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1 (frontispiece) Capriccio-St. Paul's
and a Venetian Canal, W. Marlow,
1795.
2 Turin, Italy. Figure-ground
fragment.
3 Ville Contemporaine. Le
Corbusier, 1922.
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Type and Context in Urbanism: Colin Rowe's Contextualism

@ William Ellis

"The aspects of a society tltat humanism most exalts are
justice and continuity. Tltat is why humanism is always
being presented ruith a contrediction. For wlten it speaks
of justice it lrclds tlrut th,e human condition is absolute;
yet when it speaks o.f continuity it implies tlmt society is
not absolute bu,t pragmatic and euen anolnalous. Its in-
tell,igence dictates the remounl of aLl that is anoma\ous;
yet its ideal of social continuity is ualidct"ted by its per-
ception that tlrc effort to destroy anomaly out of h,and ruill
probably bring new and eaen worse anonlalies, tlw na,ture
of man being wlrut it is. 'Let justice be done though the
heauens fall' is balanced by awareness of the likelihood
that after the heauens haue fallen justice wi\l not euer be

done again. Hence th,e humanistic belief, o"ften delusiue,
that society can change itself gradually by taking thought
and., reuising sensibility. Hence too tlrc humanistic ua|-
uation, possibly oueraaluation, of discourse and letters.
"If we look for the reason of Atnold's continuing impor'
tance, u)e are not Likely to ttnd it in his talents aLone,
great as these are, but rather in tlte power ofthe tradition
tohich he consciousLy und,ertook to continue and trans'mit.
For our time, in England o,nd Amertca, Arnold, is the
great continuator and transmitter of the tradition of hu-
rnanism."
Lionel TriLlinq, The Portable Matthew Arnold, 1919.1

Colin Rowe has been to present-day architecture what
Matthew Arnold was to nineteenth-century English iet-
ters. For Arnold, literature and criticism were devices of
humanistic discourse that attempted to mediate between
the ideals of social perfection on the one hand and social
continuity on the other. As a poet and critic, Arnold's
goals were as political as his means were aesthetic: to
prepare the middle class culturally for the world leader-
ship that it was energetically seeking, but that was just
as forcefully being thrust upon it.2

As an architect, historian, and critic, Rowe's aims are
equally political; his tactics just as clearly aesthetic: to
prepare the same middle class for the challenges of what
he sees as political extremism, and for the economic, tech-
nological, and aesthetic simplicities which extremism car-
ries with it, either from the right or from the left. In

D

/+ Mobile City, R. Hemon, 1961t


