Foreword

Urban morphology as a field of knowledge has grown substantially over the past
two to three decades. This is evident not only in the major increase in the number of
articles on this subject and the range of journals in which they appear but also in the
increase in the number and size of conferences with urban morphological themes.
Most of the major conferences, together with the initiation of the international
journal Urban Morphology, have stemmed from the foundation in 1994 of the
International Seminar on Urban Form (ISUF)—the first international organization
of urban morphologists. This has also been the catalyst for the formation of
numerous national and regional organizations devoted to this field.

There has not, however, been a commensurate growth in the number of books on
urban morphology. Indeed it is hard to identify a single book in the English lan-
guage that could readily be identified as an urban morphology textbook. This
lacuna poses problems for students seeking a concise introduction to the field, as
well as for researchers moving into urban morphology and seeking an economical
review of its objects of investigation, concepts and methods. This deficiency has
now been rectified by Vitor Oliveira, who is one of the foremost current contrib-
utors internationally to urban morphological research, writing and editing, and also
one of a group of academics who have done most to shape ISUF in the course of the
second decade of its existence.

In assessing the recent flourishing of the study of urban form, it is important not
to lose sight of the antiquity of the object of investigation—the urban area in all its
physical manifestations, beginning with its fundamental place in the earliest civi-
lizations. As a subject of study, these most intensively occupied areas of the earth’s
surface have very long histories, though, as in many other fields of knowledge, the
appearance of this type of study in scholarly journals was rare until the end of the
nineteenth century. The amount of the earth’s surface covered by urban areas has in
the meanwhile expanded enormously. Now occupied by over one-half of the
world’s population, it is no small task to encapsulate in a single short book a
concise but wide-ranging account of the physical forms of these urban areas and
their methods of study. But Oliveira achieves this by careful choice of examples,
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minimal use of technical terms, and effective use of maps, diagrams and
photographs.

Integral to the forms of urban areas are the agents and agencies that create and
transform them—for instance, the developers, architects, builders, planners and
politicians—and these too find a place in Oliveira’s coverage. However, arguably
one of the most important contributions of the book concerns its bringing together
of material that all but established urban morphologists would find very
time-consuming to assemble for themselves. The chapter on the different approa-
ches to the study of urban form is a notable example. In addition to introducing
‘classic’ publications by major individual contributors to the field, summaries are
provided of the historico-geographical approach, the process-typological approach,
space syntax and pertinent types of spatial analysis. This leads logically to con-
sideration of comparative studies that have been undertaken of different approaches.

There is much here that is expressive of Oliveira’s personal sensitivity to the
relationship that urban morphology has with various disciplines—geography,
architecture and urban planning to mention three of the more important. It is par-
ticularly evident in the links he discusses between the explanation of urban form
and the ways in which this can be put into practice, not least in urban planning. The
reader benefits from the author’s personal experience of applying an appreciation of
urban form to practical challenges. The scales considered range from individual
plots and buildings to intra-urban regions and entire cities. There is also a reaching
out to address social, economic and environmental dimensions more widely,
exploring urban morphology in relation to such matters as public health, social
justice, heritage tourism and energy.

This book is described by its author as a manual. In fact it is more than that. It is
true that it does provide a systematic treatment of basic attributes of urban mor-
phology, and in this respect it is unique among books in the English language.
However, it has an important place in the literature in another way. It inspires as
well as informs. It argues for an approach that is investigative and widely appli-
cable, including in dealing with practical problems, but it is also integrative. And
this approach is not only sensitive to history and culture but also amenable to
systematic application. The varying identities of urban landscapes are viewed as
central to both research and practice. In this and other respects the gap is large
between what is espoused here and the realities of planning practice as they have
been uncovered in the real world of today. Underlying this problem, Oliveira
argues, is the limited extent to which much that is currently being created in the
urban landscape is informed by a sound grasp of urban morphology. Among its
various merits, this book is a valuable step towards educating new and potential
recruits to urban morphology in how they can help to rectify this serious defect.
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