
CHAPTER 1 - PLANNING THE CITY 

,,The most enduring feature of a 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 lat-
est stylistic vogue, but conserving evidence of past urban culture for present and future generations.>> 

JAMEs E. VANCE jr, American Behavioral Scientist 

Urban form and urban process are key elements in 

the study of the built environment. Next to information 

regarding the physical characteristics or the <how> of 

the urban fabric, they can also help us to understand the 

social intent, the <<why>> of a particular urban layout. 

This chapter offers a general introduction to the phe-

nomena of urban form and process and to the ways in 

which they can prove helpful in the study of the geogra-

phy of cities. For the sake of clarity urban form and ur-

ban process will be discussed separately, even though it 

is acknowledged that they are strongly related. 

The more remote a particular society is to us, the 

harder it becomes to study urban form and urban process. 

The classical sources describe the planning of cities only 

in general terms, which makes it harder to deduce the 

spatial design, both in a metrological and in a political or 

social sense, from the urban remains. More specific infor-

mation about the building process in antiquity can be 

found in one particular source however, DeArchitectura, 
a treatise on architecture in ten books compiled by Mar-

cus Vitruvius Pollio, architect, civil servant and author, 

which was addressed to the recently installed emperor Au-

gustus. Vitruvius devotes most of his treatise to explaining 

the -rules,, in the design of individual buildings, but also 

offers separate sections where he discusses the building 

process in general and the planning of cities in particular. 

Three key works feature prominently, providing the 

framework for the ideas in this chapter. The first of these 

is The City Shaped, by the architectural historian Spiro 

Kostof (1991). Of the many studies of urban form, this 

book has proved to be the most incisive and useful to the 

present study. Kostof argues that every city is unique to 

the society in which it is created, and presents an enor-

mous variety of cities throughout time and in all parts 

of the world. Combining <<walking in an old town, 

sketching it and thinking about it,, with a wealth of his-

torical sources, he manages to bring us closer to a gen-

eral understanding of urban form than more abstract 

treatises on the subject. 

The second work, How Buildings Learn, by Steward 

Brand (1994), explores rates of change in buildings. In 

the chapter <,Shearing Layers,, Brand refers to the differ-

ent pace in which different parts or layers of a building 

change during the lifespan of the building, which, as we 

shall see, is the key in understanding urban process. 

Thirdly, there is the work of Herman Geertman con-

cerning Vitruvius' Dc Architectura. Geertman's most re-

cent papers on the subject are Teoria e attualitd della 
progettistica di Vitruvio (1994) and De Architectura 
ats archeologische bron: tekst en context van Vitru-
vius' theorie en praktijh (1997). Both papers explore 

the relationship between Vitruvius' theories regarding 

the ancient building tradition and the reality of practical 

applications as shown by surviving monuments. 

1.1 Urban Form: The Layout of Cities 

All cities are planned in some way by someone; they 

are never entirely processual events. According to Kostof, 

Pierre Lavedan's basic distinction between the <<due 
crdde> and <vile spontande><, or the planned and un-

planned city, is oversimplified. There is no such thing as 

the ,spontaneous,, or <<chance-grown,, city, <<subject to 

no master plan but the passage of time, the lay of the 

land, and the daily life of the citizens.' We must be will-

ing to set aside the seductive picture of cities growing out 

of village life, like mature trees out of green saplings>>.2 

Different factors of urbanisation - the aggregation of 

people, economical specialisation and demographic 

growth - all lead to certain interactions that are in need 

of control.

I Similarly described by Castagnoli in his 
book on town planning in antiquity: ',The irreg-
ular city is the result of development left entirely 
to individuals who actually live on the land. If a 
governing body divides the land and disposes of it 
before it is handed over to the users, a uniformly 
patterned citywill emerge.>> (CAsmvNoI.I 1971, 

124). 
2 KosTor 1991, p. 34.


