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Hitherto, sustainable architecture has been viewed
very largely through the lenses of technology and
energy performance, remaining at the margins of
architectural culture.  But for a substantial portion
of the earth’s population the technologies of raw
earth, wood and stone still represent not only the
present, but most probably the future.  It is
unrealistic, therefore, to concentrate almost exclu-
sively on sophisticated high-tech systems of
environmental control.  Such systems are econ-
omically prohibitive and culturally unacceptable in
some parts of the world.  Time-honoured building
traditions are still strongly linked to climate and
local materials.  These building cultures, these
architectures, were able to satisfy the social and
cultural demands arising from a particular civil-
ization.  They are the ‘concrete’ manifestation of
those societies.  Such societies are linked to their
land, climate and local materials.  They are also
open to comparison and innovation, because
innovation leads to progress, and progress often
means survival. 
    This leads us to consider an important aspect of
sustainability: authenticity (Maretto, 2013). ‘Auth-
entic’ literally means done by ‘one who does things
himself’, and therefore made according to
conscious procedures and logic.  A structure is
therefore ‘authentic’ when it is ‘recognized’ by the
society that introduced it; when the culture of that
society is able to understand it and make it its own;

and when the technology of that culture is able to
reproduce it and, if necessary, develop it. 
    Why urban morphology, then? (Marat-Mendes,
2013).  Morphological analysis of urban fabrics
allows us to understand the logic of their transform-
ation.  It allows us to plan, with ‘authentic’
awareness, interventions within the process of
change.  Morphology can thus be a valuable tool
connecting the technological aspects typical of
sustainable strategies to the various cultural, social,
civic and formal aspects of urban design and
architecture.  This tool can be used according to a
comprehensive and complex idea of sustainability
that can only be fully accomplished through a
renewal of civic awareness, a different use of
resources, and a different pattern of settlement. 
    However, the information revolution is already
radically transforming the very foundations of the
‘fossil city’, exponentially increasing opportunities
for exchange in the new global society.  A ‘virtual’
macro-urbanism will intersect with an ‘actual’
micro-urbanism, physical and concrete, determining
the form of the new urban environment.  Within the
binomial of macro- and micro- urbanism, urban
morphology identifies an interesting socio-building
scale that can serve as the basic strategy for
sustainable city planning in the twenty-first century.
This is a strategy that involves, on the one hand, a
scalar sequence of physical forms related to
aggregation and spatial organization (from houses
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all the way up to districts); and, on the other, a
complementary sequence of forms related to civil
organization (from families to urban communities). 
These are sequences that find in the concept of
social-building neighbourhood the lowest common
denominator of sustainability: that ‘sustainable
unit’, on which urban strategies of environmental
control on a larger scale can be based. 
    Morphology thus becomes the necessary ‘plug-
in’ for registering the different ‘networks’ that
characterize the contemporary city – from IT and
‘smart’ devices to energy and environmental
systems.  The aim is to translate these networks into
building practices for the physical city – to
translate them into ‘fabrics’ on which the planning
of sustainable cities will be based.  The city is not

a ‘zero emission settlement machine’.  On the
contrary, it is the expression of complex and
stratified social, economic and cultural fabrics.  The
constant interaction of these – their innovation and
transformation over time – is what determines, to a
large extent, the success or failure of an ‘authen-
tically’ sustainable urban experience.
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Open space performs important functions in the
human environment (Lynch, 1995).  Examination
of this type of space can provide valuable insights
into urban form, as pioneering urban morphologists
have indicated. 

M. R. G. Conzen traced in detail and mapped
precisely the changing ground plan of Alnwick. 
Open spaces were an integral part of this work,
forming important components of his fringe-belt
maps for six dates from 1774 to 1956 (Conzen,
1960, pp. 57-93).  Open spaces in Alnwick
increased to a major extent following the expansion
of institutional land use in the late-nineteenth
century.

Caniggia and Maffei (2001) reveal open spaces
arising in both basic and specialized urban tissues. 
Aggregations of basic tissues along ‘matrix routes’
constitute one type of open space – an organic or
incidental type (pp. 128, 136, 151).  Specialized
tissues, for example at convergences of break-
through routes, tend to be associated with spaces
conceived specifically for particular purposes (pp.
120, 122, 137, 149).

The methodology and comprehension of open
space can be developed by building on these two
classic studies.  Besides meticulous mapping,
Conzen’s townscape hierarchical analysis based on

plot investigation provides an integrated framework
to decode open space changes in an urban context. 
Caniggia and Maffei’s concept of basic and
specialized tissues suggests the need for typo-
logical thinking on planned and incidental open
spaces, which would also be pertinent to the
contextualization of open space changes in the
typological process of urban tissues.

More perspectives on, and knowledge of, open
space can be found in other urban morphological
research, especially that adopting a Conzenian
approach.  Fringe belts are a key to understanding
successions of open spaces and other spacious land
uses in the rhythm of urban development
(Whitehand, 1988; Whitehand and Morton, 2003). 
The identification of fringe belts provides cultural
and ecological bases for urban landscape
management (Conzen, 2009; Whitehand et al.,
2011).  Other concepts, such as townscape and
development cycles, also relate to the context-
ualizing of open space evolutions in urban settings
at various scales (Whitehand, 1994, 2005).  Open
space and related topics have been selected as
specific themes at several ISUF conferences. 

However, urban morphological approaches to
open space are still under-represented and, more
particularly, quite rarely referred to in studies of



Viewpoints 165

open spaces in other fields.  In Urban Morphology
and the JSTOR digital library, there are only a few
articles in which ‘open space’ (or green space, park,
square, plaza, piazza) occurs as a keyword in the
abstract.  Similar results arise when searching in the
full text for ‘open space’ (or similar keywords) in
combination with the names of urban
morphological pioneers.  Open space research with
urban morphological approaches is rare too. 
According to the Web of Science and JSTOR,
neither ‘Alnwick, Northumberland’ nor
‘architectural composition’ have much direct
resonance for open space researchers and planners. 
What accounts for these weak interrelationships in
the literature?

First, urban open spaces differ greatly in their
ecological, social, and symbolic roles, and in their
shaping mechanisms (Maruani and Amit-Cohen,
2007; Stanley et al., 2012).  As the word ‘open’
suggests, open spaces are vague, loose and
diversified.  They can be incidental spaces con-
taining mundane objects, but they may be con-
structed symbolizations for political purposes.  Soft
and hard, private and public, spontaneous and
planned are just a few of the juxtapositions
associated with open spaces.  The complexity
presents difficulties for categorization and
delineation, which are important for urban morph-
ological research.

Secondly, open spaces tend not to be highly
‘manicured’ or invested in socio-economically
(Lynch, 1995), and therefore associated with less
archaeological and physical evidence than many
other types of urban site.  A number of open spaces
are ‘left-over’ spaces.  Spontaneous open spaces,
which were the most important types before
industrialization, have decreased gradually and
often silently (Jackson, 1984, pp. 127-30).  

Thirdly, the processes of change are variable.  In
the early decades of the industrial era many types of
open space were widely regarded as triumphs of
urban planning, shaped by city fathers, philan-
thropists, planners and designers.  They were
produced and reproduced, to some extent for their
symbolic significance, as part and parcel of
political and economic activities (Stanley et al.,
2012).  However, even some open spaces
maintained by the government for the public
welfare are vulnerable owing to their lack of
revenue generation (Tang and Wang, 2008).

Problems of categorization and, sometimes, of
delineation, variable amounts of morphological
evidence, and uncertain developmental processes
pose challenges for analysis in traditional urban
morphology.  However, regularities have been

demonstrated and there is considerable scope for
future research.

First, open space changes coincide with urban
transformations.  An example is the squares of
London, England which were changed from open
plazas in the seventeenth century to enclosed
private parks at the end of the eighteenth century. 
The process of ‘greening’ eventually took three
forms that inspired widespread emulation: the
residential square, the large city park and the house-
and-garden of suburbia (Lawrence, 1993).  Many
cases, including those in London, show that
morphological complexity is especially evident
where open spaces interface with heterogeneous
surroundings. 

Secondly, open space is a good starting point for
cross-cultural comparisons.  There are interesting
similarities and differences of open spaces between
the Western and Eastern worlds.  Western planning
proposals and models have been adopted
selectively in China and Japan (Lu, 2006; Sakai,
2011).  

For a long time, open space has been somewhat
marginalized in urban planning, and more research
is needed both for its intrinsic academic signifi-
cance and as a basis for planning.  Some recent
researches have shown the potential of urban
morphological approaches (Foltête and Piombini,
2007; Hopkins, 2011). 
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Reconciling change with the maintenance of
historical character is a major challenge for urban
planners.  The Plano Director Municipal for Porto
offers valuable lessons, not least for urban
morphologists designing a house for their own
occupation within the area covered by the plan.

The Porto Plan was ratified in January 2006.  Its
preparation involved a comprehensive typo-
morphological analysis to identify the tissues
constituting the city of Porto.  The main character-
istics of these tissues formed the basis for the
regulations supporting the process of development
control.  Control of design detail generally
decreases from the historical areas to the areas of
isolated buildings. 

A previous contribution to this journal focused
on plan implementation and planning practice
(Oliveira et al., 2014).  In relation to conservation
in historical areas, where design control is at its
greatest, the main strengths and weaknesses of
development control were identified.  Here we offer

a different perspective, focusing on a specific
building we have designed ourselves in an urban
tissue in which design control is at an intermediate
level.  Since we are both the owners and the
architects of the building, options were either those
provided by the Plan or those determined by us.

The house was built on a rectangular plot, 5 m
wide and 40 m long (Figure 1).  It is within the
Plan’s ‘Tissue III: Areas of Continuous Building
Frontages and Plots in the Process of Repletion’ (see
Oliveira, 2006, for a detailed description of this
tissue).  The street, Rua do Lindo Vale, is 2 km from
the historical centre of Porto.  It is 10 m wide and
500 m long, and dates from the nineteenth century. 
Over recent decades, the street went through major
transformations, with numerous demolitions and the
construction of many new buildings.  The building
that previously stood on the plot had already been
demolished when the plot was acquired.  Only a part
of the building’s main façade remained   intact,   and
reconstruction was not a feasible option. 
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Figure 1.  Plan and façades of part of Rua do Lindo Vale, Porto.

In size the new building follows the main
guidance of the Plan,  contributing  to  maintenance
of the existing relationship between buildings and
street.  It follows both the front and rear alignments
of all buildings in this section of the street.  The
building height is 8.8 m (1.2 m less than the width
of the street); the building coverage is 46 per cent
of the plot area; and the rear of the plot is garden. 
Conformity to the size of existing buildings
requires an interior arrangement of rooms similar to
that of surrounding buildings (and, indeed, of
traditional houses in Porto).  The maintenance of
existing plot boundaries needs to be seen in the
context of the rarity of plot amalgamation in Porto
in recent decades: where it has occurred, it has
usually preceded the construction of an apartment
building, not a single-family house. 

Apart from specifying the size of the building
and its position within the plot, the Plan for Tissue
III provides no guidance on architectural style.  The
style chosen was influenced by modernist
architecture.  It has a symmetrical and classically
proportioned design, contains similarly sized
elements, and has a neutral range of colours and
materials.  It clearly ‘belongs’ to Tissue III, and
would be out of keeping with other tissues, such as
Tissue I or Tissue II.  In the latter two tissues the
Plan offers sound guidance on architectural style:

architectural creativity must not be confused with
the destruction of fundamental expressions of urban
history.

A different architect might well have designed a
building in a different architectural style for this
plot or a similar plot in this street.  However, it
would have needed to conform to the main
constraint on new buildings in this tissue; namely to
maintain a sound definition of the street.

The Porto Plan helps to maintain the character of
the city while allowing for change.  It does so by
acknowledging that the city is composed of
different parts.  In some of these parts, the main
concern is to maintain the historical character of the
city by conserving its streets, plots and buildings. 
In other parts, the Plan allows for the creation of
new built forms.  Some of the new buildings will
form the built heritage of future generations. 

Could the Porto Plan make a more tangible
contribution to improving the quality of archi-
tectural design of new built forms, addressing
matters such as materials, colours and design of
doors and windows, to name a few?  Or is it already
imposing too many constraints?  And what should
be the role of different architectural schools of
thought?  There are not easy answers to these
questions.  But addressing them is central to
strengthening the relationship between urban



168 Viewpoints

morphological research and professional practice. 
The particular example of personal involvement
considered here strengthens our view that the Porto
Plan is able to promote an urban morphological
culture among the agents responsible for the
transformation of the form of this city.
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time is ripe 
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Researcher Anne Moudon laments that for
architects and planners ‘morphological analysis
remains a difficult mental exercise’ because few
practitioners are willing to ‘spend time assessing
the impact of their design decisions on the city’
(Moudon, 1997, pp. 3-8).  There are several root
causes: the economic realities of development
inhibit capacity to engage in reflective urban
practice; a majority of practitioners have not been
exposed to urban morphology theory or methods
during their educational experience; and design
studio faculty rarely teach morphological methods
as part of a pre-design process for site and context
analysis.  If urban morphology is to gain
widespread acceptance in design practice, it must
first become a mainstream component of
architectural and urban design curricula.  This is not
the case in the United States (and probably
elsewhere in the world) where professional design
and planning programmes rarely include urban
morphology as an elective, much less a required
subject.  By contrast, use of Kevin Lynch’s
methods (1981) for imageability and legibility
analysis are commonly integrated into design studio
teaching and required courses in urban theory. 
What impediments continue to prevent urban
morphology from becoming a mainstream subject
in the discourse of architectural and urban design
education and what strategies might help to better
profile its importance? 

Over the past 15 years I have sought to
communicate urban morphology’s relevance to
architecture students through multiple teaching
venues including  topical seminars, as a  component
of urban theory courses and as an applied method

for context analysis in design studio courses.  I
discovered the value of Conzenian methods
(Conzen, 2004; Whitehand, 2001) through my own
efforts to better understand and interpret traditional
town morphologies in regional contexts where I
regularly engage students in community design and
planning assistance partnerships (McClure, 2001,
2013).  Through efforts to teach the subject I have
experienced several frustrations and a few
successes.  Discussion follows concerning two of
the most significant issues and suggested strategies
to address them.  

The first is to find appropriate course readings. 
Urban morphology lacks an appropriate publication
in English for introducing its theory, purpose,
language and potential applications to architecture
and urban design students.  As early as 2001, Peter
Larkham highlighted the paucity of published work
available to inform course content (Larkham,
2001).  This persistent vacuum suggests a need to
publish a concise, well-illustrated ‘morphology of
the city’, in the spirit of Lynch’s The image of the
city (1960).  If presented in a format that can
engage students who are primarily visual thinkers,
such a resource might find its way onto studio
desks, thus exposing a broader audience of future
practitioners to processes for systematic interpre-
tation of the underlying structure of urban fabrics. 
Architecture students would be more likely to
incorporate morphological methods as part of their
process for site and context analysis in preparation
for urban intervention projects, and urban design
students would be more likely to develop design
recommendations and policy guidelines that are
based on a structural rather than cosmetic under-
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standing of urban context and its defining elements. 
The book could illustrate Conzenian methods for
identifying and interpreting structural elements that
comprise urban tissue and Italian School methods
for identifying building typologies that define
morphological periods and regions.  Vìtor Oliveira
suggests such a manual in the most recent issue of
Urban Morphology (Oliveira, 2014).  In my
experience, design students, when exposed to
systematic methods for cartographic analysis,
intuitively grasp concepts for, and eloquently
produce graphic interpretations of, urban processes
and urban elements as defined by Kostof (1992)
and Conzen (2004) in relation to plan units and
comparative figure grounds of urban fabrics.

My own efforts to use articles from Urban
Morphology as a teaching resource have met with
mixed success.  While the journal is the ultimate
resource for seasoned scholars, articles are
predominantly focused on interpreting complex,
historical contexts or the contested terrain of
conceptual semantics.  Consequently the journal is
less effective as a means to introduce students or
new scholars to overarching theory and process. 
There are a few notable exceptions which include
articles such as Moudon’s introduction to urban
morphology in the journal’s inaugural issue
(Moudon,1997) and Jeremy Whitehand’s discus-
sion of the Conzenian tradition and its use of
cartographic analysis and visual representation to
interpret urban process (Whitehand, 2001).  My
students experience an ‘aha’ moment when they
read Siksna’s article on the effects of relative block
size; they recognize the impact of formative
decisions in city building processes and how they
manifest in long-term consequences for urban
structure and character (Siksna,1997).  It has been
difficult to expand this repertoire of ‘old
favourites’.  Findings from Oliveira’s recent
comprehensive survey of citation frequencies
includes many of the same selections (Oliveira,
2013, 2014).  His findings reinforce a need for
additional contributions that present clear
definitions and models for interpretation and
analysis that students and scholars who are new to
the subject of urban morphology can readily adapt
and apply to a broad spectrum of urban fabrics. 

The second challenge is to re-focus design
studio pedagogy.  There is an increasing number of
US cities experiencing immigration of residents of
the ‘millennial’ and ‘baby boom’ generations who
embrace urban lifestyles and traditional, walkable
urban neighbourhoods.  How will the next gener-
ation of architects prepare to respond to increasing
demands for urban infill and redevelopment in

traditional US cities?  
Since the design studio sequence forms the

backbone of architectural education, its pedagogy
exerts a lifetime influence on future practitioners. 
As a teaching setting the design studio affords an
important opportunity for integrative thinking,
where students can apply to creative problem-
solving processes the theory and methods intro-
duced in their other coursework.  A solid camp of
design faculty will continue to profess architectural
design as high art where buildings are viewed as
objects within the urban fabric, and uniqueness and
self-expression are entitlements.  Encouragingly,
alternative points of view have taken root, thanks in
part to new urbanism and the burgeoning
sustainability movement.  Both ideologies are
helping to generate heightened sensitivity to place-
based design, though too often without mechan-
isms to achieve a deeper understanding of urban
structure. 

Additionally, ‘service learning’ pedagogy,
which by definition involves choreographing
community service projects in which outcomes are
equally beneficial to external project partners and
the academic learning experience, affords an
opportunity to forge deeper connections between
urban morphology and design education.  Service
learning, which is widely endorsed in the US across
a range of disciplines, is a natural fit with design
education.  Students seek opportunities to apply
their emerging professional skills to real projects,
and community partners benefit from their
expertise.  My own use of service learning has
included partnerships with over 40 communities
and several Native American Tribes.  The oppor-
tunity to work on real problems with community
partners has yielded several benefits for teaching
urban morphology: architecture students become
sensitized to a need for place-based design
responses, and students are more likely to embrace
analytical methods that afford a deeper, structural
interpretation of context.  When challenged to
conduct parallel context studies using both Lynch’s
imageability language and morphological methods,
their design and planning recommendations reflect
a greater awareness of existing planning patterns,
key spatial elements that contribute to a
community’s identity, and the need to connect to
these inherited patterns

The climate is ripe for urban morphology to gain
a foothold in design studio pedagogy.  Those of us
who teach urban morphology to architecture and
design students should collaborate to create appro-
priate course support materials and encourage
application of morphological methods in reality
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charged settings if we hope to communicate
effectively their relevance to future practitioners.
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Urban morphology: inside and outside the discipline
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Urban morphology deals with some of the largest
and most complex human artifacts – cities – in
which now live more than half of humanity, ever
increasing in population, extent and influence on
everyday life.  Within ISUF, we all regard the city
as important.   But judging by the size of the
membership of ISUF, the academic field is small. 
Why should this be the case?  Other important
phenomena – molecular biology, climate science,
child development – have disciplines with tens of
thousands of members and conferences that attract
the attention of the popular media.  Why do urban
morphology, and ISUF, dealing with what are
arguably phenomena of equivalent importance, not
have similar status?

Of course, many academic and professional
organizations, not just ISUF, are concerned with
urban form.  These include organizations of
planners, the Society for American City and
Regional Planning History, the European Assoc-
iation for Urban History, the space syntax group,
special sessions on the city at architectural history

conferences, groups of urban geographers who are
not members of ISUF, and others.  Can it be argued
that although ISUF is small, the study of urban
form is large, and that the diversity expressed in
this multitude of groups is actually a healthy
phenomenon?

Michael Conzen’s definition of the field is broad
enough to encompass this diversity, and seeks to
make necessary connections between form and the
reasons form comes about: ‘urban morphology is
the study of the built form of cities, and it seeks to
explain the layout and spatial composition of urban
structures and open spaces, their material character
and symbolic meaning, in light of the forces that
have created, expanded, diversified and trans-
formed them’ (Conzen, 2013). 

But does the field, as represented by ISUF, fully
embrace the implications of this definition?  I argue
that ISUF can do more to fully embrace them, and
that there are three related areas that need to be
addressed for it to do so: theoretical coherence (and
intradisciplinary connections),  interdisciplinary
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connections, and relevance to contemporary
practice.  

Theoretical coherence and intradisciplinary
connections

In the history of science, parallel theoretical
formulations have sometimes existed simul-
taneously: a prime example is quantum mechanics
in the twentieth century.  But with quantum mech-
anics, ‘the various formulations differ dramatically
in mathematical and conceptual overview, yet each
one makes identical predictions for all experimental
results’ (Styer et al., 2002).  These different
formulations, in other words, deal with the same
phenomena and offer explanations that are, in the
end, equivalent.

Should the same be true for urban morphology? 
Perhaps not: we might argue that the typological
approach of ‘the Caniggians’, the historical-
geographical approach of ‘the Conzenians,’ and the
configurational approach of the space syntax group
(‘the Hillierites’?), for example, together offer
coherent insights that none of them do individually
– and  that it is up to the individual reader and
researcher to interpret them together.  

But the aim of science is not personal insight,
but understanding that is shared within a com-
munity.  Such shared insight might be better gained
with stronger relationships between our different
approaches.  To what extent can the typological
approach be specific about the properties of large
urban configurations, as the space-syntax approach
can; to what extent can the space-syntax approach
deal with the size and clustering of individual lots,
as the historical-geographical approach can?  Can
we look at an urban neighbourhood, apply different
methodologies to its understanding, and come up
with equivalent results?  Or, even better, might it be
possible to combine the various approaches into a
single formulation that answers the questions that
each is asking?

Interdisciplinary connections

With notable exceptions, such as fringe-belt theory
advanced by Jeremy Whitehand and others, urban
morphology, as evidenced largely in the pages of
this journal, does not deal strongly enough with
land economics as a force that shapes urban form. 
This omission belies some of the earlier history of
the field – ranging from Christaller to Burgess to
Alonso – when urban form and economics were

linked, in attempts to establish correlations between
overall patterns of urban form, transport costs, and
land rent.  Many of the articles in this journal are
highly descriptive in their establishment of morph-
ological taxonomies for particular cities, but stop
short of describing the forces of transformation –
including economic forces – in a detailed enough
way to give useful insights into the interactions
between economics and urban form.  Certainly
historical explanations are offered – but these are
often too general to lead to concrete theory.

Relevance to contemporary issues and practice

Finally, the connection to practice might itself help
shape scholarship.  Contemporary urban practice is
innovative in many ways – in its multi-disciplinary
nature, including connections to social sciences; in
its use of advanced digital technology for cart-
ography, data analysis, visualization and simul-
ation; in its obligation to deal with emerging urban
forms.  These emerging forms – layered, poly-
centric, highly influenced by global economic
forces – may seem to challenge the methodologies
that have traditionally characterized ISUF and
Urban Morphology. 

At the same time, those emerging forms are
accompanied by a new embrace of ‘traditional’
urban form.  This requires practice based on a
thorough understanding of historical cities, to give
depth and subtlety to zoning ordinances, planning
regulations and urban design. 

With both of these ‘new’ kinds of cities, a strong
need exists to translate research on urban form and
its origins into a language that is compatible with
that of practitioners.  Fortunately, efforts are now
being made within ISUF to do just that.

My comments should not be construed as a
proposal for an unfocused or overly broad research
programme.  What ISUF needs to maintain at its
core, in the middle of multidisciplinarity and a
stronger recognition of contemporary urban
practice, is an unambiguous focus on urban form
itself.  For Christopher Alexander ‘the ultimate
object of design is form’ (Alexander, 1964, p.15). 
For ISUF, the ultimate object of research is an
understanding of urban form.  This means that
ISUF might have a special role in the larger world
of urban scholarship, helping to synthesize multiple
efforts in urban research as they concern just what
makes ISUF unique.

If this focus is maintained, then an acceptance of
multiple approaches and a reaching out to different
disciplines will strengthen our enterprise, not
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weaken it, as the complexities of urban form’s
origins will be more accurately revealed.
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Roman Alnwick: to be or not to be?

Giancarlo Cataldi, Dipartimento di Architettura, Università di Firenze, Via della
Mattonaia 14, 50121 Firenze, Italy. E-mail: giancarlo.cataldi@gmail.com

Slater (2014) stands up as a public defender of
alleged revealed truth, declaring my hypotheses
about Alnwick’s Roman origins (Cataldi, 2013b) to
be ‘false’. While the hypothesizing of a particular
period for a town’s foundation would in most
contexts seem to be a fairly innocuous matter,
Slater goes so far as to link it to more sensitive and
general issues concerned with working towards a
more unified theory of urban morphology (Slater,
2014, p. 80).  This prompts me to return to my
hypotheses. 

Let me start by saying that the hypotheses are
neither true nor false but, if anything, must be
checked.  Popper (1962) maintains that to be
scientifically sound a theory has to be ‘falsifiable’:
from its conjectures, one can deduce as conse-
quences those elements capable of refuting it. 
Slater hastily dismissed our hypotheses about
Alnwick’s Roman origins when he first heard them
(Cataldi et al., 2004), as he candidly states at the
beginning of his Viewpoint.  He might at least have
first taken into account the outcomes of research
conducted on Italian territory (Cataldi, 1993, 2004,
2007; Cataldi et al., 2000; Cataldi and Lavagnino,
1987). 

As Slater correctly affirms, Britain is not Italy. 
However, it underwent a Romanization process that
lasted almost 4 centuries: a rather long time span. 
After the appearance of the first urban forms and
military settlements, it spread progressively, with
material evidence of settlements generally
decreasing from south to north, from Dover as far
as the southern edges of the Scottish Highlands, to
Gask Ridge, where recent excavations and research
documented an impressive number of Roman look-
out towers and fortresses (Woolliscroft and
Hoffmann, 2006).  It is an established fact that

Northumberland lies between Hadrian’s and
Antonine Pius’s major Roman walls, and that
Alnwick is located, as the crow files, only 7-8 km
from an important Roman road, which is still used
today as a path, and is indicated on Ordnance
Survey maps as the Devil’s Causeway: a medieval
name, that arouses mixed feelings of admiration
and religious prejudice about Roman works.

Slater has evidently not fully understood the
contents of Saverio Muratori’s theory about
ridgeways (Muratori, 1967), which postulates the
utilization of these paths by early populations with
minimal technology. These nomadic groups, not
knowing how to make bridges, had to bypass
waterways by following ridge paths.  The mum-
mified remains of a Copper Age hunter (Taraboi,
1998) were found at over 3000 m in Alto Adige, on
the Alpine ridge.  Subsequently, with the advent of
permanent settlements, the ridges (especially those
at high altitudes) ceased serving as migratory paths
and became borders.  In particular, the Romans
tended to build roads, later famous as engineering
works, at more accessible heights and in the plains. 

The numerous, consistent Roman traces in
Northumberland do not testify to Alnwick’s Roman
origin, but they dispose us to be cautious about
precluding it.  The metrics in Figure 5 in my
Viewpoint are not ‘proof’ but converging ‘clues’. 
It is plausible that the Alnwick area was geomet-
rically divided in parallel and orthogonal lines, at
distances of 2400 feet, like Roman centuriae
(square land divisions) oriented  secundum caelum
(towards the cardinal points) and secundum
naturam (to follow the arrangement of the place),
as canonically envisaged by ancient land surveyors
(Dilke, 1979).

The hereditary transmission of estates may have
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been in many Romanized regions one of the main
civil outcomes of Roman law, whose strategy
notoriously and politically aimed at involving
indigenous populations, through citizenship and
property law.  The latter, in particular, was initially
handed down orally and subsequently embodied in
documents, maps and land registers.

The application of the forma quadrata theory
over Britain is only a working hypothesis.  It is
useful in obtaining an idea of the territorial strategy
of the Romans.  In its geometric layout, it seeks to
simulate, on the basis of similarities with the
practice adopted in Italian territory, the technical
procedures of mapping needed to expedite
territorial planning: procedures, in particular, that
were necessary to create on the ground rectilinear
road layouts of great precision. The forma quadrata
hypotheses provide a reasonable explanation of the
Roman structures that still exist. I realize that this
perspective might not be familiar to those who are
not architects and are not accustomed to using
designs as a mental framework for space-time
navigation.

Except for Peterson (1992), who confirms the
important square module based on the Roman
landing place of Dover, the publications cited by
Slater precede the theory described in my View-
point.  It goes without saying that further research
must be conducted in other English regions, taking
advantage, for example, of the Google Earth
coverage that has become available since our
‘reading’ of Alnwick (Cataldi et al., 2004).  Our
‘Alnwick’ group was formed to pursue comparisons
between M. R. G. Conzen’s urban geographical
school and our own approach following in the
tradition of Muratori’s architectural school.  The
aim was not to compete with the Conzenian school
but to seek a better understanding ‘from within’ of
mutually beneficial research methods and contri-
bute towards building a shared vision of urban
morphology.  This very fortunate experience
enabled us to publish the Italian translation of M.
R. G. Conzen’s book on Alnwick (Cataldi, 2013a;
Cataldi et al., 2012; Conzen, 1960).

Regarding the matter of Alnwick’s place name,
in my opinion Slater is defending an untenable
view in suggesting the groundlessness of the
derivation of the ‘wick’ suffix from the Latin vicus. 
Furthermore, he seems to be scoring an own goal
when he states that 

‘there are up to eight places in Roman Britain
named Alauna, all taking their names from the
rivers on which they stand. The most urbanized of
these settlements was at present-day Alcester in

Warwickshire, on the River Alne, which was
succeeded by a small medieval borough (Rivet
and Smith, 1979, pp. 243-6)’ (Slater, 2014, p. 80).

This logically authorizes anybody to wonder
why the same did not happen to Alnwick!  Gelling
(1978) also corroborates the continuity between
Roman estates and medieval parishes to which the
wīchām place name testifies in southern England.

But the most important aspect of our work on
Alnwick concerns the central triangle at the core of
the present town.  Based on comparisons with
Italian towns of Roman origin, we hypothesized
that the three roads bypassed an earlier settlement. 
This is consistent with the Conzenian concept of
fringe belts.  The town’s early medieval develop-
ment can of course be explained without
necessarily having to ascribe the central core to the
Romans.  In the absence of archaeological checks,
the core could have antecedents in the pre-Roman
or Anglian period, without conceptually changing
our reading of Alnwick.  Slater does not address
this issue, evidently considering it secondary or at
worst irrelevant.

After reading Slater’s comments, I feel
somewhat less optimistic about the prospects for
the task of reconciling various approaches to urban
morphology. This debate has underlined how
difficult it is to overcome deeply ingrained
standpoints.
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Award of Honorary Life Membership of ISUF 

Since its launch in 1994, ISUF has grown from a
small group of academics and practitioners into a
global organization with about 600 institutional and
individual members.  A number of long-standing
members of ISUF have made very significant
contributions to this development.  The Council of
ISUF has decided to recognize formally the
particularly outstanding contributions of four of
these members in building these institutional
foundations: they are Jeremy Whitehand, Susan
Whitehand, Michael Conzen and Gian Luigi
Maffei. Their thoughtful leadership, remarkable
professionalism and tremendous dedication have
been invaluable in guiding the growth and change

of ISUF over the past two decades. To
acknowledge their outstanding service, at its
meeting in Porto, Portugal on 2 July 2014 the
Council unanimously approved the award of
Honorary Life Membership of ISUF to Jeremy
Whitehand, Susan Whitehand, Michael Conzen and
Gian Luigi Maffei. This Council decision was duly
announced by the President of ISUF, Giancarlo
Cataldi, at the General Meeting of ISUF in Porto on
6 July 2014.

Kai Gu
Secretary-General, ISUF

New urban configurations

The proceedings of the EAAE/ISUF International
Conference on New Urban Configurations held in
Delft, The Netherlands, 16-19 October 2012, have
been published by IOS Press, Amsterdam, The
Netherlands, ISBN 978-1-61499-365-0.  Edited by
R. Cavallo, S. Komossa, N. Marzot, M. Berghauser
Pont and J. Kuijper, the papers are grouped into 5
themes:

1.  Innovation in building typology

2.  Infrastructure and the city
3.  Complex urban projects
4.  Green spaces: the city and the territory
5.  Delta urbanism: living with water in the urban

deltas

Keynote presentations by J. Castex, M. P. Conzen,
H. Meyer, K. Kaan and M. Triggianese, and H.
Engel are included.
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