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Preface

In September 2009, about 250 scholars and practitioners from 26 countries
attended the Sixteenth International Seminar on Urban Form in Guangzhou,
China. Centred on the theme of urban morphology and urban transformation,
many of the conference papers presented recent developments in the study of ur-
ban landscapes that are of concern to architects, planners and geographers. The
success of the conference reflected the increasing interest in spatial analysis of ur-
ban form and its significance for urban planning and design practice. Although the
conference papers represented diverse perspectives and approaches to the physical
urban environment, research of the Anglo-German geographical school,or Conze-
nian school, associated with M. R. G. Conzen and the Italian architectural
school, the Caniggian school, associated with G. Caniggia and S. Muratori, were
key components. The investigation of the traditions and recent practical applica-
tions of these two schools of thought has formed the basis of this book.

The Guangzhou conference, the first organized by the International Seminar
on Urban Form in Asia,reflected the increasing research interest in Chinese cities
at a time of their unprecedented growth and change. This book reviews the work
of the Conzenian and Caniggian schools and exemplifies some of the ideas and
methods associated with these schools, particularly in relation to changing
Chinese urban form.

The orgainzation of the conference and the preparation of this book have
been aided by a large number of individuals and orgainzations. We should like to
record here a number of general acknowledgements. The Natural Science Founda-
tion of China contributed financially to the preparation of the conference and Dr
Michael Barke assisted with the financial management. The School of Architec-
ture and Civil Engineering and the State Key Laboratory of Subtropical Building
Science at the South China University of Technology hosted the conference on the
university campus. Dr Feng Song at Beijing University, Daisy X. Dai at Tongji
University, Professor Beisi Jia at Hong Kong University, Dr Ian Morley at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong,and Professor Yinsheng Tian at South China

University of Technology organized post-conference excursions in Beijing, Shang-
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hai, Hong Kong, Shenzhen and Guangzhou respectively. We are grateful to Pro-
fessor Jingtang He, Professor Piper Gaubatz, Professor Jeremy Whitehand, Pro-
fessor Michael Conzen, Professor Gian Luigi Maffei, Professor Nicola Marzot and
Mr Haojun Ye for their keynote lectures. Finally, we should like to record our
indebtedness to Professor Jeremy Whitehand and Mrs Susan Whitehand for their
detailed guidance and generous assistance in the preparation of the conference and

the publication of the book.

Yinsheng Tian, South China University of Technology
Kai Gu, University of Auckland
Wei Tao,South China Normal University
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Chapter 1 The Structure of Urban Form:
Conzenian and Caniggian Ideas

Kai Gu and Yinsheng Tian

1.1 Research on Urban Form

Unprecedented urban growth and transformation practically worldwide are present-
ing great challenges for the comprehension and management of cities. At the same time,
there has been a burgeoning of research on urban form, Reconciling the historical lega-
cies embodied in that urban form with the accelerating stream of functional impulses is a
major task. ¢ The most enduring feature of the city is its physical build, which remains with
remarkable persistence, gaining increments that are responsive to the most recent economic
demand and reflective of the latest stylistic vogue, but conserving evidence of past urban
culture for present and future generations’™®), At the same time, ‘urban society changes
more than any other human grouping,economic innovation comes usually most rapidly and
boldly in cities,immigration aims first at the urban core forcing upon cities the critical role
of acculturating refugees from many countrysides, and the winds of intellectual advance
blow strong in cities’™. As a body of theoretical knowledge, research on urban form com-
bines and reconciles the vital contest between the persistence of the urban artifact and so-
cio-economic changes™.

Research on urban form emerged within a wide range of subjects, includ-
ing geography, history,architecture and planning™’. It tended to develop different
theoretical foundations grounded in those respective disciplines. Each contains its
own strengths and research foci. Research within the Anglo-German geographical
school and the Italian architectural school has grown rapidly in recent years. This
is reflected in the increasing number of research publications in a wide variety of
geographical regions'®, theoretical advances!”, and attempts to strengthen the
contribution of research in urban morphology and typology to the practice of
planning and design™®. Apart from its intrinsic importance, it has been argued

that urban morphology is fundamental to the management and creation of urban
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landscapes'’.
1.2 Urban Morphology and Design Typology

Sauer ' attributes the origin of the term‘morphology’to eighteenth-century
biological science, although the concept of morphology was evident in classical
Western thought™"). The morphological method was introduced to geography by
Ritter(1779~1859) for the study of the forms and structure of the landscape''.
Subsequently, von Richthofen"'* did pioneering work on the morphology of the
natural landscape. In parallel to this Schliiter'*! developed an interest in the mor-
phology of the cultural landscape at the end of the nineteenth century!'™, He
called for the detailed description of the visible and tangible man-made forms on
the ground and their genetic and functional explanation in terms of the aims and
actions of man in the course of history and in the context of nature. From the be-
ginning he was not content with merely descriptive morphology but envisaged an
explanatory morphology, being fully aware of the interdependence in geography
of the three aspects of form, function and development through time''*), Urban
morphology,as it took shape at the end of the nineteenth century and in the early
twentieth century!'” ,was essentially about the urban landscape as a subdivision
of the cultural landscape™®’,

The urban morphological approach, notably that part of it relating to town-
plan analysis, was especially developed in the mid-twentieth century by M. R. G.
Conzen (1960) in Alnwick, Northumberland: A Study in Town-Plan Analy-
sist'. The town plan was itself subdivided for analytical purposes into streets,
and their arrangement in a street system, plots and their aggregation in street-
blocks,and buildings,or more precisely their block-plans. By the development of a
number of constructs—such as plan units, morphological periods, morphological
regions, morphological frames, plot redevelopment cycles and fringe belts—
Conzen’s work has provided the foundation of the Conzenian school in Britain. Its
contribution to a historico-geographical perspective on urban form may be sum-
marized under five headings: first, the establishment of a basic framework of prin-
ciples for urban morphology;secondly,the adoption for the first time in the geo-
graphical literature in the English language of a thorough-going evolutionary ap-
proach; thirdly, the recognition of the individual plot as being the fundamental u-

nit of analysis; fourthly. the use of detailed cartographic analysis(especially em-
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ploying large-scale plans) in conjunction with field survey and documentary evi-
dence;and fifthly, the conceptualization of developments in the townscape?), Par-
ticularly in Conzen’s later work, the implications for conservation of the type of
morphological analysis he developed became evident. What started as essentially
basic research is now also being recognized for its implications in urban landscape
management?,

The Conzenian school of thought developed mainly in the second half of the twen-
tieth century. At much the same time, but independently, the Caniggian school deve-
loped within architecture'®!, This field of study has developed primarily around the
works of the Italian architects Muratori, Caniggia and Rossi. Buildings and open spaces
are classified by type: types represent different generations of building traditions, or

variations within each generation. Types reflect the different socio-economic strata of
[23]

JL24] s

the people for whom they were intended*”. According to Rossi” s interpretation,
“if «++ the type is a constant, it can be found in all the areas of architecture’. * Typology
thus becomes broadly the analytical moment of architecture and can be characterized
even better at the urban level’. Typology can best be used to bridge the gap between
the urban scale and the building scale. Typological studies focus on the classification of
building types and open spaces in order to describe and explain urban form, and then
suggest possible directions for future adaptation and change. The implications for design
practice and urban landscape management have been explored broadly*®!. In both this
school of thought and the Conzenian one the urban landscape is viewed as a historical
phenomenon: past, present and future are indissolubly linked. In both schools, sound
planning and design are rooted in understanding the past-**!.

There are intriguing links between Conzenian and Caniggian thinking. At the
core of Caniggian thinking is the way in which physical structures,notably build-
ings,are altered over time, for example by certain recurrent types of adaptation
and addition. Such changes to existing buildings eventually become the basis for a
new generation of buildings,a new ‘type’ which contains, from its inception, fea-
tures that in earlier buildings had been adaptations. This sequence is known as a
‘typological process’?7.

The link between this line of thought and a major aspect of Conzenian think-
ing merits much more exploration. Conzen emphasized how different building
types are constructed in different historical periods and contribute to the charac-
ter of the different growth phases that can be distinguished in a city’s develop-

ment'?®!, These growth phases,each constrained by features already existing as a



e 4 . Urban Morphology, Architectural Typology and Cities in Transition

result of earlier phases, result in cities being structured into a variety of areas
each of which is to varying degree distinct from its neighbours in physical charac-
ter. These areas are referred to variously as morphological regions, urban land-
scape units,or character areas. Each area tends to be historically influenced in two
ways: first, through the environment provided by existing forms, especially their
layout; secondly, by the way in which forms, most obviously buildings, though
new and embodying the innovations of their period of construction,also embody
characteristics ‘inherited’ from previous generations of forms. To understand
this process of creating a mosaic of character areas, which is itself in flux,it is
necessary to appreciate not only the physical sequences of which the mosaic is a
product, but also the decision-making processes, planned and spontaneous, that it

represents ],

1.3 Urban Morphology of Chinese Cities

Chinese cities have undergone unprecedented growth and transformation,
presenting great challenges for the comprehension and management of urban
landscape change. The threat of homogenization of the built environment has be-
come apparent in the era of economic and intellectual globalization. At the same
time, there is increasing awareness of the value of preserving regional and local
distinctiveness in urban forms for reinforcing social identity and supporting cul-
tural tourism.

In the past decade, research on Chinese urban form has grown rapidly both in
China itself and in other parts of the world. Hitherto research on Chinese urban
form across a range of disciplines,including architectural history, urban planning,
archaeology and urban geography, has tended to be descriptive and has contained
scant comparison, either of findings or methods, with that on towns and cities in
other parts of the world. Analytical and conceptual approaches,such as have been
applied to good effect within parts of Europe, have been comparatively rare.
Urban morphological and design typological ideas can provide a frame of refer-
ence that helps understanding of the extent to which generalizations that have
been recognized elsewhere in the world can be applied in China.

Language barriers, contrasts in theoretical orientation and the long isolation
of China from the outside world may explain the fact that very few publications

have focused on the urban morphology and design typology of Chinese cities. Pau-
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city of historical and contemporary ground plans of Chinese cities has been a
serious impediment. However, to assist conservation planning, many important
historical cities, such as Beijing, Pingyao and Lijiang, have prepared true ground
plans of their historical areas. This has facilitated the development of a new
research frontier for research in urban morphology and design typology in China.
Within the ambits of historico-geographical and historico-architectural studies,
which are now being shown to have many commonalities, the application of
Conzenian and Caniggian approaches to Chinese towns and cities has undoubted

potential™,

1.4 Structure of the Book

The chapters that follow fall into two groups. Chapters 2~6 review or exem-
plify the Conzenian and Caniggian schools of thought,largely within the Western
context in which they have until recently developed. Chapters 7~9 are essentially
concerned with very recent applications of the ideas and methods of these two
schools to Chinese cities.

Chapter 2, provides a systematic review of the origins and developments of
historical morphological ideas that are grounded in research of M. R. G. Conzen.
Inspired by early pioneering studies of urban morphogenesis in central European
countries in the late-nineteenth century, Conzenian ideas provide a powerful tool
for understanding and characterizing the structure and transformation of urban
landscapes. This chapter also highlights recent explorations of historical morpho-
logy, especially interdisciplinary integration and the relationship between research
and practice.

Chapter 3 develops one of the major themes of Chapter 2,focusing on the concept
of urban fringe belts,one of the most frequently studied Conzenian ideas. Based on a re-
view of the birth and growth of fringe-belt theory over three-quarters of a century, this
chapter focuses on its application in a number of cities in different geographical regions.
It explores the efficacy and limits of the fringe-belt concept in examining and managing
the urban landscape in diverse cultural contexts.

Chapter 4 investigates the transformation process of an inner city area in the
British city of Newecastle upon Tyne in relation to Conzenian ideas, especially
morphological periods and fringe belts. Articulation of broad periods of morpho-

logical change and identification of elements from previous phases have exerted



