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“Houses make a town, but citizens a city.”

The Social Contract

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 1762






Introduction

The history of mankind is the history of the city. It is no accident that cities and writing both appeared in Egypt and Mesopotamia at about the same time around 4000BC, as societies grew large enough and complex enough to require record-keeping. Cities, therefore, can speak to us from the past, and if there is one constant citizen in all of them it is the scribe, the archivist, the historian or the novelist who documents the momentous events in its rise, grandeur or decline. And the cartographer, who charts the physical aspect of the city in maps, plans and panoramas, providing us with some sense of how the city looked, its layout, growth and organisation.

History of Cities in Maps looks at the development of the places where over half of us now live (a proportion expected to reach nearly 70 per cent by 2050), presenting maps of over 60 of the greatest cities in world history, each of which illustrates a key moment in the development of urban life. For some it is a technical innovation, such as the invention of sewerage in Mohenjo-daro (in what is now Pakistan), for others, reflections of military might (such as ancient Rome) or wealth gained through trade (as in China’s Chang’an) or the bringing of artificial light to the city (which London pioneered in 1807). They range in time from 2500BC – the height of Mohenjo-daro – to the present day, a span of over four-and-a-half millennia, and include three cities that have disappeared completely (Babylon, Priene and Mohenjo-daro), three which were almost totally reshaped on the ruins of the old (Tenochtitlán, Cusco and Chang’an), one which has yet to be built, and a large majority that have grown, either over centuries or mere decades, to their present form.

But how did it all begin, and what constitutes a city (as opposed to a town or village)? The first faint stirrings of urbanism happened around 9000BC when the development of agriculture encouraged people to become more sedentary, as they needed to be close to the crops and herds they were tending, and as they created surpluses which could allow society the luxury of specialists such as potters or priests. By around 7,000 years ago the process had advanced far enough to produce small walled towns such as Jericho in today’s West Bank and Çatalhöyük on Turkey’s Anatolian Plateau, where around 10,000 people lived in a dense cluster of cube-like mud-brick houses. Living off farming and a trade in obsidian, volcanic glass from nearby Nemrut Dağ, they also left the world’s first town plan on a fresco which depicts the volcano’s eruption.

[image: The fresco found on a wall at Çatalhöyük shows a grid of rectangles (at the bottom) representing the settlement’s houses, with a faint red triangle at the top left depicting the nearby volcano of Nemrut Dağ erupting.]
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Yet Çatalhöyük was not quite a city. Over time, the determining factors of city status have included size (though at the start of urban history, a population of around 20,000 seems to have counted as a city, whereas now that would be generally regarded as a very small town), the possession of a cathedral (a parochial British definition), the granting of some kind of municipal charter, or merely possessing enough political clout to claim the title unchallenged.

The reality is a little more intangible. Cities have always been places to which incomers have been drawn because they see a social or economic advantage in doing so: medieval Germany had an expression, Stadtluft macht frei (“city air frees you”), referring to the belief that serfs would be liberated of their obligation after living for a year and a day in a city. Once in urban areas, people created networks, of family members, of patron–client relationships, of groups of artisans that gave city life a multiplier effect: innovations and trends that would simply die out in villages were spread and disseminated in the creative cauldron of a city.

Allied to networks is trade, the lifeblood of many cities, acting both as markets through which goods both vital and exotic flowed, and as vast reservoirs of consumption, sucking in food and materials from the surrounding countryside. When the Spanish conquistadors came across the vast Aztec marketplace in Tlatelolco near Tenochtitlán in 1519, they were struck by the huge range of goods available to the 60,000 people who frequented it each day: from precious stones to exotic bird feathers, jaguar skins, honey paste, firewood and beans.

Cities, too, are generally characterised by monumental public buildings, though a few, such as Mohenjo-daro, seem to lack these. But the bulk have grand buildings, such as Rome with its Colosseum, Moscow’s St Basil’s Cathedral or Isfahan’s Shah Mosque. Cities provide public services of some kind: even in the legendary squalor of medieval European cities, efforts were made to keep the streets clean, and Imperial Rome had its (somewhat ineffective) fire services. These are generally run by a city authority to some extent independent of the national ruler, their powers often (and particularly in the earlier European cities) laid down by charter.

An efficiently run city placed squarely on trade routes, and with a growing population, becomes a store of wealth that excites the jealousy of others. Most early cities, therefore had walls (and again, Mohenjo-daro is an exception) which long kept them constrained within their bounds. Attacks by others are one of the main challenges cities have faced throughout history: the sack of Baghdad by the Mongols in 1258, in which tens of thousands were killed and the last Abbasid caliph trampled to death inside a rolled-up carpet, is just one example of the scores of assaults suffered by almost every city described in this book. Disease is the second main challenge cities have faced. In the pre-modern period, epidemics of infectious diseases were an ever-present challenge, with the Black Death pandemic of 1347–50 – which killed around a third of the population of Europe and the Middle East, and more in some urban areas – the most notable.

[image: The Codex Sigüenza map was created in the indigenous tradition some time after the Spanish conquest of 1519–21. It shows important locations in the migration of the Mexica people from their traditional homeland of Aztlán to the spot where an eagle perched on a cactus holding a snake marked the future site of Tenochtitlán (see page 40).]
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Acquiring their daily bread has been a third challenge for the citizens of most cities over time: simply feeding the city has required a hinterland many times the footprint of the urban area itself, as, divorced from their rural past, city-dwellers’ ability to feed themselves unaided has been limited. Failure on the part of the city authorities to achieve this has often led to disorder; the discontents of city-folk are manifold, and riots are a constant feature in the annals of cities over time (though few as unexpected as the deaths of 22 people in New York in 1849 over a theatre performance).

Cities have been shaped by all these forces: money, war, the successes and failures of urban and national governments to provide for them and develop them, and the shifting vagaries of global economic balances. Nothing, though, has stopped the onward march of urban life, as the millions who lived in cities in 2000BC have been surpassed by the billions who did so in AD2000. There are serious challenges posed by the acceleration of the rate of growth experienced by cities in recent decades. Levels of pollution have increased, with implications for the health of the residents, while in many cities the proportion of people living in informal districts, or slums, has increased, with little access to public services like health, education or even clean water. Climate instability, which has made life for rural dwellers even harder, and the civil wars and insurgencies that plague many developing countries, have pushed more people into cities, creating even more problems for the municipal authorities already struggling to cope. And the emergence of Covid-19 in 2019–20 has shown that the blight of epidemic diseases is not a thing of the past and can strike even cities in rich, industrialised countries with a devastating toll of death and disruption.

Yet despite it all the ranks of the more than four billion city dwellers continue to swell, and that surge shows no signs of diminishing. The history of mankind may have been the history of the city, but it seems sure that the city will be mankind’s future.

[image: The projection of how the artificial city of Oceanix Busan might look shows how its component hexagonal models tesselate to form a larger urban network (see page 222).]
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Cities Get Healthy

Mohenjo-daro, c 2500BC

People need water and people produce waste, large quantities of it. The million inhabitants of Imperial Rome at its height in the 1st century AD are estimated to have created around 450 tonnes in weight of excrement each day, much of it finding its way into the less-than-pristine waters of the River Tiber. The history of cities is in large part the story of their management, or in many cases mismanagement, of the business of providing their citizens with water, and the safe disposal of waste.

The plan shows the earliest city to crack the problem, two thousand years before the Romans built their grand covered sewer, the Cloaca Maxima (so pleased were they with it that they even had a dedicated goddess for sewage, Cloacina). Mohenjo-daro, in Sindh in Pakistan, was founded around 2500BC at the height of the Indus Valley Civilisation, which constituted a string of similar cities (notably Harappa, Lothal and Dholavira), whose level of urban organisation far surpassed contemporary rivals in Egypt, Mesopotamia and China. The plan, from the report on the 1945 excavations by the British archaeologist Mortimer Wheeler, shows the “Citadel”, one of the most prominent features of the site, an artificial hill some 7 to 15 metres (23 to 50 feet) high on which the largest of the city’s structures were built.

The grid pattern evident on the map already indicates a planned settlement: the lower city to the east of the citadel is a dizzying grid of blocks covering around 385 by 225 metres (420 by 250 yards), subdivided by lanes, some of them dog-legged, possibly as a protection against the wind. One of the most striking features on the Citadel is the Great Bath (labelled as “Bath” on the plan), a huge water tank, around 12 by 7 metres (40 by 23 feet) in area, and 2.4 metres (8 feet) deep, proofed against leakages with a layer of bitumen, and accessed by wide staircases to the north and south.

The exact function of the tank is unclear – as for many of the city’s buildings – but it most probably had some role in purification rituals, and it is evident that to keep it filled with water required sophisticated plumbing. This, Mohenjo-daro had in abundance. More than 700 wells have been discovered in the city, most brick-lined to strengthen them, and largely around a metre (3.25 feet) in diameter, although one giant is double that size. Leading from the main residences is something even more extraordinary: a citywide network of covered drains to supply fresh water and take away wastewater. Many houses had rooms connected to the system, which seem to have been private bathing chambers. Some of these were on an upper storey, requiring even more complex plumbing. The system was well maintained, too; small piles of grey-green sand at the edges of the sewers suggest they were regularly scoured to avoid becoming blocked up.

The Citadel had other grand structures, labelled on Wheeler’s map as the “Granary” (though none of the finds there support this attribution) and the “College” which, it is theorised, was some kind of hostel for priests, though its 71-by-25-metre (323-by-82-foot) bulk could have housed hundreds of residents. The ambiguity is typical of Mohenjo-daro, aggravated by our inability to decipher its writing system, which appears on hundreds of clay seals, impressed with images of animals (oxen, buffalo and an Indus “unicorn”, which is the most common, but may represent a mythical creature) and script symbols in an unknown language.

Despite all attempts to break its code, the Indus Valley script remains stubbornly opaque. As a result, key aspects of Mohenjo-daro’s culture remain a mystery. The city has none of the palaces, or indeed the temples, found in most other large urban settlements in the ancient world. Despite the labelling of one of the most striking sculptures found on the site – a soapstone statue of a man with pierced earlobes, a ribbon headband and a trefoil pattern cloak – as the “Priest king”, there is no evidence the city was ruled by priests, or indeed of any hierarchy at all. Some arrowheads and clay ball missiles have been found, but there is no sign of a warrior class, nor much in the way of defences; the city had no walls, and only a few guard-towers.

There clearly was some form of guiding organisation. The maintenance of the sewer system tells us that, as well as the regularity of the measures discovered, which are all based on the weight of a black-and-red ratti seed (around 13.7 grams or half an ounce) in multiples of 2, 4, 8 and 16. The city also traded extensively – some of its seals have been found in Mesopotamia, and its merchants seem to have acquired turquoise from Afghanistan, jade from Tibet or Myanmar and copper from Mesopotamia. The community, too, was strong enough to survive several floods from the Indus river that ran alongside the city. By 1700BC, though, the site was abandoned: one theory suggests that a final devastating flood made it uninhabitable, others that the shifting of the course of the Indus, which now runs around a kilometre (0.6 miles) away, made the balance between water and life untenable.

Deserted, the city’s structures collapsed, though a Buddhist stupa was built atop the Citadel in the 2nd century AD. The decay was aggravated by the rising of the water table beneath, the brick remains of Mohenjo-daro sucking in salt, which crystallised and then caused the bricks to simply crumble away in heavy rain. It also made investigating the earlier stages of the city’s development almost impossible: the final excavations in 1965 pumped enough water out to dig 10 metres down, but then the archaeologists’ trench flooded and collapsed. Just as water gave the city life, and was harnessed by the inhabitants to create possibly the ancient world’s cleanest city, so water destroyed it and continues to frustrate attempts to fully understand it.

[image: From The Indus Civilization by Sir Mortimer Wheeler / © Cambridge University Press / reproduced with permission of the Licensor through PLSclear / Australian National University Archives: Basham Collection, ANUA 682-35, Mohenjo-daro: plans of Mohenjo-Daro citadel, heights in feet above sea level, 1968]
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City of the Tower

Babylon, c 600BC

The map overleaf, by the distinguished French Benedictine scholar Antoine Calmet (1672–1757), is dominated by the Tower of Babel, the most famous feature of one of the ancient world’s most famous cities. Appearing in Calmet’s Historical and Critical Dictionary of the Bible (1722–28), a work somewhat less popular than his later treatise on Hungarian vampires and revenants, it is largely based on an account by the 5th-century BC Greek historian Herodotus, writing when the city was still partially intact.

The Tower, or as it really was, the ziggurat of Etemenanki, the “House of the Foundation of Heaven and Earth”, is symbolic of Babylon’s image problem, lambasted by Biblical prophets like Micah and Jeremiah who were forever predicting its downfall, and characterised in the New Testament Book of Revelations as “the whore of Babylon”. The animus against the city derived from its role as the place of exile of the Jewish people after Jerusalem’s destruction by Babylon’s greatest ruler, Nebuchadnezzar, in 587BC, an event that fatally damaged the city’s subsequent reputation.

When Nebuchadnezzar came to the Babylonian throne in 604BC, the city was already 17 centuries old. First recorded around 2300BC, it remained a small, unassuming place under the sway of the Akkadians, Gutians and the Third Dynasty of Ur until Sumuabum, an Amorite from Syria, established an independent kingdom there around 1894BC. Little is known about this “Old Babylonian” phase of the city’s existence, although the sixth ruler of the dynasty, a certain Hammurabi (reigned 1792–1750BC), achieved enduring fame as the author of the world’s first substantial law-code, whose retributive penalties included severing the hand of a physician who caused the death of a noble patient. Hammurabi carved out a Babylonian empire in Mesopotamia, conquering previously mighty cities such as Ur, Nippur and Lagash, but his achievement was ephemeral. His son Samsu-iluna failed to hold the empire together and for the next thousand years Babylon was ruled by a succession of Hittites, Kassites, Akkadians and Assyrians.

Babylon retained a memory of its former greatness, and its relations with its foreign masters was fractious. In 689BC, the Assyrian ruler Sennacherib sacked it after a revolt and deported the whole population. Three generations later, however, Assyrian power was fraying, and a local magnate, Nabopolassar (reigned 625–605BC) seized power in Babylon and then, together with his Median and Scythian allies, sacked Nineveh, the Assyrian capital, in 612BC.

As Babylon began the most glorious phase in its history, Nabopolassar’s son Nebuchadnezzar II created the Babylon that Herodotus described, and that the first full excavation by the German archaeologist Robert Koldewey uncovered in 1898. He campaigned in Egypt, against the Lydians and the Kingdom of Judah, whose capital Jerusalem he stormed in 587BC, deporting most of its population back to Babylon. In between, Nebuchadnezzar built. At the end of the period, Babylon, with 200,000 inhabitants, was the world’s largest city, and its most magnificent.

The city was surrounded by a triple set of baked brick walls up to 8 metres (26 feet) thick, protected by a moat and studded with defensive towers. The city was entered by one of eight ceremonial gates dedicated to Babylonian deities, such as Sin, the moon god, Enlil the sky god, and the city’s patron deity, Marduk. The most splendid was in the north, dedicated to Ishtar, the love goddess, and decorated with a polychrome glazed frieze of dragons. Leading from this was a grand ceremonial avenue, the Aibur-shabu (“the enemy shall never pass”), along which statues of the gods were processed during the annual New Year Festival dedicated to Marduk and which was flanked by walls adorned with over 100 glazed-brick friezes of lions. To the west of the Processional Way lay the three palaces of Nebuchadnezzar. The southernmost had five great courtyards, in the third of which was sited the great throne of the king himself. Excavators found the remains of ancient wells in the palace, which suggested that it might have been the location of the fabled Hanging Gardens of Babylon, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, an extravagant oasis of greenery on a set of artificial tiers of which, sadly, all other trace has vanished.

Further along the Aibur-shabu lay the centrepiece of the city, the Esagila, the shrine complex of Marduk himself, and beside it the Etemenanki, whose base, a 90-metre (300-foot) square, rose to a similar height on eight tiered levels. At its very apex, Herodotus claims, was a shrine holding a table made with 22 tonnes of gold. The Babylonians themselves believed the tip of the ziggurat was where the Earth touched the heavens, and the story of the Tower of Babel, in which God punishes them by fracturing their previously universal language into a myriad of competing tongues both indicates awe at the size of the building and reflects the population of Babylon, made up in large part of other peoples forcibly transplanted there, such as the Jewish inhabitants.

The fate of the real Babylon mirrors that of the Tower. Nebuchadnezzar’s reign ended darkly, as he spent his final years sequestered in the palace, convinced that he was possessed by a demon. After his death in 562BC, his successors proved short-lived until finally, Nabonidus, a former general, took power in 555BC. His reign proved a disaster. The son of a priestess of the god Sin at Harran (now in southeastern Turkey), he devoted enormous resources to her temple, and then in 552BC moved the court, for reasons which are unclear, to the oasis of Tayma in northwestern Arabia. In his absence, the New Year Festival could not be conducted, and the revolts, the outbreaks of plague, the famines and the soaring prices that afflicted Babylonia, were all blamed on this neglect. When Cyrus of Persia attacked the city in 539BC, there was little will to resist and Babylon quickly surrendered.

Although it remained an important religious centre, Babylon was now just a provincial capital in the Achaemenid Persian Empire. Once more subject to foreign masters, its importance dwindled, and although Alexander the Great planned to make it the capital of his vast empire, his premature death there in 323BC meant Babylon’s downward slide continued. In 275BC, Seleucus I Nicator, one of Alexander’s successors, deported most of the city’s population and cannibalised its buildings to construct his own new capital at Seleucia-on-the-Tigris. By the 19th century, all that was left of the once mighty city, of the towering ziggurat and of the Hanging Gardens, were a few mounds and piles of mouldering bricks. That, and its reputation for licentiousness and the account by Herodotus that enabled a French monk to sketch an image of the city, over two millennia after its heyday.
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Theatre of Dreams

Athens, c 400BC

For centuries, Athens was seen as the archetype of the ancient city. Constitutional, scientific and literary ideas took root there that would spread and be echoed down into the modern era. It was the theatre both of dreams, where democracy first developed over 2,500 years ago, and of nightmares, where it collapsed scarcely a century later.

The map overleaf, by the English architect William Barnard Clarke, was drafted in 1832 for the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, a body established by Henry Brougham, champion of public education, opponent of the trade in enslaved people, and later British Lord Chancellor, who believed that “the progress of improvement among the People is chiefly obstructed by the want of Elementary works … written in a plain manner … and published at a low price”. The Society’s map of ancient Greece lay close to the heart of this project and was its most popular, selling over 30,000 copies. This companion map of Athens encapsulates a landscape that both resonated with 19th-century politicians’ self-image as champions of liberty, and is a palimpsest of the city’s dizzy rise to glory and heady fall from grace.

Athens was something of a late developer. The citadel – or Acropolis – had been occupied since Neolithic times up to 7,000 years ago, providing an easily defensible refuge whose internal spring meant attackers could not cut off its water supply. Great defensive Cyclopean walls were thrown up around 1400BC, giving rise to the legend that the city had been founded by the hero Theseus, helped by the goddess Athena who gave it the gift of the olive tree (much to the chagrin of Poseidon, who had wanted to be the city’s patron). Yet the Athenians did not participate in the early jostling for power among the infant Greek city states, nor join the colonising voyages around the Mediterranean in the 8th century BC.

A period of retraction followed, but by the mid-7th century BC the Athenians had absorbed the rest of Attica, crucially giving them a larger hinterland, a greater number of citizens, and so a wider pool of military recruits than any other state. The aristocratic rule which replaced the old monarchy aggravated social tensions, and in 594BC Solon began a radical revision of the way Athens was ruled. The old council of the Areopagus, meeting on the hill of that name and dominated by the Eupatridae (which translates as “sons of good fathers”), was replaced by a new Council of 400, based at the Bouleuterion (Council House) to the north. Poorer, free Athenians were given the right for the first time to vote in an assembly that gathered on the Pnyx Hill. For good measure, Solon also banned enslavement for debtors and broke up large, landed estates.

The experiment soon foundered as the aristocrats fought back, and the new rights were temporarily rolled back under Peisistratos, who ruled from 546BC as tyrant – in Greek thought not necessarily a bad ruler, merely a non-royal one. He, and his sons Hippias and Hipparchus, began the transformation of Athens. The old wooden shrines on the Acropolis were replaced by stone temples. To the northwest a new agora, or marketplace, was established, a large open square which became the political, judicial and religious hub of the city. Then, in 508–507BC, Kleisthenes overthrew Hippias and injected new life into Athenian politics by enlarging the Council (to 500), making it the decision-making body that decided on the business of the Assembly and establishing a system of election to public office by lots. Democracy, “government by the people”, it seemed, was here to stay.

It was the sense of having a stake in the city that made its citizens – who were only 15,000 out of a total ten times that number when women, foreigners and enslaved people were counted – fight so hard and overcome two Persian invasions that swept over Greece in 492 and 480BC. Part of the cost was the forced evacuation of Athens, as the Persian army of Xerxes captured and razed it to the ground. The compensation, after Xerxes was humiliatingly defeated in the naval battle of Salamis, was the remodelling of the city by Pericles and his successors. The Long Walls were built to the Athenian port of Piraeus, allowing it to receive supplies even when under siege. The temples of the Acropolis rose again. Its centrepiece, the Parthenon, in resplendent white marble from Mount Pentelicus to the north of the city, was begun in 447BC. Richly decorated with friezes that told the city’s foundation myths, it housed a massive gold and ivory statue of Athena, about 10 metres (33 feet) high, crafted by the master sculptor Phidias.

All this was financed by silver mines at Laurion and the dues paid by members of the Delian League, a crypto-empire presided over with ruthless efficiency by the Athenians. Resentment at their subversion of the freedom the other Greek cities thought they had preserved finally led to the Peloponnesian War against Athens’s arch-rival Sparta between 431BC and 404BC. The ultimate Athenian defeat led its democracy to collapse and to brief rule by the “Thirty Tyrants”. But even after democracy’s restoration, Athens was never the same again, living under the shadow of the growing power of Thebes and then conquered by Macedonia in 338BC.

New buildings were still erected – the Temple of Athena Nike in 425BC, and an auditorium built on the Pnyx in the 330s BC. After that, monuments were bestowed on Athens more in memory of its greatness than as a token of its power, which had long since ebbed away. By 146BC, all of Greece had come under Roman rule, which was destined to last nearly 16 centuries. The emperor Hadrian (reigned AD117–138), an inveterate philhellene, gifted Athens a library and an aqueduct, and pushed through the completion of the Temple of Olympian Zeus begun over 600 years earlier, adding to it the self-aggrandising inscription: “This is the city of Hadrian”.

Instead, Athens became known for its philosophers and orators, who thought and talked when it was no longer possible to build, live freely or conquer. Already the homeland of pioneering historians such as Herodotus and Thucydides, and playwrights such as Euripides, Sophocles and Aristophanes (whose The Clouds lampoons the great philosopher Socrates), the city now added Plato (c 425–348BC), his pupil Aristotle (384–322BC) and the orator Demosthenes (384–322BC) to its roll of distinguished citizens. A reputation for philosophical excellence continued even after attacks by the Germanic barbarians – notably the Heruls in AD267 – and imperial retrenchment caused its population to dwindle. Then, in 529, Emperor Justinian forbade the teaching of philosophy by pagan teachers, extinguishing the tradition. Even then, and through long years of twilight, when the city suffered attacks by Slavs, domination by a procession of western adventurers (including Venetians and Catalans), Turkish conquest and then the final re-emergence as capital of an independent Greek nation in 1832, the echo of its ephemeral greatness continued to resound. Once a city has achieved the status of a dream, it is hard for reality ever again to intrude.
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Planning the Town

Priene, c 350BC


The plan is a monument to town planning, a discipline that was slow to emerge from the crowded welter of temples, palaces, markets and hovels that characterised the earliest cities. The map of Priene, from the Baltic German archaeologist Armin von Gerkan’s Griechische Städteanlagen (“Greek City Plans”, 1924) shows a town artfully laid out in rectangular blocks, a huge challenge against the backdrop of Mount Mycale, on whose lower slopes the city precariously perches.

The orthogonal grid pattern of criss-crossing north–south and east–west roads – characteristic of many cities founded in the burst of colonising zeal that spread Greek settlers across the Mediterranean from the 8th century BC – came to be called “Hippodamian”. It was named for Hippodamos of Miletos, born around 500BC, to whom its application at Piraeus, Miletos (both refoundations, the latter after the Persians destroyed it in 494BC) and Rhodes was attributed. Although Aristotle says that Hippodamos devised “the division of cities”, this was part of the general philosophical speculation about what constituted the ideal city: Aristotle himself advised health should be privileged so that “a city which fronts the east and receives the winds that blow from thence is esteemed most healthful”, while his master Plato was more dogmatic, saying ten miles from the coast, with a good harbour, a modest level of prosperity (so as not to attract too many foreigners) and the precise number of 5,040 households should be the rule.

Hippodamos cannot have planned all the cities ascribed to him – he would have been over 90 by the time Rhodes was founded in 408BC – but he did take part in the establishment of Thurii in southern Italy in 443BC. It was a kind of panhellenic utopia, settled by colonists from all over Greece, which explicitly promoted literacy and had a certain star quality, with the historian Herodotus joining Hippodamos among the first settlers.

The orthogonal grid was not original to Hippodamos; examples are found as early as the workmen’s settlement at Tell el-Amarna in Egypt around 1350BC, and the reshaping of Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar around 600BC (see page 14). Possibly under the influence of such eastern models, the Greeks began to use grid patterns in the late 8th century BC for cities such as Megara Hyblaea in Sicily and Smyrna (after its destruction by an earthquake). Such early examples are only partial, but by the 5th century BC the system was fully developed, as at Akragas in Sicily after 479BC, where the philosopher Empedocles said his fellow citizens “eat as if they were to die tomorrow, and build as if they were never to die”. Priene, too, was a refoundation, its population moved to the new site in the mid-4th century after its old harbour silted up. It shows the full application of the “Hippodamian grid”, with clearly defined areas for public buildings clustered in the centre, such as the semicircular theatre and the agora, the political and social heart of the city. The six main streets and 15 cross streets divide the city up into about 80 blocks, just over half of which were dedicated for private housing. Laying out the city was a challenge. The steepness of Mycale’s 600-metre (650-yard) slopes gave the citizens a stunning view but made their daily life somewhat vertiginous; some of the streets are made up of flights of steps, the only practical way to get around. At Priene’s apex was the Temple of Athena Polias (“Athena of the City”), in which Alexander the Great took a particular interest, paying for its construction around 334BC. The work was carried out by Pytheos, also the architect of the Mausoleum of Halicarnassos, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.

By the 2nd century AD Priene’s new harbour had silted up, too, beginning a slide into oblivion that ended with its total abandonment around 1300. By then, though, the grid idea had spread. Alexander the Great used it for his numerous foundations, notably Alexandria in Egypt, and the Romans took it with a will. Although Rome itself grew too big to be tamed and gridded, the new towns which were laid out for military veterans, first in Italy and then in the new conquests, were planned by agrimensores (surveyors) on a standard template, with the east–west roads (or decumani) being crossed by a series of north–south avenues (or cardines). Taurinum (Turin), Mediolanum (Milan) and Ariminum (Rimini) were all laid out in squares around 2,400 by 2,400 Roman feet, each divided into 100 lots (or centuriae), and the practice spread as far afield as Thamugadi, deep in the Algerian desert.

The Roman east adapted the basic plan with the addition of colonnaded streets, beginning with that built by Herod the Great at Antioch around 10BC, and still visible today in the stunning ruinscapes of Gerasa (Jerash) in Jordan and Palmyra in Syria. Yet here, at the end of antiquity, the Hippodamian plan met its nemesis, as stalls and houses encroached on the neat order of the city plans, transforming agoras into souks and orderly grids into chaotic mazes. In Europe, too, medieval cities became known less for their grand avenues than for their narrow labyrinthine lanes. Hippodamos, though, would have his vindication. When town planning revived as an art in the 18th century, it was to his vision that they turned. When New York was relaid out in 1811, it was on the grid pattern that is so characteristic of the city today, and the founders of Adelaide (1836, see page 162), Canberra (1913) and Brasília (1960, see page 200) all resorted to the grid. Priene may be deserted now, a destination in modern-day western Turkey for archaeologically minded tourists, but its influence resonates into the 21st century.
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Hero City

Alexandria, 331BC & 1910

Alexandria began with a dream. It helped for the future prospects of the city that the dreamer was a world conqueror, the Macedonian military genius Alexander the Great. He was inspired, legend has it, by a vision of the great poet Homer, who, while Alexander was taking a rest from his conquest of Egypt in 331BC, appeared to quote his own Odyssey, mentioning Pharos, an “island in the surging sea” where the Greek king Menelaus had been becalmed on his way back from the siege of Troy. Not a man to hesitate, Alexander ordered the place to be located and decreed a new city be built there, on the site of a former Egyptian fishing settlement named Rhakotis. It is a reconstruction of this splendid Hellenistic foundation that is shown in the first map overleaf, published in the 1889 edition of the Imperial Bible Dictionary by the Reverend Patrick Fairbairn, a Scottish Free Church minister and renowned biblical scholar. Sandwiched between entries on Alexander of Cyrene (whose father Simon carried Christ’s cross on the way to the crucifixion) and Allegory, the Alexandria map shows the first, and most enduring, of Alexander’s foundations: he was a prolific establisher of cities, founding as many as twenty in his quest to implant Greek culture in his new empire, with the most far-flung being Alexandria Eschate (“the furthest”) in modern Tajikistan, complete with a theatre that could seat up to 6,000 spectators.

Alexandria almost died at birth, as Alexander is said to have sketched
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