
BRYN MAWR COLLEGE 
GSEM 605. Graduate Seminar: Urban 
Morphologies through Time: built 
landscapes and their representation. 

Spring 2021    
Fridays, 1:10-3:30pm 
Instructors: 
• Astrid Lindenlauf, Ph.D. 
(alindenlau@brynmawr.edu) 610 526-5640 
Old Library 228, W 1-2 pm and by appt. 
• Jeffrey A. Cohen, Ph.D. 
(jcohen@brynmawr.edu) 610 526-7916 
Old Library 227, W 1-2 pm and by appt. 

Subject and Approach 
This term’s Graduate Seminar is offered as a small and highly participatory forum for 

actively exploring the historical fabric of different cities of the past.  

Mindful of our disciplinary diversity, the course will embrace a broad chronology with 
one foot firmly in the ancient world while the other strides well ahead toward the 19th and 20th 

centuries. It will address matters of component built types, of parts and structuring elements of 
cities, their evolution, and their experiential character in history.  

Our two introductory readings help frame our inquiry: Carballo & Fortenberry 
demonstrate a strong degree of continuity between the urban patterns revealed by archaeological 
survey and those evident in studies of late medieval and more modern cities, even when they rely 
upon different tools of discovery and description; similarly, Whitehand, writing of M. R. G. 
Conzen, shows analytical constructs that emerge from looking comparatively at urban textures 
over a wide range of locations and periods that help us find patterns and speculate on their 
genesis. 

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have had a transformative, even sweeping impact 
on older cities.  Our attention will focus before and during their massive impacts of railroads, 
industry, and urban population explosions in the 19th century, and then the often even more 
dramatic effect of tall building, cars, and suburbanization -- reconfiguring old centers and 
rendering the surviving historic fabric fragmentary.  For knowing the now disrupted if not erased 
continuity, diversity, and character of the fabric of earlier iterations of the city, we are largely left 
to rely upon various kinds of representations and records, many on paper.  And for ancient sites, 
we can add modern representations of archaeological revelations, providing some of the same 
kinds of descriptive information.   

[Fig. 1. Gloucester, UK, from ms. Ordnance Survey, 1852] 
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     A general goal of the course, 
then, is to ‘see’ past cities, near and 
distant in time or 



and symbolic geographies, and will look at places diachronically, using a range of resources to 
track change through time.   

‘Footprint-cadasters’ 
Among our best tools in 

this broad investigation of urban 
form is a particular species of 
very detailed map. There are 
examples of this for limited parts 
of cities dating from as early as 
the 16th century, but generally 
they first appear for whole large 
cities near the start of the 19th 
century.  These go by many 
different names – most commonly Sanborn atlas (US), catasto napoleoniche (IT), fire insurance 
atlas (US and UK), plan parcellaire (FR), ward, fire insurance, or real estate atlas (US), 
ordnance survey (UK), Goad atlas (CA, UK, and beyond), kadasterkaart (NL), katasterplan 
(DE), plano parcelario (ES), and others.  We can collectively reference them as ‘footprint-
cadasters.’  

They varied somewhat in specific 
purpose, but what is definitional about them 
is their precise record of the outlines of 
streets, of ownership lots, and of buildings, 
usually with dimensional accuracy and often 
a good deal more information, variously 
encoded with colors, inscriptions, and 
symbols -- to indicate building materials, 
uses, owners, height, fire resistance, water 
mains, tram routes, and regulatory 
authorities.  Making scrutiny and comparison 
of these historic cadastral atlases much more 
feasible than ever before is the recent 

[Fig.  5.  Paris,  Sorbonne area,  from  Delagrive,  1754 and Google Earth, 2016]  

[Fig. 6. Boston, from Sanborn atlas, 1867] 

increasing accessibility of dozens of these map sets, often digitized from large bound folio 
volumes, via the web, while others are available in archives, municipal offices, or in the 
collections of old real estate or title insurance companies.  Offering 



decades apart, showing the product of successive 
tides of change in uses, scale, and types, ultimately 
prompting us to connect those with forces and 
ambitions that shaped such changes.  

Looking further into the urban past, we 
enter a realm with fewer maps and views of these 
sorts on paper, but there are some on clay or stone, 
and most importantly, plans capturing some of the 
same graphic information that are the products of 
archaeological excavation and survey.  If less 
enriched with the kinds of records of ownership and function as many 19th century atlases, they 

do have the advantage of showing interior partitions and 
artifacts that ca



 

 
      

 
 

 
  

 
  

  
 

 
  

 

 
 
 

 
   

     
 

   
 

  
  

 
    

  
   

      
 

   
 

     

      



 

  
 

 

 
 

   
  

 
  

 
 

  

 
  

  
  

      
 

     

 
   

    
   

 
     

 
    

 
     

 

    
   

   
  

These long street-view series often take in a city’s most iconic structures, along with the ones in 
between, parts of an extremely changeful built landscape whose components one can revealingly 
track through time right up to the present photographic analogues. 

[Fig. 12. Rome, part of the Corso, east side,  in elevation from  Prospetto 
Geometrico  della fabbriche . . . , 1835, and  from the  Catasto Urbano, 1824]  

     Alignments of these 
detailed historical maps and 
coeval views richly inform 
our sense of lost parts of the 
city, especially central 
districts that were often 
completely rebuilt over the 
last two centuries, as in 
Hamburg, New York, Paris, 
or Birmingham, but in some 
cases, as in Dublin, Rome, 
or Amsterdam, they have 
changed far less. 

These long street-elevations are far rarer than the cadastral map series, often being made 
by graphic entrepreneurs for sale to visiting strangers, especially from afar, and usually recording 
just the streets that were attractions for them.  Most such sets were offered as either touristic 
keepsakes or as guides to corridors of bourgeois consumption.  The streets depicted were 
typically lined by either luxury shops and theaters or vaunted sites of civic grandeur. 

Common Streetscapes 
Those long street-views mostly recorded the faces of special streets that were destinations 

of desire for those who could afford to consume their attractions in terms of experiences and 
goods for sale, but in the smaller buildings in between they also broached another reality within 
each city, a texture embodied in the common urban fabric that surrounded and nestled behind, 
between, within, and beyond these special corridors.  This second texture constituted a spatially 
and numerically dominant built aspect of the city, embodied in thousands of everyday houses, 
shops, and workplaces, streets, alleys, and courts. These streets and alleys often presented 
repetitive forms built at once, speculatively capitalized by developers and meant for sale or rental 
-- designed to anticipate the desires and budgets of their ultimate occupants for places to live and 
work. 

That second city, this more distributed, more normative aspect of different cities, is a 
principal focus of this course.  It is embodied mostly in smaller buildings covering a great 
proportion of the built landscape, and they are often far less well recorded as the primary focus 
of images-makers.  Still, they are well captured in outline on cadastral maps and often through 
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Class Activities, Exercises, and Assignments 
The course will be convened as a hybrid class, but with our initial sessions and perhaps 

all of them conducted through Zoom in live, interactive, necessarily synchronous sessions in  

[Fig. 17



   
 

  
    

   
 

    
  

 

  
      

   
   
  

 

 

 
  

 
 

 

 
      

 
  

   
   

    
   

to navigate within a rich literature of analytical scholarly writings and period documents that 
chronicle episodes and help us understand these patterns. 

In the latter half of the course, we will work in successive stages toward a 15 to 20 page 
analytical paper on some aspect of historical urban form, patterns, types, processes, or themes in 
one or multiple places.  This will start with a paragraph-long topical framing followed by a 
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Physical Form of Cities (Basel, 2016); J.W.R. Whitehand and the Historico-geographical 
Approach to Urban Morphology (Basel, 2019), edited by Oliveira; M. R. G. Conzen’s Thinking 
about Urban Form: Papers on Urban Morphology, 1932-1998 (Bern, 2004), and T. R. Slater, The 
Built Form of Western Cities (Leicester, 1990) are among some key sources by the usual 
suspects, and Oliveira appears to have just written an Oxford bibliography on the subject, which 
may or may not require a subscription to get beyond the introductory parts.  

C
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we’ll work from a continually updated class calendar, with exercises, activities, assignments, 
readings, and resources, all of which are available at Bascom. The website is also linked at the 
start of our Moodle page, where most r uWMlso  should b The med,(ur )Tj
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