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Introduction

Robert Claiborne

Our culture is based on the acknowledgement of the souereign
greatness of classical antiquity. We haue taken ou,r way of
thinking and feeling from the Romans, From the Romans we
haae our social perceptions and the disci,pLi,ne of the soul.
Adolf Loos, "Me'ine Bauschu\e," 1113.

The history of Western culture and civilization is, ultimately,
a history of the city. It is the history of an idea first discovered
by the Greeks, glorified in the cities of the Romans, trans-
mitted throughout Europe, and extended to the New World.
In the city were concentrated the political, religious, eco-
nomic, and cultural activities which directly affected the lives
of all. Our values, our traditions, our entire way of thinking
have passed down through a magnificent history that began
in earnest with Graeco-Roman civilization. The cumulative
results of that urban tradition are astounding.

What makes a city good? The ancient Greeks applied a great
deal of intellectual energ'y to that question, and some of their
clearest insights into it emerged through their basic political
institution, the polis. The political activities of the Greek state
made citizenship a distinctive and precious condition of life.
Active participation in the civic life was both the highest
honor and the most serious responsibility. As the Greek
historian Thucydides credited Pericles with saying of Athens,
"We alone regard a man who takes no interest in public
affairs, not as harmless, but as a useless character." The poli,s
compelled men to use their talents to promote an enduring
good.

Based on this classical legacy, Carroll W. Westfall has offered
a definition of the city as a place that not only assures the
sustenance of life, but also "contains the institutions required
to allow citizens to aspire to the good life, . . . the life of
moral excellence." Civic institutions, the enduring forms
given to the principled activities of a group of people, embody
the highest values of the citizens and, therefore, of the culture.
The political eharacter of the citizens is revealed by the city's
hierarchy of institutional arrangements and the unique archi-

tectural character of the city. Wolfgang Braunfels has writ-
ten, "Just as the nature of the ideal determines the character
of the institution, so does the ideal desire to express itself
in terms of arehitectural form." And, of course, architecture,
in combination with landscape, is the organizing element
which establishes the character of the urban setting.

The ancient Greeks knew these things; the city centered on

the agora and dominated by the Acropolis attests to that.
The Romans Iearned from the Greeks, developing the political
system that transformed political purpose into the making
of things worthy of public man-cities, governments, laws,
fora, temples, roads, aqueducts, and bridges. The Roman
Empire not only developed models against which succeeding
cultures gauged their achievements; it also distributed simi-
lar versions of those models throughout the world.

These observations lead ultimately to America and to Thomas
Jefferson-our most direct pathfinder between then and nou.
In proposing architectural models worthy of and able to
represent the new American Republic, Jefferson drew
directly from the Romans. To him the Roman Republic was
the most convincing and practical embodiment of the Greek
political ideal. Jefferson's intense commitment to the symbolic
power of classical architectural models-redefined to accom-
modate and enhance the political life of the citizens of the
new republic as envisioned in the American Constitution-
was an impressive reaffirmation of the Western politieal
tradition. That tradition also maintains our cities as living
embodiments of our true values, constantly remembering,
preserving, renewing.

Our ideals determine our institutions and the buildings that
serve them; our cities express our composite political and
moral character. In our cities, we daily live out our best
attempts to attain the tenets of the political ideal. As we
continue to build in our cities, may we remember the cultural
traits which guided men who built cities before us-order,
balance, and faith in the intellectual capacity of man.
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