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Abstract – Townscape as a theory has been inactive in general academic context since the 1970s down to 

the beginning of the 21st century. However, its application has become of significant value in monitoring 

and control of rapid urbanization and globalization. It may be likened to the concept and definition of 

“Landscape”, which is described through an artist’s eyes as not only the representation of individual objects 

perceived on a piece of land, rather it visualizes the whole elements on the land together within the 

characteristics of aesthetic values. This suggests that the primary objective of Townscapes is the 

representation of urban attractiveness or aesthetics. This paper reviews the concept of Townscape through 

its historical undertones down to its application as a tool for evaluating urban development in the context 

of aesthetical values. A literature review method is adopted for the purpose of this study whereby the study 

is divided into a theoretical construct, visual translations, and assessment function. The resultant idea of 

this study presents Townscape thinking as a tool that is adoptable for urban visual perception by creating 

essential nexus between historical, theoretical and contemporary urban development scenarios.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Townscape Theory is an urban design philosophy that emphasizes the visual and emotional experience 

of cities [1]. The townscape concept can be regarded as a basis for architects and planners to channel the 

emotional focus of observers to the appearance of the city [2]. The concept comprehends that the physical 

form of urban spaces is influenced and determined by the shape and mass of the buildings and ambience of 

its environment. The concept creates a nexus which is only perceived psychologically and physically by 

the observer relative to the shape and arrangement of urban spaces [3].The theory emphasizes the 

establishment of a sense of place through organized placement of spaces, buildings and streets, by adopting 

elements like focal points, the serial vision and comprehension of how people perceive places in order to 

evoke emotion that transform cities into more meaningful and engaging environments [3], [4].         

 

A. Serial Vision  

In his book Concise Townscape, Gorden Cullen defined serial vision as "the changing views experienced 

by pedestrians while moving through spaces in a built environment [1]. This definition effectively describes 

Townscape as the art of relationship between different urban elements. The three major principles expressed 

by serial vision are: 
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i. Sequential Experience: This is the looping together of scenes (in form of pictures) that occur as one 

moves across the city, thereby creating a narrative of the city. 

ii. Sudden Revelations: This describes the feeling gotten as a pedestrian walks along curved paths or 

turns a corner. Through this action, an entirely new view is suddenly revealed, shifting from the 

current view to an emergent view which creates a dramatic effect laced with curiosity and surprise. 

iii. "Here and There" experience: This concept describes an urban space into a complex of "here" 

(which is the immediate enclosed space) and the "there" (which is the imminent destination or a 

revealed space). This process of experiencing an urban space promotes a wholesome sense of 

discovery. 

The serial vision concept by Cullen which he represented through his numerous sketches (see Figure 1),  

depicts the imagined views from scenes marked upon accompanying floor plans of buildings and built 

environments, hence portraying the dramatic contrast and juxtaposition of heavy forms with open and 

enclosed spaces [5]. 

 
 

Fig. 1 Gordon Cullen drawings depicting serial vision as published within the book Townscape (1961) 

 

B. Focal Point 

A focal point, otherwise referred to as the ‘Anchor of Attention’, acts as vertical symbolism in a central 

locus of interest that grasps attention via visual attraction within a city. Types of Focal Points include 

elements that draw the attention of the eye at the end of a vista like monuments, towers (vertical structures), 

sculptures, unique landscapes and landmarks. 

II. MATERIALS AND METHOD 

This paper attempts to demonstrate the relevance of Townscape by utilizing a literature review 

methodology. It centers on reviewing the concept of Townscape through its historical undertones down to 

its application as a tool for evaluating urban development in the context of aesthetical values.  

The review is divided into three sections, while the first part analyses the theoretical constructs of 

Townscape through its historical evolution, the second part focuses on the visual perception contexts, 

whereby analysis of images and its translation and representations is studied. The third and final part looks 

into the adoption of Townscape as an aassessment function for evaluating urban development values. 

Conclusively, the entire review method attempts to promote the recognition and position of Townscape 

through its origin and formation as a process for evaluating the development of urban design process. 

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

A. Theoretical constructs of Townscape 
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Literature identified that Townscape dominated most of the popular literature on urban design since the 

Second World War in the United Kingdom. The terminology seems to have originated from Hissey [6] 

whose record of townscapes of English towns redefined the romance of cities of that era. The term 

Townscape was similarly recognised outside of the United Kingdom as ‘urban landscape’, used frequently 

across Europe, although Townscape became more popularly used by architects and British geographers like 

Smailes [7],[8]. Townscape was regarded by architects as a concept that reemphasized tradition, character 

and diversity in direct distinction to the popular uniformity of the Modern Movement [9]. The Townscape 

methodology to urban analysis controlled the planning ideology for a considerable period notwithstanding 

its criticism as a sub-theoretical apparatuses for partial analysis and prescription for change in British as 

identified in Ian Nairn’s works [10]. Its application remains a vital consideration factor within the nexus of 

professional cum public perspective of existing and future environments [8]. 

Studies by Anthony Raynsford, in the text "Urban contrast and Neo-Toryism”, which centered on the 

social and political symbolism of Townscape campaign by Architectural Review, traced the roots and 

growth of Townscape ideologies chronologically as a political and social project that is linked to the history 

of British planning theories [11]. The study contended that Townscape theorized an anti-collectivist society 

model that is bound together through composite ecology of personalized differences that are developed 

according to individual distinctive cultural character or bias rather than through a consensus of viewpoints. 

It posited that the Townscape ideologies naturalized these differences and biases through a tripartite model 

that links social classes with a symbolic construct of society expressed as nature. Acknowledging the 

significance of these political and social symbolisms permits the redefinition of Townscape's restructuring 

of social complexities [12]. The theoretical constructs drawn from Townscape ideology, forms a collection 

of approaches applicable in urban design studies that originates from the human visual perception to solving 

urban spatial problems.  

Although the Townscape Campaign responded more to the British conservation practices, it became 

notable for its opposition to the technological determinism offered by the avant-garde. However, from early 

1970 to mid-1970, the Townscape campaign became overcast and was replaced in 1975 by "the Collage 

City" by Colin Rowe [13]. Table 1 below gives an overview of the history of Townscape campaign with 

major publications on the context [14].  

Table 1. Summary of the History of Townscape Campaign with related literature  

S/N PERIOD TIMELINE PROPONENTS RELATED PUBLICATIONS 

1 Initiation 

Phase  

1937 Pevsner Pioneers of the Modern Movement 

1939 John Piper London to Bath: a topographical and critical 

survey of the Bath Road 

1942 Hultzsch Architectural history from eye-level: 

Nikolaus Pevsner's ‘Treasure Hunts’ in the 

Architectural Review 

1944 Hastings Exterior Furnishing or Sharawaggi: The Art 

of Making Urban Landscape 

1945 Pevsner Frenchay Common or Workaday Sharawaggi 

2.  Development 

Phase 

1950 Architectural 

Records 

Man Made America 

1953 Cullen Prairie Planning in the New Towns 

1953 Richard The failure of the New Towns 

1955 Ian Nairn Outrage 

1956 Ian Nairn Counter-Attack 

1968 Banham Revenge of the Picturesque: English 

Architectural Polemics, 1945-1965 

1969 Hasting Manplan 

3. Ending Phase 1971 Cullen The concise Townscape 

1971 Ivor de Wolfe (by 

Hastings) 

Civilia. The End of Sub Urban Man    

1972 Hastings End of serialization of “Civilia” 

1980 Hastings The Alternative Society 
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B. Townscape as Visual Perception Tool 

The term Visuality which is defined as the quality of being visual (mental image) is often used in 

describing cultural creation emanating through the interplay of visual media on physical locations. The 

history of visuality has evolved through time into lenses that shows how architecture has transformed 

through time. The theoretical framework on which visuality is projected comprised of visual culture, which 

considers the nexus and complexities of architecture and cities, as a technique and paradigm that influence 

urban space development [15]. 

Studies suggest that Townscape campaign centered largely on visual perception. When discussing the 

evolution of Townscape as a theory, the inevitable invocation of a vision of Gordon Cullen's evocative 

drawings of the existing Townscapes are called up, which tended to overshadow the role of photography in 

developing the Townscape philosophy. The art of Photography provided Townscape proponents with case 

study materials full of good and bad representations adopted in the process of reaching wider public 

audience away from the usual boundaries of architectural discourse. The classical Cullen's book on 

Townscape featured more of photographs than drawings, which significantly could be perceived as a major 

accessory through which a new mode of architectural photography is established [16].  

In modern times, Townscape serves to abridge between technical planning and real human experience, 

thereby ensuring that cities are not only functional, but visually rewarding and engaging for residents too 

[17]. Some of the fundamental components of Townscape as visual perception instrument includes; 

i. The Dynamic Experience: this is technically an element of the Serial Vision concept which refers 

to the action of "jerk-disjoint-jerk" experience while walking through the streets of a city with the 

unfolding of scenery, perceived in a hypnotic manner rather than a single fixed plan [18]. 

ii. The Visual Analysis and Evaluation: This method acts as a technique for assessing the visual 

value of buildings, streetscapes, city blocks as well as natural features, with the aim to foster 

balance between variety and coherence [19].  

iii. The Genius Loci or “Sense of Place”: This refers to a technique in Townscape that focuses on 

identification and enhancement of distinctive characters of a place [20].  

iv. Quantitative and Qualitative Assessment method: In the case of Modern applications, this system 

is applied for combining subjective human evaluation with that of quantitative systems like 

Virtual reality, Machine Learning and Computer Vision in to mapping and identification of key 

scenes [21]. 

v. The Sequential Perspective Drawing: Refers to the method utilized by observers when walking a 

route, while documenting the "before and after" views observed along the way with the aim of 

analysing the spatial relationships [22]. 

Townscape ideology as a visual movement built around Architectural Records publications, can be 

identified as one of the most characteristic conduits for a theoretical construct by way of embracing the 

visual methodologies in a moderate urban movement within the modern era. This is demonstrated within 

the major publications, some of which is listed in Table 2 on the context of broader urban discourse [14].   

Table 2. Summary of Writings as Monographs in the review of theoretical constructs of Townscape and visual perception  

S/N TIMELINE PROPONENTS WRITINGS  

1 1955 Ian Nairn outrage,  Counter-Attack 

2 1961 Golden Cullen Townscape 

3 1963 Hastings The Italian Townscape 

4 1969 Hastings Manplan 

5 1971 Golden Cullen The concise Townscape 

6 1971 Ivor de Wolfe (Hastings) Civilia, The End of Sub Urban Man 

7 1980 Hastings The Alternative Society 

 

C. Townscape as an Assessment Function for Evaluating Urban Development Values 

Literature reveals that as far back as the early 1990s, Townscape became popular in the English Historic 

Towns Forum of 1992 where it represented value in the quality of building detail. On the other hand, quality 

of spaces was reigning as the focus in American surveys in the context of exploring notable visual 

preferences through photography [23]. More so, recent literature has suggests that Townscape in 
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conjunction with other methodologies can be adopted as criteria for evaluating performance in the built 

environment [24]. Reeve et. al (2007), provided a connection between Townscape method of urban 

structure assessment and aesthetics in determining the efficacy of Townscape Heritage Initiative (THI) 

regeneration programme in the UK. His study combined such indicators for scoring Townscape quality in 

Townscape Assessment (TA) as environmental awareness, street furniture, green spaces (vegetation), 

building character, building maintenance, selected features (water spaces, play grounds, public eating 

facilities, public toilets), sky lines, streets quality, boundary maintenance, functional diversity, pedestrian 

environment, community compliances etc. [3].  

Through a number of existing studies, preliminary set of variables for describing townscape quality are 

expressed as: 

i. General impression: 

• Character of buildings 

• Maintenance of buildings 

• Grouping of buildings 

ii. Detailed observation: 

• Character of boundaries 

• Maintenance of boundaries 

• Street furniture 

• Street amenities 

• Street maintenance 

• Plantings (shrubs, flowers, trees and lawns) 

Extended variables can thus be expressed as follows: 

i. Built form, with relevance on (human scale, buildings design detail, functional variety and 

permeability) 

ii. Green space, with relevance on (presence of greens, variety/species/forms, seasonal vision and 

maintenance) 

iii. Public space, with relevance on (design quality, edge feature, quality cleanliness and 

maintenance) 

iv. Water bodies, with relevance on (presence of water bodies and maintenance)  

v. Explicit heritage 

vi. Street furniture design 

vii. Skyline quality 

IV. CONCLUSION 

This paper reviewed the concept of Townscape through its historical and theoretical construct down to its 

application as a tool for evaluating urban development in the context of aesthetical values. The study and 

review of literature revealed the theories, discussions and proponents of Townscape over the years. It went 

further to discourse on its value as a visual perception tools in cities and urban development. The study 

concluded with the review of the assessment function of Townscape. The resultant idea of this study 

presents Townscape thinking as a tool that is adoptable for urban visual perception by creating essential 

nexus between historical, theoretical and contemporary urban development scenarios. Finally, the ideas 

revealed in the context of assessment function can project the use of Townscape in the evaluation of city 

developments and urban aesthetics.  
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