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From 20 to 28 June 2022 an experiment took
place in Rome on the problems of teaching urban
morphology in relation to architectural design
at the scales of the building and the urban fab-
ric. This International Summer School in Urban
Morphology (ISSUM) was organized by ISUF
(which also provided an economic contribution
to the initiative) within the European project
KAEBUP (Knowledge Alliance for Evidence
Based Design), whose main purpose is investigate
the impact of research on urban form in the field of
design. The reasons behind the project were dis-
cussed and approved at the meeting of the ISUF
Regional Network on 21 September 2021.

First, why was a school in Urban Morphology
devoted specifically to urban and architectural
design felt to be necessary? The relationship
between research, teaching and design in urban
morphology has always been problematic, and
is still far from being resolved. This difficulty is
evident every time a work of contemporary archi-
tecture as an example of the relationship between
the built landscape morphological reading and the

design is to be presented to students. Even in the
work of Saverio Muratori, as noted by Gianfranco
Caniggia (1984), many contradictions can be
found. Some of his works, notably the case of the
large residential building in the Tuscolano district
in Rome, are, one could say, anti-Muratorian. The
same could be said for other scholars of urban
form such as Aldo Rossi, Carlo Aymonino and
Guido Canella. The argument also applies, more
generally, to the relationship between theories of
modern design and design practice. The masters
of the Modern Movement — such as Le Corbusier,
Gropius and Mies van der Rohe — did not develop
a true design method derived from the reading of
built reality.

Of course, by its nature, architecture is a com-
plex discipline, with many components, including
those of aesthetic synthesis which is necessarily
individual. But never, in the history of architecture,
has there been a period of division between theory,
method and design such as that we see today. This
is the problem that every design teacher should
query. On the one hand, academics write brilliant
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Figure 1. Plan of the Ghetto area with the overlap of the current cadastre, in red, on the Gregorian
cadastre, in black. (Source: Benocci and Guidoni, 1993.)

texts of theoretical reflections which, however,
have the non-negligible defect of being far from
reality. On the other hand, designers work in a
pragmatic way, responding to the requests of a
global market that ‘consumes’ images, regardless
of their meaning.

Teaching — in the broad sense of transmitting
knowledge, not only in schools of architecture, but
in general — is both the cause and the consequence
of this situation. The core of the problem is that
students are no longer trained in ‘demonstration’.
Current societies no longer seem to need proof,
verification, explanation of why and how objects
are produced. Societies are organized in ‘swarms’
aggregated by the seduction of objects, not by
their functional and social role (Bauman, 2007).
The most evident confirmation lies in the crisis of
Euclidean geometry which, until the 1970s, had
formed the basis for scientific education. Training
then took place through demonstration, by means

of theorems which trained the student in the use
of abstraction. Gradually, in different ways but
in all European countries, it seems that this type
of study was too distant from the concreteness
of the real problems that arise in contemporary
life. Thus, more direct methods of knowledge
have been introduced, based on evidence, on the
observation that does not need proof, such as set
theory.

This is a very serious problem as Western cul-
ture has been based, for centuries, on the use of
abstraction. Lucio Russo, a mathematics professor,
wrote: “. . . I shuddered hearing, from a student of
Sapienza University of Rome, the argument that
geometry is false — since there are no real seg-
ments, as everything has a thickness. The subject
is not new to me: | had already read it in the works
of Sextus Empiricus; since then, scientific rational-
ity was about to be abandoned for the next fifteen
centuries” (Russo, 1998; and see Empirico, 1972).
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Figure 2. ISSUM exercise 1. Reconstruction of the Ghetto fabric before the demolitions of the late-
nineteenth century (by student Fedor Torgashev).

Plato himself said, moreover, that mathematics
is not so much useful for practical purposes, but
for the great power of elevating the mind forcing
it to reason abstractly. On the other hand, what
is Conzen’s suggestion to look for the general in
the particular, if not a call to abstraction (Strappa,
2020)?

In fact, the assumption of urban morphological
schools is that demonstration is not useful to the
new generations, foreseeing that for them above
all notions would have been useful for doing prac-
tical accounts, paying taxes, checking budgets.
Producer elites would be trained outside school.
This crisis in the abstraction and demonstration
tradition has inexorably passed to the university
level, where students are now demanding practical
teaching aimed directly at the profession.

The same happens for the design disciplines.
Students (and then designers) are not asked to
demonstrate the project they are developing. They
are not asked for the working method, the proof,
only functionality. And students ask for images to
use in design practice which, in the absence of a
generative process, are uncritical variants of what
the market offers. Certainly, images themselves

have their own cultural value, but they must be
understandable. The image has value when it con-
veys meaning. And significant images cannot be
produced in architecture if one is not aware of the
process within which that image is inserted, just
as one does not know the profound meaning of a
word without knowing its formative process, its
etymology (a similar crisis occurred in the teach-
ing of Latin and history).

Even the student of architecture is by now a
consumer, rather than a producer: a consumer of
images. Instead, it is the teacher’s task to form a
culture of producers. ‘Producing’ is a derivative
term — pro-ducere — which means to bring about,
to give shape, which is the ultimate goal of archi-
tecture. It is, therefore, essential to teach how what
is produced today fits into the great flow of the
transformation of built reality.

For these reasons, urban morphology can be a
powerful tool for renewing teaching in the field of
architectural design. Morphology seeks common
characters of the built reality in the multiplicity of
forms, the rational and transmissible law through
which we are not only allowed to critically read
buildings and urban fabrics, but to inform, give
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Figure 3. ISSUM exercise 2. Study of the pertinent strips (the set of all the built lots referred to the
same street front) in the Ghetto fabric (by student Fedor Torgashev).

shape to the concrete design. Morphology is a
‘formative’ discipline in the sense in which this
term was intended by Luigi Pareyson, for whom
“form is nothing but the very process of its forma-
tion” (Pareyson, 1960).

Design consists of a circular process in which
urban morphology plays a central role. This pro-
cess starts from reality, within which reading oper-
ates an abstraction, to then move on to the critical
choice of the architect which is the design, and
again to reality through the executive project that
precedes the construction. In this circular process,
design arises from the knowledge of reality, but
the design itself is also a tool for knowing real-
ity. Architects understand the built reality through
design.

Finally, in teaching it is necessary to demon-
strate how urban morphology, against persistent
prejudices, is a design tool in which the architect’s
critical choice and his personal expression as an
aesthetic synthesis are fundamental. As in other
fields of knowledge, the rules that are recognized
in the built environment have in fact to be under-
stood in a generative sense, recognizing how a
limited number of identified types (at the building
and fabric scale) are able to generate an infinite
number of results (Chomsky, 2006).

The aim of the ISSUM is to contribute to pos-
ing these problems in contemporary terms, fully
aware that it is not possible to give an answer in a
short time to very complex questions, but wishing
to facilitate a reflection on possible solutions. The
short duration of a summer school should contrib-
ute to a synthetic learning of some reading meth-
ods of urban morphology on the part of students,
but also to foster a dialogue between teachers on
the topics of innovation in teaching. The goal of
ISSUM is (and will be in the future) to provide
a centre of excellence in urban form knowledge
through multiple exchange and involvement of
students, academics, professionals, in learning,
research and design. For this reason, teachers who
follow different methods have been invited to
ISSUM, to give an idea of the vastness of the field
of investigation.

The organizational premise is that there is not
just one urban morphology, but there are many
(and there are also, moreover, many other meth-
ods of rational and methodological approaches
to design other than morphology). The purpose
of ISSUM’s first iteration was to hold a short but
intensive course on the method used by the Roman
school; thinking that, in the future, other schools
will present their own methods.
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About 50 applications from Masters and PhD
architecture and planning students interested in
urban morphology research, from a range of coun-
tries, responded to the call. Fifteen of these were
selected (including a student from the University
of Blida, in Algeria, who benefited from an ISUF
grant for an African student).

Through lectures and studio work, discussions,
and research activities, participants explored the
role of urban morphological studies in reading his-
torical urban fabrics. Field surveys were organized
by teachers to guide the students in the practical
urban analysis, and studio activities have been
carried out, intended as reading exercises and also
involving some hints on the architectural design
related to the fabric studied (Figures 1 and 2).
Lectures and study work took place at the Palazzo
Cenci Bolognetti, a Renaissance building in Piazza
delle Cinque Scole in Rome. The site is located in
the Ghetto area, in an especially remarkable his-
torical area where the Medieval and Renaissance
fabrics blend with the ancient substratum. The
area around the school had been the subject of
the morphological readings. The demolitions and
brutal reconstruction interventions of the late-
nineteenth century also made it possible to clearly
introduce the participants to the Muratorian theme
of ‘re-designing’.

The 2022 International Summer School in Urban
Morphology was organized by G. Strappa (direc-
tor), A.D. Amato, F. De Rosa, A. Pusceddu and N.
Scardigno. Many members of ISUF and the ISUF
Italy association, KAEBUP researchers, teachers

of the Sapienza and Roma3 universities and other
teachers and professionals from different back-
grounds gave lectures during the school. The pan-
demic prevented the hoped-for greater integration
with the Regional Networks of urban morphology.
All students participated with encouraging enthu-
siasm, and the idea of continuing the experiment
over the next few years was discussed at the ISUF
conference in £odz and Krakow.
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Without time, the formative and evolutionary
processes — the core research objects of urban
form study — would not exist. Various mor-
phological and typological methodologies fol-
low a chronological structure in order to map
those processes in town plan development or to
identify changes to buildings. M.R.G. Conzen
(1962), representing the approach of the English
historico-geographical school, surveyed a series
of historical maps to identify the plan units or
morphological regions, whereas Caniggia and

Maffei (2001), of the Italian typomorphological
school, identify synchronic and diachronic varia-
tions of building types across time and space. In
several fundamental concepts of the two schools,
such as morphological periods (M.R.G. Conzen,
2004), burgage cycles (M.R.G. Conzen, 1962),
and typological processes (Caniggia and Maffei,
2001), time is an obvious factor and cannot be
ignored.

Time acts as an essential clue in urban mor-
phological research. However, when reviewing
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the literature regarding the philosophical founda-
tion (Gerosa,1999; Mugavin,1999), methodol-
ogy (Oliveira, 2013), and epistemology (Scheer,
2016) of the subject, issues about the effects of
time on urban morphology are not fully appreci-
ated. Thus it is necessary to break the mould of our
current thinking about time and treat it as a sepa-
rate parameter, even an element complex (M.R.G.
Conzen, 1962), in the research about urban form,
as it may elicit new interpretations on the cogni-
tive aspect (Gauthier and Gilliland, 2006) about
the interrelation between morphological study and
understanding.

According to Marshall and Caliskan (2011),
morphological understanding is description about
the urban fabric from the past to the present,
while design is the thread that leads to the future.
Their argument has broadened our perspective
with respect to time. Utilizing time as a continu-
ous variable can reveal the interrelationship about
urban form research and consequently application.
In other aspects, the characteristics of landform
can be either dependent or independent variables
as the limits of time and space change (Schumm
and Lichty, 1965). Fitting different elements of
morphological study in an appropriate framework
together, implications for the urban landscape from
the cyclical pattern of growth of fringe belt, resi-
dential area, fluctuations in transport innovations
and changing of building types over century can all
be modelled (Whitehand, 1994). Piecemeal altera-
tions of individual buildings and gardens can be
continuous but small-scale and individually quick.
However, these micro-scale activities will change
the urban landscape after a period of continuous
accumulation (Whitehand, 2001). In considera-
tion of these statements, time can be considered
as a discrete variable as measurement element for
morphological study. Different time spans should
first be identified, then used as measurements for
exploring the human activities and their influenc-
ing factors, and morphological understandings of
the products made by those activities in different
spatial scales.

An integrated framework following time

Human activities naturally occupy different spatial
scales. They produce dissimilar components in the
urban landscape during the time spans in which
these activities take place. Daily activities usually
take place in rooms inside buildings, and the open
spaces between them. These repeat daily, weekly,

or monthly, and their range is determined by indi-
vidual physiological need. Buildings are designed
initially in response to the needs of the space users,
after which their construction is completed over a
period of years (although the ‘gestation period’
between initial idea and building completion can
be lengthy). The public’s demand for spaces and
their accompanying fashion trends do change
over time. Subsequently, the function or fagade of
a building may be converted as the space needs
and trends change, which can happen decades
after a building’s initial construction. The final
product of these conversions is often dominated
by technological innovation and the utilization of
new materials. The economic and social demand
for areas and buildings contributes to the urban
fabric through the formation and transformation
processes. These processes may originate in the
desire to develop a new plan or initiate adaptive
redevelopment in an existing street block (M.R.G.
Conzen, 1962).

After a period of time, accretionary growth
and functional agglomeration accelerate regional
homogeneity in density, patterns, land use, appear-
ance, and so on (M.R.G. Conzen, 1962). The urban
districts created from this growth can usually be
casily distinguished. For example, the central busi-
ness district reflects the centralizing forces that
concentrate businesses with a high-density tight
texture, while residential areas possess unity of
history, form, and function (M.P. Conzen, 2009).
Conversely, the fringe belt is recognizable by its
open pattern of land cover and larger plots (M.P.
Conzen, 2009). As an addition to the urban and
rural space, new towns have been intended as
alternative solutions for unlimited expansion and
intensity increasing of urban built-up areas to
accommodate rapidly-growing populations. The
process of selecting new locations for these new
town developments requires a great deal of social
and cultural consideration, and has been relatively
rare in the last century or so (Freestone, 2021).

The brief review of human activities above
effectively integrates time span variables (left sec-
tor in Fig. 1), which can be located by comparing
fluctuations in short time spans to longer periods of
human activities. Each activity or process requires
a different scale of space and yields differing mor-
phological understanding about urban form (right
sector in Fig. 1).

Transformation of the functionality of a build-
ing is not necessarily restricted by its original
form. For example, it is common for old factory
buildings to be reused as office space in urban




10 Viewpoints
. TIME
. C
£ ctuation in Time nSUmpLie,, a
Human Long Span g Morphological
Activity % e\ogﬁf\e‘“ 4 U Understanding
o Toay , T
G g
. o Aope™ Mo ‘o, .
Influential pe® Dhoy, . 2 Spatial
Factor <0 entry; WUp Scale
A t : B 0%
______ e o Qop” CSideny;,, Sllless oy L
69.3 oo Cq, FO.OI«'S%- Urban & Rural
Cultural oy o cation Gry %o éc[ .
. 0{0‘&; <5 50! : Ung 2, <, Built-up Area
ocial (O | punction
69?;‘ oD o District
Economical 52 ,& ?} et FOBUI'I%g Open Space
Q’Q’ osu\)ctlﬁﬂ %/7’ Block
By Street Space
Technological 9@1‘@3 Uty ‘11%, Building
,?;N‘ﬂ Garden

Figure 1. Conceptional framework of time, human activity, morphological understanding,
influential factor, and spatial scale.

regeneration programs. However, the formative
progress for transforming a building type lasts a
long time, as it is necessary to examine whether
a new type can adapt to various site conditions;
otherwise, it is just specific practice (Caniggia and
Maffei, 2001). The ground plans accommodate
different kinds of morphological elements, includ-
ing buildings, plots, streets, blocks, and squares.
Every element takes times to modify before it can
fit others together as a coherent whole. As men-
tioned above, central business district, residential
area and fringe belt all have their own pattern of
ground plans. Any cultural period that exerts dif-
ferent morphological influence upon the whole
or any part of a town. The resulting forms will
represent the socio-economic needs of that period
(M.R.G. Conzen, 2004). Thus the whole urban
form is a product of cumulative historical mor-
phological periods, unless it is formed quickly for
example as a new town development. According to
this model, then, spatiotemporal attributes should
be noted as part of morphological understanding.

Discussion

By using time spans as markers we can survey
interaction between human activities, their prod-
ucts and the morphological understanding together.
The relationship between various morphological
element complexes (M.R.G. Conzen, 1962), such
as their hierarchal structure, can be understood

not only in their spatial scale and in how they are
accommodated within this hierarchical structure,
but also the time needed for its formation. Ground
plans, as the highest-level element, are more sta-
ble, while building form and the utilization of land
and building can be more changeable (M.R.G.
Conzen, 2004). Combined with the framework, the
stability of the element in the hierarchical structure
is related to the time consumed in its formative
processes. In other words, morphological elements
formed over long periods of time cannot normally
be transformed easily in short periods of time. This
perspective can thus be utilized by examining the
consumption of time in each element; in this way,
it is easy to describe things such as the sub-orders
in the layout of units, and the bound forms of mor-
phological frames, because the factors determin-
ing the character of urban forms can be considered
either dependent or independent variables as time
expands or contracts.

This framework remains conceptual, as the
variety of human activities and urban form
research fields are greater than those mentioned
above. When considering more cultural and social
concepts and disciplines related to urban form
research, the framework will be more complicated
and composed of more elements and morphologi-
cal understanding. Obviously, contributions from
other researchers and academic schools regard-
ing interaction between the urban spatial charac-
teristics and their change over time and how this
is affected by cultural values (for example M.P.
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Conzen, 2001) or different social backgrounds (for
example Stojanovski, 2019) should be considered
widely, not just through the issues discussed above,
which are principally derived from the Conzenian
approach (M.R.G. Conzen, 1962, 2004). However,
it is not the intention of this discussion to com-
plete a final framework based on all contributions
from urban morphology and architectural typol-
ogy, instead the aim is to motivate researchers to
rethink taking time as a parameter in improving
our understanding of urban form.
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formulation: “Everything is related to everything
else, but near things are more related than distant
things”. Yet it resonates deeply with how physical

As a natural phenomenon that underpins the spa-
tial distribution of objects, Tobler’s (1970) ‘First
Law of Geography’ might sound modest in its
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elements are arranged in space. Without such a
foundation, one could not begin to describe an area
(or a region) of roughly homogeneous objects, or
even understand the sequence and linkage within
spatially organized systems. From a biological
perspective, similar body cells are grouped con-
tiguously to form tissues; in a similar way, topo-
graphic surfaces vary linearly, which prevents an
erratic arrangement of flat areas and slopes. The
context and scale might be different; but the same
principle underpins both examples. In fact, the
whole concept of spatial analysis relies on this
groundwork (Grekousis, 2020).

This has obvious connections to the urban land-
scape and its spatial arrangements. Specifically,
in the field of urban morphology, where the his-
torical and geographical backgrounds converge to
illuminate the city’s formative processes, there are
several concepts that also, directly or indirectly,
reflect the disposition of similar things within a
consonant neighbourhood. The classic morpho-
logical literature identifies, for example, plan
units, urban tissues, fringe belts or morphological
regions (Conzen, 1960, 1988; Whitehand, 1977;
Caniggia and Maffei, 1979; Kropf, 1998).

The method of morphological regionalization,
as defined by Conzen (1960, 1988), stands out
as a very important contribution to the study of
the historico-geographical structure of the urban
landscape. Central to that method is the under-
standing of the way in which urban landscapes are
structured: the existence of unitary areas which
comprise individualized combinations of the town
plan, building fabric and land and building utiliza-
tion — delimited by their degree of internal mor-
phological similarity (Barrett, 1966; Whitehand,
2009; Whitehand et al., 2011; Gu, 2020; Oliveira
and Yaygin, 2020).

Once these inner relations are identified, the
underlying structural pattern becomes explicit: a
patchwork of regions with unique combinations of
urban form elements and their types, distinct from
their surroundings, which may be delimited based
on their degree of internal similarity. Although
some recent studies (Chen, 2018; Allahmoradi
and Comert, 2021; AlSadaty, 2021; Li and Zhang,
2021) draw on computational methods to identify
typomorphologies (topological analysis), the basic
analytical method to identify those homogeneous
regions remains based on visual analysis and on
the personal expertise of the analyst (Larkham
and Morton, 2011). These studies are also largely
restricted to historical urban centres, and do not
explore contemporary urban tissues.

This constrains the application of the method in
a scalable and reproducible way, something that is
needed if we want to compare regions across the
globe, in order to discuss global morphological
similarities and differences, focusing on the gen-
eral instead of the particular in each case study, as
is argued by Oliveira and Yaygin (2020). One way
to make the method scalable and reproducible is
to translate the conventional analytical procedures
into quantitative methods that allow automation.

Such translation into quantitative methods
requires objective definition of the procedural deci-
sions, which leads to precision in terminology and
rigour in method. This is not only useful for auto-
mation per se, but it should also prove beneficial
for the field of urban morphology itself, because
then studies can be made reproducible, whether
or not automated procedures are employed, reso-
nating with one of the other gaps identified by
Oliveira and Yaygin (2020).

As has been mentioned, the traditional frame-
work of morphological regions is centred in the
combination of typomorphologies, which yield the
delimitation of homogeneous areas. We perceive
this underlying premise as a link with other quan-
titative approaches in urban morphology, develop-
ing typological descriptions of the urban environ-
ment using computational methods (such as spatial
analysis and statistical modelling), to characterize
individual urban form elements into typomorphol-
ogies (Berghauser Pont and Haupt, 2005; Gil et al.,
2012; Serra et al., 2017; Berghauser Pont ef al.,
2019; Bobkova, 2019).

This now significant body of literature on
multivariate descriptions of urban form elements
and their clustering in order to define types pro-
vides a solid basis for the next step. We propose
to move from the identification and classification
of types of individual elements to their combina-
tion into homogeneous areas within the city; that
is, of typomorphological regions. The challenge
to define this combination of patterns within the
four morphological elements (the street network,
street-blocks, plot system and buildings) is two-
fold: first, the use of a spatial unit of analysis, and
secondly, the aggregation (combination) of the
individual elements. Obviously, these two chal-
lenges are interconnected.

The possible paths to address these tasks are
still being investigated. However, we can already
offer some considerations. We believe that the
regions aggregating the built form components
should emerge from the characteristics of the ele-
ments themselves, rather from the delimitation
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Figure 1. Representation of the spatial relations of built form arrays in different systems.

of an artificial tessellation of polygons (Voronoi
diagrams, Delaunay triangulations) which com-
bine the variables (Araldi and Fusco, 2019;
Fleischmann et al., 2021). Therefore, the result-
ing regions should reflect the optimal distance at
which the morphological variability of the ele-
ments is minimized (homogeneity maximized),
making their limits expectedly variable.

Spatial autocorrelation, which essentially
reflects a periodicity in the spatial distribution of
values, can be an indicator of the disposition of
regions with a high intensity of spatial clustering
among their elements. By following this bottom-
up approach, the method becomes transferrable:
as the observed characteristics of the urban form
components vary significantly within different
geographical contexts, these differences can be
equally represented in the size of the spatial unit. It
is important to clarify that the spatial unit of analy-
sis is not a region. Instead, the spatial units are the
elements being aggregated into regions, based on
the merging of morphologically similar adjoining
units. Once there is an indication of the size of the
spatial unit, one needs to decide how measures will
be aggregated. Buildings, parcels, or blocks could
be used as aggregating units, from which all the
adjacent elements within the given distance of the
unit could be combined.

Although urban form elements are independent
entities, they are also spatially linked and can thus
be represented as a connected set, or graph (Kriiger,
1979, 1981): buildings are connected to plots,

which are grouped into street-blocks and linked
to the street network (Figure 1). Furthermore, the
urban form components may be organized hierar-
chically, following their discriminant potential in
the specification of the several regions. Following
Kriiger (1979, 1981), we aim to establish this net-
work in order to represent the spatial relations of
the elements as well as their discriminant weights,
and use it as the underlying structure on which
regions will be identified, before being mapped in
geographic space.

Nevertheless, with such challenging proposi-
tion in mind, an important remark is necessary:
the processes of characterization and of valuing
of the urban landscape are two different practices.
Although often regarded as one, it is important
to distinguish them as separated processes, espe-
cially when aiming to automate the delimitation
of typomorphological regions. One is the descrip-
tion of the physical character of the urban form
components within a region, while the second is
the assessment and interpretation of the cultural-
heritage value or other valued practices linked to its
components. The process of valuing is essentially a
human activity because it relates to the social, his-
torical, and cultural meaning of the object and the
aims which society collectively agrees upon. The
automated procedures we propose are targeting
the descriptive part, developing a reproduceable
and scalable method and, through that, allowing
further comparative studies. Eventually, but not
primarily, it may also support the urban heritage
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valuing and conservation processes (Zancheti
and Jokilehto, 1977; Bandarin and van Oers,
2012).
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The urban morphological community may be
interested to learn that The British Historic Towns
Atlas, since its revival in the last ten years, has
been publishing the 1:2500 map, which is the basis
of each town atlas, as a convenient folded map in
card covers for a very reasonable price of £9.99
GBP. In most instances, these maps have preceded
the publication of the atlas volume proper and
have thereby served to publicize each atlas project.
There are thus maps of Windsor and Eton (2013),
York (2015), Winchester (2016), and Oxford
(2016), all of which are also now published as full
atlas volumes. The Historic Towns Trust (which
oversees the British atlas series) has also published
these maps for Hull (2017) and Coventry (2021) as
part of these cities’ ‘City of Culture’ celebrations in
2017-18 and 2021-12 respectively, and there are
maps of Medieval London (2021), Tudor London
(2018), and of Bristol in 1480 (2020) which revisit
cities previously published in the Historic Towns
Atlas series. The most recent of these histori-
cal map publications are for Canterbury (2021),
Beverley (2022), and Alnwick and Alnmouth
(2021), where work is ongoing for publication of
full atlases at a later date. Future publication plans
include Swansea, Bath and Lincoln.

These folded maps are titled in a variety of ways
and cover a variety of time periods depending upon
the local organization which helped to prepare and
fund the necessary research (see Appendix). The
Alnwick map is titled ‘Historical maps of Alnwick
and Alnmouth from earliest times to 1918°. The
maps are created using the British Ordnance
Survey 1:2500 map series, published between 1912
and 1925, redrawn and geo-referenced, as a base
by Giles Darkes, the Trust’s cartographer. They are
in full colour using the conventions devised for the

atlas maps (Figure 1) and, as well as the map, have
a substantive gazetteer on the back of the sheet,
together with historical photographs. Neither are
as complete as in the final atlases, but there is a
considerable amount of historical information
which is summarized in an introductory text on
each map. Though their price suggests that they
are unashamedly aimed at a more popular market
than the full atlases, they retain the scholarly basis
of the latter, though without the substantive texts
and gazetteers, and the large number of map and
picture reproductions, that distinguish the atlas
volumes.

On the Alnwick and Alnmouth map sheet, no
less than 14 different building types are recognized
by subtly differentiated colours, seven of which are
also characterized by period of origin (three medi-
eval and four post-medieval); for example, ‘post
medieval buildings built 1603—1830 still standing
in 1918°. The dates are determined by surviving
historical maps of the two towns. There are also
six land use categories for the fields, gardens and
woodlands surrounding the town. This is therefore
a composite map showing everything from long-
demolished medieval institutional buildings to a
First World War army camp set up in the grounds
of Alnwick Castle.

Alnmouth is the medieval out-port of Alnwick,
some four miles down-river, and was a one-street
town in its own right. Its map occupies about a
quarter of the back of the Alnwick sheet, at the
same scale. Also on the back are reproductions
of historical maps, of Alnmouth in 1624, and of
Alnwick in 1760 (part of Isaac Thompson’s 4 Plan
of the Town & Castle of Alnwick), providing some
of the evidence for the main reconstruction map,
and there are 12 small reproductions of engravings
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Figure 1. Part of the Alnwick map showing the historical town centre and castle (reproduced with
permission of the Historic Towns Trust).

and photographs of the two towns. The texts of the
gazetteer entries are referenced back to the grid
squares on the map and provide brief vignettes on
the development of spaces (the Market Place and
Bailiffgate for example) and streets, as well as of
institutional buildings such as schools, churches
and the like. The historical introduction fills the
interior of the card cover and has been provided by
the Alnwick Civic Society.

If we ask whether the map is helpful to research-
ers, the answer must be a qualified yes. The gazet-
teer provides a quick reference to the dates of prin-
cipal buildings; the map is attractive aesthetically

in its colour and design, and it is clear and easy to
read. It could be used to reconstruct any of M.R.G.
Conzen’s analytical maps (Conzen, 1960) whilst
additional historical maps of both Alnwick and
Alnmouth are available on the Northumberland
Archives website (https:communities.northum-
berland.gov.uk/Alnwick C16.htm). There is also
information that cannot be found on other car-
tographic sources such as the location of public
houses selling alcohol before 1918 and, especially,
the plan and location of medieval buildings long
demolished. However, the map must be used with
caution especially if interested in the building
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category ‘post-medieval buildings built after 1830
still standing in 1918’. In fact, only major institu-
tional buildings are so categorized, together with
some nineteenth-century housing outside the walls
such as the ‘Tyneside terraces’ of King Street and
development around the railway station (presum-
ably because they are referenced in the gazetteer),
but other ‘post 1830—pre 1918’ housing develop-
ment is categorized as ‘all other buildings’. This
seems to make little sense to me. Either all ‘post
1830—pre 1918’ buildings outside the walls should
be coloured appropriately, or none should have
been. The possibility of confusion is substantial
with the decisions taken in this instance. Critiques
of the multi-period maps previously published in
both the British and other national Historic Towns
Atlases are numerous (Slater, 1996; M.P. Conzen,
2008; Simms, 2015) and attempts are now under
way to mitigate these by publishing interactive
electronic maps where GIS systems can be used
to add historical data sets to the maps, but this is
both expensive and labour-intensive work requir-
ing multi-disciplinary teams of people and a secure
institutional base. In the meantime we should
appreciate these historical reconstruction maps,
but with a constant critical eye.
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Appendix: The Town and City Historical Maps
Series

No authors are given because texts on the maps are
by a variety of scholars.

(2021) ‘A map of medieval London. The City,
Westminster & Southwark 1270 to 1300° (The
Historic Towns Trust).

(2018) “A map of Tudor London. England’s great-
est city in 1520’ (The Historic Towns Trust).
(2022) ‘An historical map of Beverley. Medieval,
Georgian & Victorian town’ (The Historic Towns
Trust).

(2022) “An historical map of Canterbury from
Roman times to 1907’ (The Historic Towns Trust).
(2021) “An historical map of Coventry. From
medieval to industrial city’ (The Historic Towns
Trust).

(2017) ‘An historical map of Kingston upon
Hull. From medieval town to industrial city’ (The
Historic Towns Trust).

(2016) ‘An historical map of Oxford from medie-
val to Victorian times’ (The Historic Towns Trust).
(2016) ‘An historical map of Winchester from
medieval times to 1800’ (The Historic Towns Trust
and The Winchester Excavations Committee).
(2020) ‘Bristol in 1480. A medieval merchant city’
(The Historic Towns Trust).

(2021) ‘Historical maps of Alnwick & Alnmouth
from earliest times to 1918’ (The Historic Towns
Trust).

(2013) “Historical map of Windsor & Eton about
1860’ (The Historic Towns Trust).

(2015) ‘Historical map of York from medieval
times to about 1850 (The Historic Towns Trust
and the York Archacological Trust).




