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are
architects
urban

designers?

Yes, but it seems as though they have just discovered the
fact. In the past few years there have heen more words written.
more speeches made. more speculation on man’s urban en-
vironment than in the previous 2000, ‘The architectural pro-
fession has stepped forward, pounded its chest, and declaimed
its pre-eminence in this special  field.  The furor has the
car marks of a fad: that like Mai Jong, chain letters and the
big apple might quickly pass into oblivion, out of our minds,
our interest and our practice, but it could be the harbinger
of the golden age for American cities.

City Beautiful Movement

Once before in this century we experienced a ground
swell of urban consciousness, today called, somewhat derisively,
“The City Beautiful Movement.” The movement’s roots were
established in Chicago's Columbian Exposition of 1893 and
gained impetus with Burnhams Plans for San Francisco and
Chicago. It flowered when Burnham snatched L’Enfants plans
of Washington from obscurity and pushed them to partial
vealization.  The essential ingredients of the “City Beautiful
Movement” were a Baroque plan coupled with neo-classic
facades. Burnham said make no little plans”™ and this
became the goal of the marvelous projects  put forward by
the architectural profession.  They abounded in large axial
thoroughfares, dotted with Targe monuments and fountains. and
ending in large civie centers. Some of the projects achieved
partial realization, some cities were improved by it, and none
to my knowledge suffered, but most of the plans were filed
away and foreotten by all but scholars, "There were two equally
important reasons for the quick demise of the “City Beautiful
Vovement.” First—the cities, faced with new technological
and social problems could not afford the expenditures necessany
to implement the grand schemes, no matter how much civic
pride they could muster.  Sccondly—it neglected  man,  Ts
concepts were those of absolute monarchs, sun Kings, and latter

dav emperors, not for the man who had to pav the bill. The
movement also had two enduring benefits for the country. First,
it stimulated some communities to think of the possibilities
of orderly planning and several cities date their planning com-
missions from  this time. Secondly, if nothing else had tran-
spired, its rejuvenation of Washington, D. C., from a squalid
national embavrassment to o city of merit, would have justified
the movement, Perhaps il our renewed interest in cities could
produce just this much, we should be satisfied. but our prob-
lems are far greater and more pressing, let us hope for more.

Lo achieve more, the profession must give more than lip
service to the city and to the problems that beset it. We ar-
chitects me often guilty of excessive zeal in terms of our cap-
abilities. Fach of us recognizes that certain of our colleagues
have limitations in talent, or knowledge, or skill, or integrity,
vet when generalizing about the profession we tend to imbue
it with our talent. our knowledge, our skill, and our integrity.
Self deception fools only one person, but the problems of the
American  c¢ity  demand  that we live up to our publicity.
First of all we must accept our collective responsibility for om
existing cities. Through acts of commission and omission,
they are the work of the architect, for cach person who de-
sicns a structure for an urban site is doing not only architec-
ture but urban design as well. The effects of a small project
on a city may not be as soul stirring or as far reaching as
that of doing a Chandigarh or Brasilia but this is the realistic
and important level of the architects contribution. I'he total
city cannot he better than the sum of its parts.

What Is a City?

For the architect who would like to improve his city, a
safe starting point is to find out in general what a city is,
what it has been, what it should be and in particular the
problems of his own city. One must decide if he really believes
in cities or not, for if he doesn’t, he is not likely to contribute
much to its improvement. It is important also to be conscious
of the essential difference between urban and non-urban de-
sign. In non-urban situations, that is where natural features
predominate, the architectural volume dominates and assumes
major importance. In urban situations, the space between
architectural volumes demands our consideration. Some of om
urcatest architects have overlooked this important fact. A case-
in-point is the Gugenheim Museum designed by Frank Lloyd
Wright, His concept of the interior space shows all his proven
genius—it is dynamic and moving, yet as a contribution to city
design it is a miserable failure. It creates nothing for the city,
and its net visual effect is of a wringer washer sitting amidst
outsized packing crates. If the structure could have been sited
across the street in Central Park it would have been an un-
qualified success. for it is a picce of sculpture that occupies
rather than creates space.  Perhaps it would have been hypo-
critical for Frank Llovd Wright to aid the city, for he was

IS sWworn - enemy.,

Lever House Part of Complex

Only a short distance away from the Gugenheim Muscum
we can find another example appropriate for owm discussion.
I'he Lever House is not likely to go down in history as a great
artchitectural monument, vet it is an outstanding example of
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urban design. It was conceived as only a part of a larger com-
plex; it created space not only for the movement of people
but for their visual enjoyment. Its impact on the profession
was one of the primary reasons for our renewed interest in
our urban environment. It was a graphic demonstration of ou
opportanities,

There are good reasons why many of us have fallen short
of our potential in creating a new and vital urban environ-
ment. First and foremost is the architectural education most
of us have received. By and large, our school projects are
taken as isolated problems with little concern for the existing
environment, yet when specific urban sites are stipulated we
allow students to delineate their structure in a verdant forest
or an enveloping haze that eliminates the hot dog stand, the
hoarding house, and the filling station. Even in our history
courses we (end to abstract the monument from its setting
and study it as a volume out of context, “as the twig is bent

" we carry this fallacious approach with us into our prac
tice.  When our projects are submitted for awards or publi
tions we engage photographers who are masters of deceit and
half-truths  (they couldn’t stay in business if they weren't)
and have them dub in dramatic skies, lush landscaping, and
climinate the harsh realities of life. If we faced these situations
forthrightly, who knows, we might find solutions for some
of our minor irritants such as draped utility wires, ugly street
furniture, and the like. Obviously this approach can create
good urban spaces only by accident. It also contributes to the
exhibitionist tendencies of our age, where architecture doesn’t
have to be good, but it does have to be different.

Architects Are Best Qualified

With all our faults and our past mistakes, we are still
the best qualified, the best trained, really the only profession
with the scope to lead in alleviating our cities’ ills. Mam
skills and disciplines are involved in the planning of a city,
not the least of these being astute politicians, but the visual
environment good or bad will be contributed by the architect.
Because of this pre-eminence, we architects more than other
citizens, must take an active interest in the political and civic
affairs of our communities; we must stand up and be counted
when decisions are made. Some of the propositions we should
support are not apt to be popular, but we may gain in re-
spect what we lose in popularity,

The planning profession is not yet strong enough, or
organized enough to define its mission in life. There being no
registration laws or even a concensus of opinion on the train-
ing of a planner, the planning profession is likely to continue
to pick up a number of questionable practitioners, but this
undoubtedly will change in the future, and then we can de-
pend upon a strong group taking a central position in urban
alfairs.

The sociologists, who could accomplish so much by telling
us what a city should be in the future, spend most of their
time telling us what it is now or has been in the past, but
they too will undoubtedly share in the city’s renaissance.

Look Beyond Radiator Caps

Highway engineers have the technical ability to perform
miracles in the movement of vehicles, but their choice ol
routes is, at times, so poor that they clobber the city and
obviate the need for their genius. True, they are not always
responsible for this city surgery, but they too must look be-
vond their radiator caps if we are to achieve great cities.

All of the foregoing means one thing and I hesitate in
naming it, for it is so odious to so many architects, but we
must face it, the city demands “team work.” No single man is
capable of the necessary knowledge and skills, to do the whole
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job, so if the architect does not assume the leadership of this

team, it is likely to go by default to less capable people. To

insure that this doesn’t happen, I would suggest the following
steps:

. Acquaint yourself with cities past and present and
and their reasons for being. There is a bibliography
included in this article of readily available hooks.
Read them, for education and entertainment.

2. Make sure you understand the problems involved in
urban design. By and large they are identical with
those of architecture, but there is a tremendous dif-
ference in scale that one must become acquainted with.
If you are not in the habit of studying architecture as
spatial  compositions, vou certainly must do so fo
urban design.

3. Decide for yoursell the social and technological goals
the city should strive for. Some people imbue owm
machines with Machiavellian human characteristics that
will eventually destroy man. Keep your perspective. Most
of our machines are useful tools that need only intelli-
gent use, not fear or veneration.

. Make sure the projects in your office contribute to the
urban scene and spread their influence beyond thei
property lines.

5. Know your city. Find out how you can help it attain
its goals both as a citizen and as an architect.

6. With all the background and experience you now pos-
sess, you should look into the federal programs of urban
renewal and rehabilitation. You will help the city,
the people, and yourself,
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