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Abstract: This paper presents a relational research approach to the study of urban form by using 
assemblage theory as a broad theoretical framework for urban morphology and the social pro-
cesses that are involved in the shaping of the urban form. The argument is made that the physical 
and human aspects of a city are inextricably linked and should therefore be analyzed together 
as they jointly define the identity of a city. It is also made clear that an analysis that is devoid of 
historical processes or of the distribution of variations across a population cannot fully explain 
the emergence of cities and the processes of persistence and change.
The fact that assemblage theory is a generic, non-specific approach, should be viewed as a strength 
rather than a weakness. This genericity has been shown to be extremely valuable in making infer-
ences about the causal pathways that lead to the physical and social form of cities (Charalambous 
and Geddes, 2015); it is also a characteristic which is advocated as beneficial when making analyt-
ical choices and providing normative guidelines (Batty, 2013; Bettencourt, 2013). 
The proposed theoretical framework and its analytical requirements are matched by the main 
morphological approaches. Such a framework was tested for a diachronic analysis of Limassol 
(Geddes, 2017); the effectiveness of the framework in this research and the choice of specific 
methods and tools depending on the context is discussed with reference to the interdisciplinary 
potential of combining approaches under such a relational framework.

1. Introduction

The array of elements that make up a city, the relations between them, and the causal pathways 
that give a city its identity or characteristics, remain difficult to describe, map and analyze 
coherently. This problem is intensified in contemporary cities which may be characterized by 
new forms of closure and exclusion (Wacquant, 2008), increasing social, economic, political and 
spatial fragmentation. In particular, the modern city has seen a shift in its physical form and 
has moved from an urban fabric which was dense and continuous to one that is more diffused, 
discontinuous, open and atomized (Levy, 1999).

A key problem in our ability to understand the complexity of the urban form is the long-stand-
ing isolation of the analytical approaches developed in different countries and research environ-
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ments. Such approaches are characterized by specific national trends and have seen the emergence 
of separate schools of thought. There are essentially four main approaches to the study of the 
urban form: the configurational approach, the historical-geographical approach, the process typological 
approach, and the spatial analytical approach. Each of these tends to be associated with a main 
research center or with individual researchers, and all have traditionally been applied in isolation. 
However, in recent years a number of studies, initiatives and events (Kropf, 2009; Oliveira et al., 
2014; Zhang, 2015; Scheer, 2016), have explored bridges between the different approaches to assess 
the viability of a common framework and of a multidisciplinary analytical approach. However, 
there are still limited analyses and elaborations of how the approaches are interlinked and how 
they can be brought together within a comprehensive framework.

Furthermore, the advancement of such comparative and multidisciplinary work is fraught 
with the difficulty of analyzing urban growth and the human intervention in such growth that 
has occurred throughout centuries of urbanizations. Attempts to embed the temporal process 
in theorizations and methodologies for the study of cities’ transformations are discussed in 
theoretical debates and do exists in empirical studies, but remain limited and are still not fully 
developed and exploited.

This paper proposes using a relational approach, specifically assemblage theory (DeLanda, 
2006), as a broad framework to construct a comprehensive analytical approach to enable the 
encompassing of the multifaceted elements and processes that lead to the emergence and trans-
formation of cities. It focuses on the development and testing of a transdisciplinary methodol-
ogy to understand what happens to cities’ form and functioning as they grow. 

Within the scope of this study is the identification of the need for enhancing the research 
on the relationship between the physical elements of a city and social changes that occur in 
the urban environment over time. The extent to which the material and social spheres, and the 
impact of the one onto the other, should be considered and analyzed within the field of urban 
morphology in the theoretical premises. A theoretical framework is then set and a methodol-
ogy for analysis developed based on the key elements of the various analytical approaches. The 
aim is to establish an effective way of identifying the key processes that lead cities to display 
their common as well as their specific urban characteristics. The methodology is then applied 
to the case of Limassol, Cyprus, in order to identify the key features and processes of its growth.

The main findings ensuing from the space syntax analysis, the historical research and inter-
views are then presented. The analysis is specifically concerned with key physical elements of 
the city and their properties (the street network and its configuration), key socio-economic 
factors, and the reasoning behind planning decisions. This approach aims to produce new in-
sights into the complex relationship between the spatial and social dimensions of the city and 
into the processes of change displayed in the patterns of the city through time. The results are 
discussed with regards to the extent to which the framework enables the identification of caus-
al pathways of development, and how the growth process impacts on the form and functioning 
of the city.

2. Theoretical Premises

Cities are invariably a collection of material entities, but they are also a system of human activ-
ity and interaction. Whether the two are separate dimensions where the material and the spa-
tial, and their organization, act as a background and a context to human relations, or whether 
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the two are inextricably linked and influence each other is still an open question in the schol-
arship on cities. Spatial organization and structuring as a reflection of social relations, cultural 
trends and economic factors, is a long-established idea which spans the work of urban sociolo-
gists from diverse backgrounds, such as Simmel (2004), Lefebvre (1991) and Logan and Molotch 
(2007). What is still highly debated is whether the organization of space and the physical form 
of the city has an impact on society. The analysis of the relationship between urban space and 
society was initiated by Charles Booth (1897). Many of the issues identified by Booth’s study on 
the distribution of social classes in London informed urban sociological studies developed by 
the Chicago School in the 1920s. This body of work, analyzing the distribution of various social 
characteristics within cities, remains pioneering in its view of urban contexts as structured in 
time by habitual social practices (Charalambous, 2018). Despite the criticism of stereotyping 
social groups, such social approaches continue to be the foundation of socio-spatial theoriza-
tions of the city and of understanding the role of the urban environment in producing social 
outcomes (Tonkiss, 2005).

When analyzing cities’ historical evolution, urban theorists have tended to focus on physical 
aspects, while sociologists have highlighted the impact of population groups on the form of the 
city and the significance of prosaic and routine social activities in shaping the identity of a city 
(Charalambous, 2018). The focus of urban scholars on physical aspects is particularly evident in 
the various approaches of urban morphology, which persist in setting the physical form (street, 
buildings, plots, areas, lines, etc.) as the key feature for analysis.  While all urban morphologi-
cal approaches have invariably included, to different extents, socio-economic aspects in their 
frameworks, analyses and interpretations, the view remains that the physical form should be 
used as a common reference in urban analysis (Kropf, 2009). The question remains as to whether 
this is enough to deliver fruitful findings and understanding of the processes of urban develop-
ment. The authors takes the view that, as Hillier and Vaughan argue, the city is one single entity 
where the physical and the social “act conjointly to produce significant outcomes” (Hillier and 
Vaughan, 2007) and that a way to address this issue is to bring the different perspectives and 
combine the tools used by different approaches under a common framework based on relation-
ality. This offers the opportunity to put the physical and social aspects of cities on the same par.

Relational theories, such as Actor-Network Theory (ANT) (Latour, 2005) and Assemblage 
Theory (DeLanda, 2006), highlight a number of key issues in the knowledge domain of urban 
development, in particular regarding the mechanisms of emergence and transformation of city 
forms.  They effectively argue how both material and human elements play an ‘equal’ role in 
emergence, how the connections between these define the nature of assemblages and how mul-
tiple scales and relations determine transformation processes. Both these relational theories 
suggest that to develop a research approach which can respond to the challenge of analyzing the 
processes of urban development which shape the city, it is necessary to:

1. assess the relationships between material and human components;
2. account for historical processes;
3. analyze different scales of relationships between parts and the whole;
4. understand how groups are formed and redistributed; and
5. construct a narrative where the variety of actors is represented.

Assemblage theory is a philosophy and as such it offers a holistic understanding of the city 
which is able to overcome the traditional divisions of specialization of the various fields which 
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deal with urbanity. The points above provide the theoretical basis and general guidelines to re-
spond to the problem of the city and its key ontological issues. However, the fact remains that 
relational theories tend to be highly generic in proposing analytical approaches: exactly what 
elements, scales and interactions should be taken into account for analysis remains open for de-
bate. This is not necessarily a shortcoming, but something that should perhaps be viewed pos-
itively as enabling those with specific information and skills to develop analytical approaches 
best suited to the study of the urban form and to specific case studies (Batty, 2013; Bettencourt, 
2013). In order to develop an analytical approach, it therefore necessary to draw from the spe-
cific approaches that have so far been used for the study of the urban form.

The authors maintains that looking to philosophical approaches, such as ANT and Assem-
blage Theory, which address ontological issues and build upon scientific and empirical facts, 
provides the theoretical framework to deploy a trans-disciplinary methodology to analyze cit-
ies diachronically and to make inferences about the causal pathways that lead to the physical 
and social form of cities and to how cities perform (Charalambous and Geddes, 2015). 

All urban morphological approaches offer certain analytical benefits, but also have short-
comings, mostly relating to their ability to account for wider structural factors in their analysis 
of form. This is perhaps understandable as all the approaches which specifically deal with form 
tend to originate from the field of urban studies – more concerned with local processes – than 
from the field of sociology – more concerned with global processes. However, all also seem to 
be open to the possibility that inferences can be made with regards to wider factors influencing 
the evolution of form. All the approaches can be applied ‘statically’ to analyze the urban form at 
one specific point in time, but their basis can be used as the foundation for diachronic analysis.

To give a clearer overview of the commonalities and differences of the approaches, the key 
physical and social elements and the way they view relationality is summarized in table 1.

Table 1. Components of the urban form and their relationality identified by the different urban morphological appro-
aches. Source: Authors.

Approach Physical Features Social Features Spatial Relations Human-Physical 
Relations

Temporal 
Relations

Historical 
Geographical

- Site
- Town plan 
(Street, Plot, 
Building)

- Function
- Land Use
Pattern

- Street Pattern
- Plot Pattern
- Building Pattern

- Social and 
Economic  
Context

- Cyclical change

Process
Typological

- Building
- Urban Tissue
- District
- City

- Cultural 
Context
- Historical  
Context

- Aggregation - Intention
- Construction

- Derivation  
(Cyclical  
Reproduction,  
Modification of 
Form)

Configurational - Street 
- Open Space

- Use
- Occupation
- Movement

- Network  
Structure
- Interconnectivity

- Perception
- Movement  
Economy
- Cultural context

- Cyclical Growth 
- Diversification

Saptia Analytical - Plot
- Parcel
- Census Tract
- Built up Area
- Route

- Use - Network  
Structure

- Flows - Feedback  
(Continuous 
Readjustment)
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Clearly, there is no single aspect of either physical form or social feature which is common to 
all the different approaches, although different components and relations tend to recur through 
two or more approaches. Function and use are clearly the social aspects that are consistently 
adopted for analysis. Temporal relations seem to be the most consistent across the approaches 
(though using somewhat different semantics): cyclical/continuous processes and change, mod-
ification, diversification or readjustment are compatible descriptions of emergence and trans-
formation. However, different scales and degrees of determinism are clear in the variety of 
views of the human-physical relationality offered by each approach.

This is why an overarching theoretical framework which establishes the extent to which local 
and global processes should be given consideration in analytical attempts is needed: assemblage 
theory provides such a theoretical framework. It sustains the argument that the physical and 
human aspects of cities are inextricably linked and should therefore be analyzed together as 
they jointly define the identity of a city. It also makes clear that an analysis that is devoid of 
historical processes or of the distribution of variations across a population cannot fully explain 
the emergence of cities and the processes of persistence and change. Which physical and human 
elements, how to identify interactions, how to measure connectivity, what scales, variables and 
historical processes should be considered have to be informed by the various morphological and 
social approaches mentioned above. 

3. Methodology

Assemblage theory affirms that social entities are constructed through very specific historical 
processes, which indicates the need for diachronic analysis. This need was met by building a 
systematic spatial history of the city, an approach concerned directly with the relationship be-
tween spatial and locational factors at specific times in the past as described by Baker (2003), 
and by contextualizing such history with a narrative. 

The analytical requirements and the related tools selected to perform the analysis from the 
various sociological and urban morphological approaches are summarized in table 2.

Based on the analytical requirements mentioned in the theoretical premises and the available 
tools, a research strategy was developed proposing to deliver two parallel accounts of Limassol’s 
development. On the one hand is a narrative which describes, through historical research, how 
the city has grown and changed; on the other hand, is a spatial history of the city, which focuses 
on systematically and quantitatively analyzing the development of the city’s street network and 
its built form at specific points in time. The research strategy including methods and tools is 
summarized in figure 1. 

Spatial History

The spatial history was composed of three layers of information relating to the material com-
ponents of the city: an analysis of the spatial properties of the street network, an analysis of a 
physical property of the built form (block size) and an analysis of a socio-economic property 
of the built form (land use). The first analysis was carried out through a configurational, space 
syntax approach (Hillier and Hanson, 1984; Hillier, 1996; Griffiths, 2012), while the second 
two analyses were carried out through a historical-geographical approach (Whitehand, 2001; 
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Table 2. Summary of methodological tools used for each analytical requirement. Source: Authors

Figure 1. Research strategy Source: Authors

Analytical Requirement Qualitative Tools Quantitative Tools

Historical Process and Temporal 
Aspect

- Historical Narrative
- Review of Secondary Sources on 
Development

- Spatial History
- Space Syntax Analysis
- Block-Size Analysis 
- Land-use Analysis

Different Sales and Relationship of 
Part-to-Whole

- Illustrative Case Studies - How They 
Relate to the Whole City

- Space Syntax Analysis
- Assessment of Fringe Belt Formation

How Material and Human Elements 
are Connected Together

- Fabrique Urbaine
- Analytical Linkages between Histo-
rical Sources and Physical Develop-
ment

- Statistical Correlations between 
Physical and Social Factors 

How Groups are Formed and  
Redistributed

- Historical Analysis of Events that 
lead to Group Formation
- Analysis of Primary Sources in Rela-
tion to Case Studies' Developments

- Basic Statistical Analysis of Histori-
cal Social Factors
- Details Statistical and Geographical 
Analysis of Groups' Distributions

A Narrative where the Variety of 
Actors is Represented

- Conversations with Stakeholders - Quantitative Information Relating 
to the Nature of Groups in Different 
Areas 

Oliveira, 2016) focusing on the timeline and distribution of specific land uses of a large size. 
The spatial history comprises seven points in time (1883, 1933, 1960, 1974, 1987, 2003 and 2014). 
One further layer of information relates to the social components of the city: an analysis of 
distribution of social groups across the city was carried out through a geographical approach 
typical of the Chicago school, whereby contemporary census data (from 2011) were summarized 
and mapped according to administrative areas. Of the spatial history, only the configurational 
- space syntax - analysis is presented within the scope of this paper. 
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Space syntax methodology provides an analysis of the city at different scales and has the 
ability to highlight how the main structure of the city changes over time by quantitatively 
describing patterns of spatial layout and by measuring the accessibility level of all elements 
in the system. The most important measures of space syntax are integration, representing 
‘to-movement’ or the accessibility of a specific element within the system, and choice, represent-
ing ‘through-movement’ or ‘betweenness’ (the number of times a segment falls on the shortest 
route between all pairs of segments within a specified radius). Measures can be calculated at 
the city-wide scale or at any given radius; the city-wide, ‘global’ measures taking into account 
all elements in the system and the ‘local’ measures taking into account all elements within the 
given radius. In multi-scale analysis (Versluis, 2013) – all the segments which have both the high-
est global and local values, constituting areas which are likely to have the highest levels of both 
vehicular and pedestrian movement, as well as the greatest mix of uses, are identified. Another 
property of these measures is that maximum values tend to be representative of what is known 
as the foreground structure of the city – the network of linked centers at all scales, while mean 
values tend to be representative of the background structure – the network of residential spaces 
(Hillier, 2002, 2012).

Narrative

Narratives are a main tool of historical research, but they are not commonly used in urban anal-
ysis, especially for contemporary times. In the context of this study’s framework, the meaning 
of ‘narrative’ as a research method is taken from ANT, which requires to provide a description 
where all the actors involved in the process of emergence are accounted for and their actions 
are outlined. The aim of the narrative is to fully depict the state of affairs of an assemblage (in 
our case the city) by being specific and accurate while capturing the broad-ranging connections 
and capacities exercised by different agencies and components. In this study, a combination 
of tools, typical of more ‘classic’ social and historical research using narrative as a qualitative 
method is employed, researching primary and secondary sources, including photographic and 
cartographic material, and press archives, as well as through holding interviews with expert 
stakeholders.

4. Findings from the spatial history of the city

Previous spatial analyses of Limassol’s growth have pointed out that uncontrolled urban de-
velopment led to an uneven expansion of the city, creating a fragmented structure and leaving 
many gaps in the urban fabric (Kritioti, 1988). The space syntax analysis provides us with an 
array of information about the overall structure of the city and its development through time. 
Figure 2 shows that as the city develops, its core (highlighted by the thick black lines) shifts 
towards the ring roads and new areas of nearby villages. The core also becomes more scattered 
and includes more of the distant areas in the northern edge of the city. As time goes by, the 
seafront seems to lose its importance and at present it no longer belongs to what is deemed the 
‘spatial’ center of the city. 
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Figure 2. Multi-scale accessibility analysis of Limassol (left to right and top to bottom: 1883, 1933, 1960, 1974, 1987, 
2003 and 2014). Source: Authors
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This configurational analysis tells us how continuous or fragmented, and how accessible, are 
the foreground and background structures of the city (Hillier, Yang and Turner, 2012). These 
properties can be visualized as a star diagram (figure 3) (Hillier, Yang and Turner, 2012). This di-
agram has the capacity to compare the relative importance of the foreground, main circulation 
system of the city, and the background residential network. It shows that the city constantly 
has a longer horizontal axis, which tells us that the foreground system dominates the city. It also 
shows that the background, residential system loses its continuity and integration more sharply 
than the foreground system, and that the latter has a clear peak in integration in 1960-1974. 
Furthermore, it is evident that change in these properties seems to stabilize after 1987, with 
less dramatic changes, but a small improvement in the integration of the background network 
matched by a small decrease in that of the foreground network is visible in 2014.

A brief comparison of the spatial properties between the city as a whole and the historical 
town center (table 3) reveals that the background structure within the town center is more 
continuous and more resilient to change as the lower decrease in mean choice shows, while 
its integration  has a striking continuity and is now back to the levels of the late 19th and early 
20th century. The decrease in both continuity and accessibility of the town center’s foreground 
network is much sharper than for the whole city. This indicates that its strength is more sus-
ceptible to the impact of growth and that its role in distributing and attracting long range 
movement is more effectively diminished by the incorporation of new routes and new areas in 
other parts of the city.

If we look at local to mid-range measures for the whole city and the town center (table 4) we 
will notice that, after initial development, integration values drop from 1933 onwards, which 
indicates that local neighborhoods on average become less and less integrated even within their 
local area. The picture is different for the town center taken as a separate unit – values here 

Figure 3. Star diagram of the changing properties of foreground and background structures of Limassol from 1883 to 2014. Source: 
Authors
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are more variable over time and are generally high, meaning that while shifts do occur in its 
properties as an attractor of movement and a to-destination, it steadily functions well as a 
local neighborhood. The values drop somewhat in the years during which it is known to have 
decayed, but have recently risen again.

Through the historical process, the global structure of the city has shifted from the historical 
centre outwards. As indicated by previous studies in similar contexts (Shpuza, 2009), the city’s 
overall integration tends to decrease with growth. The spatial analysis highlights the two key 
problematic patterns of the city: the domination of the foreground structure over the back-
ground one and a lack of sub-centers. More importantly, it shows that recent redevelopments 
on the waterfront has not reintegrated the town centre within the spatial core of the city and 
have not altered the dominance of the foreground structure or significantly improved city-wide 
accessibility. Small improvements have occurred in the localized area of the town center, but 
certainly, no significant positive impact has occurred across the city.

Table 3. Comparative table of mean and maximum global choice and integration values of the whole city and the 
town center over time. Source: Authors

Table 4. Comparative table of mean local choice and integration values of the whole city and the town centre over 
time. Source: Author
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5. Findings from the narrative of the city

Limassol was little more than a village in 1815, when the traveler William Turner states that Li-
massol “is a miserable town consisting of 150 mud houses of which 100 are Greek and 50 Turks” 
(Turner, 1820). During the second half of the 19th century Limassol began to grow and expand 
substantially. This was reflected in the construction of the earliest functional spaces outside the 
edge of the city: the Greek cemetery of Agios Nikolaos and the Muslim cemetery at the western 
edge of the city. 

With the end of the Ottoman period, Limassol developed as a city of proto-industrialization, 
as the economy benefited from the stationing of British troops in the district, with consequent 
development of establishments and retail facilities in the town. During Ottoman times the ba-
zaar and the main commercial street were in the western side of the town (Severis, 2006) and 
on the coastal road (Serghides, 2012). However, as the British settled in, the commercial center 
started shifting towards the east. The reasoning – if any – behind the location of these various 
components of the city remains unknown and an official masterplan of any kind to refer to was 
not drawn by the British (Interview 1). From the beginning of the 20th century, physical and 
social change in the city sped up with the Government providing financial assistance to the mu-
nicipality in order to support certain public works, especially those relating to improvements 
for the shipping industry. 

At the same time, the first promenade along the coastline was constructed. The houses along 
the seafront that formed a ‘wall’ against the sea were removed – this is the time when Limas-
sol first ‘opened up’ to the sea. The purpose of this was to support shipping, with loading and 
unloading being the main activity taking place along the promenade. However, this area was 
quickly turned into a social and recreational space during quiet times for the industry and dur-
ing holidays (Serghides, 2012).

During the colonial period and in the years following independence up to the 1974 war, Li-
massol’s urban population grew ten-fold. Although there was a steady population increase in 
the whole island following British infrastructure works in all towns, the relative distribution 
of population between town and country did not change drastically until the 1920s. This was a 
period of depression in agricultural prices, which saw migration into towns leading to an in-
crease in the urban population at twice the rate of the rural population between 1921 and 1946 
(Kritioti, 1988).

The increase in population in the 1920s, coupled with industrial development also led to the 
establishment of other uses and facilities in the city. Serghides sustains that socio-economic 
changes and building activities were putting pressure on local authorities to produce a com-
prehensive plan (Serghides, 2012). It is at this time that the bye-pass (figure 4) was planned and 
then constructed at the beginning of World War II. 

This is a key piece of road infrastructure which will permanently influence the form and 
further development of Limassol’s street network. The reasoning behind the development of 
the road is, however, unclear. It has been stated to the authors that the road was planned for 
military purposes during war times (Interview 1) or simply as a ring road to avoid traffic in cen-
tral Limassol due to its expansion (Interview 3), or rather that it was built with the intention 
of avoiding having to circulate British military vehicles through the city thus causing increased 
congestion, but ultimately quickly became used for common traffic purposes (Interview 4).

In 1947 Sir Patrick Abercrombie took part in a planning event where he gave his opinions 
about the current state of the city, as well as its present and future needs. He stressed the need 
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to carry out a study of the city and to build up the empty areas within it; he suggested that 
construction should be remodeled in order to set a commercial center for the city, which should 
be pedestrianized. Furthermore, he stated that the road network should be reorganized with 
long-term views. Serghides (2012) points out that similar problems remain evident to the pres-
ent day; in fact, it is not until 2014 that pedestrianization of the center is implemented, while 
empty areas within the urban environment remain common.

From the 1950s the expansion of the city continued radially; at this time, the road of Glad-
stonos, bounding the historical center had started becoming a focal point of entertainment. 
This seems to indicate a shift of the leisure area from the coastline towards the north as the 
city expanded and a new boundary was created by the new ring road. Residential densification 
in the took place through the development of small detached homes by the middle classes, a 
trend different from that taking place in contemporary Europe. A tourist map of 1974 (figure 5) 
poignantly shows the densification of the city following independence.

The Town and Country Planning Law was published in 1972, but it will not be enacted 
and local plans not drawn until 1990. Because of this, development continued to be dispersed 
and unregulated. At this time, the ring road (bye-pass) of Makariou starts competing with the 
center and coastal area as a business, retail and recreation center. This was partly because works 
were taking place on the coastline to construct the beach and expand the promenade, but 
also because of the growth of the city to the north. This indicates a further shift of the center 
towards the north, as commercial activities also appeared on the main routes connecting the 
historical center with Makariou. Residential development continued to follow a model of de-

Figure 4. Tourist map of Limassol 1947. Source: 
Mangoian and Mangoian (1947)
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tached homes and ‘garden city’ neighborhoods, which, according to Serghides (2012), failed to 
acquire a specific character due to the large number of empty spaces within them.

Following the 1974 war Limassol saw an unpreceded population growth with an almost 30% 
increase between 1973 and 1976. The greatest portion of development during this period was 
constituted by residential construction to accommodate refugees, which included housing es-
tates in peripheral areas of the city. A true building explosion commenced around 1979: the city 
expanded significantly and finally engulfed nearby villages – the growth of the city during the 
20th and 21st centuries is summarized in figure 6. 

Despite the great need for housing, density did not particularly increase; in fact, the city 
sprawled as housing estates were placed in peripheral areas where the Government already 
owned the land or was able to purchase it cheaply, while the private sector, within a loose sys-
tem of building regulations, was concerned with meeting market demands for detached homes.

Road infrastructure works of the 1980s and 1990s included the construction of the motorway 
and the second ring road, completed by 1987 and 1990 respectively. Why priority was given to 
the motorway remains unclear, though national-level policy would have played a significant role; 
one suggestion is that it was because of the influx of refugees into Limassol and its consequent 
expansion (Interview 2), another that private and economic interests played a role (Interview 1).

The year 1990 was also a turning point as planning legislation was finally enacted and the 
first local plan was produced; attention shifted back to the town center and the coastal area, 

Figure 5. Tourist map of Limassol 1974. Sour-
ce: Cyprus (Cyprus. 4th edn, 1974)
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which had decayed during the 1980s because of the focus put on new development in other 
areas of the city. During a strong local leadership from the middle of the 1990s to the middle 
of the 2000s, which thoroughly engaged in the regeneration of the town center, coupled with 
activism from local residents (Rakoczy, 2007), the city has undergone much renewal. However, 
there remains some criticism that this is prioritized towards temporary, visitor, recreational 
and tourist uses, rather than focusing on a long-term, more sustainable regeneration aimed at 
bringing back permanent residents into the town center.

A piece-meal system of planning was in place until fairly recently, a factor which has greatly 
contributed to the sprawling nature of the city and to the continued existence of large empty 
areas within its form. Structural factors clearly played a role in how the city developed as did 
the local economy and the balance of power between institutions and private interests.

Throughout the city’s growth, the local administration has given priority to maintenance, 
improvement and widening of existing roads, as well as construction of major new routes. Cer-
tain necessary establishments, such as slaughterhouses, the hospital, markets and the like were 
also prioritized by the local Government at certain stages. However, while zones are designated 
for specific uses, the development of residential areas and their road infrastructure has been 

Figure 6. Growth of the city 1927-2016. Source: 
Lianou and Christofinis (2016)
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left to the private sector, with public facilities being added on at a later stage. All this seems 
to have led to a situation where the creation of long routes associated to some large land uses 
tends to lead the expansion process. Residential developments then follow, producing ‘patches’ 
of compact grids between and along major routes.

Regeneration and development projects in the center and along the waterfront since the 
1990s aimed at addressing this issue. As mentioned above, these have brought renewal and vital-
ity to the center, but criticism to the priorities set by the recent projects has also being raised. 
Despite improvements made to public consultation processes in 2007, the feeling remains that 
a proper dialogue between citizens and planning authorities does not yet exist (Interview 1) 
and that often the requests and interests of land owners are met to the detriment of the public 
good (Interview 2).

Aside of guidelines set by local plans, there is no system in place to assess the impact of a 
single development on the whole city (Interview 3) and there are opinions that in many cases 
decisions are made which do not reflect the requirements of the plans or the views expressed in 
public consultations (Interview 2).

The widespread feeling about recent development in Limassol is that the flurry of activity is 
a highly positive trend. The redevelopment of the promenade was seen as particularly success-
ful (Interview 5) and regeneration efforts as bringing Limassol to its best developmental phase 
(Interview 4) with its historic center blooming and booming once again (Interview 1). The Li-
massol Marina and the regeneration of the old port were also seen as positive interventions, but 
these were also fraught with reservations and discontent about their design, in particular the 
connections made between various redeveloped areas (Interview 1, 2 and 5). Regeneration of the 
town center also provoked mixed feelings with some seeing it as highly positive and successful 
(Interview 1 and 4), some thinking the effort was minimal (Interview 2).

When questioned about the balance of regeneration and development between the coast-
al area and other areas of the city, few were aware of any projects taking place outside the 
historical center or the coastline. Some thought that projects outside of the center, such 
as the linear park along the river, were positive (Interview 1); others thought that nothing 
of particular significance was taking place beyond the coastal area (Interview 2). While all 
expressed generally positive views about the regeneration of the coastal area, when asked 
about future priorities for Limassol almost all answers included the need to focus on local 
neighborhoods, mentioning the need to: make each neighborhood self-sufficient (Interview 
1); build squares and green spaces (Interview 2), something that would make any city’s neigh-
borhood prettier and healthier (Interview 3); embellish the neighborhoods (Interview 4); 
strengthen other areas (Interview 5).

Cumulatively, the interviews give the impression that the recent developments were benefi-
cial to their own local areas and that due to their central and coastal location, the wider pop-
ulation benefits from them. However, the general view remains that these have not addressed 
the broader problems of the city and have not significantly altered neither its problematic 
structure nor local neighborhoods’ access to better facilities.

6. Discussion and conclusions

The quantitative spatial history of the city provided the basis to identify certain characteristics 
of change in the city through a long time span, in particular with regards to the nature and 



32 Ilaria Geddes, Christakis Chatzichristou, Nadia Charalambous 

functioning of the street network (presented here) and to the location of specific land uses at 
certain points in time (Geddes and Charalambous, 2017).

The centrality of cities has been shown to be a process (Hillier, 1999) and it is certainly not 
surprising that in Limassol this has shifted over time to ‘relocate’ to a more geographically 
central area characterised by higher accessibility. The decrease in the extent and continuity of 
the multi-scale core was also to be expected as this is in line with previous research showing 
that global accessibility and legibility tend to decrease over time as the city-system grows, and 
that this is the case for many Mediterranean port cities that have grown rapidly in recent years 
(Shpuza, 2009).

The configurational analysis highlighted two key problematic patterns which were validated 
by the qualitative analysis: 

 – the domination of the foreground structure over the background one, which is valida-
ted by literature and experts’ observations that the city developed radially and with a 
‘fan-shaped’ pattern causing commercial uses to be dispersed along major roads;

 – a lack of subcenters which have the spatial potential to sustain local activity, which is 
validated by experts’ comments that attention needs to be given to local neighborhoods, 
that local public spaces were never constructed and that a concentration of commercial 
uses was directed towards the center and vehicular roads.

 – A small recent improvement in the accessibility of the historical town centre and in the 
balance between the foreground and background network, which is validated by experts’ 
positive views of coastal and central regeneration projects as benefiting the whole city.

The discrete benefits of developing the narrative were that it described the wider context 
within which the case study is set and gave an historical overview of Limassol’s development 
from a variety of viewpoints. Furthermore, the various tools used to build a narrative provided 
information where more objective data gathering was not possible or viable. However, the nar-
rative was itself a useful tool because it revealed different perceptions of the city and different 
interpretations of its development.

The spatial history was clearly able to pick out a variety of problems in the functioning of 
the contemporary city, highlighting how these relate to the impact of growth, the nature of the 
expanding street network and recent interventions in the urban fabric. However, identifying 
the causal factors of such growth, aside of the specific spatial relations of various physical ele-
ments of the city, would not have been possible solely through quantitative analysis. Many of 
the characteristics and processes identified through the configurational analysis could only be 
contextualized through the historical narrative and verified through the interviews with expert 
stakeholders. In particular, the various global and local scales of causality which initiated spe-
cific phenomena of growth and development could only be identified through the narrative. 
On the one hand, at the global scale, is the impact of international relations and world econom-
ic changes on urbanization, population influx into the city and location of residential develop-
ment; on the other hand, at the local level, is national economic resources and needs, planning 
legislation and policy, as well as corporate and individual private interests in real estate. The 
interaction of macro-level political processes with specific physical and human components, 
the destabilizing events of conflict interacting with other destabilizing processes of shifting 
land values, the national and local level planning policies, and the micro-level properties of the 
street network and the built fabric all conjointly led the specific form of the city.
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These findings point to the fact that stark dichotomies between critical views of structural 
factors and the historical process being the fundamental causal determinants of urban charac-
teristics, or, at the other end of the spectrum, the bottom-up view that urban form is shaped by 
everyday life and routine activities, is perhaps neither useful for the understanding of form and 
functioning, nor for the identification of causal factors. Using a broad framework, informed 
by assemblage theory, can be more productive in revealing the complexities of causal pathways. 
This has provided us with the ability to identify when and where structural properties and the 
temporal aspect influence city form. It allowed us to understand and interpret how human and 
physical components are connected together and it enabled us to identify the scales at which 
causality is initiated and mediated.

The narrative provided a baseline for reading, interpreting, validating and making inferences 
about the findings from quantitative analyses. Without the implementation of a comprehensive 
framework to understand the relationality of the city, it would have been impossible to empir-
ically verify the existence of problems and developmental characteristics and processes identi-
fied solely through the application of an individual approach. The framework was key in under-
standing the contemporary socio-physical identity of the city and what caused this identity, as 
well as informing the identification of issues, potentials and priorities which can aid planning.

References

Baker A.R.H. (2003), Geography and History: Bridging the Divide, Cambridge University Press.
Batty M. (2013), The New Science of Cities, MIT Press.
Bettencourt M.A. (2013), The Kind of Problem a City Is. 201-03–008, Santa Fe.
Booth C. (1897), Life and Labour of the People in London. 3rd edn., Macmillan, London.
Charalambous N. (2018), Spatial Forms of Ethnic Coexistence in Ottoman Cyprus: The Role of Urban Form in Patterns of Everyday 

Life, in Journal of Urban History, p. Online First. doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/0096144218816652.
Charalambous N., Geddes I. (2015), Making spatial sense of historical social data, in Journal of Space Syntax, 6(1).
Cyprus, 4th edn (1974) Nagel’s Encyclopedia-Guide, Lonely Planet Publications, Geneva.
DeLanda M. (2006), A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity, Bloomsbury Academic.
Geddes I. (2017), Limassol as a social assemblage: a diachronic analysis of its urban form, University of Cyprus.
Geddes I., Charalambous N. (2017), Building a timeline, developing a narrative: visualising fringe belt formation alongside street 

network development, in ISUF 2017 XXIV international Conference: City and territory in the globalization age, Valencia, Spain.
Griffiths S. (2012), The use of space syntax in historical research: current practice and future possibilities, in Green M., Reyes J., 

Castro A. (eds), 8th International Space Syntax Symposium, pp. 1–26, Santiago de Chile.
Hillier B. (1996), Space Is the Machine: A Configurational Theory of Architecture, Cambridge University Press.
Hillier B. (1999), Centrality as a process: accounting for attraction inequalities in deformed grids, in Urban Des Int, Palgrave Mac-

millan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Ltd, 4(3–4), pp. 107–127. doi: 10.1038/udi.1999.19.
Hillier B. (2002), A Theory of the City as Object: or how spatial laws mediate the social construction of urban space, in Urban Des 

Int, Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited, 7(3–4), pp. 153–179.
Hillier B. (2012), The city as a socio-technical system: A spatial reformulation in the light of the levels problem and the parallel prob-

lem, in Communications in Computer and Information Science, 242 COMMUN(September), pp. 24–48. doi: 10.1007/978-3-
642-29758-8_3.

Hillier B., Hanson J. (1984), The Social Logic of Space, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
Hillier B., Vaughan L. (2007), The City as One Thing, in Progress in Planning, 67(3), pp. 205–230. doi: 10.1016/j.prog-

ress.2007.03.001.
Hillier B., Yang T., Turner A. (2012), Normalising least angle choice in Depthmap and how it opens up new perspectives on the glob-

al and local analysis of city space, in Journal of Space Syntax, 3(2), pp. 155–193.



34 Ilaria Geddes, Christakis Chatzichristou, Nadia Charalambous 

Kritioti M. (1988), Limassol, a town in transition, University College London.
Kropf K. (2009), Aspects of Urban Form, in Urban Morphology, 13(2), pp. 105–120.
Latour B. (2005), Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, OUP Oxford.
Lefebvre H. (1991), The Production of Space, Wiley.
Levy A. (1999), Urban morphology and the problem of the modern urban fabric: some questions for research, in Urban Morphology, 

3(2), pp. 79–85.
Logan J.R., Molotch H. (2007), Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of Place, University of California Press.
Mangoian L., Mangoian H.A. (1947), The Island of Cyprus. An Illustrated Guide and Handbook, Mangoian Bros, Nicosia.
Oliveira V. et al. (eds) (2014), Our Common Future in Urban Morhology, in. Porto: FEUP.
Oliveira V. (2016), Urban Morphology. An Introduction to the Study of the Physical Form of Cities, Springer, Switzerland.
Rakoczy A. (2007), Living, in Cyprus Mail, 24 June.
Scheer B. (2016), The epistomiology of urban morphology, in Urban Morphology, 20(1).
Serghides C. (2012), Lemesos Oinopoleos Metoma, Afi and Christakis Serghides, Nicosia.
Severis R.C. (2006), Monuments and memories. Limassol, a town of visionaries, Hellenic Bank.
Shpuza E. (2009), Evolution of Street Networks in Adriatic and Ionian Coastal Cities, in 7th International Space Syntax Sympo-

sium, edited by Koch D., Marcus L. , and Steen J., KTH, Stockholm.
Simmel G. (2004), The Stranger, in Jenks C. (ed.), Urban Culture: Critical Concepts in Literary and Cultural Studies, pp. 73–77, 

Routledge, London and New York.
Tonkiss F. (2005), Space, the City and Social Theory: Social Relations and Urban Forms, Polity.
Turner W. (1820), Journal of a Tour in the Levant, London.
Versluis L. (2013), Towards a multi-scale description of Choice, in 9th International Space Syntax Symposium, Seoul.
Wacquant L. (2008), Urban Outcasts: A Comparative Sociology of Advanced Marginality, Wiley (Towards a Sociology of Ad-

vanced Marginality).
Whitehand J.W.R. (2001), British urban morphology: the Conzenian tradition, in Urban Morphology, 5(2), pp. 103–109.
Zhang Y. (2015), Morphologue: The Bartlett Urban Morphology Group Workshop, in Urban Morphology, 19(2), pp. 167–168.


	A Relational Research Approach to Urban Morphology



