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OVERVIEW
The City Shaped is a unique study of the city and the processes and parameters involved in its birth and evolution. It gives an idea of the historical and cultural overviews of the city, and takes off to various elements that make up a city, giving a detailed urban anatomy. The book is organized thematically around the structural phenomena of cities – primarily the birth, and the factors affecting the shape the city takes up. Amongst those explored are a city as a diagram, a city of defense, cities formed due to religious factors, and cities as centers of power. It explores the customs, practicalities, and biases behind the elements of the very genesis of a city. 
THE URBAN SKYLINE
An Introduction – Tower to the Skyscraper
A skyline is best described as the overall or partial view or relief of a city's tall buildings and structures. It can also be described as the artificial horizon that a city's overall structure creates. Skylines are a good representation of a city’s overall power; the more prominent the skyline, the more money the city has to spend. They give an idea of the degree of importance bestowed on some buildings in the city. And as no two skylines are alike, they also serve as a kind of fingerprint of a city. Or more clearly, fixes a distinct identity to the city.

The word, ‘Skyscraper’, coined in the later half of the 19th century has become symbolic when used in conjuncture with skyline. Even though tall buildings existed right from the Mesopotamian civilization, their purpose was more symbolic rather than any specific use. But skyscrapers on the other hand had a specific function attached to them, yet were public beacons.
They were new, and exciting, and gave the city a new human order, one primarily by virtue of technology.

An attempt to trace the history of the evolution of the city’s skyline has been made. The earliest forms of the tower houses were probably used for defensive purposes or to advertise the superiority of its being. Until the industrial revolution, the urban skyline constituted only of institutional landmarks, i.e. buildings of religious or political importance. Now the scenario is slightly different. 

Early skylines – its portrayals 
The first documented incident on high buildings is most surely of the Tower of Babel.

And they said: 'Come, let us build us a city, and a tower, with its top in heaven, and let us 

make us a name; lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth'. 

Genesis XI,
Religious symbolism was the dominant city-form in early history; nevertheless there were examples of secular and religious skirmishes especially during the Middle Ages that found their manifestation in the Italian hill-cities. Here the competition for the sky was accompanied with a series of urban rules governing the use and management of the towers.
The skyline was part of the civic identity. Spiro Kostof defined the skyline as the line where earth and sky meet, physically and spiritually. It was the meeting of the real and virtual – the heavenly and earthly Jerusalems. By the middle ages this 'meeting' was engraved in the minds of the community expressing itself in art and literature.
How the city was conceptualized has always been a direct resultant of how the city has been portrayed by patrons, artists or the accounts of travelers in the earlier times. Mostly illustrations in the form of prints were used, but mediums were experimented with. Most times, cities were also documented to study applications of various defense systems or improve current situations in the city. A study model so to speak.

 A common technique (to conceptualize) from the Renaissance was to highlight the silhouettes of the city skyline against a blank sky, but interestingly the residential fabric of the city was quite detailed because they gave scale and dignity to the other ‘grandiose’ buildings.

Two ways to fix the skyline of the city were identified

· Using extraordinary landscape features  ex - Acropolis

· Pre-emptive buildings ex – Eiffel tower

In most cities, skylines were made more distinct and stunning by the repetitive use of one architectural feature rather than by using evident building shapes. The use of the minaret of the mosque in Islamic cities of the Muslim world is an example

Religion, Factories, and the skyline
The dominant factor of any skyline of the early city was its sacred buildings. Often by the topographical location, but also supplemented by the way it was built. The early religious ‘centers’ had a visual component. An element which enhanced its prominence and this can be seen in the earliest examples of places of worship. 
Be it the gateways, or gopuras of the temples of south india, the dome shaped mounds of the Buddhist stupas or the bell towers and domes of the churches, the architecture of all these structures, drew the onlookers eye towards the heavens and announced well before to the commoner, its existence.
Post 1850’s the changing urban scale, put pressure on the features of the conventional skyline to seek new heights. Discovery of newer better technologies in building also affected the average heights of the buildings. Metal reinforcements helped lessen the structural worries.
After undergoing a lot of changes, when this lofty architecture of the religious buildings was revived in the 19th century, it signified a return to the traditions, which in turn had two other ulterior motives.
· Resurgent nationalism

· Countering the threat of industrial revolution 
As the Industrial revolution gained momentum the values and form of the cities was debated. Father Cities, Garden City Movement and the City Beautiful were all part of the reactions to the changing order of the skyline from spires to chimneys, against the massiveness of factories and the ‘godlessness’ of the industrial work force.
The secular city and the new ‘highrises’
The elements associated with religious sanctity (dome, minaret, belfry), were also used on secular structures. The dome for instance was used for government buildings, baths, tombs and churches, in the same manner, the belfry, used for ringing bells in religious ceremonies was also associated to the government as a rallying point for towns folk and as a civic landmark.
In these cityscapes, the height is an important element for a contest of importance. Material can also be equally effective. The use of effectively used materials can be read as a contrast, a statement or simply give an illusion of merging with unmistakable clarity.

The Victorian Era, brought with it a phase where it was quite common to have many buildings with tall structures. The Big Ben in London established itself as a symbol of the national skyline. Railway stations, as a vision of the future, took to having big clock towers to establish themselves. This brought about a debate regarding which public buildings should have towers and which shouldn’t.

The first high buildings were probably a whopping culture shock for most of the population. Old habits die slowly and the challenge of the secular god was too much for the traditionalists. This resulted in the race for the heavens.
Newer structures had to be slowly eased into the ‘cultural skyline’, and as telecommunication towers were being set up, most also had observation decks and restaurants on the top, and took over as symbols of an urbanized culture.
Designing the skyline
Not every city desired a skyline, and in many cases, maintained ‘uneventful’ flat profiles.
Height , shape and approach were the main criteria for the physical validity of a skyline. Height dealt with the actual impression of the building with respect to the immediate surroundings, and gave rise to the term ‘height limit’ in the modern world. Even though initially, it had more to with structural safety, it had an impact on the city silhouette. The main impact was to exempt certain buildings from the prevailing height limits of a certain area.
Shape of a building helps to distinguish various architectural eras. Approach gives a sense of direct experience of the features of a city to its visitor. The first view of the city is always important, and the three kinds of approaches are from the roads, waterfront views, and from a high vantage point, each giving a different sense of the city.
There are two ways to arrive at Despina. By the sea and on a camel…………….
(Travelers to the city by either route see Despina as two separate cities)
Each city receives its form from the deserts it opposes and so the camel driver and the sailor see Despina, a border city between two deserts.

The search for the new monument
As the increase in the scale of the ordinary buildings overshadowed the public symbols of the city, and the ability of a monument to stand out was severely tested. The traditional hierarchy of the importance of buildings to reflect through their being could no longer be maintained and lead to the search for a new ‘monumental monument’.

Many new ideas came about. The Eiffel tower was a result of one such idea. The Germans came up with a stadtkrone, or the crown of the modern city, a focal of communal life.
A need to distinguish public monuments from other buildings arose, which brought about a change in the image of the public institutions. They were now built in a classical style complete with all the paraphernalia of the classical order, but were still overshadowed by the tall scrapers of the commercial landscape. Apart from the effort to distinguish, there was a marginal effort to try and accommodate and fit the skyscraper into the fabric of the city.

The introduction of skyscrapers in the American skyline was far simpler than in the European skyline. With its historical buildings and old town centers, the postwar contrast was more of a shock to the European cities. And even though they were opposed initially, through exceptions and some sensitivity, they made their mark on European soil as well.
The viewpoint is now taking an entirely different direction. The very need for a high rise is being questioned. Other factors, like economical and mainly environmental are being considered along with the importance of heritage landmarks.

Are we handing over our city skylines to Developers, Corporations and Architects? And if our interests are not the same as those of the Developers, Corporations and Architects, why do we continue to do so?

Should the governing factor in the development of a city be a result of architectural control in the interest of the community, or the disposal of lots to individuals for their own benefit?
What is our role in the design of our cities?

This is a reflection on the poems of Berthold Brecht
. The series of poems during the years 1925-1928 on the Impact of Cities needs to be considered in the light of his American poems of 1941-1947 and his return to Germany after the Second World War. Perhaps the Crushing Impact of Cities is most poignant. How the tall boxes are successor to the abundant houses that contained four family generations concurrently. 
These were the layered periods rich in history, transformed 
…. 

Suddenly 

Some of them fled into the air 

Building upwards; others from the highest rooftops 

Flung high their hats and shouted: 

Next time so high! 

…… 

Should our cities retain that environment where we can sustain the spirit of the 

poetry embodied by Brecht?
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