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      The amalgamation of numerous villages creates a unified city-state, large enough to be self-sufficient or nearly so, starting from the need to survive, and continuing its existence for the sake of a comfortable lifestyle.




      —ARISTOTLE
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  WHY CITIES?




  As an archaeologist, my favorite place in Rome is not the Colosseum or the Forum. It’s the ancient trash dump of Monte Testaccio. Right in the middle of the city, it is a giant mound of broken pottery where the ancient Romans threw away the containers used to ship wine and olive oil all around the Mediterranean. Each of those vessels was about half the height of a person and made of coarse clay that would have roughed up a stevedore’s hands. Their odd shape of two handles and a pointy base made them good for packing into a ship’s hold or standing upright on a sandy shoreline but very inconvenient for much else. After a cargo of them arrived at its destination on the bustling shores of the Tiber at the very heart of the Roman world, a few were reused and a few were recycled. Mostly, people poured out the contents and threw the containers away. Over the centuries, the pile of discards grew, with the result that one of the famous hills of Rome is actually not a hill at all but a human construction—a landfill, essentially. Today Monte Testaccio is topped by trendy nightclubs and has been endlessly mined for construction, but there are still the remains of twenty-five million ancient containers poking up from the vegetation of the hillside.




  Now consider a very different metropolis. My favorite part of Tokyo? The backside of the Tsukiji fish market, the part that tourists don’t visit. Tsukiji is enormous, and the passageways are crowded with plastic buckets and barrels teeming with every kind of creature that you can imagine from the briny deep. Crabs attempt to crawl their way out of baskets, little fish are piled up in ice buckets, and great slabs of tuna glisten under the klieg lights. The market is open to everyone, with chefs and restaurant owners jostling with homemakers for a clearer view of the day’s catch. It’s a world without friendly chitchat, punctuated by the dangerous darting movements of souped-up forklifts that dodge their way in and out of the building and heap up their discards out back. Behind the market is an enormous dump of plastic-foam shipping boxes used to transport the globally sourced tuna, squid, and shrimp from each morning’s auctions. The pile of containers is taller than a two-story building and so large that it is continually cleared by bulldozer. Some of the cartons are trampled and broken in the process, with bits and pieces that spill farther into the passageway. In between the endless runs of machinery, merchants and their helpers come to pick through the heaps of box fragments. Sorting through the pile to find ones that aren’t too broken, they carry them off to repack with fish or whatever else they’re selling.




  Ancient Rome and modern Tokyo are literally a world apart, but if we stand back and look at them as cities, they have identical characteristics. In addition to markets and trash, there are multistory buildings, long streets, sewer pipes, water mains, public squares, and a “downtown” zone of financial institutions and government offices. There are a thousand varieties of sounds and smells, competing with the weather and daylight that frame the skyline of the built environment. There are crowds of people—rich, poor, young, old, female, male, gay, straight, trans, abled, disabled, employed, students, jobless, residents, and visitors. Production and consumption opportunities are scaled up in cities to provide not only more things but also more things per person, a completely ironic abundance given that urban residences tend to be much smaller than their rural counterparts. In the midst of so much abundance, the only solution is to cycle through possessions faster, turning everything into trash.




  It’s the act of discard that provides the most telling evidence of urban activity, whether it’s a broken potsherd from two thousand years ago or a fragment of a plastic crate that was shattered this morning. Once you start to look for the concentrated detritus of your own urban life, it’s everywhere: in the trash cans that bear the proud logo of the downtown business improvement district; in the Dumpster parked outside a building that signals a renovation taking place inside; in the garbage truck that obstructs your commute; in the legions of sanitation workers employed to sweep the streets and subways and haul away the accumulations of discards. Trash has a familiar rhythm and concentration. Holidays bring a hangover of extra-full trash bins; parades and festivals and summer weekends in the park are witnessed through their aftermath of overflowing containers. Whether directly or by proxy, an urban obsession with trash is everywhere, and once you start to look, you won’t be able to stop seeing it. Congratulations! You’re an archaeologist.




  Moving your gaze upward, or to the side, you might notice that it’s not just trash that silently tells a story of urban life. Your own metropolis, even if it’s new, has many traces that reveal its history before you moved through its streets. Maybe it’s a bolt hole in the sidewalk where a telephone booth used to stand, or an out-of-use railroad track now embedded in the asphalt of a city street. Maybe it’s a building that has been updated once or twice, resulting in the pastiche of a Victorian facade with mirrored glass windows, or a modernist concrete structure fronted by flowers and cheerful painted windowsills. And maybe it’s a newly cut ditch in the street where you can see the layered pavements of prior years right up to the present. Buildings and streets and parks serve as a living map of variable time, a collection of structures that all exist simultaneously whether they were constructed a millennium ago, in your grandparents’ time, or last week.




  Your growing archaeological insights serve you well when looking not only at modern cities but also at the ancient cities that are found by the hundreds on nearly every continent, from famous ones such as Rome to not-so-famous ones with romantic names like Tikal, Tell Brak, and Xi’an. When we look beyond the rubble and ruins, what we unearth in our excavations of them rings true to the experiences that we have in our own cities: neighborhoods and streets, open plazas and grand buildings, lines of sight to the residences of the powerful, and marketplaces where people from all walks of life met their daily needs for food and fuel. When we walk through the streets of an ancient city like Pompeii, we encounter an environment where everything makes sense, from the sewer grates and the narrow passageways between apartment buildings to the food stalls and the cocky ancient graffiti scribbled on the walls. Although there’s a popular impression that ancient cities were prone to collapse, the vast majority of the world’s first cities are still right underfoot in the biggest metropolitan areas today: not only Rome and Xi’an, but also London, Paris, Guangzhou, Mexico City, Tokyo, Baghdad, Cuzco, Cairo, Athens, Delhi, Istanbul . . . the list goes on. And those cities became interconnected with other cities that sprang up alongside them, growing into a global phenomenon that dominates the planet. Today, more than 50 percent of the world’s people live in cities, and that percentage will soon be larger. It’s predicted that by 2030, more than 50 percent of Africans, 60 percent of Chinese, 87 percent of Americans, and 92 percent of the residents of the United Kingdom will live in cities.




  In their layouts and constructions, ancient cities look so much like the ones we build for ourselves that it seems they should always have existed. And the growth and success of modern cities also suggest that humans thrive in urban locales. But cities are not actually the natural condition of our species, nor did we humans need to develop cities in order to survive or to successfully colonize the world. For a million years, our ancestors had lived scattered across the landscape, housed in humble huts in everyone-knows-everyone villages. By the time cities were invented six thousand years ago, our ancestors had already done a good job of filling up all of the easy places to live and many of the difficult ones, too. They had a system of pathways to get across the land, and they had developed rafts and boats to get from place to place across the trackless water. They had moved out of caves and other natural shelters into huts that they built themselves out of stone, bamboo, or brick. People had a sophisticated repertoire of language, art, music, and dance to pass the time, and they had many ways of displaying their individual identities through ornaments and tattoos and hairstyles. They already had reverence for the dead, encoded in the placement of burial goods laid to rest with the deceased. There were plenty of objects for the living, too, because people had already invented all the essentials of life. There were clothes to keep warm, plows to till the land, pottery and baskets to keep the harvest safe, and stone knives and bronze weapons to carve up food (and to keep enemies in check). There were domesticated plants for a steady supply of beer and bread, and domesticated animals as a ready source of milk, wool, transportation, and companionship. In sum, we had everything we needed for a successful life of small-scale farming that would still have allowed for population growth to cover the planet, one little village at a time.




  Clearly, that simple and straightforward village life wasn’t enough for our urban ancestors. Despite having everything that members of our species needed to survive, people wanted plenty of intangible things that they couldn’t get out there in the countryside: the thrill of a crowd, the excitement of new inventions and novel foods, and the tantalizing allure of meeting a romantic partner from beyond the confines of the village. Before there were cities, such experiences could be found only in ritual spaces that people might visit once or twice in a lifetime. Located far away from settlements, ritual places like Stonehenge provided the only escape from village life where people from different areas could gather together for the purpose of celebrating a festival or honoring a deity. Drawn to those places by some distinctive point of topography, people often added special ritual architecture meant to be the focus of collective attention and to serve as a proof of collective action.




  By bringing people together for a shared purpose, ritual places made it possible for people to develop and practice the skills of communication and interaction that enabled them to deal with so many strangers. Yet places like Stonehenge, however appealing, were only temporary: people were not meant to stay there beyond a few days of feasting and worship. Only cities could make that opportunity for intense interaction permanent and for a much greater range of purposes—social, economic, political—than could ever have been envisioned for a ritual space. Summed up in a phrase, it’s “bright lights, big city” with all of the connotations of enticements and activity that we continue to experience in our own urban centers today. Cities were the homes of human creativity, manifested not only in culture, fashion, and fine arts but also in small things like clothing, ornaments, housewares, food, and hairstyles. Through the acquisition of a constantly changing array of objects, people living in cities proclaimed new alliances and new senses of self; even if they could not purchase stylish new goods regularly, they could talk about what was fashionable in a vicarious and free appropriation of urban style.




  Before cities, there was only a landscape of villages in which every family was more or less the same, consisting of farmers and herders who experienced very little ethnic or social diversity. Every house was the same, too, except for the chief’s house or the shaman’s house, which might have been a little larger or that had a few different artifacts that enabled their occupants to do the special jobs of leadership and curing the sick. And the shamans kept their secrets to themselves: those objects weren’t for everyone to touch, or see, or know about. Everyone else did the same work, day in and day out, and everyone had the same basic repertoire of food and objects. Those objects were solid and sober, with styles and decorations that had stood the test of time. Social interactions were solid and sober, too. People might have had a little fun when they were young or when they went on an occasional trip to a distant wedding or on a once-in-a-lifetime pilgrimage. The majority of their days, however, were spent in an atmosphere where they knew everyone else. In the modest farming settlements that people built all over the globe, there was very little movement in or out of the community. People spent their entire lives in the company of the same people, and almost everyone was related. New faces appeared only at the time of marriage or when itinerant peddlers came with their wares. Familiarity was the constant measure of human relations, and strangers were regarded with wariness and misgiving.




  Places like Rome and Xi’an and every other ancient metropolis represent a spectacular change in the way that humans related to their environments and to one another. In urban settlements, unfa miliarity became the measure of human relations. The first cities were larger than the largest family-like village, and the people who moved into those settlements had to suppress a suspicion of others from the very first day. People had to adapt to densely crowded neighborhoods full of people they had never seen before; they had to negotiate ritual and political relationships with other newcomers; and they had to accept the near-constant dissonance of interacting with people representing different cultures, languages, and customs. Encounters with strangers were no longer limited to the occasional addition of a newlywed to the collective hearth, but constituted a recurring condition of daily life. People moved in and out of the city, coming and leaving as new opportunities opened up. As they worked, played, and shopped, urban residents had to constantly update their roster of relationships.




  Urban social life and the entrepreneurial spirit associated with migration constituted a feedback loop that enticed more and more people who were looking to better their circumstances. Before cities, there wasn’t a middle class as a group of people who have income that can support activities beyond the range of basic life and who can make some investments in housing and objects and education. Before cities, there wasn’t infrastructure—all of those pipes and highways and drains that suddenly became necessary as a way to logistically connect large groups of people. And before cities, there wasn’t even take-out food! All of those were invented only as cities came into existence, and they all come together: the middle class, the objects, the physical networks of connectivity, and the trash. It’s as though there was a pent-up capacity for all of those things that had somehow been encoded into our collective conscious, just waiting for an opportunity to burst forth.




  When scientists want to understand a phenomenon, they first have to define it. Astronomers first ask themselves “What is a planet?” as a basis for classifying not only things that they want to compare as planets but also all of the other celestial phenomena that need names too, like moons and meteors and black holes. They can’t see the big bang or the birth of any individual planet, but instead extrapolate from the celestial bodies that are with us now in their quest to understand how the universe works. Biologists query themselves about what a species is and carefully scrutinize the variability that they see before they assess the way that species are related to one another in space and time, deducing the pace and effects of evolution from the staccato appearance of extinct species that are often represented only by stray fossils and fragmentary skeletons. And chemists first ask “What is an atom?” before they can identify the ways in which those atoms can be combined in novel ways to make new substances like plastics and aerogels or divided for explosive effect.




  In light of how much cities mean to us today, the archaeological definition of urbanism takes on a special weight and meaning. It’s only after we define what a city is that we can agree on which site can be seen as the first of its kind or that we can compare the ones that have sprung up ever since. But before we define ancient cities, we might want to look at our own urban definitions, which can be quite surprising compared with our expectations of how an “urban” place looks and feels. In Cuba today, the minimum number of people to qualify a location as a city is two thousand; in the American state of Ohio, a city is defined as any place that has five thousand or more registered voters; and in Senegal, the minimum number of inhabitants needed for a place to earn urban status is ten thousand. Those government statistics are principally related to the fact that places defined as cities can access certain types of government funding and support because of their perceived importance in the landscape.




  If we can’t agree on a working definition of what a city is according to an arbitrary threshold number, and even when we can see living examples right in front of us, how can we make a definition of cities that serves us for both the past and the present? Should we instead fall back on something more qualitative—like that old quip about pornography being difficult to define but that we know it when we see it? We could start our search for an urban definition with some flippant responses that nonetheless reveal the kernel of a useful approach. In the modern world, we might argue, a “real” city is one that has an Apple Store or a Mercedes-Benz dealership. This is not because people in the countryside lack the capacity to own the latest smartphone or drive an expensive automobile but because cities are the only places that have a large enough population of potential consumers to justify the expense of maintaining brick-and-mortar premises. And beyond the actual customers, there are other ways that urban consumption reflects economies of scale. Specialty stores are in cities because there are enough people to highlight the brand, like those who come into the store for the product experience in a way that affirms an item’s popularity or who simply pass by the store with an acknowledgment of its presence as a marker of the status of an entire neighborhood. A physical store is the consumer tip of the iceberg that assures us there is in fact an entire diverse, vibrant economic underpinning to a densely occupied space.




  Cities are not just about economic opportunities. Other potential definitions of urbanism focus on qualitative components such as the presence of government offices or significant administrative services like judicial courts or other bureaucracies. Researchers who emphasize these bureaucratic components always do so within a framework of relative population density to avoid ascribing urban status to lonely outposts or skewing a subsequent analysis among places that can’t truly be compared. Thus, the anthropologist Richard Fox suggested that a city be defined as “a center of population concentration and/or a site for the performance of prestige,” while the social theorist V. Gordon Childe suggested that the first cities, even if they were relatively small, were places that had “truly monumental public buildings” and that were ten times bigger than any village.




  By defining what a city is through what it has in it, we can approach the archaeological record in order to answer our real question, which is “Why did cities come about at all?” Yet like all definitions, there’s a little slippage between what we think we see and its realities that make it hard to be perfectly precise 100 percent of the time. We can return to the analogy of other scientific disciplines. Remember the continuing argument about Pluto and whether it’s really a planet? Although schoolkids now have some interesting conversations with their grandparents about whether Pluto “counts” for their solar-system science projects, the challenge comes about not because the concept of defining things is wrong, or that scientists can’t decide what to call things. In fact, the interstices of definitions are exactly where the most interesting revelations take place. When it comes to cities, we know there was a time when there weren’t any cities at all. The definition of what afterward made something “urban” is a key to understanding just how different they were from everything that had come before them.




  For the purposes of this book, a city is defined as a place that has some or all of the following characteristics: a dense population, multiple ethnicities, and a diverse economy with goods found in an abundance and variety beyond what is available in the surrounding rural spaces. A city’s structures often include ritual buildings like temples, mosques, or churches, but there are other large buildings beyond those religious ones. In keeping with a multifunctional economy and an intensity of habitation, there is a landscape of verticality that includes residential units, courts, government offices, and schools. There are formal entertainment venues, whether a sports stadium or a theater or a racetrack or an opera house. There is an open ground that fulfills a multipurpose function: on some days it might be a market ground, on other days a venue for strolling and pickup sports. There are at least some broad avenues and thoroughfares that connect the world of wealth and privilege, contrasting with the winding streets of ordinary neighborhoods. And above all there is an interdependence of people in the city for the most fundamental human needs of water and food. In villages, people always know where their next meal is coming from because they have their fields and domestic animals firmly under their control. In cities, there’s no way to keep a year’s worth of grain or a herd of animals in a residence.




  In all respects, the earliest cities represented an entirely different scale of human experience. Not everything was positive, of course. Crowding, pollution, noise, crime, water shortages, sewage backups, mucky streets, and a higher cost of living would have been among the disadvantages faced by the residents of the first cities, six thousand years ago, as well as those of us who live in cities today. Trade-offs were constant: there was a greater chance of communicable diseases, but also more doctors to treat them; higher food prices, but a much greater repertoire of foods and eateries to select from; more challenging conditions of work, but a higher salary and more opportunities for promotion. Then as now, challenges and risks were mitigated by the access to increasing amounts of information that enabled people to feel empowered about their circumstances, if not actually in charge of them. The result is that a city—however small it was at the beginning or however large it may grow to be—feels like a place in which many aspects of everyday life hold open the possibility of choice among a variety of potential actions.




  My own quest to understand the process of early urbanism emanates from the sense of excitement and vexation that I feel from my own city of Los Angeles and the other metropolitan areas that I’ve had the privilege to live in. And as an archaeologist, I have been fortunate to get an insider’s perspective on many spectacular ancient cities as well. There’s certainly a romance of ruins that is interspersed with this intellectual investment, whether sites are in the open landscapes of the countryside like Mexico’s Teotihuacan or buried deep under a modern metropolis like Athens, Tokyo, and London. Still, I didn’t understand my own feelings about urbanism until I moved from a small college town straight to Manhattan. I had always taken cities for granted before, but once I found myself living in a city again, I began to think about the compelling similarities not only of our own global urbanism but also of the urbanism that was on display in the many ancient cities that lived on into the present. Since then, I’ve pursued the story of ancient urbanism across multiple continents and through fieldwork in places as diverse as India and Bangladesh, England and Tunisia, Egypt and Turkey, and Madagascar and Italy.




  I have had the good fortune to work at a number of ancient city sites, feeling the soil slip away under my fingers to reveal both the extraordinary structures and the mundane artifacts that made up those long-ago urban lives. Under the flick of a trowel that removes the dust of centuries, I have found little fragments of pottery vessels from some long-ago meal. In the shadow of the city wall, I have uncovered a bit of an ancient ornament left behind by a traveling merchant or perhaps carelessly lost by a city dweller rushing by on an errand. Looking at the wall itself, I notice the fingertips traced in lines of mortar, a moment’s handiwork from thousands of years ago preserved between courses of stone. Picking at the foundations of an ordinary house, I have seen an ancient urbanite’s quest for display: although the house itself was made of broken bricks, the rough edges were turned to the unseen interior, preserving the illusion of a structure created with pristine materials.




  Archaeological findings both large and small are familiar in so many ways that when I am working at an ancient city, I sometimes feel as though I am excavating a dusty vestige of the present day. A house is a container for the daily routines of family life, while big buildings compel us to look beyond that intimate world to the entire community. Plazas make a physical space where multitudes of people could mingle on market days or during celebrations, but they also marked a place where an individual, walking alone, could feel a bit spooked after midnight. Little bylanes and passageways are reminiscent of the crowded apartment buildings and streetscapes of our own urban experience, where we encounter the same neighbors and do the same errands day after day. Lofty administrative buildings, whether represented by temples or fancy palaces, remind us that someone was in charge of the city’s central zone and that the relationships between people and their administrators were complex ones of obedience, permission, and resistance. Throughout the city, there’s an elevated sense of style, a diversity of material goods, and an urban “look” in both architecture and artifacts that distinguished urbanites from their rural compatriots.




  The question I would pose to you as a reader is “Why cities?” Are they a natural step in human habitation’s evolution or a response to something else? It’s an exciting time in human history to ask this question. First of all, we finally have enough archaeological data from ancient cities around the world to be able to reconstruct in some detail how the first cities began and how they were sustained in a tremendous range of environments from desert oases to riverbanks to lush tropical jungles. Second, our ability to understand the development of cities as an irreversible burst of change has been paralleled in our own lifetimes by the development of another phenomenon that has seemingly sprung out of nowhere and causes a good deal of trouble, yet has become thoroughly interwoven with our lives: the internet.




  Many of us experienced the internet for the first time when we were already adults. Our children experience the world much differently and already find our stories of communication limited to paper maps, landlines, and written letters to be quaint and obsolete. And a little unbelievable (“really . . . you didn’t have a smartphone!”). The same response must have greeted the residents of the very first urban centers when they explained to their children and grandchildren how the great city of Tell Brak or Tikal or Xi’an didn’t exist in their youth but that they had seen its beginnings and rapid growth firsthand. The old folks no doubt spun tales of the excitement and novelty of urban life and how the city had a diversity of people, food, and festivities that livened up the drudgery of routine work. How could it not be that way? the children wondered, rolling their eyes at the thought of a time without the daily marketplaces, busy thoroughfares, and year-round temples, without the rush of people, and without the tantalizing appeal of cheap trinkets and exotic aromas.




  Once cities were invented, our ancestors’ ability to adjust to urbanism was just as rapid as our modern adjustment to a web-connected world. Like the internet, the first cities represented both work and leisure opportunities bundled together in the same physical locale. Today, a phone or a laptop easily tacks back and forth from social media and family shenanigans to serious-looking messages from the boss. The internet gives us an autonomy of choice of interaction: you can be connected to a vast array of friends and families and strangers, but you can be happily absorbed in a game that you play on your own. And there is plenty that is available that you can filter out. Just as you navigate the physical streets of your city by paying attention to only some of the interactions and possibilities going on all around you, you navigate the internet by directing yourself along a pathway of websites according to your needs of the moment. You know that when the time comes for some new query or experience, you can elicit it from the collective mass of data that resides online for every need from birth to death: homework hints, bridal salons, fertility advice, parenting tips, financial and legal counsel, dog-walking services, hearing aids, medical care, mortuary services.




  For our ancient ancestors, cities were the first internet: a way to communicate and interact with an enormous range and diversity of people, to engage in new forms of work and leisure, and to constantly be in contact with others. Just as the internet provides us with the opportunity to engage in a fundamental human need for communication and display, the city form provided something so compelling that once it was invented, people couldn’t imagine life without it. But as in the case of the internet, the concept of cities had many necessary preexisting components: the human capacity for language, our ancestral history of migration, the human species’ uniquely intensive dependence on objects, and our collective drive to envision and build diverse types of architecture. As we’ll explore in this book, each of those components was essential for the development of urban life and for its continuity in the modern world.
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  CITY LIFE, PAST AND PRESENT




  Cities were invented only six thousand years ago but are now so widespread that we have a hard time “unseeing” them from the landscape. We have subconsciously integrated our most mundane daily experiences into the urban form, and when we travel, our home city becomes the frame of reference through which we experience a new place. Without realizing it, we have absorbed expectations that provide us with a template for our behavior. We know people don’t grow their own food or keep animals in their houses, so we don’t think to look for a feed store or a cattle barn in an urban place: a city means a place where food is already prepared for us to eat, whether in the form of restaurants, food stalls, or itinerant vendors. We know that people in a city get their water from a tap and not from a bucket dipped into a river, even if the river is nearby. Accordingly, we look around at the architecture to see the locales where we’re most likely to get a drink, wash our hands, or use a restroom. And we know that cities are places where there is a variety of modes of transport, many of which are actually redundant but represent different levels of expenditure to achieve the same routing whether by taxi, shared-ride services, bus, trolley, subway, bike path, monorail, or electric scooter.




  When you go to a new city, there’s a rapid learning curve, but it’s a curve that you quickly master, and it doesn’t take long for you to begin to fit in. How many times have you been in a new city, and on the first day someone asks you for directions? Within a short time, you have already become more expert than someone else in a way that you could never be in a small town or a dispersed village where people can be hard to find and perhaps a bit reluctant to give information to a stranger. In being able to carry on in your new urban surroundings, you’re just the same as the leader of a long-ago merchant caravan entering Byzantine Constantinople or the shepherd bringing a flock into market in ancient Babylon. Like them, when you enter the city, you first seek out something familiar: the marketplace, a crossroads, an eatery. While you are there, you are able to look around you, to get a sense of your surroundings, to see what others are doing and how they are dressed, to ascertain where they are coming from and where you are going next.




  Proof of humans’ predisposition for urban life—the reason you can walk into a strange city and begin to negotiate it almost immediately—comes from the moments in which people from one part of the world met people from another culture in which the only commonality was the urban form. Perhaps the starkest historical example is when Spanish soldier-explorers arrived as a ragtag band in the capital of the Aztecs in central Mexico in 1519, barely a generation after the first reports of a “new world” were carried back to Spain by an errant Christopher Columbus. The Spanish adventurers of that swashbuckling era included little bands of fighters, governors, and priests dispatched across the Atlantic whose conquests and colonialism ultimately created the Americas as we know them today. Made famous by Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel and by other scholarly treatments of the before and after of the colonial encounter, the contact that was to have such a cataclysmic effect on our planet was initiated on a very modest scale.




  In thinking of those first meetings between the representatives of two entirely different civilizations, we have to remember how the small group of Spanish men had been traveling across the world on an uncharted journey that was, for its day, much like our own explorations of outer space. What equipment should be carried along, and where would the journey end? What unexpected wonders and dangers lurked beyond the visible horizon? What were the chances of being killed en route, either going or coming back? Speculations and anxieties must have darkly entered personal thoughts and furtive conversations behind the captain’s back on the long, creaky voyage by boat across the Atlantic. When they finally reached the coast of Mexico, the journey was only partially over because now a whole new strange odyssey had to be forged over land to the center of the Aztec Empire. There were unknown landscapes, unfamiliar foods, and strange animals. For those among the Spanish bearing trinkets and trade goods, there was the potential for new friends; for those bearing arms, the certainty of new enemies. Landing on the Atlantic shore, the Spanish were only would-be conquistadors and had yet to conquer anything or anyone. Like the moment when the first-stage rocket falls away and other power sources take over as a rocket ship hurtles farther into space, the voyagers only knew that they would have new experiences whose implications could not have been foreseen.




  The trip in from the Mexican coast required weeks of overland travel by foot and horseback through terrain that was new to them but well known to the locals. The Spanish made use of the trails that the Aztec merchants, known as pochteca, had already used for centuries, slowly climbing up from the steamy jungles of the coast to the arid mountains of mid-continent. Communication along the trail was limited (how quickly could a native hinterland dweller have learned rudimentary Spanish, or the Spanish have learned any of the varied regional tongues?). Yet there were plenty of clues about the human geography as they approached the heart of the Aztecs’ Triple Alliance. Making their way through the highlands, the Spanish went against the flow of empty baskets that were headed to the coast and in the slipstream of full tumplines of commerce traveling inland. Houses started to appear closer and closer together, and the pathways became wider and more worn. There were more and more people, and they were speaking a greater variety of languages and wearing a greater variety of clothes. Locals on the pathways contrasted with the heavily laden pochteca, acting like the equivalent of the modern commuters whom we see on the fringes of Mumbai and Madrid and Manhattan: just a day bag, and dressed with a little extra flair.




  Although everything they heard and smelled was new, what the Spaniards saw as they approached the Mexican highlands was nonetheless utterly familiar. Their ability to read the landscape of population and productivity prepared them for the appearance of a city, and they were right. When they arrived at the place the locals called Tenochtitlan, they knew exactly what they were looking at and how it functioned:




  

    

      

        We saw the aqueduct that comes from Chapultepec to supply the town with sweet water, and at intervals along the three causeways the bridges which let the water flow from one part of the lake to another. We saw a multitude of boats upon the great lake, some coming with provisions, some going off loaded with merchandise . . . and we saw the terraced houses, and along the causeways the other towers and chapels that looked like fortresses. So, having gazed at all this and reflected upon it, we turned our eyes to the great marketplace and the host of people down there who were buying and selling. . . . And among us were soldiers who had been in many parts of the world, at Constantinople, all over Italy and at Rome; and they said they had never seen a market so well ordered, so large and so crowded with people.


      


    


  




  What should have been an incomprehensible moment of foreignness in the encounter between Old World and New, where there had never been direct contact, instead was instantly readable. Everything that the Spaniards expected in a city—the markets, the trading, the infrastructure—was right before their eyes. They innately understood that people had to rely on the import of food to the city in bulk and that people did not all go out to farm from their urban households. They immediately focused on the dense monumental center of the city with its pyramids and temples as the locus of political authority. And they marveled at the array of ornaments, decorations, and garments worn by the inhabitants, comparing their own memories of home as inferior to the finery of the Aztec capital.




  A little over a decade later, the Spanish experience was repeated at the ancient Inka capital of Cuzco in Peru, a continent away from Tenochtitlan. Cuzco is surrounded by mountains and getting there required a long trek from the Pacific coast. The ordeal was made more arduous by the steep climb up the Andes, where pathways required numerous stream crossings and backtracking. The Spanish arrived in the highlands after nearly two years of marching and conflict, in which they had immersed themselves in the fratricidal civil war of the Inka rulership along the way. Yet the capital itself had remained relatively unscathed, such that the Spanish explorer Pedro Sancho witnessed Cuzco as an intact and functioning city. He described well-built houses and fortification walls and wrote about the entire range of urban infrastructure from spacious plazas to mundane conduits with a glowing sense of admiration, concluding that




  

    

      

        the city of Cuzco, being the primary place where the lords made their residence, is so great and so beautiful and with so many buildings that it would be worthy to be seen in Spain.


      


    


  




  Europeans’ experiences with New World cities like Tenochtitlan and Cuzco provide the nearest thing to a laboratory condition for capturing the universality of the urban form. The Spanish were able to understand and negotiate the magnificent capitals of the Aztecs and the Inka because those cities looked exactly like what the explorers themselves had experienced back home. Yet there had been no contact between people in Europe or Asia with people in the Americas; each place had evolved its own urban centers completely independently. Shaped by cognitive opportunities and constraints in a brain that was the same the world over, people created the exact same template for crowd-based living, with neighborhoods, open spaces, monumental architecture, and housing whose sizes and styles varied according to the social status of the occupants.




  The architecture of cities—including buildings and the infrastructure of water, waste, and transportation—not only diversified the types of built environments that people lived in but also expanded the repertoire of social engagements. In cities, people could suppress their tribal impulses to fight by refocusing on the density and variety of ways to satisfy desires for food, objects, and goods. The people who inhabited the first cities used economic strategies such as the division of labor in workshops, where each person efficiently made only a part of an object, with the result that many more objects could be made. Economies of scale also were achieved through the acquisition of raw materials in bulk and from many different sources. Those economies of scale in turn brought into existence new institutions like urban temples and warehouses that were a source of wealth and patronage but that also created new types of jobs for everyone from savants to sweepers. People used political strategies of taxation, contracts, insurance, and law to enforce expectations and demands, with a pooling of resources that could provide stability even when the turnover of actual people was high due to migration or urban epidemics (of which there are plenty documented in ancient sources).




  As a result of filling out their social roster to include a much larger variety of casual contacts and work relationships in cities, people almost unwittingly engaged with an impulse to align with their commonalities rather than to divide according to their differences. In the first cities in the area that is now Mexico, people constructed not only ritual buildings such as pyramids and temples but also ball courts as a distinctive form of architecture in which rival teams played a soccer-like game with a hard rubber ball. Like our own sports stadiums that are located within walking distance of downtown, those ancient ball courts were located right in the heart of the city next to the temples and palaces of the elites. In the areas of South America where the Inka were later to grow their empire, the attractors to urban life included ritual sites focused on the deity known as the Staff God, depicted in majestic command on top of monumental gateways as was the case at Tiwanaku or brooding deep underground like the stone sculpture at Chavín.




  The Spanish experience in the New World echoes our own recognition that wherever people make them, cities have the same component parts: streets and neighborhoods, markets and government buildings, open spaces and crowded alleyways. There are places for entertainment and places for education. The necessary connectivities of infrastructure, like water supplies and roads and bridges, are exhibits of sober engineering but also a celebration of soaring architectural achievement and even a little urban “branding.” There are areas in which the wealthiest people reside, and there are slums where the poorest residents take shelter. There are merchants and bookkeepers and teachers who constitute a middle stratum of rank and wealth whose houses and possessions reflect a preoccupation with status and comfort as well as a capacity to buy the little extras of urban decor. And although the religious tradition is different from place to place, people clearly demarcated the sites of ritual activity with monumental buildings and grand surrounding spaces.




  Long-ago explorers used cities as their destinations and nodes of contact, finding in them a logic and regularity that transcended cultural differences and enabled them to get what they needed as they went from place to place. When the Roman Empire began to grow, people were connected not by land but by water, and their conquests across the Mediterranean first targeted urban centers like Athens and Carthage as staging points for a growing international trade network. And when the Romans extended their networks far to the east and south through Arabian and African intermediaries, their knowledge of distant places was gleaned through the people from intervening ports of call. The most distant contacts were in India, but the Romans described the subcontinent’s cities with an accuracy that has since been confirmed by indigenous texts and archaeological evidence from the subcontinent.




  The Romans weren’t the only ones using cities to punctuate their travels. In central Asia over two thousand years ago, merchants, pilgrims, and soldiers of fortune crossed vast expanses of desert by caravan to the oasis cities of the Silk Road. In the Middle East, people traveled a well-worn pathway of connect-the-dots from the Arabian Peninsula to the grand suqs of Cairo and then across the sands of the Sahara to Timbuktu and Mali in west Africa. In the Indian subcontinent, they followed the Ganges River along a vast network of ancient cities stretching from Afghanistan in the north to the island of Sri Lanka in the south. In China, early dynastic rulers conquered their predecessors’ urban palaces and markets, enfolding the antiquity of place into a legitimation of the present. By the time Europeans engaged in the frenzy of Renaissance exploration that featured the Spanish encounter with Mexico and Peru, they were merely following a long-standing strategy of capture focused on the port cities where commodities came from the hinterlands. Using their familiarity with the mannerisms and social configurations of cities, they tapped into vast networks of trade without setting foot in the unknown terrain of the backcountry.




  The Urban Map




  Long before cities came into being, our ancestors had the capacity for dead reckoning and mental mapmaking. As they moved around the landscape, they made use of natural markers such as trees and stony outcrops to create cognitive maps of movements and desires for themselves. When the natural world became subordinate to the built environment, as increasingly became the case in cities, there were many more ways for people to mark the spaces of their movements from home to work to school to entertainment venues and back again. There were shops and alleyways and distinctive street angles. There were monuments of all kinds: a temple or an obelisk or a minaret. There were signs, sometimes in writing but more often symbolic, like the abstraction of barbershop poles or the display of wares through a shop window. Even things that might otherwise be characterized as mobile, like a pushcart or a homeless person or an animal tethered to a doorpost, served as tools of urban way finding.




  By comparison to the dynamic way that we know people move around in a city every day, the maps we create to depict ancient cities are flat and static. Publishers usually hate to have illustrations in a book, so they try to limit authors’ use of images for reasons of cost and editorial convenience. As a result, a single map often serves as the illustration for centuries of urban history: you might get just one cartographic representation of the city of Rome (or, for that matter, the entire Roman Empire). In order to be efficient, a cartographer shows the city at its maximal extent. That’s fairly misleading, because the first inhabitants certainly never saw anything but the beginnings of an urban idea as they threaded their way through the frenzied building activity that was just starting to anchor their ancient downtowns. In their flow of movements through the urban sphere, they were constantly having to update their mental maps with new buildings that sprang up and the disappearance of older structures that were torn down. Temples that had been built to accommodate a few dozen people, or a few hundred, were almost instantly outgrown and enticed their followers to expand the premises upward and outward. And mighty city walls were just someone’s idea yet to be made real through the sweaty labor of construction. Long after the walls had been started, they might still be just a work in progress that was short enough to walk over or truncated enough to walk around, a little bump of linear topography that was hard to take seriously as a form of protection or deterrent to warfare.




  Over the long generations of urban buildup, residents would have experienced a different metropolis from one generation to the next, and few would ever have seen their city at its fullest extent the way that we look at a map of it now. It was not just the monuments and walls that underwent change in ancient cities. The first residential structures would have been thrown together in a hurry to accommodate migrants pouring into the budding metropolis. Drawn in by any of the number of things that sparked the first settlements in a particular spot—a handy place for trade, a good source of raw materials, a royal decree, or a religious vision—the first settlers might not have come with the intention of making their residences permanent. But when they mended their houses after a season or two of rain and sun, their acts of patching and upgrades served as an acknowledgment that they would be staying. Meanwhile, others in the vicinity were making the same calculation, resulting in a dense network of other houses and shops and pathways and playgrounds. Along with those fledgling neighborhoods—we probably should call them slums—were the households of wealthy patrons and the middlebrow residences of project managers and workshop owners who had come into the city to take advantage of its growing population, to make new products, and to participate in new forms of consumption in education and entertainment.




  We rarely find the remains of those flimsy initial structures, in part because studies of the “ordinary people” of ancient metropolitan centers don’t have quite the pizzazz (or the funding-agency appeal) of tombs and temples. But even the maps of monumental architecture are misleading because they obscure the growing pains and false starts that characterize durable structures as much as ephemeral ones. We know from textual studies that people often rebuilt major urban structures in ways that renovated the earlier buildings out of existence entirely. Just as we do today, ancient architects could enlarge structures in ways that dwarfed the original ground plan, reface or reroof buildings in ways that changed their function and style, or repurpose a building’s component parts for the sake of making new constructions elsewhere. Sometimes the process was sparked by rulers proudly “improving” their predecessors’ creations, and sometimes there were factors completely out of human control, like the earthquakes that frequently toppled the grand constructions of Roman and Greek cities. With so many different human and natural actions, any map would quickly become obsolete.
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