
 

 

 

The City in Contemporary History Course Descriptor 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

 

COURSE SUMMARY 

The city has often been referred to as the greatest proof of human creativity and imagination. 

This course treats the city as a cultural artefact, a subject about which art and architectural 

historians have as much to say as geographers, sociologists and urban thinkers. It begins with 

the question of what it means to conceptualise the city in artistic, aesthetic and cultural terms, 

within the broader context of the humanities and social sciences. Its aim is to give students 

the language they need to talk about the built environment that they move through every day, 

to think about the problem of cities more critically, and even to become participants in the 

discussions and dialogues that shape the experience of urbanity in the present. This is not a 

general overview or survey of the city through time. Rather, it starts from the contemporary 

experience of the city, and uses that experience to reflect back across the history of this 

creative form. 

 

COURSE AIMS 

• Introduce students to the study of the city as a cultural artefact through 

contemporary themes and issues in urbanism and design. 

• Explore the ideas of some of the key theorists, critics and historians of urban form 

and the city from the early modern period through to the present. 

• Consider how urban design and architecture participate in debates about what a 

city is, who it is for, and how it might be changing.   

 

Course Title 
The City in Contemporary 

History 
Faculty Art History 

Course Code NCHAH524 Course Leader Dr Gregorio Astengo 

Credit Points 30 Teaching Period Michaelmas or Hilary 

FHEQ Level Level 5 Date Approved June 2020 

Compulsory/ 

Optional  
Optional 

Pre-requisites None 

Co-requisites None 
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LEARNING OUTCOMES 

On successful completion of the course, students will be able to: 

KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING 

K1b demonstrate knowledge of the concepts and principles useful for understanding 

the urban environment and its architecture 

K2b demonstrate an understanding of the trajectories of transformation and the 

recent and current problems associated with the urban environment and its 

architecture 

K3b show knowledge of the methods, theories and approaches to urban analysis 

and critique adopted over the past 50 years 

 

SUBJECT SPECIFIC SKILLS 

S1b evaluate and present accurately, using specialist language, cases studies 

investigated through appropriate media 

S3b evaluate a range of different sources, approaches and methodologies for 

analysing, representing and understanding the contemporary city 

 

TRANSFERABLE AND PROFESSIONAL SKILLS 

T1b effectively communicate information, arguments and analysis, through an oral 

presentation and in written form, demonstrating specialist knowledge on the 

development of cities 

T3b effectively communicate rational and critical conclusions to published deadlines 

 

TEACHING AND LEARNING 

Students will have the opportunity to engage with: 

• 1 x virtual learning environment (VLE) 

• 25 x large-group hours 

• 5.5 x tutorial hours (individual or group tutorial) 

• Weekly office hours 

Students are required to attend and participate in all timetabled sessions for this course and, 

with the ongoing support available, to manage their directed learning and independent study. 

Total study hours for this course are: 300. 

 

EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS 

• Students will develop critical and analytical skills to understand and interpret the 

urban environment. 

• Students will improve their research and presentation skills, in addition to 

practising their skills of visual analysis.  
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• Students will develop their ability to synthesise complex information.  

 

ASSESSMENT 

FORMATIVE 

Students will be formatively assessed during the course by means of set assignments. These 

do not count towards the end of year results, but will provide students with developmental 

feedback on how to improve writing and essay structure, critical analysis and interpretation of 

works of art, and how to employ primary sources and comparative material.  

SUMMATIVE 

Assessment will be in two forms: 

AE: Assessment Activity Weighting 

(%) 

Online 

submission 

Duration Length 

1 Oral Presentation 20% N/A 30 min N/A 

2 Exam 80% N/A 3 hours N/A 

 

The examination will consist of a number of questions from which the student will have the 

choice of answering a specified number. Both the oral presentation and the examination will be 

assessed in accordance with the assessment aims set out in the Programme Specification.  

 

FEEDBACK 

Students will receive formal feedback in a variety of ways: written (including via email 

correspondence); oral (within one-to-one tutorials or on an ad hoc basis) and indirectly 

through discussion during group tutorials. Student’s will also attend the formal meeting, 

Collections, at the end of Michaelmas and Hilary in which they will receive constructive and 

developmental feedback on their term’s performance.  

Feedback is provided on written assignments (including essays, briefings and reports) and 

through generic internal examiners’ reports, both of which are posted on the College’s VLE. 

 

INDICATIVE READING 

Note: Comprehensive and current reading lists for courses are produced annually in the Course 

Syllabus or other documentation provided to students; the indicative reading list provided 

below is used as part of the approval/modification process only. 

BOOKS  

Benevolo, L. (1980). The Story of The City, Cambridge: MIT Press  

Benjamin, W. (1999). The Arcades Project, Harvard: Harvard University Press 

Harvey, D. (1990). The Condition of Postmodernity, New York: Blackwell  

Mumford, L. (1961). The City in History, London: Harcourt  

Koolhaas, R. (1978). Delirious New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press 

Jacobs, J. (1961). The Death and Life of Great American Cities, New York: Random 

House  



 
NCHAH524 THE CITY IN CONTEMPORARY HISTORY COURSE DESCRIPTOR 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

4 

 

Venturi, R., Scott Brown, D. and Izenour, S. (1972). Learning from Las Vegas, 

Cambridge: MIT Press 

Choay, F. (1997), The Rule and the Model: On the Theory of Architecture and 

Urbanism, Cambridge: MIT Press 

JOURNALS 

City 

 

INDICATIVE TOPICS 

• urbanisation and the megalopolis 

• commemorative spaces and the disposal of the dead 

• utopianism and its dystopian flipside 

• the garden city and the new town 

• the relationship between town and country 

• the organic/biological versus the mechanical/technological analogies in urban 

design 

• sustainability, heritage and preservation 

• surveillance, coercive discipline and the privatisation of public spaces 

• the ‘generic city’ and the ‘informal city’ 

• cultural districts and the creative city 

• regeneration and gentrification; global cities and smart cities; tactical urbanism 

and ‘the right to the city’  

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

Title: NCHAH524 The City in Contemporary History Course Descriptor 

Approved by: Academic Board 

Version 

number 

Date 

approved 

Date 

published  

Owner Location Proposed next 

review date 

2.0 June 

2021 

June 2021 Susan 

Green 

1 Academic Handbook > 

Course Descriptors 

2 VLE 

April 2025 

1.0 June 

2020 

June 2020 Susan 

Green 

1 Academic Handbook > 

Course Descriptors 

2 VLE 

April 2025 

Modifications (As per AQF4) 

Version 

number 

Date 

approved 

Date 

published 

Modification (including category number) 

2.0 June 

2021 

June 

2021 

Category 2: Change to 'Teaching and Learning 

Strategy'   
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