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Figure 1: Topography mapping -
Cambridge City scale



2.2 General characteristics of
Cambridge

Cambridge sits on the banks of the
River Cam in a very gentle horseshoe of
generally low lying landscape with higher
ground to the south east, south and west
and low lying fen and clay lands to the
north and east (see Figure 1).

Cambridge’s image as a compact
and contained collegiate city in a rural
setting has largely been preserved by
the surrounding green belt and green
fingers extending onto the City. The
Cambridge Local Plan (2018) identifies this
relationship between the city and the wider
landscape as “one of the most important
characteristics of Cambridge”.

Image 1: King’s College Chapel © Graham Hogg

The city’s historic core spans the
edge of the fenland / ridge interface,
with the Roman fort and Medieval castle
sitting above the floodplain and the later
colleges and historic city set out below
on the very level floodplain of the Cam.
The setting of the historic core has been
preserved by the substantial areas of
open space which encircle it, including
The Backs, Midsummer Common, Jesus
Green, Sheep’s Green and Coe Fen, and
Parker’s Piece. The historic core itself is
characterised by “the intermingling of the
generally larger scale collegiate buildings
and the more ‘domestic scale’ vernacular
market town buildings. There is a hierarchy
of streets ranging from the Market Square

Image 2: Pitt Building © Stanley Howe

through to the main routes, linking lanes
and alleys. The street layout affords a
wide variety of vistas which are often
terminated by towers and spires creating
a highly attractive and legible townscape.”
(Cambridge Skyline Guidance, 2012)

The River Cam serves as a key
approach into the city and practically
encircles the city. Its open character, close
proximity to the historic core and interplay
with green spaces offers distinctive views
to the city in its landscape setting. Existing
landmarks such as churches and collegiate
buildings contribute to the character and
distinctiveness of the river corridor.
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https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/media/6890/local-plan-2018.pdf

Image 3: St John’s Chapel © John Sutton

The built environment of the city
occupies a level area of land generally
between 5m and 15m AOD. Discrete areas
of land above 20m AOD lie around Castle
Hill, to the north of the River Cam and at
the West Cambridge site. Castle Mound,

a man-made structure which forms part
of Castle Hill, rises up to approximately
32m AOD, and affords the only significant
panoramic view within the city not taken
from a public accessible building. To the
south-east lies a chalk ridge including

the high point of the Gog Magog Hills,
rising to 74m AOD. To the west of the city,
two gault clay ridges (north and south of
Coton) run in a broadly east-west direction.
The northernmost ridge rises up to 63m,
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Image 4: Westminster College © Jim Linwood

south-west of the American Cemetery at
Madingley. The southern ridge generally
lies around 50m AQOD.

The city is characterised by its
modest scale and its relatively flat
topography situated within the shallow
bowl of the wider South Cambridgeshire
landscape. This position limits the
panoramic and long-distance views over
the city skyline. There are only a few
vantage points such as Castle Mound
and those around Red Meadow Hill and
Magog Down from where the skyline can
be appreciated. The subtleness of the
landscape with its very slight undulations
and gentle bowl-like character and the
pattern of tight grain development in the

Image 5: University Library Tower © N Chadwick

historic core, means that even the tallest
structures in the city (see skyline below) do
not dominate a wide landscape or appear
strongly in long-distance views.

Cambridge’s unique character is
principally experienced through being
in the city, moving through its streets
and spaces, engaging with its diverse
characters and its layered history,
experiencing the relationship between the
built and natural environments along the
river, its open spaces and the city’s rural
interface. Incidental kinetic, linear and
panoramic views that emphasise landmark
buildings, townscape ensembles and
specific skyline characteristics form part of
this experience.



Image 6: William Stone Building © Wikimedia

Trees are a key element of the city’s
character at both a local scale and in more
distant views from around the city (see
below). The screening and visual structure
created by the city’s tree canopy reinforces
the sense that the majority of the city is
relatively limited in height, bulk and mass.
The trees break up views of expanses
of urban forms, masking large areas of
development. Larger buildings, in terms
of height and mass, do emerge over and
around tree screening but the majority of the
picture is of generally small-scale, low-lying
development. This creates a skyline
character of “relatively few taller buildings
[which emerge] as ‘incidents’ above the
prevailing lower buildings and trees” (Local

Image 7: Addenbrooke’s Hospital Chimney © John Sutton Image 8: CB1 Development, Foster’s Mill © N Chadwick

As a consequence, Cambridge has
a very subdued skyline, albeit a dramatic
one in more local circumstances.

Plan para. F.2). Many of these tall buildings
are historic spires which contribute to the
historic character of the city. Juxtaposed
with this character and the context against
the suburbs and rural edge of the city “there
are the clusters of large-scale buildings at
Addenbrooke’s Hospital and Cambridge
Airport”. (Local Plan para. F.2).

On a more intimate scale when the
viewer is in the city, the treescape is a key
feature in many areas. In particular, the
western ‘suburbs’ of often larger housing
and plots; along the commons, green and
meadows of the Cam; in and around the
colleges in the centre; and more generally
across the earlier housing developments
around the city.
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