
Block, Superblock, and Megablock: A Short Morphological History

https://urbannext.net/block-superblock-and-megablock-a-short-morphological-history/

ISSN : 2575-5374

Page: 1

BLOCK, SUPERBLOCK, AND
MEGABLOCK: A SHORT

MORPHOLOGICAL HISTORY
Posted on August 2, 2022 by xavigonzalez

Categories: Archive, China Lab Guide to
Megablock Urbanism, Contributors, David
Grahame Shane, Densities, Essay, Formats,
High Density, Territory and mobility, Topics,
Urban Paradigms

Tags: Barcelona, Beijing, China, City
development, Communication, Effective
zoning, Essay, Extension, Flexibility, Hybrid
neighborhoods, Information, Megacities & High
Density, Migration, Multiscale approach,
Networking blocks, Pedestrian realm, Street
network, Territorial Approach,
Territory&Mobility, Transformation, Urban
Block, Urban design, Urban fabric, Urban Form
Repertoire, Urbanism, Watery Territory

https://urbannext.net/archive/
https://urbannext.net/archive/china-lab-guide-to-megablock-urbanism/
https://urbannext.net/archive/china-lab-guide-to-megablock-urbanism/
https://urbannext.net/contributors/
https://urbannext.net/contributors/david-grahame-shane/
https://urbannext.net/contributors/david-grahame-shane/
https://urbannext.net/densities/
https://urbannext.net/formats/essay/
https://urbannext.net/formats/
https://urbannext.net/densities/high-density/
https://urbannext.net/topics/territorymobility/
https://urbannext.net/topics/
https://urbannext.net/urban-paradigms/
https://urbannext.net/tag/barcelona/
https://urbannext.net/tag/beijing/
https://urbannext.net/tag/china/
https://urbannext.net/tag/city-development/
https://urbannext.net/tag/city-development/
https://urbannext.net/tag/communication/
https://urbannext.net/tag/effective-zoning/
https://urbannext.net/tag/effective-zoning/
https://urbannext.net/tag/essay/
https://urbannext.net/tag/extension/
https://urbannext.net/tag/flexibility/
https://urbannext.net/tag/hybrid-neighborhoods/
https://urbannext.net/tag/hybrid-neighborhoods/
https://urbannext.net/tag/information/
https://urbannext.net/tag/megacities-high-density/
https://urbannext.net/tag/megacities-high-density/
https://urbannext.net/tag/migration/
https://urbannext.net/tag/multiscale-approach/
https://urbannext.net/tag/networking-blocks/
https://urbannext.net/tag/pedestrian-realm/
https://urbannext.net/tag/street-network/
https://urbannext.net/tag/street-network/
https://urbannext.net/tag/territorial-approach/
https://urbannext.net/tag/territorymobility/
https://urbannext.net/tag/transformation/
https://urbannext.net/tag/urban-block/
https://urbannext.net/tag/urban-block/
https://urbannext.net/tag/urban-design/
https://urbannext.net/tag/urban-fabric/
https://urbannext.net/tag/urban-form-repertoire/
https://urbannext.net/tag/urban-form-repertoire/
https://urbannext.net/tag/urbanism/
https://urbannext.net/tag/watery-territory/


Block, Superblock, and Megablock: A Short Morphological History

https://urbannext.net/block-superblock-and-megablock-a-short-morphological-history/

ISSN : 2575-5374

Page: 2

The terms block, superblock, and megablock indicate an increasing capacity and scale of urban
form and organization over time. This ascending sequence marks the block as an element in a clear
urban hierarchy associated with ever-larger cities: the historical city, the modern metropolis and
megalopolis, and now the emerging megacities of Asia.

The scale of block dimensions has shifted over time as the block’s area has been enlarged from its
small-scale, early beginnings to grid formations with 0.6-hectare blocks, 6.5-hectare superblocks,
and megablocks of 65 hecatres or more. Blocks can form regular or irregular networks of streets,
designed by collective use or by landowners intent on development. In each case, the block design
is often devoted to a single use as the scale increases, reducing the mix of uses in the name of
efficiency. At the same time, the grid, or network of streets, provides a framework for nesting
multiple blocks of single uses within the city. As the scale of the city expands, regular blocks nest
inside superblocks, which in turn nest within megablocks.

Historically, the nesting of blocks provided a potent system of urban organization that only changed
when the increasing pace, scale, and sequencing of development created new hierarchies, allowing
modern cities to expand in superblocks across open territories. Initially this new approach required
the segregation and sorting of all functions, but with more advanced communication and
information systems, new hybrids and mixtures have become possible in the megablocks of both
rapidly expanding and shrinking cities.

Block
Michael Weinstock, in his 2010 book The Architecture of Emergence, paints an elegant picture of the
evolution of the nested block system that begins with early migratory groups, whose pit houses and
long houses were arranged in courtyards to respond to solar conditions. When deserts expanded as
a result of climate change, mass migrations carried these settlement patterns into the Nile, Tigris-
Euphrates, Indus and Ganges River valleys, the Mekong Valley in South Asia, and the Yangtze River
and Yellow River valleys in China. Such water-based cities and empires were unstable and
vulnerable to collapse. Beijing, for instance, was refounded by several dynasties, each time with
increasing levels of organization and control. By 1400, Beijing had developed a nested grid and
courtyard system with blocks of houses on 150-meter hutong nested in 1,000-meter superblocks
inside megablock districts, including the enormous 100-hectare Forbidden City.
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