
synoptic
visions
Aristotle-the founder of civic studies, as of so many others-wisely insisted upon 
the importance, not only of comparing city constitutions (as he did, a hundred 
and sixty-three of them), but of seeing our city with our own eyes. He urged that 
our view be truly synoptic, a word which had not then become abstract, but was 
vividly concrete, as its make-up shows : a seeing of the city, and this as a whole ; 
like Athens from its Acropolis, like city and Acropolis together-the real Athens-from 
Lycabettos and from Piraeus, from hill-top and from sea. Large views in the ab-
stract, Aristotle knew and thus compressedly said, depend upon large views
in the concrete.
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It was T. H. Huxley’s laboratory.  
A young Scottish botanist was looking 
though a microscope, peering at 
a drop of pond water. A grey great 
beard loomed over his shoulder. 
The young man stepped aside. The 
bearded man’s eye went to the lens, 
and then he shouted, “look they’re 
alive.” The young Scot was 
Patrick Geddes. Charles Darwin was 
looking and shouting into the drop.

An 
early lab
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“Cities in Evolution” was published in 
1915. It was by Patrick Geddes. It was the 
first book to link the city to Darwin’s big idea. 
Geddes was well placed to start. He was a bi-
ologist in Thomas Huxley’s laboratory. He left 
Huxley for the street and then roamed for the 
rest of his life. Hackerspace author Guzzardo 
is a Fellow at the Patrick Geddes Institute for 
Urban Research Institute. The Institute and the 
Carnegie Foundation for Universities of Scot-
land marked the centennial of “Cities in Evolu-
tion” with a bash. It was called “The City as a  
Thinking Machine.” Thinking Machine showed 
off Geddes archival maps, notes and drawings. 
It also had some new work. One add-on was “A 
Septic Turn in a Space of Appearance.” It was 
a looping media installation. It included video 
depositions from a St. Louis lawsuit and new 
media documentaries. A tableau strip topped 
the septic mix.The strip was a fragment from a 
lost silent film. The silent source was thought to 
be Dickens’ Bleak House. “A Septic Turn” was 
also the moniker for a five city pitch, a Dundee, 
Edinburgh, Newcastle, Plymouth, London lec-
ture tour. The talks used bits from the hack-
er myth book that follows. Talks were remixed 
from city to city, ever in search of a tighter nar-
rative about raw elites and bear skinned em-
perors. It was similar to what Charles Dickens 
went on the road to do, but he was better at it.
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tour then book
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