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Oliveira and Yaygin’s (2020) recent exploration of
the development of, and prospects for, the use of
urban morphological regions in the analysis of the
physical form of towns provides a wide-ranging
review of research in this area over the past half
century. One of their four key ‘aspects’ for pro-
gress in this type of research is terminological
exactitude. Unfortunately, they fall immediately
into a trap of their own making by fusing two dif-
ferent Conzenian terms into one, suggesting that
‘morphological region’ and ‘plan unit’ are the same
thing, as are the use of terms such as ‘townscape
unit’ or ‘urban character areas’ by other research-
ers. I would contend that Conzen understood two
somewhat different divisions of the physical entity
of a town in using morphological region and plan
unit but failed to provide sufficient definitions to
explain that difference, which is essentially one
of scale. I would concur with Oliveira and Yaygin
that research over the past thirty years has led to
confusion rather than clarity.

My own contention is that both ‘morphological
region’ and ‘plan unit’ are useful terms in advanc-
ing our understanding of urban form and that they
should not be confused or conflated. The devising
of the smaller module, the plan unit, is the building
block for the larger morphological region. Thus,
in Alnwick, Conzen discerns six morphologi-
cal regions: the ‘old town’ core; the inner fringe
belt; nineteenth-century housing integuments;
the middle fringe belt; twentieth-century housing
integuments; and an incipient outer fringe belt
(Conzen, 1969, Figure 21 ‘first order’ bounda-
ries), which he then divides into 134 plan units.
This basic analytical framework would be valid
for most smaller towns in the UK and, with some
minor variations, for similar small towns across
Europe. Similar analysis of the larger morphologi-
cal regions could provide a basis for wide-ranging
comparative studies which could be done descrip-
tively or mathematically, since the large size of the
regions enables rapid measurement to be under-
taken. However, this is too simplistic a framework
for more detailed research in town-plan analysis

where plan units provide a finer grain, as some
of Conzen’s later published work demonstrates
(Conzen 1962).

For research which aims to delve deeper into
the historico-geographical development of towns
and cities it therefore becomes necessary to divide
these broad morphological regions into their con-
stituent plan-units. Conzen provided a concise def-
inition of a plan unit (Conzen, 1969, p. 128) but,
as Oliveira and Yaygin correctly point out, a rather
less concise methodology for creating them. It was
this that prompted Baker and Slater (1992) to pro-
vide a detailed methodology for creating plan-units
in medieval towns using the example of Worcester.
Unfortunately, we added to the terminological
confusion by titling the chapter ‘Morphological
regions in English medieval towns’, though it was
concerned almost exclusively with plan-units. In
limiting this study to the medieval period, we left
room for similar methodologies to be developed
for later periods of urban history and different
socio-cultural backgrounds, through to the present,
but this has not yet been developed.

Thus far we have only covered the town plan,
which most researchers concur to be the basic
building block of more complex analyses which
take into account the third dimension of buildings
and the uses to which those buildings are put. It is
the combination of the three that provides a meas-
ure of the townscape character — and that gives us
‘character areas’. These, too, can be constructed
to varying scales and varying levels of complex-
ity; research leading to a conservation planning
document for a local authority, for example, would
need to be on a much simpler level of sophistica-
tion than an academic analysis of a distinctive part
of a town. The example of a conservation plan-
ning report also provides the reason for the use of
a different terminology since ‘character area’ is
an accepted term in local authority conservation
plans, at least in the UK.

Morphological regions are the physical expres-
sion of ‘morphological periods’, and here Conzen
provides both a definition (Conzen, 1969, p. 127)
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and a worked set of examples in his paper on ‘The
morphology of towns in Britain during the indus-
trial era’ (Conzen 1981, originally published in
German in 1978) where he pays particular atten-
tion to working-class housing forms and plans.
Thus, for example, most British industrial cities
are ringed with a distinctive belt of ‘bye-law hous-
ing’ constructed over the period 1875-1914. The
built form is almost identical everywhere because
national public health and housing legislation in
1875-80 set new minimum standards for house
builders, whilst the outbreak of the First World
War brought an end to house building for a dec-
ade. In British cities, therefore, this is a distinc-
tive morphological period resulting in distinctive
morphological regions of terraced, two-storey
houses with back projections, built along grids of
streets of uniform width, usually with narrow back
alleys giving access to the back yards/gardens
of the houses. These morphological regions are
mostly still extant in the majority of cities and can
therefore easily be compared through cartographic
analysis, field evidence and the like.

A case study where more complex transfor-
mations have taken place over time would be to

examine the previous morphological period in
British working-class housing, which in most
places would encompass the period from 1770—
1875. In this period house forms and housing
plans were distinctively different in each major
city; places such as Birmingham, Hull, Liverpool,
Leeds, and Newcastle-upon-Tyne were character-
ised by, respectively: the back-to-back courtyard,
the open-front courtyard, the court-and-cellar,
the back-to-back terrace, and the ‘Tyneside flat’
(Muthesius, 1982). In most cities the housing in
these morphological regions was swept away in
the period 195070 through local authority slum
clearance policies. Nonetheless, the morphological
region often survived with almost exactly the same
boundaries but with different built forms consisting
of Scandinavian-style terraces and quadrangles,
tower blocks of flats and extensive landscaped
settings, all in local authority ownership. This is
certainly so in Birmingham, where the five inner-
city slum-clearance areas of the 1950s are immedi-
ately apparent in today’s townscape (Cherry, 1994,
pp. 168-91) and some are in process of undergo-
ing a second transformation as tower blocks are
demolished and local authority-owned property

Figure 1. Part of the morphological region of Back Bay, Boston, designed by Arthur
Gilman and developed in the second half of the nineteenth century. Five east-west
streets are parallel to the Charles River, the linear parkway of Commonwealth Avenue
at their centre. Eight north-south streets at regular intervals form the grid. It was
designed as, and to some extent remains, a high-status residential district of four/five-
storey ‘brownstone’ mansions (source: T. R. Slater).




98

Viewpoints

is transferred to private owners. These sorts of
city-wide transformative processes can be easily
mapped, as Michael Conzen shows in his study of
Omaha (1990), and can act as the initial framework
for burrowing down to the detailed level of plan
units to examine those processes in more detail at
the local level of platting evolution and plot devel-
opment through time. Michael Conzen’s study is
a comparative one, putting Omaha as a contrast
to Boston but here, too, an initial view demon-
strates clear historic-geographical morphological
regions — distinctive areas of the town plan devel-
oped at a particular time — perhaps most clearly
exemplified by the Back Bay area (Figure 1).

Oliveira and Yaygin have performed a useful
service by drawing together much of the literature
on the regionalisation of urban form. However,
there is a need to make clear the difference between
broad-based studies based on ‘morphological
regions’ and their connection to ‘morphological
periods’, and more fine-grained studies of small
towns or parts of larger towns and cities where
discerning ‘plan-units’ form a more satisfactory
methodology.
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