the
aspirations of urban regeneration (Cupers and
Miessen, 2002; Lamb, 2004).

Buchli and Lucas (2001) provide a powerful
model that unravels the various treatments of urban
places as they pass from present to past.  Though
devaluing the present relative to the past may be
considered to be some kind of snobbery, it may in
fact be a deeper expression of society’s manage-
ment of familiar places in the context of change and
transformation.  Indeed, Lowenthal (1985, 1999)
would argue that it is part of a ‘healthy’ social
contract amongst city dwellers that we must forget
some things in order to progress and define who we
want to be (Lowenthal 1999, p. xi).

Viewed from this perspective, it is easier to
understand why the city firms along Edmund Street
would wish to conserve the Victorian terracotta
façades with their encoded messages of stability
and respectability, but also incorporate a new
working model of glass, light and open-plan
offices.  We can appreciate why the refurbished
waterfronts along Gas Street Basin are silent about
the appalling living conditions of factory workers
and canal people who once inhabited these places.
Perhaps we are comfortable with the silent passing
of places that suggest failure in previous phases of
post-war urban renewal.

What we see is, perhaps, less a conspiracy
theory and more the ‘healthy’ civic processes of
‘construction’, ‘deficit’ and even ‘destruction’ that
lie at the heart of regeneration and, indeed, heritage
conservation.  Structures and places within our
cities are selected and modified, by whatever
criteria, to be commemorated and conserved, whilst
others are deselected: removed from the physical
fabric and indeed from memory.  

My suggestion for urban morphology is to focus
attention upon the structures and places that enter
those unconstituted processes that render them
‘residue’ in the eyes of contemporary society.  It is
within this realm that we find material that can shed
light on our prevailing efforts towards creating
equitable and sustainable cities.  Such research
would take an interest in those unloved, often

anathematized, places such as post-war shopping
malls and underground car parks, as they present
themselves in the ‘here and now’ in a period before
they become abandoned.  This is a task that calls
for the perspective of an urban morphologist who
can work unencumbered in the present using a
range of methods to record these places, with their
social and ambient landscapes intact, and create an
archive of great value to future generations.
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Urban morphological practice: an example from Brazil
Staël de Alvarenga Pereira Costa and Marieta Cardoso Maciel, Escola de
Arquitetura/UFMG – Departamento de Urbanismo, Rua Paraíbo 697 Sala 400, Bairro dos
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Several years ago, McGlynn and Samuels (2000, p.
79) commented that ‘ISUF has to make a great
effort to engage with the operational problems that
are posed by the production of urban form today’.
More recently Whitehand (2007) and others have
drawn attention in this journal to the more general
problem of bridging the gap between research and
practice in urban morphology.  We present here a
Brazilian example of the current application of
urban morphology in practice (see also Pereira
Costa, 2006).

The School of Architecture in the Federal
University of Minas Gerais, Brazil has a
programme in ‘public architecture’ that provides
students with an opportunity to take part in projects
in the poorest communities.  The purpose is to
improve the built environments of the poorest
families while simultaneously providing an integral
part of the students’ training (Alonso, 2006).  One
such project is in the squatter settlement of Bairro
9 de Março on the outskirts of the city of
Barbacena, about 200 km from Belo Horizonte:
here a range of approaches to urban form were put
to practical use (Campos et al., 2007; Pereira Costa
et al., 2007).

The basis of the project was urban design
methods concerning the meaning of place (Bentley
et al., 1999, p. 76), based on the views of the local
population and community leaders (Rappoport,
1979, p. 25).  Surveys revealed the need for
improved design and construction of streets and
pavements, and the provision of a health centre, a
community centre, a church and places for children
to play.  Appraisals were also made of the image of
the place (Lynch, 1977, p. 46), and infrastructure
and transport (Alexander et al., 1977, p. 270).  Both
land-use regulations and federal law (República do
Brasil, 1979, p. 3) needed to be considered, the
latter particularly in relation to the prohibition of
buildings on steep slopes: houses and roads that
could remain had to be distinguished from those,
some already in bad condition, that had to be
demolished.  Urban morphological methods
developed by Conzen (1981, p. 60) and analyses of
open and built spaces were instrumental in
preparing topographical maps showing building
block plans and street layouts. 

Based on the analyses, for reasons of safety 10

per cent of the houses needed to be relocated to
vacant sites.    House typologies (Caniggia and
Maffei, 2001, p. 108) were researched to provide
tenants with models that could form the basis for
the rebuilding of their houses on vacant plots.
Because of the risk that unstable vacant sites would
be illegally occupied, geological investigations
were necessary (Texeira, 1999, p. 106).

The proposals for urban renewal and associated
landscaping were accepted by the local
government, and federal government agencies are
providing funding (Fundação de Desenvolvimento
da Pesquisa, 2007).  Another outcome is the
provision of funds for research to evaluate the
project as a basis for planning interventions on
similar sites.  The quality of the project has been
achieved by an integrated approach in which
academics, students, the local population, local
planners and other professionals have all been
involved.  However, sound methods, especially in
providing a thorough understanding of place and
context, were fundamental.
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Urban morphology and urban design
Brenda Case Scheer, College of Architecture and Planning, University of Utah, Salt Lake
City, UT 84112-0370, USA.  E-mail: scheer@arch.utah.edu

There has recently been a flurry of discussion in
this journal about the relationship between urban
morphological research and practice (Hall, 2008;
Samuels, 2008; Whitehand, 2007).  As a practising
architect and planner, I have frequently applied the
concepts of typology and morphology in my design
work.  I have used neighbourhood morphology to
develop a successful architectural parti that married
a new type to an older pattern: I have used the
morphological narrative of a dying small downtown
to develop its urban plans and guidelines for its
recovery (Scheer and Scheer, 1998).  I have re-
scaled old patterns for new uses, to draw a cultural
line from the past into a new, progressive future.  I
have identified critical urban design issues, and
thus solutions, that could only be revealed through
a close reading of a region’s morphology.  So why
does the translation of morphological ideas to
practice seem so treacherous?

Until the whole movement degenerated into a
thematic cut and paste routine, many architectural
theorists explored notions of typology and urban
form as a pointed response to the universality of
modernism (Krier, 1982; Moneo, 1978).  Anthony

Vidler (1977) went so far as to propose that the city
(its building types, its customary form and
meaning) is the third typology, by which he meant
that designers could use the city as an autonomous
reference (instead of nature or machine, which
were Vidler’s first two references).  Ultimately
discredited by association with post modernism’s
historical pastiche, remnants of these ideas surface
everywhere in architecture, frequently as a rich
form of contextualism that is more whispered than
proclaimed (Goode, 1992).

Urban morphology, as a source for urban design,
suffers from the same unpopularity and misreading
among architectural critics.  Its association with
small-scale, traditional urban environments (town-
scape and New Urbanism) has made it suspect for
applications in respected, high image architecture.
World architecture glorifies large, multi-user,
complex urban projects: it is an urbanism of
slickness, sculptural shape and show-off design,
symbolic of large corporations and overriding
control, totally conflicting with the old-fashioned
regulating plans, lots, blocks, and small typologies
now associated with morphology.  As Ivor Samuels
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(2008) points out, this architecture and urban
design is more likely to be judged and driven by
sustainability paradigms, although of the ‘green
gadgetry’ type.  Morphology’s legitimate green
strategies of conservation, adaptability and ‘loose
fit’ are less in vogue. 

Only in small-scale contexts has urban
morphology made inroads in urban design.  In the
US, this has surfaced primarily in the revolution in
planning known as form-based codes (FBC).  These
codes are intended to supplant or supplement
traditional land-use restrictive zoning (Walters
(2007) provides a lucid and intelligent background).
The methodology, promoted by New Urbanists,
bases the development of codes on formulaic
analyses of existing or desired urban form, public
space and some architectural elements (see Parolek
et al. (2008) for the official handbook).  While
some of the language of typomorphology is used in
the analytical formulae (types, lots, blocks), the
rigid FBC methodologists seem unaware of the key
theories and ideas that could deepen their
understanding of this enterprise.  Two examples
will suffice: the idea of resolution has eluded FBC
analysis, with all the coding focused on the
neighbourhood scale or on the particulars of street
design and house front (what we might call the
tissue level) and none on the region or city scale. 

The other aspect that the FBC method misses,
which is key to urban design, is the historical
evolution of places over time.  The understanding
of urban change and evolution, and the conceptual
framework for designing for change, are without
doubt the most powerful legacies of urban
morphology.  The cultural and social context that
can be read in the evolution of the historical fabric
eludes these designers.  Their static analysis leads
to a static vision.  To be fair, most urban designers
are stuck in this ‘master planner’ mode.  In FBC
methods, this problem is slightly eased because the
code assumes further building over time, and offers
a regulating plan that might control change.  How
much more elegant such plans would be if they
went a few steps further to demonstrate the
continuity of change from deep past to unpredict-
able future. 

The literature of New Urbanists rarely
recognizes recent precedent outside the writings of
the acolytes of the movement itself; a bad habit to
be sure.  So the basic and foundational urban
morphological concepts are not drawn upon as
such: form-based code prescriptive methods
seemingly have been almost independently derived
rather than benefiting from urban morphology’s
depth and theory. 

As in most applications of morphology for urban
design, form-based codes are directed at residential
scales and small supporting commercial and insti-
tutional uses.  These are satisfying scales for the
application to lots, blocks and types, but problem-
atic in their very limited applicability to most of the
American urban landscape.  The New Urbanists’
realistic goal is to apply these codes to about 5 per
cent of the developed city, leaving the vast areas
driven by larger-scale forces – shopping malls,
municipal centres, theme parks, airports, large open
spaces, highways, large-lot housing subdivisions,
industrial parks – untouched by coding, and thus by
urban design based on morphology. 

Urban morphologists themselves have been
much preoccupied with the scale of townscape and
traditional or historic urban form, with very few
researchers and practitioners exploring the much
more problematic scale of the contemporary,
expanded metropolitan landscape.  This is a huge
opportunity, as research in these large-scale areas
by American morphologists suggests that seem-
ingly formless spaces can also yield to a useful
morphological reading (see, for example, Moudon
and Hess, 2000; Scheer and Petkov, 1998; Stanilov
and Scheer, 2004; Tatom, 2006).  The work of the
landscape urbanists (Waldheim, 2006) suggests a
tantalizing connection to be made for designers
concerned with the process of urbanization and
change at scales larger than the residential
neighbourhood.  There is much work to be done to
bring the methods of typomorphology to bear on
metropolitan-scale problems.
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Workshop on Heritage in Reconstruction / Heritage of Reconstruction,
Birmingham, UK, 23 June 2008

This one-day workshop attracted about 40
participants from a number of fields and countries.
The focus was largely on the UK in the post-war
era, but the underlying issues, such as the place of
heritage in reconstruction and the future of what is
reconstructed, were far wider.

The complexity of the topic is apparent with
only a modest surface-scratching, and the
organizers, Peter Larkham and Joe Nasr, wisely
limited the scope of the workshop to the near
manageable.  Nevertheless, issues emerged that it
was almost painful not to be able to discuss, as the
walls of the room resonated with a few central
unasked questions.  For example, scant consider-
ation was given to the part that urban
morphological theory can play in heritage
conservation.

The workshop programme is available at
www.asd.asd and much of the material presented is
available on the Birmingham City University
website (www.ldhs.bcu.ac.uk).  The presentations
were all highly relevant and in different ways
thought provoking.

Planning and conservation already present a
challenging and by no means small range of issues
to be faced.  In the relatively comfortable context of
much of Europe today one can sometimes forget
that overarching political, territorial and cultural
dimensions are ever present and define parameters
and the scope for action.  These dimensions were
critical in the decades immediately following the
Second World War.  They remain so today and not
only associated with ‘developing societies’ in

faraway places.
From my own combined platform of archi-

tectural-anthropological research, heritage manage-
ment and professional practice, the workshop
suggested the huge potential of urban conservation
practice and principles that embrace planning, its
history, and the methodologies of documentation
and analysis concerned with ‘place’ – whether the
perspective is one of social-science recording and
documentation or that of analytical urban
morphology.

The workshop should be a fillip for future events
that extend the topics of this workshop into a wider
thematic programme of platforms other than those
recognized by the conventional fields of planning,
history and urban conservation.  To remain
relevant, the activity of protecting threatened assets
in the urban environment needs to invite challenges
by exponents of positions outside the field in which
urban conservation has rather comfortably
accommodated itself. 

Peter Larkham, Joe Nasr and the excellent band
of presenters are to be congratulated.  I am sure that
many of us would return to Birmingham with
pleasure, if called again for a future event that
builds on the success of this one.

Amund Sinding-Larsen, Statsbygg, Oslo, Norway.
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