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Introduction 

The building of cities has a long and complex history. Although city planning as an 

organized profession has existed for less than a century, all cities display various degrees 

of forethought and conscious design in their layout and functioning. 

 

Early humans led a nomadic existence, relying on hunting and gathering for sustenance. 

Between 8,000 and 10,000 years ago, systematic cultivation of plants and the 

domestication of animals allowed for more permanent settlements. During the fourth 

millennium B.C., the requirements for the "urban revolution" were finally met: the 

production of a surplus of storable food, a system of writing, a more complex social 

organization, and technological advances such as the plough, potter's wheel, loom, and 

metallurgy.  

Cities exist for many reasons, and the diversity of urban forms can be traced to the 

complex functions that cities perform. Cities serve as centers of storage, trade, and 

manufacture. The agricultural surplus from the surrounding countryside is processed and 

distributed in cities. Cities also grew up around marketplaces, where goods from distant 

places could be exchanged for local products. Throughout history, cities have been 

founded at the intersections of transportation routes, or at points where goods must shift 

from one mode of transportation to another, as at river and ocean ports.  

Religious elements have been crucial throughout urban history. Ancient peoples had 

sacred places, often associated with cemeteries or shrines, around which cities grew. 

Ancient cities usually had large temple precincts with monumental religious buildings. 

Many medieval cities were built near monasteries and cathedrals.  

Cities often provide protection in a precarious world. During attacks, the rural populace 

could flee behind city walls, where defence forces assembled to repel the enemy. The 

wall served this purpose for millennia, until the invention of heavy artillery rendered 

walls useless in warfare. With the advent of modern aerial warfare, cities have become 

prime targets for destruction rather than safe havens.  

Cities serve as centers of government. In particular, the emergence of the great nation-

states of Europe between 1400 and 1800 led to the creation of new capital cities or the 

investing of existing cities with expanded governmental functions.  

Constraints on City Form 



Cities are physical artifacts inserted into a preexisting natural world, and natural 

constraints must be respected if a settlement is to survive and prosper. Cities must 

conform to the landscape in which they are located, although technologies have 

gradually been developed to reorganize the land to suit human purposes. Moderately 

sloping land provides the best urban site, but spectacular effects have been achieved on 

hilly sites such as San Francisco, Rio de Janeiro, and Athens.  

Climate influences city form. For example, streets have been aligned to take advantage 

of cooling breezes, and arcades designed to shield pedestrians from sun and rain. The 

architecture of individual buildings often reflects adaptations to temperature, rainfall, 

snow, wind and other climatic characteristics.  

Cities must have a healthy water supply, and locations along rivers and streams, or near 

underground watercourses, have always been favored. Many large modern cities have 

outgrown their local water supplies and rely upon distant water sources diverted by 

elaborate systems of pipes and canals.  

City location and internal structure have been profoundly influenced by natural 

transportation routes. Cities have often been sited near natural harbors, on navigable 

rivers, or along land routes determined by regional topography.  

Finally, cities have had to survive periodic natural disasters such as earthquakes, 

hurricanes, tornados, and floods. The San Francisco earthquake of 1906 demonstrated 

how natural forces can undo decades of human labor in a very short time.  

 

 

 What is the climate like?  
 What is the natural landscape like?  
 What is the water supply? 
 Transportation routes? 
 What natural or human-made disasters is this city particularly susceptible to (e.g., 

earthquakes, hurricanes, nuclear accidents)?  
 What events have had a significant impact on the city's history (e.g., a major 

earthquake or fire, an economic recession or depression, an influx of refugees, 
invasion, floods)?  

 If you were planning for this city's future, what specific information about the city's 
geography and history would you find particularly important and helpful to know 
about?  

 


