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Marble panel showing two men dressed in togas guiding a yoke of two oxen (bulls?) with four similarly dressed figures following. 3rd century A.D. Found at Aquilea.


    As the toga is hardly peasant’s working dress, this relief was taken to represent a ritual scene by its discoverer, in fact the drawing of the ‘sulcus primigenius’, even though the manner of wearing the toga (the heads are not covered) does not conform to the descriptions of the rite. ‘Notizie Scavi’, 1931, p. 472 ff.: ‘Archäologischer Anzeiger’ 1932, p. 454 Museo Civico, Aquilea
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Preface to the Paper Edition





In the thirty years since the book was first conceived and written, much has changed. Archeologists have been busy in Rome, in Latium and Etruscan settlements; there has also been much historical and philological work of which some account must be taken. But most important, the context in which the book will be read is entirely different. I will therefore address this question first.


The book is very timely again. When it first appeared, as a special issue of the Dutch review Forum, its editor, Aldo van Eyck, suggested that it would serve as a reminder to architects of something which they seemed to have forgotten: that the city was not just a rational solution to the problems of production, marketing, circulation and hygiene—or an automatic response to the pressure of certain physical and market forces—but that it also had to enshrine the hopes and fears of its citizens.


The image of the city responding by some instinct unreflectively to external and internal pressures was much favoured by urban theorists. If the city was a ‘natural’ product, it followed that the discovery and observance of the ‘laws’ of technical growth, of market forces in land value, or of traffic flow, absolved planners and architects from the responsibility of intention, and therefore of value judgement—and of artifice; they were not to worry about the ‘rules’ of any art.


At that time, ‘housing’ was the primary concern of those who planned and built in cities, and the conviction that building was about ‘housing’ and that ‘housing’ inevitably meant point or slab blocks was virtually unquestioned. During the great building euphoria of the sixties a number of more or less avant-garde architects (which meant those who drew a lot and built very little) produced a plethora of projects which presumed on an exponential growth of production and technics. The Dutch painter-utopian, Constant Niewenhuis, Yona Friedman, who was working in Paris, and the Soviet NER group separately pioneered this approach. At the same time, major ‘established’ architects such as Kenzo Tange and Paul Rudolph—and later, even ‘commercial’ offices—did projects in this vein. Since any such realizations would inevitably have called on highly industrialized prefabrication, such projects appealed to the building industry. The English group Archigram and its followers flooded the world with a frenzy of drawings for urban complexes put together out of mains-fed capsules. ‘Plug-in City’, ‘Walking City’, became slogans as much as projects. Almost equally influential, the Japanese Metabolists wanted the city-plan to be a programme for a process of constant change, as the name of the group implied. They too attempted to reduce dwelling to the individual capsule; yet in spite of that, their drawings suggested units clustered into arbitrary and almost aggressively shaped structures. All this was heady stuff, and young architects all over the world turned out great quantities of similar projects.


In such an atmosphere, the idea that town planning could in any sense be called an ‘art’ was thought ridiculously passé, while the notion that there might be anything ‘symbolic’ about the fabric of the city seemed almost offensively frivolous. The town was a complicated piece of machinery, producing and functioning in the same way as organisms described and studied by some biologists. All those plug-in and robotic images figured and represented that vision exactly.


In order to be seen to work, the city had not only to look like an engine, but its different functions had to be ordered, classified, parcelled out into zones into which they were separated for more efficient working. According to the most popular of such schemes, devised in the late nineteen-thirties by the International Congress of Modern Architecture (CIAM), they were dwelling, recreation, working and transport. Following this analysis, any number of plans were applied to existing towns with devastating results, and many urban projects were built on these lines during the nineteen-forties, fifties and sixties in which segregation was achieved most simply, and therefore most commonly, by stacking the zone of dwellings into high-rises while other functions remained on the ground. This, of course, meant that dwelling was isolated from public space, with the exception of the high-level corridor-street, which was allowed to replace the internal corridors of older housing; while the buildings for work, but above all those for recreation—which, after all, meant churches, libraries and even law-courts as well as theatres and swimming pools—were dwarfed by housing. Oddly enough, Le Corbusier, who was one of the main movers in CIAM and a promoter of the zoning proposals, broke these rules in his famous housing block in Marseilles, for he included a high-level shopping street halfway up the height of the block and placed a nursery school and a theatre on the roof. His were token moves, and isolated—they were not regarded with any sympathy by administrators or by his colleagues.


A number of disparate events shook these convictions, or at any rate put them to the question, even before the tide of users’ disillusionment with high-rise public housing reached the present level of discontent. The economic and energy crisis provoked by the June 1967 Six-Day War in the Near East and the fear of energy shortages (which proved unfounded in the event) did trigger a reaction of distrust in the positive ideology of industrial building and technical improvement as a solution to the ills of the city. More generally, the conviction grew that economic growth was not the unmitigated social blessing it had been believed to be. These sentiments were best summed up in Ernst Schumacher’s book Small Is Beautiful, which first appeared in the year he died, 1977.


Great movements in the ‘outside’ world coincided with a rejection of the planners’ efforts by the very clients who were deemed to have benefitted from them. The mechanic/organic model had implied a decisive dismissal of history as irrelevant to the planners’ business; they worked, after all, with the conviction that methods of statistical and other social enquiry allowed them to project the citizens’ present needs into a foreseable future. The assumption that social functions could be studied mechanically, or at any rate ‘modelled’, was based on the premise that needs were a function of, were ‘felt’ by, the whole social body. In fact, needs which are ‘felt’ can only be known as part of the individual experience of each citizen. Now such experience can only be described narratively, it cannot be usefully tabulated or seized in diagrammatic form. And the narration is always, however small the narrator’s scale, historical. The rejection of history as a method for the study of the urban fabric, and the postulation of an efficient, conflictless city, was projected into a historical future tense, in which the experience of pain and distress, the inevitable common fate of human kind, found no accommodation or acknowledgement in the zoned and smoothly running city.1


Among the professionals, Christopher Alexander’s paper ‘The City Is Not a Tree’ showed the flaw of considering urban complexity in terms of simplistic mathematical modelling. The research directed at Cambridge by Lionel March demonstrated that the choice of high-rise over low-rise housing was based on a mistaken assumption about the saving in space which could be obtained by concentrating housing in high-rise accommodation. Kevin Lynch began to investigate the image of the town which its inhabitants formed, as it were, intersubjectively. The study of architectural typology and urban morphology—terms and endeavours associated with Aldo Rossi—concentrated on the detailed study of the invariant configurations of the units in which citizens lived, and on the texture which these units made up in their cities, but did not consider the tension between the edge of the city and its centre. A number of sociologists, such as Peter Wilmot in England and later, but much more radically, Erving Goffman in the United States, were concerned about the relation between social pattern and physical dwelling structures.


All such ways of criticising the present urban situation—which appeared the more glaring the more integrated and ‘holistic’ they were—had one disadvantage: they were all descriptive and analytic. They were oriented towards explaining where the city failed to work and what its drawbacks were. There was no mediation, however, no rational discourse which would allow the planner to proceed from past failure to future success. The writers who did attempt a general and positive account of the whole complex urbanistic phenomenon were very rare and very depressing: one of them—who had better remain nameless here—complained in about 1980 ‘that much of the literature on city form is outstanding for its stupefying dullness’. ‘That urban theory is so boring is more than discouraging. It must be a sign of deeper difficulties’, he added. ‘City planning has stagnated’, another prominent theorist had written twenty years earlier: ‘it bustles, but it does not advance’.


The boredom was due, in part at least, to theoretical abstraction—or perhaps more accurately, to a detachment which concealed the sense of incurable impotence. For several decades, during the fifties, sixties and seventies (the custom may still persist here and there) designers of the most banal urban complexes would lecture on their projects—which were usually produced by merely manipulating commercial and ‘market’ pressures with more or less skill—yet in the course of the lecture show slides of ‘ideal’ or ‘timeless’ urban situations: St Mark’s Square in Venice, Dubrovnik or any one of a number of Italian hill towns or Greek island villages (all places where town-planners often repaired for their vacations) to justify some aspect of their plan or procedure. There was no way of either acceding to or dismissing such parallels, since the planners’ language was made up entirely of platitudes, which could (inevitably) apply to both their own projects and to the examples which they chose to illustrate. Contradiction or dispute seemed ill-mannered, or even in bad faith. Discussions of historical plans in books on urbanism were also disturbing: Pierre-Charles L‘Enfant’s use of a mixed layout—grid struc ture of roads cut by diagonal avenues—in his plan for Washington, for instance, was blamed for that city’s lackluster urban life while the same mixed layout was considered the secret of Idelfonso Cerda’s all-too-great success in achieving the development of Barcelona within his ensanche.


This absence of any agreement about how to link social and economic theories to the physical fabric is only one aspect of the monumental dullness complained of in my quotations. A much more serious problem was the planners’ conviction that planning was not only an ahistorical but also an apolitical process. Inescapably, the growth of the physical fabric over the last century was setting the planner problems against which he was not armed at all.


The greatest change of approach in urbanism developed from a growing appreciation that the physical structure of a city could not be discussed in plan terms any longer. The skyline had become the most important configuration in our vision of the city, yet planning theories had so far not taken any coherent account of it. Montgomery Schuyler, the most perceptive American architectural critic of his time, pointed the problem out nearly a century ago when he said of the New York skyline that ‘… it was not an architectural vision, but it does, most tremendously, look like business …’2


This aspect of the city had been recognized by designers for some time, even if it had not entered theoretical discourse. Le Corbusier, in some early schemes, notably the huge project for Algiers, alluded to it, but it was approached more explicitly by Louis Kahn in his various schemes for Philadelphia. Hans Hollein and his Viennese colleagues were inspired by the enigmatic and sinister metaphoric power of large structures set in a rural or a wild landscape. Several attempts were made to construct fragments of a three-dimensional city, of which Habitat (designed by Moshe Safdie for the Montreal exhibition of 1967) and the city-centre in Cumbernauld, designed by a team led by Geoffrey Copcutt, were the most conspicuous; but they have not been unqualifiedly successful, either socially or economically. Meanwhile several European highways have been spanned by large and complex buildings (the Berlin Congress Centre is an instance) in which complicated internal relations are made between various forms of movement, as yet without art. Yet it seems to me that this is the realm where the architect-planner must really intervene.


This book was first conceived in the nineteen-fifties, at the height of the postwar building boom and of the planners’ professional arrogance. It set out polemically to provide some rational account of the structure and intentions of the builders of those Italian towns whose beauties picturesquely oriented Anglo-American theorists displayed in nostalgic, lyrical travelogue and over-contrasty photographs. It was to have been part of a much larger publication, which was to describe the rise and transformation of the cities over the centuries, which I had intended to write in collaboration with the Italian sociologist, Carlo Doglio.


The natural starting point for such a book was Numa Fustel de Coulanges’ La Cité Antique, which was first published in 1859. It seemed strange then that no later attempt had been made to develop his approach and examine the notional structure of the ancient town, and how that structure might be transmitted and understood by its citizens. That is what I determined to write. At that time I happened also to read Tristes Tropiques, Claude Lévi-Strauss’ account of his journeyings to and in the Amazon basin, and was struck by his description of the unity between village plan, kinship system and the world-picture of the Bororo, a people of the poorest material culture, and by the way each aspect of this picture mastered much of their thinking and action.3 I also came across John Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks, Being the Life Story of a Holy Man of the Oglala Sioux, which described the shaman-visionary’s dismay at the way in which the white man had managed to destroy all his people’s power by making them live in square houses, so that they were cut off from the health and vigour which they drew from the harmony between their physical surroundings and their circular world-picture: ‘… Our tepees were round like the nests of birds, and these were always set in a circle, the nation’s hoop, a nest of many nests, where the Great Spirit meant us to hatch our children …’4 Such readings were framed for me in the chapter on sacred space in Mircea Eliade’s Treatise on the History of Religion,5 which, for all the criticisms it has received, remains the most extensive and persuasive study of such matters. Much recent thinking about the nature of symbolism, myth, ritual and their interrelation has not led me to modify this view.


The revision of the text for the much extended second edition was done in the sixties. Much light has been thrown on the theoretical background of this essay by some recent studies. Mary Douglas’ Natural Symbols, for instance, and Basil Bernstein’s closely related Class, Codes and Control6 attempt a kind of historical economy of symbol, which would say something about the way we understand our own bodies—and how that understanding, and indeed every acceptance and construing of a linguistic or any other message, is conditioned by the way we perceive our role in a social context. Jean Baudrillard’s books,7 though written from an entirely different point of view from mine, raised many issues for me about the nature of symbolism in mass culture. In Rethinking Symbolism Dan Sperber makes an explicit critique of Lévi-Strauss’ semiotic approach to symbols as counters in a closed system which I find wholly sympathetic;8 he suggests that semiology is an inappropriate method for examining symbolism, since:




Symbols are not signs … their interpretations are not meanings … The data an individual uses in learning symbolism do not constitute a sample of a fixed set similar to the sentences of a language … A corollary of this cognitive nature is that there is no multi-symbolism analogous to multi-lingualism … symbolic data, no matter what their origin, integrate themselves into a single system within a given individual …





Sperber’s view of symbolism, that it is both cognitive and evocative at the same time, yet closed to any semiotic reading, is the view taken in this book.


In a meditation on Livy’s account of the earliest Rome, which he himself had wanted to subtitle the ‘philosophy of bodies in a mix’, Michel Serres9 also seems to take just such a view of symbolism, and presents the city as a palimpsest of superimposed ‘readings’ in which the grid of urban texture makes a matrix of evocations through the city’s history and the repeated patterns of its murders and of violence. Those critics who reproached me with presenting too idyllic a view of the ancient city were justified only in so far as my aim was to show how the city founders went about their business and also how they rationalized it. I was not here concerned with how their plans might have failed partially or even totally.


Inevitably perhaps, the city in ancient literature had no better press than in the modern. And that has always been a part of the urban ethos:




God the first Garden made, and the first City, Cain.10





Like Cain, Romulus was a fratricide, and the founder’s crime was only the first of the many with which the city was ever stained. I recall this exemplar to make two disclaimers.


First, I need to remind the readers that to Roman poets and moralists the city was a bad place: crowded, dirty, smelly, noisy, violent, corrupt. In that it was like the modern city of literature. Cicero, Horace, Ovid, Pliny the Younger, Juvenal, Martial, descant on this theme constantly. It is not because the ancient city is being presented as an ideal environment that ancient urbanophobia has no place in this book. That was not my aim at all. Of course the ancient city was full of pain, vice and evil. Of course its citizens often resented, hated and despised it. My point was that it was designed to absorb all that without breaking, though in fact a study of ancient anti-urbanism, analogous to Morton and Lucia White’s study of the phenomenon in the United States remains to be done.11


Second, I must make it quite clear that the book does not advocate a return to an ancient order. I am quite aware that the gap between the ‘closed’ city of antiquity and the ‘open’ one of my own time is unbridgeable. I am definitely a consenting citizen of the open city, and my view of the matter is not very different from Harvey Cox’s theologically justified acceptance of the de-sacralized society of our time.12


I will therefore summarize here what the reader will find clearly (if briefly) stated in the last paragraph of the book, since some of my critics may consider my disclaimer insincere. In spite of its otherness, and its failures, the modern planner still has one important lesson to learn from ancient precedent: namely, that any ‘pattern’ which the city has to offer, however it is achieved, must be strong enough to survive all its inevitable disorders and other vicissitudes and structure the urban experience; and that it must be of such a nature as to allow the citizen to ‘read’ it through the sort of imagery which Kevin Lynch deduced from his fellow-citizens’ response to the city of Boston,13 though the planner must learn to offer the citizen more grip on his town than Lynch’s subjects had been offered by chaotic Boston.


The book is being re-issued at a time when history has come back into vogue. Studies of inert ‘types’ and motiveless morphologies are multiplying. Books on history abound in architectural bookshops. However, the history which is being presented for the use of architects and urbanists is not of the kind which historians make and read. It is a catalogue-history, devoid of narration, in which the phenomenal past is digested to a set of timeless motifs on which the designer can call to deck out his project in a garb which will produce, so it is generally thought, the right kind of denotative response in the public. While market forces, the traffic engineer and the planning administrators operate as before, their sins are now covered by a skin of ornament borrowed from the history books. It would be a grotesque situation were it not also sinister, since again the pattern of the city is forgotten. Whereas the sins of the immediate past were the imposition of an excessive ordering and a concentration on housing, the current trend is to treat the building (particularly the administrative or speculative building) as an isolated ‘architectural’ object without reference to the texture of the town. In the fifties and sixties the grid oppressed and emasculated the object. In the seventies and eighties the unruly object is deforming and eroding the grid.


The reminder which seems to matter most now is about pattern and texture. If the city is to be known to its citizens as a ‘legible’ one, they must be able to read it as at least one, but preferably several, superimposed and easily recognizable patterns. Within these patterns a mix and swirl should find public open space for its deployment. The city must also show itself to the citizen in institutions which are conspicuous, even flagrant parts of public space. It is very probable that this can only be done in the late twentieth century if the city is treated as a three-dimensional entity. The skyline must no longer ‘most tremendously’ in Montgomery Schuyler’s words, ‘look like business’ which has pushed up through the arbitrary grid of the street pattern: it must become ‘an architectural vision’.


Such a suggestion can only be advanced here for further discussion. This book was primarily concerned with ancient Rome and some recent excavation and research has modified some of the emphasis of my statements. The most important excavation has been that of the archaic sanctuary by the old church of St Ombono near the Roman Forum, which has now been identified as that of the twin temples of Mater Matuta and Fortuna, founded, according to the chroniclers and annalists, by King Servius Tullius (who reigned 577–534 B.C.) and reconstructed more splendidly by Tarquin the Proud (who reigned 534–509 B.C.). The radio carbon examination of the wood on the site has vindicated the annalists’ dating.14


Almost as important has been the re-examination of the remains of the Regia on the Roman Forum, the reputed house of King Numa, by its excavator, Frank Brown, who has indeed modified the picture of the earliest building in the way I suggested in the caption to fig. 82.15 It now seems that the first wooden huts on the site were buried towards the end of the seventh century, after a flood. A radiocarbon examination of the wood gives a date of about 680 B.C. for the cutting of the trees. This is within the traditional reign of King Numa (713–679 B.C.) according to the chronicles. After the flood, there follow four stages of the building under the Monarchy when the Regia seems to have held a double sanctuary, though not one rigorously orientated (apart from its southern wall). The great circular hearth was indeed placed in its present position at the beginning of the Republican period, when the Regia was completely re-built about 510 B.C.


Apart from the Regia itself, a number of changes in the realignment and identity of certain buildings on the Forum Romanum16 have been recorded in a recent study by Filippo Coarelli. The Lapis Niger, which I had considered tentatively as one possible ‘Tomb of Romulus’, is named as the Volcanal by him; though, since any ‘tomb’ of Romulus had to be figurative, because traditions agree that after his disappearance he was ‘assumed among the gods’ or deified as Quirinus, it is more appropriate to call it here the heroon, the place where the putative murder of Romulus took place.


The paving of the Lapis Niger, which was probably put down at the time of Sulla, was contemporary with an enlargement and realignment of the Roman Forum, and the removal of the presumed circular comitium. The fragments of an unusually fine Attic black-figure vase (fairly precisely datable to 570–560 B.C) provides a date ante quem for the setting up of the little shrine in the form buried under the Lapis.17


There is much comparative material discovered since my publication. The site of the twelve altars at Lavinium, where Roman magistrates sacrificed on laying down office, has been found to contain a heroon, in the form of a circular tumulus probably laid down 675–650 B.C., of the kind I have discussed in Paestum and Kyrene. It may well be the heroon of Aeneas, to which Dionysius of Halicarnassus had alluded.18 An auguraculum, more impressive than the fragmentary one at Cosa, was found at Bantia (now S. Maria di Banzia, near Venosa in Lucania),19 and the remains of the Roman augurs’ eyrie or templum have been tentatively identified on the Capitol Hill. It now seems that the points of the augurs’ compass were linked to definite landmarks, and that there were several such eyries in Rome, perhaps all placed without the pomoerium, which bounded the city site as liberatum et effatum.20 Outside Rome proper, the plan of Cosa has been given a much more definite form, and the development of the town traced by Frank Brown, whom I have already mentioned as the excavator of the Roman Forum.21


I have nothing new to report on the larger issues: Etruscan origins, the Etruscan language, the relative debt of the Romans to the Greek and Etruscan traditions. The ‘Etruscan Year’, 1985, saw a number of more or less important exhibitions and publications, which have shown the problems in greater detail but have not brought resolutions.22 Although it is possible to compile a small Etruscan vocabulary, and there is an outline of syntax, the grammar remains obscure. It is clear that it is neither an Indo-European nor a Semitic language. It seems to belong to some proto-Mediterranean group of languages—of which precious little is still known.23 Until more is discovered, the linguistic question will not help with the problem of Etruscan origins.24


Although the Greek contribution to Rome was great, the excavation report about one of the earliest, if not the earliest Greek colony in Sicily, Megara Hyblaea north of Syracuse, shows that certainly at Megara the layout was not quadratus; centered as it is from the outset on an explicit agora, and further distinguishing primary from secondary streets (which are differently orientated), it has thrown the difference between Greek and Etruscan layout methods into relief.25


The Greek and Latin languages make this distinction quite explicit: the very word urbs is probably of Etruscan origin, and it is only obliquely related to civitas, which is the collective noun for a group of cives. Civis is usually translated, quite rightly as ‘citizen’, but it means more: a free man, the head of a household. Urbs indicates the way in which the city was physically, ritually and legally made. The Greek word polis, on the other hand, means a defensible place, and polites are those who live within the walls. The words for city and citizen are therefore quite differently related in Greek and Latin: and that is partly due to the way the Etruscan-derived urbs replaced the older Indo-European word, tota for city, which survived in the neighbouring Oscan language.26


The relation between Roman and Greek city foundations and their founders remains one most interesting question which is still outstanding. Although the names of the hero-founders and re-founders of Greek towns are known in plenty, information about what they actually did, ritually, is quite hard to come by.27 The opposite is true of the Romans. Where city-(or at any rate colony) founders are well-known, they are not revered, and never heroized. It is almost as if the founding and refounding of the Greek city was the work of an independant divinely inspired figure whereas that of the Roman city was always a substitution, a vicarious action.28 Every Roman town-founder was always a stand-in for Romulus: because every town, every foundation, was a reiteration of Rome. Had Plutarch devoted one of his Roman Questions to this conundrum, we would probably not have been very much the wiser; but though he may not have enlightened us fully, he could at least have given a lead.


Were I to write the book now, it would, I dare say, have been better, or at least better informed, but I doubt if it would be very different, in spite of my critics. I might have been much more acutely aware of the role and appreciation of cunning as a technical accomplishment, even in ritual and divination,29 for instance, but my approach would still be synchronic, since throughout the social and economic changes of the Republic and Empire certain religious notions, transmitted through ritual behaviour, suffered little change, although they were put to different political and even social uses.30 As with myth, so with ritual—its origin is out of reach; it is its transmission which matters. The way myth and ritual shape, even create, the man-made environment and the way in which they rationalize and explain it are what concerns me here.
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1. Topography of early Rome. The heavy line shows the run of the wall known as the Agger of Servius Tullius. The seven hills of the original Septimontium were the Palatine, Velia, Cermal, Fagutal, Cispian and Oppian, the Capitol and the Valley of the Suburra. The Fagutal is a prominence between the Oppian and the Velia. Later counts of the Seven hills differ. After L. Benevolo Corso di Disegno‚ vol. 2. fig. 226.
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