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It is 25 years since Pierre Merlin and Françoise
Choay (1986) undertook their report on urban
morphology in France, Italy, Great Britain and the
United States on behalf of the French Ministère de
l'Equipement et du Logement.  Contributed to by a
number of international experts, the report was later
published as the Dictionaire de l’urbanisme et de
l’aménagement (Merlin and Choay, 1988), making
it available to a larger French-speaking readership.
In celebrating the anniversary of Merlin and
Choay’s work, it is timely also to reflect on
dictionaries, glossaries and similar works covering
the field of urban morphology that have
subsequently been produced. 

Over the past 25 years the major growth of
urban areas and the great changes in their character
have had significant implications for the way in
which urban morphologists analyse and reflect
about cities.  There has also been recognition of the
advantages conferred by the multidisciplinarity of
urban morphology as a field of study at a time of
growing compartmentalization of knowledge.  But
at the same time a number of problems of the field
have become evident.  Basic sources of information
have become dated and, partly as a consequence of
being a field of knowledge approached by several

disciplines, in many different cultures, languages
and countries, the lack of widely accepted
terminology has become an impediment.
Information needs to be updated and made
accessible to the variety of scholars, researchers
and practitioners interested in urban morphology.
In particular this is needed by young researchers,
but also by people in mid-career who are on the
periphery of urban morphology or moving into it
from other fields.  Much of what is currently
available on the Internet lacks quality control and
much of what is in print is out-of-date or covers
only a fraction of the field.

Newcomers to the field searching for ready-
made solutions might, from the title and recent date
of publication, be attracted by Urban Morphology
(Surhone et al., 2010), but this turns out to be a
miscellany of Wikipedia articles, lacking editorial
input or justification for their selection: as an urban
morphology collection it lacks substance, rigour
and logic.  It could scarcely be more remote from
fulfilling the need for an up-to-date coherent index
of terminology that would help to provide the basis
for organizing conceptual frameworks and
connecting individual studies to those frameworks
for which Whitehand (2006) has argued.
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Most of the dictionaries and glossaries of urban
morphology or closely related fields are out-of-date
or not available in English.  In addition to Choay
and Merlin’s (1988) Dictionnaire, there are John
Henry Parker’s (1989) A concise glossary of
architectural terms (a reprint of the first edition of
1896), Larkham  and Jones’s (1991) A glossary of
urban form and the glossary of technical terms in
urban morphology annexed to Conzen’s (2004)
Thinking about urban form.  The latter, despite its
relatively recent date of publication, largely relates
to much earlier work.  Robert Cowan’s (2005) The
dictionary of urbanism contains a number of urban
morphological terms but lacks the advantage of
having the rich selection of information provided
by numerous contributors, such as is available in
Merlin and Choay (1988), the online glossary of
Larkham and Jones that is available on the ISUF
website (http://www.urbanform.org/glossary.html)
and the French glossary available at the Séminaire
Robert Azuele online resource (http://www.
arturbain.fr/).  In Portuguese, there is Vocabulário
Técnico e Crítico de Arquitectura (Rodrigues et al.,
2005) and, in Italian, German, English and French,
Town-planning glossary (Venturi, 1990).

This ‘viewpoint’ does not purport to itemize all
the available glossaries and dictionaries that include
urban morphology, but it does suggest some of the
main problems and opportunities faced by glossary
compilers in this field.  Ideally future glossaries
should reconcile terminology with the cultural
context and historical period in which it occurs, but
at the moment this must seem like a counsel of
perfection.  As we take stock of Merlin and
Choay’s achievement 25 years ago, we need to be
sensitive to the major changes in urban morphology
that have taken place in the interim. 
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Cities, nations and regions in planning history

The proposed theme for the Fifteenth International
Planning History Society Conference is ‘Cities
nations and regions in planning history’.  The
conference will take place in São Paulo, Brazil
from 15 to 18 July 2012.   It will explore connect-
ions, discontinuities, tensions and superimpositions,
both in the processes of urbanization and in
planning.  Proposals of papers and sessions should
preferably address one or more of the following
sub-themes:

1. Planning history and the geographic, political
and institutional scale

2. Planning cities and urbanization processes:
tensions, convergences and social issues

3. Cities, modernization and cosmopolitanism
4. Urban networks in world processes
5. Cities and the symbolic representation of the

nation
6. Architecture and the city

The deadline for the receipt of proposals of
papers and sessions is 31 October 2011.  Further
information is available from the Conference
Convener, Professor Dr Maria Christina da Silva
Leme (e-mail: crisleme@usp.br).


