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the mission of Places has been informed by his think­

ing and example. He was obsessively curious about 

the places around him, always seeking lodes of imagi­

native energy deposited in buildings, landscapes and 

ornament. He took inspiration from the care invested 

by others, not just from the canon of exemplary 

architecture, but from folk and vernacular structures, 

from gardens, toys and miniatures. He took special 

pleasure in finding (and sharing with others) things 

that embodied particularly apt, intense or even pecu­

liar aspirations that demonstrated diverse visions of 

human possibility.

This issue begins with passages from Chambers for 

a Mefnory Palace, a work that Charles and I co­

authored and that will be publislied this summer. 'I'hc 

book is cast as an exchange of letters that elaborate 

on themes we devised for describing how places can 

be composed. Charles’ letter, with its whimsical 

analogies and unexpected references, reflects both the 

scope and tone of his imagination. 7Te pair of letters

is a call to readers to gather inspiration from things 

and places they hold dear.

At the heart of this issue is N. John I labraken’s elo­

quent invocation of an attitude towartls understand­

ing, elaborating and repairing the texture of the city. 

Other articles from settings as diverse as a New 

England town green and a bustling Atalaysian city' 

examine the multiple and sometimes unexpected 

implications of such a charge.

We conclude with reviews of an unusual set of 

conferences last fall that suggest a growing sense of 

urgency for recasting our cities in habitable form. 

'Ehese conferences also proceed from concerns about 

the fabric of the city. But to make places that are tmly 

habitable, we must couple attention to physical and 

social patterns with the genuinely caring imagination 

that is necessary' to bond people to places. It is this 

spirit of attention and imagination that Charles 

embodied and implanted where he could.

— Dojilya Lyndon

Inspirations. 
By Charles W. 

Moore.
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SPEAKING OF PLACES!

Images that Motivate

Donlyii Lyndo}}, Charles IV. Mooie

were going to shape of wrecked cars 
and sink offshore alongside the piece of 
San Francisco F.mbarcadero that you 
made into a concrete waterfront for 
relaxing. There was the prospect of 
underwater lights revealing, while they 
concealed, intimations of a fragment of 
a lost Atlantis.

I have an image 1 try sometimes to 
turn into buildings^ you suggested it 

rather, gave form to it when 
you pointed out that my designing a 
building was like eating an ice cream 
cone on a hot day, licking frenziedly on 
the drops that threaten to spill. I'hat 
calls up an image of a building recol­
lecting a chocolate or even hot fudge 
sundae; The image is a top-heavy one, 
of course, of roofs and chimneys and 
dormers and bays all bigger than the 
chaste and smaller base on which they 
tumble and slide. A very' few medieval 
buildings, especially in France, do this 
as they search upward for light. A sea­
side village, veiy’ compact, built in 
Malta as a movie set for Popeye, did it, 
though it is more like a banana split. 
But mostly the chocolate sundae is an 
image for the future: do not conftise it 
with mashed potatoes which start the 

heaped to overflowing, but then 
are made centripetal, by a crater filled 
with gravy. 'I'he mashed potato image 
does not, I think have the generosity or 
the potential forsur|>rise that good 
architectural images require.

Two images that haunt us are geodes and 
chocolate sundaes. Geodes are magic stones: 
rough on the outside, hut crystalline within, 
with sparkling facets around a tiny cavern 
that the imagination aidows with breath- 
taking dimensions. Geodes have been hon­
ored in Russian Easter Eggs and in such 
building as the Alhambra in Granada — 
rough on the outside, crystalline on the 
inside. Geodes remind us that the inside of 
a building doesn V bwoe to be at all like the 
outside, and that the littlest structure can 
shelter infinites of space and light.

This text is adapted from 
C'hainbers for a Memory 
Palace, by Donlyn Lyndon and 
Charles IV. Moore, which will 
be published this summer by the 
MlTh-ess.

once or,

Dear Don,
One Memory Chamber needs still 

to be considered: it’s tempting to call it 
the Dream, but more properly intnlesi 
to speak of Image. Images that 
Motivate. Architects, like most people, 
usually have some images they specially 
cherish: nature like purple mountain 
majesties or amber waves of grain, or 
the breadth of the skies (in big slty- 
country) or the mysteries of the forest; 
or maybe manmade — canyons of steel 
or the lights of home gleaming 
through the sycamores.

Some architects have s{)ccial images 
that give shape to what they would like 
to design. Le Corbusier had a powerful 
image of skyscrapers in a park, a vision 
he espoused so eloquendy that whole 
cities came to be built that way. You 
and Bill 'lumbull had, I thought, a 
wonderful image of a reef that you

Left: Geode diagram, by 

Charles W. Moore.

Right: Chicago Tribune Tower 

proposal, by Charles W. 

Moore, iohn Ruble and Bu22 

Yudell, from Late Entries to 

the Chicago Tribune Tower 

Competition. Courtesy Moore 

Ruble Yudell.

same.
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Another image that has for a long 
time been exciting ft>r me is the geode. 
Crcodes are magic stone.s rough on the 
outside hut with a crystalline cavern 
within, with sparkling facets around a 
tiny space that the imagination 
endows with breathtaking dimensions. 
The same magic is found within 
Russian Easter eggs and in a few 
buildings, especially the .Alhambra in 
Granada, a rough stone fortress on 
the outside, with svinmetrical gather­
ings of spaces inside around court­
yards of delicate crj'stalline complexi­
ty, some tiled, some made of thou­
sands of plaster shards painted and 
bathed in light reflected from the sur­
face of splashing fountains.

A gentler geode image is fouml in 
canyons or narrow valleys. C. S. Lewis 
in Out of the Silent Planet imagined the 
inhospitable surface of Mars to be 
crossed with deep dehles which held 
enough oxygen to sustain life. Oak 
trees grow, like the Martians, in little 
canyons on the (California grassy slopes 
where there is some extra surface 
water. The sculptor (Charles Simon set 
miniature valleys into the mortar joints 
of urban walls, suggesting a scale of 
imagined landscapes within the much

more familiarly scaled bricks and mor­
tar of masonry walls. The power of 
miniatures plays a part here in concen­
trating our attention on a special inside 
(valley or court or mortar joint) very' 
different from the vast bland outside, 
surprising even and satisfying as it 
helps give shape to our visions.

People love little things, from toy 
forts and doll houses to puppet theaters 
anil homai, to miniature villages and 
electric trains. Probably their smallness 
makes us feel bigger than usual, and in 
better control. 'TTie dweller standardly 
seeks, like Goldilocks among her bears, 
a middle way, with surrounds neither 
t(M) big nor too small, but just right. 
Sometimes, though, as for .Alice or 
Gulliver, there is an advantage to scal­
ing things up, or down, for a new look, 
a surprise, a convenience, maybe even 
an insight. Enlist me with .Alice and 
Gulliver. There seems great potency’ in 
the world of little things from 
Disneyland to miniature villages to toy 
trains. At Disneyland on Main Street 
the buildings around you are about 
seven-eighths full size, diminishing on 
the upper flcM>rs to something like five 
eighths. The visitor therefore, is bigger 
than usual, and in hiller control. The

small surrounds aren’t small emmgh to 
pinch but are small enough to give the 
visitor the great comfort of feeling 
supernormally in charge.

Disneyland is exciting and close to 
full size. I3ut some of the same feeling 
comes from much smaller settings into 
which we have to project ourselves.
The most seductive I know are in 
Alexander Girard’s Folk .Museum in 
Santa Fe, assembled out of folk art 
from all over the world in cases large 
and small. In large c*ases are river banks 
lined with boats and mountains of 
Hispanic and Indian and Afictorian 
houses, and elegant drawing rooms, 
and Polish churches; small cases exhibit 
tinier treasures. It’s an exotic world, but 
mostly friendly or at least exciting, as in 
the bull ring or in devil-bestrewn hell.

.Miniatures help lead us into the 
realm of architetrtural fairy tales: 'Fhere 
needs to be such a genre. Bruno Bettel- 
heim wrote a fascinating btx)k, The 
Uses of Enchantment, which describes 
the real need for fairy tales for chil­
dren: to intrcxiuce them to evil in care­
fully measured doses that are real but 
surmountable, a kind of toxin antitox­
in, not trivial or cute as they often 
become nowadays. Evil is serious, but
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mass can be taken as an equivalent of 
the absence of size — the basis for 
images that unsettle and freshen our 
perceptions.

You, Don, have pointed out that 
over the years I have de|>ended increas­
ingly on a design strategv' that focuses 
on picking out a small part of each 
design to lavish attention on, relieving 
the rest of the design for more func­
tional requirements. \ case in point is 
the Howard Hughes biological labora­
tories at the University’ of California in 
San Diego, which is mostly laborato­
ries carefully planned for light, filtered 
air. fume hoods and circulation, but 
u'ithout at first a particular focus.

That left it to a courtyard in the 
center and an adjoining little tropical 
seminar building, which is shuttered 
for real air to blow' in and out, to figure 
strongly in the place. That courty’ard is 
a favored miniature. It looks, even, like 
a dazzling drawing of an early nine­
teenth century garden court at Charlet- 
tenhoff, in Potsdam, of Karl Friedrich 
Schinkel’s, which gave me a head start 
on its details. Some of the scientists 
who were to use the space had ocai- 
pied labs in the nearby Salk Institute 
(so their standards were very high).

I have been struck by your discus­
sions of Kahn’s reversal in his design of 
his served and servant spaces at the 
Salk to make the labs the servant 
spaces and the litde offices and the 
towers, skewed to the sea view, the fig- 
ural (though small) served spaces. I 
realize that we had followed a parallel 
track ne.vt door, twenty-five ^-ears later, 
to focus on the figure and carefully 
relax the ground. It seems to me that 
one of the most perplexing tasks of the 
maturing — or aging — architect is 
how to focus a not increasing amount 
of energy’ on a widening field of work. 
I'ocusing on miniatures is one effective 
way of keeping the focus at all.

Tlh

\)

Top: Howard Hughes Biological Laboratory. Designed by Charles W. 

Moore. Drawing by Donlyn Lyndon. Bottom: Charlottenhof, Potsdam, 

Germany. Drawing by Karl Friedrich Schinkel.

not invincible. I he young hero or 
heroine in a seesaw struggle can deal 
w ith it — and however long they are 
on their ntission, they'll make it home 
in time for tea.

I s|>ent a springtime in Rome once 
looking for architectural fairy tales, and 
1 found many: places, for instance, 
where the uncertain edge brushes up 
against the sheltered middle, as if a 
fresh breeze were blowing frrmi a far 
off and mysterious place, as at the Aqua 
Paola, where formal openings in the 
facade give directly onto wild gardens 
just behind. It’s not evil that we are 
overcoming here, but mass — or the 
presence of solidity, maybe, as an 
expression of reality'. 'Fhis alienee of — Charles
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Reef for the San 

Francisco Embarcadero. 

Drawing by Donfyn Lyndon.
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wrecked cars; |>erhaps it fused in your 
mcnior)' with the junk sculptures in 
the IJerkelc) mud Hats, then on the 
opposite side of the hay, that I wrote 
al)out long ago, citing them a.s evi­
dence of our generation’s will to make 
some sort of free verse sense out of the 
global situation into which we had. in 
the fifties, been thrust. Now that our 
generation is at least partly responsible 
for the mess, free verse seems less 
hopeful, unfettered entrepreneurs 
appear as likely to destroy as to create, 
the romance with “collisions,' 
beloved in current critical discourse, is 
far less compelling.

'lb suppose that our reef c'ould ever 
have made the tidal lapping of the hay 
become anything nearly as suggestive 
as the splendor of those surf-surround­
ed rocks outside the condo requires a 
considerable leap of faith. Yet it seems 
a suitable reason to rettirn once again 
to the image — maybe dream is the 
better word — of creating places that 
have the qualities that characterize that 
surf-filled cove: deep history, e.vhilarat- 
ing presence, fundamental lawfulness, 
cyclic'al change, sparkling light and 
infinitely sur^irising detail. It’s an image 
we’ve admired there, in C'hinese land­
scape paintings and in thousands of 
variants on the l>each, in the forest, in 
vernacular cities and in the finest mon­
uments of the baroque. .-\nd it’s a 
dream worth pursuing in consort with 
nature and like-mindeil folk.

Dear Charles,
I'm pleased that you recalled, in this 

regard, the reef that Bill Tumhull and I 
had planned just off the edge of San 
Francisco’s Entlwreadero. Its pur[>ose 
was to provide for the urbanized bay- 
shore a miniaturized version of inces­
sant surf-action such as that ouLside 
your condominium at die Sea Ranch.
By creating an irregular disniption to 
the gentle swells of the bay it wouKl 
have induced, at high tide, a turbulence 
of intertwining swirls, endlessly chang­
ing yet always roughly predictable. At 
low tide the turbulence would have 
increased, splashing arouml the fbnns of 
the reef, itself revealed as a rejwsitory of 
surprising sculpted elements, replete 
with jHK'kets of still water and murky 
associations with the deep.

'Fhere is one difficult)’, though, with 
your memory of the image — it was 
never intended to be made of wrecked 
autos. Now I will admit that they 
would have made shajies interesting 
enough for the water to curl around, 
and that they would have had the 
advantage of rusting, changing and fus­
ing over time, and that they might have 
lent a certain macabre charm to the 
image; but we intended to make the 
reef of concrete, with walls, steps, 
pools and bronze and ceramic sculp­
ture — items that would certainly 
l>ecome suitably layered with algae, but 
that would have the capacity still to 
capture moments of hopefulness.

It’s curious that you should have 
remembered it in the likeness of

so

— Donlyu
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Cultivating the Field: 
About an Attitude When 
Making Architecture

N. Johfi Habraken

In the year 1748 Giambattista Nolli engraved a map of Rome. It shows not 

only streets and squares but also the interior of major buildings. The black 

mass out of which these public spaces are carved contains not only the ordi­

nary' buildings but also their courtyards and gardens. The public spaces and 

the monumental buildings are what architecture is about. But the map also 

shows how the white and the black are inseparable. The one defines the other.

The wholeness of the urban fabric is the subject of my essay. I invite you to 

set aside the oppositions we so easily make: between architecture and vernac­

ular, between monument and common building, between the large and the 

small, between the important and the unimportant. Let us consider the conti­

nuity of buildings and space — space covered and open, buildings of all kinds. 

This seamless continuous whole I call the “built field.”

Nolli shows Rome’s monuments as rooted in the black mass of the com­

mon fabric like plants rooted in the soil. But in the modern city the common 

fabric is no longer self-evident. All of the built field is a professional product 

now. Where the every’day world used to be the context for architecture, it has 

now become the subject of architecture. The ordinary today has become elu­

sive, perhaps more precious than the extraordinary.

For too long architects have been preoccupied with the singular, individual 

statement. If we knew' how to cultiv'ate the ordinary', the held would be well. 

When the field is well, monuments will appear like flowers appear on a 

healthy tree.

This essay is an adapted version of 
a text written at the invitation of 
the Faculty of Architecture and 
Town Planning at the Technion 
Israel at Haifa, for the graduation 
day address last year.

Details of Nolli's map of Rome, 

showing the Piazza Navona and the 

Parthenon. Giambattista Nolli, 

Pianta Grande di Roma, 1748.
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Properties of the Field

Built fields have hl<K)med for millennia all over the world. VMiile there is a wide vari­
ety of fonns and structures, all historic fields seem to share certain properties that are 
still valid in our day and age. To explain those I will present a few examples.

Types and patterns. First, we see the same tj'pes and patterns deployed consistently 
across a field. Indeed, we recognize a field by the types and patterns it holds.

In Pompeii, for instance, the same type comes in an e.xtraordinar}' range of inter­
pretations. The small house may not have as many rooms as the large one, but room 
size is fairly constant in all interpretations. A house may not have the full range of 
yards offered by the type, no peristyle, perhaps, and no garden, but each house has its 
atrium, each its owm gate to the street. There is great dignity in the fact that all citi­
zens, regardless of economic status, inhabit houses of a same type.

WTiere a type comprises a number of similar elements combined into an organic 
whole, patterns are deployTnents of specific elements in the same relation across the 
field. Usually the elements forming patterns are either larger than the house, such as 
streets and squares, or smaller than the house, such as rooms and atria. In the example 
of Pompeii we see cell-like spaces opened to the streets. These are shops, workplaces, 
eating places. 'I'he artisan or shopkeeper may live in the mezzanine above. These 
spaces form continuous strings along the streets, almost independent of the houses 
behind them. From such primary' patterns fields are woven.

Venice is another example of a beautiful and complex field. 'I'he Gothic palaces of 
\'enice are discrete, freestanding volmnes several floors high. 'I'he type shows the inte­
rior hall facing the canal to catch the breeze, rf>oms aligned on both sides. These halls, 
rej>eated across the field, create a pattern seen in plan as well as in the facades. The 
facades align to make long elaborate walls. Rooftops and chimneys add another layer. 
As in most historic fields, public space is minimized and thus intensified, .\lleys and 
streets are narrower than the private yards, narrower even than rooms, but all is of a 
scale and contributes to a unified, fine-grained tissue.

*
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Detail of map in Overbeck, 

Pompeii (Leipsig, 1666).

Four houses are highlighted 

to show the range of types.

Left: Facades of Gothic palaces along the Canal 

Grande. Venice. Photo by N. John Habraken.

Right; Part of the Gothic tissue of Venice, with second 

floor plans of representative pallazzi colored. Map 

from Paolo Maretto, L'Ediltia Cotico Veneeiana, 

(Venice: FiNppi Editore).
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*> The Venetian fabric, consisting of 

water, land and buildings, combines dif­
ferent infrastructures. In this respect it 
precedes the modern urban structure. 
The network of canals, itself hierarchi­
cal, is meshed with the equally hierar­
chical network of streets and alleys 
radiating from squares and connected 
by bridges.
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Bird's-eye view of Venice by Jacopo De'Barbari, 1500.
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Hierarchy. Each built field has its own way to make a hierarchical form.
The Tunis courtyard house type belongs to the Middle Eastern tradition, within 

which it has its own characteristics. The field is very complex yet highly ordered. 
Rooms cluster around courtyards, houses cluster around a dead-end ways that open to 
streets. Streets, in turn, may have their own gates facing major arteries. In the Middle 
Eastern field hierarchy is elaborate and highly sophisticated.-

Hierarchy is found in all fields. It assures flexibility and adaptability. Rooms are 
rearranged within the houses. Houses change themselves, either by building in their 
own lots or by trading territories with neighbors. All this happens without disturbing 
the higher-level organir.ation of alleys and streets.

Once we are on the level of public space w e likewise find a hierarchy of alleys, resi­
dential streets, major streets and so on. This hierarchical organization preserves the 
health of a built field by allowing improvement and adaptation on each level with min­
imal disturbance of the larger context.

The hierarchy of the form is a hierarchy of interventions, starting with the room as 
the smallest cell of the living fabric all the way up to the major public spaces. 
Everything changes and adapts on its own level, in its own time. In this way complex 
built fields stay fresh and alive over centuries.

Intensification. The hierarchical nature of the field makes it grow denser and richer 
over time. There is a continuous process of intensification in living built fields.

We find this illustrated by the estate of a merchant clan in Soochow', China. The 
estate is a field by itself, and like all fields it is not a single creation but a collage of 
many interventions. When we try to define its structure, we find the pavilions to be 
the major elements. Pavilions fonn courtyards. A string of courtyards makes a house, 
which is separated from other houses by narrow service alleys. Pavilions also spill over 
into the garden, which is linked with the hills and the ponds by covered paths and 
curved bridges, d'he trees inhabit the hills and sometimes invade the courtyards; rocks 
inhabit the ponds. It is all artful and at the same time organic.

The field is never a single design but a cultivation. How many discreet acts are 
needed to cultivate a field? Who will claim recognition for the final result? There is no 
final result. The field is always in flux, never designed, always being designed.

Systematization. The student of built fields cannot escape the fact tliat these com­
plex and ever changing forms were always built in a systematic way. We find a consis­
tent technology: the same parts, in the same relations, are combined over and over 
again. But the combinations are always different; depending on site, size, use and plain 
personal preference. This produces endless variation.

The systemic properties of historic fields teach us that systems make variation pos­
sible; indeed, they are a precondition for variation and adaptation over time.

Zhou Zheng estate and garden.

From Liu Dun-Zhen, Zu Chou Classic 

Gardens (Beijing: Architectural 

Industrial Press).

The Power of the Built Field

The field is not only a form but also people taking action. Rooms are redecorated and 
newly equipped; houses are built, extended and taken down again; streets are widened 
or realigned; new infrastructure is inserted. Historic fields are fine grained and won­
derfully adaptable because powers of inhabitation operate on all levels.^

The tremendous powers of generation a healthy field can have are demonstrated 
by the well-known seventeenth-century extension of Amsterdam. It has two distinct 
parts, one built for the rich merchants along the major concentric canals, the other a 
separate neighborhood laid out for artisans and craftsmen. These two parts are

The spatial hierarchy of Tunis. 

Streets and courtyards are colored. 

From Association Sauvegarde de la 

Medina, Tunis. 1968.
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topologically identical, nut only to one another but also to the medieval Held of 
the old city core.

In all three cases we find major canals running parallel to each other and connected 
by secondary canals. The canals are lined by trees, streets and houses. The streets are 
connected by bridges and shorter perpendicular streets with back streets that run par­
allel to the major canals.

In the medieval core this hierarchy emerged piecemeal; it follows the meandering 
course of the dikes alongside the river, In tlie extension it is done with geometrical 
precision: first in a concentric sweep around the old core and in a monumental 
fashion, then orthogonal in more modest dimensions. So we find there was no inno­
vation but growth and transfonnation of what was already known into something 
much more extensive.

This explains why, remarkably, there is no evidence of anything we would call 
design in the modem sense of the word. Minutes of the meetings of the municipal 
government have been preserved. It turns out that the city’s defense had priority,’; ini­
tial plans were for ramparts and fortresses around the growing city. Only in a later 
stage were surveyors instructed to lay out streets ami canals in the terrain within the 
new walls. VTithout doubt the layout of canals and streets was the subjert of delibera­
tion, but no drawings have been preserved and there is no record of any discussion as 
to what the new extension should look like or of alternative concepts."*

Historians have praised Amsterdam’s seventeenth-century extension as an early 
example of true urban design. I'here definitely was nothing haphazard about the pro­
cess. But it was not designed in the mcxlem sense of the word. There was no need for 
design liecause everybody knew what the new city would lie like.

A built field is not just a complex form but an image shared hy its inhabitants and 
builders. When the image is shared, then hierarchy, type, patterns and a multitude of 
details are self-evident and need not be discussed. From the beginning all energj' is 
channeled in the same direction; everyone can partake in the creation.

Uniformity can be found in history any 
time design is centralized. In most cases 
uniformity is found in monumental 
architecture fo express centralized 
power. The repetition of long rows of 
sphinxes in Egyptian arch/feefure or of 
identical columns and capitals in Roman 
and Greek architecture had nothing to 
do with industrial production but were 
the result of extraordinary discipline 
imposed on skilled workers.

The extent to which European mass 
housing schemes of the 1950s and '60s 
were the result of a particular culture 
of centralized thinking is illustrated by 
comparison with the growth of the 
Sekesui company in Japan. While 
European reconstruction after the war 
continued an already highly institution­
alized housing process. Sekesui started 
operations in postwar Japan on the 
assumption that people want individual 
houses, not apartments. It organized 
building technology to produce single 
houses in large numbers, all custom 
designed, using not only industrial pre- 
fabrication but also a good logistics and 
service organization. Sekesui housing 
produced about 60,000 units each year 
in the late 1980s.

The Professionalization of the Built Field

In the first half of this century a new class of professionals — bureaucrats, politicians, 
technologists and architects — emerged to make a new and dynamic world in its 
entirety. For the first time the eveiyday environment in its full physical complexity was 
seen as a subject for architecture. Any building, no matter how humble, could be 
worth architectural attention.

The professionalization of the built field is perhaps the single most important issue 
to study when we seek to understand the Modern period in architecture and urbaniza­
tion. We can see the results of the professional claim, and these lead to a conclusion of 
crucial importance: the process of professionalization went hand in hand with a gradu­
al coarsening of the built field.

Amsterdam again is a good example. The .Amstenlam South extension, designed by 
Hendrick Petrus Berlage and executed l>etween 1920 and 1940, is the result of remark­
able cotjperation among professionals, betw een architects and the municipal bureaucra­
cy anti among architects themselves. The power of their work lies in the way architec­
tural qualities — individual invention, exuberant expression and richness of detail — 
never became goals by themselves hut were always put to the service of the field.^

Nevertheless, we also see how in this admirable built field the projects become 
larger; a whole city block could now be a single intervention. Behind the well-designed
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Top and center; Elevations of the seventeenth-century canal facades in 

Amsterdam. From Caspar Philips, GracfitenboeA. 1768-1771 (Amsterdam: 

Stadsdrukkerii, 1962).

Gottorn: Part of the seventeenth-century extension of Amsterdam.

Detail of map by Balthasar Florisa, ca. 1650.

14 PLACES 9:1



facades a much coarser and uniform fabric was hidden. This t(K)k iis toll while the 
years went hy; presently Amsterdam South is being renovated at great cost. What is 
the product of large-scale intervention must l>e maintained hy large-scale intervention. 
Meanwhile the se\'enteenth-centur\' cit\’ goes on li\ing and renewing itself, house hy 
house, as it has done over the centuries.

The next stage takes place after Mbrld W'ar II. With freestanding blwks floating in 
space we have arrived at the truly modernist city. Its t'oarseness is apparent when we 
consider the field and organic whole and ask ourselves what constitutes the living cell. 
In .Amsterdam’s seventeenth-century field that cell is the canal house. In the modem 
city- the cell is a freestanding apartment block floating in space and full of identical and 
inflexible apartments. A hectare of the new field has far fewer living cells than a 
hectare of the historic field.

It is sometimes said that unifonnity- and repetition arc unavoidable iK’cause they are 
the result of modern mass production. But no building technology demands, by itself, 
the repetition of similar floor plans in one blcK’k and similar blocks in a neighhorhootl. 
Unifomiit\- in the built field is the result of the centralization of design decisions cou­
pled with centralized project management seeking ever larger projects under the 
assumption of efficiency. If one party nuist decide on a hundred dwellings they all will 
be the saute. If a hundred parties each build their own, dwellings all will be different.

The centralization of designing, in turn, has ted to a breakdown of the hierarchical 
organization in the field. As we have seen in the historic examples, hierarchy insures a 
smcM)th transition from large-scale design deeisituts to small-scale itccisioiis and the 
other way around. In the modern city hierarchy is lost not only in the huiklings them­
selves, where all apartments together are inflexible parts of a single design, but also at 
the urban scale. No longer is public space designed first, to guide the sub.seijiient 
deployment of buildings. In the modern way urban design is done by arranging free­
standing buildings, an artistic endeavor, but tMJl a structuring one. 'I'he result is vul­
nerable: Without the structuring jMJwer of predetermined public space, die alteration 
of a single building may upset the artistic arrangement of the whole. Because every’- 
thing stands equal to alt else, everything also may impact everything else.

Toward the Fine-Grained Field

It is possible to regard modem housing and urbanism as the product of a period of 
transition. The monumental freestanding buildings of the early Modern peritKl were 
seen by many as symbols of a new age. But they were the primitive product of an 
emerging professionalism operating without much sense of either the nature of the 
built field or the meaning of the fundamental change that was inflicted on the field.

Over time design professions have become more sophisticated, and we see a reap­
praisal of historic precedent. The urban block enclosed by streets is lieing reintro­
duced, as is the structuring quality of public space. But this return to tradition is large­
ly intuitive and not yet supported by a good understanding of the properties of the 
field. So far it h-as been a return to the twenties and thirties; the design may l>e more 
sensitive, but the rigidity is still there. 'I'hc professionally controlled fine-grained field 
has not y-et been achieved.

In order to reintroduce the hierarchical way of working in the modem built field, I 
hai'e advanced a theorv of levels. It holds that the scale of an intervention must match 
a certain scale of use. Hence interventions cannot be arbitrarily sized, and a hierarchy 
of design activities must be introduced.^

In North America, most people live in 
suburban environments. Today these 
are. for all practical purposes, profes­
sionally built fields. But the involve­
ment of architects is by no means the 
rule and when discussing architecture 
we tend to ignore these places. They 
are proof of the possibility that profes­
sional built fields can be done without 
architects and that the professional 
built field can be fine-grained.
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Traditional neighlxirhoods have always been conceived in this way. "ITiey are fitted 
within the higher-level structure of major roads and arteries. The neighborhood design 
itself would shape public space and allocate lots. Indiv idual houses would be built on 
those lots and, finally, within each house, furniture and equipment could l>e modified.

However, if we want to regain the fine-grained nature of the field in large struc­
tures, we must introduce a new level distinction. This leads to the support/infdl 
approach I have advcKated for so long in housing. 'ITie idea is to design and install the 
individual house unit independently from the building it is part of, thus reestablishing 
for the dwelling unit the autonomy it has lost in the apartment building.

The concept is universal. Already we see in office buildings and shopping malls 
how space to be occupied by tenants is left undivided and empty. Tenants will hire 
their own interior architects to design and outfit their individual territories. The 
building itself constitutes one level; the units of use inside make anotlier. This may 
seem a new idea, but it seeks to continue the age-old hierarchical organization of built 
fields in a context compatible with our time.

There is, obviously, an economical and technological side to all this. The concept 
of levels is related to the concept of “open building,” which seeks to disentangle the 
many systems in a building (such as partitioning, sewage, electricity and electronics, 
sanitarj' equipment and kitchen equipment) to make them less interdependent and 
therefore easier to install and replace. Years of trial and error have convinced a number 
of builders and developers in the Netherlands that the open building approach 
promises increased efficiency and better performance,^

The idea that variety and adaptability can be efficient and economically competitive 
sounds contradictory' to those of us trained in the belief that uniformity and efficiency 
go together. But the more building pracffice is systematized, the more the many sy's- 
ternic parts can l>e combined and arranged in different ways without loss of efficiency 
To respond to individual user demands, systematization must l>e pursued aggressively.

means that manufacturing will become increasingly important because it is the 
industrial entrepreneur who provides the systems that make buildings serve users.

After a century' of professionalizing the built field, we are ready to come to grips 
with its full complexity. In a more sophistic-ated world there is now' a search for variety, 
adaptability ajid small-scale response to use. We may conclude that for purely com­
mercial and technical reasons the next quarter century' will show a significant shift 
towards the fine-grained field. This w'ill not be a romantic return to historical forms. 
In fact, the physical result will be different from anything that has ever been seen 
before. It W'ill be a levelheaded response to the conditions of the market by means of 
increased sy’stematization.

Commercial installation of infill systems 
is expected to begin shortly in the 

Netherlands. Individual house units will 
be outfitted by a crew of three in a very 

short time. All parts of the customized 
house plan will come in a container, 

ready for installation, including all tech­
nical installations. Infill units are mar­

keted at prices competitive with those 
of traditional units. The customization 
and adaptation is an extra offered for 

current market price by virtue of a 
more efficient way of working.

This

At least three other infill systems are 
under way or in preparation in the 

Netherlands. As their approaches are 
different in many ways and respond to 
different segments of the market they 

may reinforce each other in establishing 
the approach advocated in this essay.

An Open Architecture

'Fhe practice of open building responding to technical and commercial considerations 
will result in a more open architecture as well. Large projects will no longer be mono­
lithic; they will offer fine-grained variation and adaptation. Wt have yet to explore the 
full architectural potential of the new level of distinction in office buildings, shopping 
malls and apartment buildings. Schools, hospitals and laboratories could equally well 
use this approach. Indeed, any institutional building would benefit from the same 
strategy, as would all manner of mixed-use projects.

It is tempting to speculate about the architectural implications of the fine-grained 
approach. It does not mean that everything must be small scale. On the contrary', when
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the small scale comes into its own, the large scale will be easier to design. I'hink of the 
monumental canals in Amsterdam that hold and guide the rich variation of individual 
houses alongside. It is more appropriate to see the large-scale, fine-grained project as a 
small town design than as a big building design.

Being an addition to the built field, open architecture should not only offer flexibilit)' 
at the small scale but also stress the continuation of a larger fabric; it must invite a merg­
ing of public space networks from project to project. Public space would once more 
liecome an autonomous structure holding together interventions within a single field.

Open architecture will necessarily reinstate and pattern as structuring ele­
ments. 'nte variation of individual units works liest if variation happens within a U'pe. 
The merging of projects into a coherent whole needs patterns as a means to assure 
meaningful continuity.

'I he open architecture of which I am speaking will produce very different kinds of 
built fields that respiind to local and cultural demands. These fields may, in fact, incor­
porate high-rise and large-scale interventions. But they will, whatever their fom\, have 
exactly the same properties we found in the historic fields: type, pattern and hierarchy 
will stnicture them; systematization will make them possible; intensification over time, 
driven by the powers of inhabitation, will enrich them. Above all, these fields w'ill 
endure because they have the power to renew themselves from day to day.

Here (use the term "patterns" in the 
mef/iodo/og/ca/ sense as introduced by 
Christopher Alexander. Architect Frans 

van der Werf found patterns very help­
ful as a way to reach agreements 
between architect and client and 

among architects in a joint design pro­
cess, and to record such agreement. Sharing

The open architecture that is now emerging stems from a willingness to accept the 
complexity of the environment, a comple.xity so great that it cannot be controlled or 
shaped by a single agent. In the McKlem era architects have avoided recognition of this 
coinplexit}'. 1'he strategy has been to simplify’ in order to get a difficult job done.

'I'hc time will soon come, however, when architects will be expected to play their 
part not by simplifying what is inherently complex but by applying new skills and 
knowledge that do justice to this complexity. An architect’s ability to do this will 
de|>end on his or her willingness to share the field with others. The concept of levels 
calls for interdc|>endence among autonomous designers, each operating on their own 
level of intervention, accepting what is done on the higher level and structuring what 
can l>e done tm a lower level.

I'here need be nothing wrong with a designer wanting to do a chair one day and a 
city the other. But such a desire for universality should not he c<mfused with total 
design control. 'ITie dynamic, fine-grained built field, as we have seen, is structured by 
types, patterns and other con%'entions. These are various ways of sharing, but the 
Modem tradition rejects them all. Therefore we do not know the power of conven­
tion, or how to exchange patterns, or how to cultivate a type.

Yet, convention, pattern and ty’pe do not contradict originality’ and innovation. 
After all, to say something new, one must first speak a common language. There need 
be no conflict between the constraints posed by the built field and the creativity and 
inventiveness of individual designers.

Sharing does not come easily to architects. From where this resistance? From 
where the obsession with originality and individuality? 1 believe it is lx;cause we never 
learned to enter into a dialogue with the built field. The Modem tradition is highly 
self-referential and delocalized and thinks it shameful to accept precedent and borrow 
from others. VVlien we design we do not speak to the field, but look over our shoulders 
to our peers elsewhere. There is little peer group prestige in working with the field.

Reaching agreement is the most impor­
tant aspect of patterns. They are tools 
that help us formalize shared images 

and their “truth" lies not in "scientific 
research” or universal application, nor 
in the authority of any designer but in 

endorsement by a social body.

It may well be that Christopher 
iA/exander's Pattern Language would 
have been accepted more widely had 

he stressed its procedural aspect rather 
than the qualitative objectivity of the 
patterns. However. I believe that the 
profession’s reluctance to share and 

accept from others is the main reason 
his patterns remain popular in some 

schools but are not heard from in prac­
tice. It may be that Alexander's patterns 

are more widely used than we think, 
but in a more covert way.
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Our inability to recognize the field has obstructed the development of professional 
knowledge and left architecture as the only profession without a knowledge base. 
Knowledge presumes the acceptance of what others have done, when proven useful. It 
develops best where sharing is perceived as l>eneficial.

'Ilic natural locus of architectural knowledge is the built field. We should study it, 
not necessarily as something designed but as something to be cultivated. We should seek 
to understand the nature of patterns and types; we should be able to explain the hierar­
chical structure of the field; we should know the design methods needed to deal with it; 
we should share with other professions the systemic organization of all built fields. 'ITie 
built field, in short, should l>e to architects what the law is to lawyers: It constitutes a 
domain of knowledge and expertise that, when studied, could pay off in many ways.

Shared knowledge brings a common vocabulaiy, which allows its practitioners to 
share information and express understanding in a precise and effective way. In contrast 
to the engineer, the medical doctor, and the lawyer, architects do not have a profes­
sional vocabulary. Ilte language used by architects today seeks to stress what makes us 
different; it expresses personal meaning and intention. It is a language borrowed from 
the critic, whose task it is to explain what buildings mean and to describe the impres­
sions they make on observers and users. W'e encourage our students to explain them­
selves freely but cannot offer them a vocabulaiy to address the field with any degree of 
accuracy or common understanding.

Open architecture breaks new ground because it seeks what we have in common. 
The avant garde on the other hand, rejects all fonns of convergence. It is based on the 
romantic idea that creativity can only prosper outside the constraints of what is shared. 
It claims autonomy for the sake of art, but confuses the autonomy of the form, which 
is real, with the autonomy of the author, which is a fiction. It does not see that inven­
tion and originality need to grow from a common field.

Avant-gardism, in its heroic period, has achieved results that still move and inspire 
us because, at that time, it was utopian and sought to create a new world to inhabit. 
But now, deprived of its early idealism, it has lost its \igor and has become a liability'. 
Insisting that ail sharing must be rejected, the avant-garde attitude keeps us outside 
the built field; indeed, it makes us unable to see the field as a unifying force. W^at was 
a source of creativity’ and power early in this cennir}' has now become an obstacle. 
WTiai look courage in the beginning now has become an excuse for self-indulgence, a 
way to escape the realities of the world.

When / argue that the fine-grained 
field eludes professional designers. I do 
not mean that no fine-grained fields 
are being built.

Much residential construction in the big 
cities of the developing world is so- 
called “informar building. The profes­
sional world of designers, planners and 
bureaucracy is not involved; local crafts­
men and small builders are. 
Manufacturing is heavily involved; all 
materials (cement, bricks, reinforce­
ment steel, wiring, piping, sanitary 
equipment) are made, by and large, by 
capital-intensive industries. Doors, win­
dows and tiles are often made locally 
by small entrepreneurs.

These informal neighborhoods are not 
slums but emerging urban fields. They 
are not only for the poor. Mexico City, 
Cairo, Istanbul, Djakarta and countless 
other world cities are growing rapidly in 
this way. The results are full-fledged ur­
ban environments, often with buildings 
several stories high and laid out along 
predetermined street plans. The process 
by which these informal fields come 
above must be similar to the way Lon­
don and Paris grew in the nineteenth 
century, but with a stronger emphasis 
on industrially manufactured parts.

A New Attitude

So here is the dilemma wc face: on the one hand the demands of the field, on the other 
a professional tradition at cnlds with it.

Sooner or later each of us must choose. I here is no such thing as artistic freedom. 
One can only choose which bondage one prefers. Will it l>e the avant garde tradition, 
or will it he the constraints of the built field? WTiich will be more nourishing?

The built field, we can he sure, will go its way. It will he driven by the nature of the 
society' inhabiting it — an increasingly sophisticated society, combining active and free 
individuals operating in larger and larger networks, ever more intertwined and interac­
tive. 'Phe field will come to reflect those qualities.

Professional expertise will adapt to the fine-grained complexity of the society it 
serves. 'lechnology based on true systematization will thrive on it. Lawyers will adjust 
to it. Politicians will soon know how to operate in it. Developers will exploit it.
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Bureaucrac)’ finally will leani how lo administer it. Will architecture adopt the new 
attitude needed to work with the built field?

As so often Is the case, practice in the real world is ahead of theory and ideolog)'. 
Today almost anything that can be built is also professionally designed; we are already' 
deeply immersed in the built field. It Is just that our self-image has not caught up with 
it. The new attitude I am speaking of will first manifest itself in practice. It is signs of 
that attitude that we want to look for.

Look not for buildings, but for coherence among buildings. Do not see an inter­
vention as an autonomous act only, but judge it as a voice in the ongoing dialogue in 
the field. Look for types, pattern and hierarchies. There will not be a single model to 
follow because that is not the way fields develop. But as we adjust to a new way of see­
ing, we will recognize more and more those with whom we share the field, we will not 
only find a new architecture but also friends and kindred spirits.

Therefore

Notes

I, Pompeii’s street-side shops and workplaces, called tabemae, have been described in .^el Boethius, The 
Domestk Anbittcntrr ^ tbt Imperul Agr anJ la Imporunct for Mtdin-a! Ihrn BuiUrng (Ann .\rbor, MI: Ihc 

L’nivereit)-of Michigan Ihess, I960). See chapter four, “The Ciolden Houses of Nero.”

2. My information cutties (nun Jamal Aklnr, who studied this neighborhood and discusses its tenioxial irans- 

funnabons in his liook Crva h> tbt Built Enirvnment: Tbt Cur of tbt Musiim City (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1988).

3. The phrase “powers of inhabitatjun” 1 borrow from Donlyn L)'ndon. who. 1 believe, first ctHned it. It 

expresses very well what controls the form and makes built fields live.

4. A detailed histtny of the process leading to the new eitensitwi is given in L. Jansen, Dt Derdt i'ergrotiug 

ivn Amsttrdem (The Iliird Extension of Amsterdam) (Amsterdam; .Amsteiodanum, 1960). This publication 

is the S2nd yearbook of the Amsteiodanum society.

5. A good source for the history of the Amsterdam South scheme and the way coc^ration was organized is 

the catalogue for the exhibinon held to commemorate the first presentation of Berlage^ ^an 75 years ago, 

republished hy the Amsterdam municipal archives in 1992.

6. For a brief expedition of the concept of levels, see my paper “The Uses of Levels,” UNESCO Regional 

Seminar on Shelter for the Homeless, Seoul, 1988. A more rigidly systematic description is given in Control 

Hitrtrtbits in Complex Aruftets, proceedings of the 1987 Conference on Planning and Design in 
Architecture, International Congress on Planning and Design Theory, published by the American Society 

of .Mechanical Engineers.

7. The Open Building Ftnmdaiion is a non-profit <irganization that researches and devek^ the tetdmical 

and organizational base of open building practice. It has a small research ctMnponent at Delft lechnical 

University. For information: Open Building Foundation. De Vries van Heyst Flantsoen 2, 1628RZ Delft, 

The Netherlands.
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Study the built field; 
it will be there without you, 
but you can contribute to it.

Study the field as a living organism.
It has no form, but it has structure. 
Find its structure and form will come.

The field has continuity,
. merge with it and others will join you.

Because the field has continuity no job is large or small; 
all you do is adding to the field.

Nobody builds alone;
When you do something large, leave the small to others. 
When you do something small, enhance the large.

W Respond to those before you:
When you find structure, inhabit It; 

when you find type, play with it; 
when you find patterns, seek to continue them.

Be hospitable to those after you; 
give structure as well as form.

The more you seek to continue what was done by others already, 
the more you will be recognized for it, 
the more others will continue what you did.

Cooperate:
When you can borrow from others, borrow, and praise them for it. 
When you can steal from others, steal, and admit it freely.
No matter what you do, your work will be your own.

Avoid style: leave it to the critics and historians. 
Choose method; It is what you share with your peers.

Forget self expression, it is a delusion.
Whatever you do will be recognized by others as your expression; 
don't give it a thought.
Do what the field needs.

Medieval core of Amsterdam. Detail from map by Dancker Danckerts, 1662.
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Thomson's City: 
Mid-Nineteenth 
Century Glasgow

John McKean

Few architects inevitably stamp their mark on a city’s image, transforming 

it by their interventions. In the changing kaleidoscope of the city of 

Glasgow, there is no stronger individual than Alexander Thomson (1813 - 

1875). It is not that he built the most. There have been others who 

designed as much and more. It is not just that his works stand out as figures 

against the grainy urban ground of the city. It is, on the other hand, that 

nobody was better able, first, to understand the actuality of the form of the 

city (and therefore its image) and then, through his skill, to make that form 

clearer and stronger. Thomson’s buildings help articulate that city form, 

which itself, then, becomes more clearly embedded in the imago ui‘his.

Thomson’s forms are exuberant, forceful, astonishingly original. But 

they are always vigorously embedded in his city, memorable in that they 

make the city more memorable. There are as many virtuoso architects 

who did not do this, indeed, who shouted their individuality in contrast to 

their context so loudly that such was impossible.^ Each of these architects 

adds to the crystallization of the city’s imaginaire collectif, but Thomson’s 

value as a lens through which to view Glasgow is in his reinforcement of 

the city’s identity. I will exemplify this argument by discussing five of his 

buildings, but first the context of urban Glasgow must be outlined.

The city’s form, at least for a century up to 1914, was characterized 

most obviously by two things: first, in plan, the dominating gridiron lay­

out of much of its center, and second, in built reality, the sense that it was 

a city almost entirely of walls — largely four stories high, surrounding 

back-courts and enclosing streets — within which virtually the whole pop­

ulation lived.

Opposite page, top: The gridiron 

that dominates the center of 

Glasgow.

Opposite page, inset: Queen's 

Cross, a typically sharp corner in 

the city of four-story tenements. 

Here Thomson simply repairs and 

punctuates the street form.

Photo by John McKean.

Illustrations courtesy John McKean, 

unless otherwise indicated.
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The City (mprovement Housing Block

Mctorian Cilasgow’s response to “the housing question 
quely extreme. By the 1850s anti '60s, the hammer and chisel of 
the “maker-down” (who divided and subdivided substantial ter­
raced dwellings) sounded in recent tenements^ as they long had 
in older, spacious dwellings. Now a new phenomenon appeared: 
blocks of tenement buildings, which to the street appeared almost 
identical to each other and kept the similar basic common-.stair 
design, were being designed as one- and two-room dwellings.

Thomson built many streets of tenements, containing 
dwellings that ranged in size from reasonably spacious to tiny. 
Despite irrepressible efforts to articulate the street face, he 
never broke the morphological rules that would force an inap­
propriate architecture out of this city building. His respect for 
this distinction and for building an appropriate urban hierarchy 
is clearest in his proposal for renewing a working-class area that 
was one of the oldest and most notorious comers of the city.

Cilasgovv’s City Improvement Act of 1866 argued “that in 
connexion with the Reconstruction of these portions of the 
City provision was made for Dwellings for the Labouring 
Classes who may be displaced in consequence thereof... The 
Improvement Trust, which the act set up, asked the Glasgow 
.Architectural Society for “suggestions on how improvements 
should proceed.” The society set up a subcommittee that 
involved 'I'homson and, among others, James Salmon, J.J. 
Stevenson and John Honejuian.'* Nothing is known of the sub­
committee’s response; only Thomson’s proposal, of which we 
have but confused newspaper reports, survives.

'niomscjn responded to the city’s morphology. That this was 
unfashionable is clear from the positions of his colleagues on the 
sulK'ommittee: Salmon, deploring the tenement, preferred 
F.nglish-style terraced housing; Stevenson favored conservation 
of the Old 'Ibwn; I lonejiiian favored conservation and tall, flat­
ted blocks like those Iveing built in England as philanthropic 
model dwellings. The strongest sense beneath this range of views 
is the new conventional wisdom of “romantic nationalism.”

I'homson clearly stands apart from these voices; in tune with 
a different Glasgow, he responds not to sentiment but to city 
form. I le is neither repairing nor remembering the forms al­
ready demolished for the new mass housing. But with an urban 
strength and at a scale of Glasgow's real urban patterns imposetl 
b)’ his predecessors, his proposal echoes with its idealized city 
block the Glasgow grid rather than the taste of his colleagues.

Thomson started with a huge grid, 330 feet wide and 1,10-1 
feet long. I le laid two major cross streets, 80 feet and 60 feet 
wide, and strung between them ladders of tenements, offering 
only the ends of the buildings to the main streets. Blocks were 
paired; a narrow entrance between them opened to enclose 32-
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Top: Block plan of Thomson's City Improvement scheme. 

Bottom: First-floor plan of a part of the scheme. 

Reconstruction of plan by author, based on Queens' Park 

Terrace (now demolished), Thomson's tenement block most 

near in scale to this project.
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Left: A slum off the High Street, photographed

before demolition irt 1868 for the City

Improvement Trust. Photo by Thomas Annan.

Below: Glass-covered gallery of Thomson's pro­

posed tenement block. Drawing by John McKean.

f(M)t-wide courts from which dwellings in the dozen tenements 
off each court are entered. The startlingly original idea was 
that these courts liecame atria covered with a veil of glass, open 
at both ends and penneable to the city streets. Each great gal­
leria would provide a wami, safe, healthy st>cial environment.

llie public face (the ground floor on the main roads and the 
two cross streets that divided the city block) was lined with 
shops and pubs, encouraging an adult public street life. 'I'he 
courts offered a temperate environment — in Thomson’s words, 
“playgrounds for the young, where they may nm al>out under 
shelter. Glasgow is notorious for the mortality amongst chil­
dren. But the wanmh which would result from this method of 
building would be conducive to the health and comfort of all.”^ 

Such a scheme presented an increased density of meaning 
over the traditionally monovalent clarity of tenement mor­
phology; for example, it offered a variety of ty'jws of urban 
place and ambiguity about fronts and backs. But at the same 
time it clearly offered separate places for domestic urban life 
(centered on women’s talk and children’s play); for public 
urban life (the more pur|K>seful necessities of getting and 
spending as well as the pulw where men met); and for service.

Beyond that, the detail is my reconstruction. The huge city 
block is developed as eight pairs of typically sized and shajved 
tenements spaced along the two long sides, the parallel main 
streets. As the paired rungs of a ladder, double rows of five ten­
ements, between which the space widens into the long, glazed 
court, join the end tenements on the main streets. Dividing the 
block are two cross streets. Each tenement is about 40 feet by 
50 feet on plan, and four stories high. Facing all the surround­
ing streets, the ground floors are given to shops, two per tene­
ment. On each floor are six or seven rooms (Thomson says 
each is at least 10 feet by 10 feet), which might constitute one 
two-room flat and one four-room dwelling; some, as 'Fhoinson 
says, are one-room homes.^

The remarkable strength of this rational housing plan — its 
order, its scale (it was designed as housing for more than ten 
thousand people), its potential to create a really new urban 
artifact out of homsing for the poor — is difficult to appreciate 
from this reconstruction. For it is the link with actual topogra­
phy and real lives, the making into actual substantial building, 
its detailed reality working out, that breathes life into these dry 
l>ones. .\nd that opportunity never c'ame.
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The Egyptian Halls

The urban warehouse and office building was a new type that 
took form, in the cities of Europe and eastern U.S., in the third 
quarter of last century. Until then the grand ones had taken 
their form from town hall, market hal! or palace, the smaller 
from urban domestic bl<Kks.

But by the 1850s, suddenly, a new urban commercial archi­
tecture of cast iron and glass was beginning to appear in New 
York, Glasgow and other industrial centers. Over the next two 
decades, Thomson built a considerable numl)er of warehouse 
and office blocks deep in the first Glasgow artifact of gridded 
streets, around the edge of the Alerchant City. In Glasgow’s 
third urban artifact, the Blythswood grid, he built a few more.

The Egy|)tian Halls was designed in 1871. Fully glazed, 
wide bays face a ground floor of shops; there are three main 
commercial levels and an attic lit by a continuous row of sloping 
skylights; floors are interrupted only by the necessary cast iron 
columns and central staircase. There is no exercise in planning, 
nor any attempt to divert the blank plan from being undifferen­
tiated lettable space, a direct response to speculative capitalism.

The street and the city, however, are enriched by the exu­
berant and richly articulated facade, a great area of glass set 
within a complex inasoniy frame. From the light and full)' 
glazed ground floor, the building becomes heavier with each 
story, ending in squat stone columns that bulge under an 
immensely heaxy cornice. There is an urban sense of indeter­
minate length; unambiguous, horizontal layers pile precariously 
one colonnade on top of the other, the details a highly personal 
invention. Capitals could have vegetable inspiration, but 
whether in cast iron or (as here) carved masonry, Thomson 
makes them his own. The eaves gallerj' (in front of the continu­
ous glazing) supports a gigantic entablature as deep as itself, 
producing an effect of sublimity only comparable to Chicago a 
generation later. I'he Egyptian Halls glorifies the strutting 
promenade of high Victorian commercial Glasgow.

From their perspective of traditional architectural history, 
Walker and Gomme rightly observe, “the peculiar triumph of 
Egyptian Halls is to combine a sense of personal style unex­
celled bv any other Scottish architect with the detachment 
Ironi mere idiosyncrasy which not only gives the building a 
compelling visual logic of its own but makes it so convincing a 
part of the street and city in which it stands.”^ Just as clearly, 
we can see it representing the city’s developing meaning. Here 
is no articulation of architectural form (as we see in the next 
example) but an enrichment of the street that clothes a new- 
building tjpc — undifferentiated commercial space whose only 
meaning is in its public presentation.

Early experiments with a new building type, the urban 

commercial block. Above: An unbuilt Thomson project 

for a corner block, dating probably to the mid-18S0s. 

Courtesy Mitchell Library. Glasgow. Below; Early twenti­

eth-century student's measured drawing of the Cairney 

Building, Thomson's finest built commercial block, 

destroyed in the 1930s. Courtesy John McKean.
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Above: The Egyptian Halls with

its original neighbors. The

ground floor is long destroyed;

the whole building is now

under threat of demolition.

Courtesy National Monuments

Record of Scotland.

Below: Elevation, Egyptian

Halls. Photo by John McKean.



St. Vincent Street Church

Next we move half a mile west to a less rhetorical context, to 
the gridded city of dweDings, with its evenness of image. Here 
individual buildings silendy mass into walled streets. Apart from 
the clue of a rolling topography, we locate ourselves in this grid 
primarily by abstract processes — reading, thinking, remem­
bering — that are all in the head.^ Embedded in this pattern but 
articulating a unique fonn out of the amorphous grid, the St. 
Vincent Street church puts the body back into the gridded city.

Virtually at the same moment, from 1856 to 1858, Thomson 
designed three remarkable churches for the dissenting church to 
which he belonged, the United Presbyterians. Despite their 
obvious family resemblances, they remain unlike any other 
building before or since.**^ In each, a given urban corner is 
exploited as 'Fhomson “builds the site” (if with a rather different 
rhetorical strength than that of Mario Botta, who originated 
that felicitous phrase). Thomson’s theme is the romantic-classic 
one, whose image was the entire Athenian Acropolis rather than 
only the Parthenon atop it. On each site, Thomson builds his 
own acropolis, yet each composition is dominated by a tall 
tower that manages to diminish the dominance of the main 
temple mass and, with a leap of scale, address the town directly.

St. Vincent Street United 

Presbyterian Church on its site, 

looking from the south. The tem­

ple, which encloses the upper part 

of the church, sits atop its vast 

artificial acropolis. (The adjoining 

tenement housing, also by 

Thomson, is now demolished.) 

Below: St. Vincent Street church, 

interior. Courtesy John McKean.

28 PLACES 9;1



Above; Caledonia Road United Presbyterian Church, pho­

tographed by author after its gutting by fire and touched 

up to resemble the form of Its earlier urban appearance. 

Right: Caledonia Road church sits at a point where two 

grids meet. Thomson used nearby tenements, which he also 

designed, to help knit the church into the city.

At St. Mnccnl Street, the steeply sloping location is han­
dled with spectacular drama. This comer site on the 
Blythswood grid slopes steeply down to the west and even 
more dramatically down to the south. Here Thomson builds 
up a square plinth to 20 feet above the highest point on the 
site, making a gigantic substructure 40 feet tall to the south. 
On this plinth, freestanding and with a portico at each end, 
stands a mighty Ionic temple. Its form is seen from the south 
(to quote a friend of Thomson) “as in a Turaeresque picture 
dominating a series of streets rising above streets like rock- 
hewn steps of some titanic staircase.”

The interior is powerful and architectonic. The large square 
auditorium, perfectly fulfilling the Presbyterian liturg}’, is unin­
terrupted save for sis slender cast-iron columns rising through 
the space to carry the gallerj’ and then the roof. Buried in the 
artificial hillside, its upper galleries appear from the outside to 
be low buildings that flank the temple that sails above. Tliis 
magnificent, light and powerful interior is far from a reflection 
of the architecture of the city that it builds on the outside.

The exterior scale is quite different; the form is majestic 
without being monstrous. The lower, placed with unerring 
compositional care on the highest point, help>s set the church 
apart anti balances rather than overstates the street comer

itself. \\Tiere one great mass, reflecting the interior, would 
have drowned the tenemented streets, Thomson’s composition 
has a grandeur that is appropriate rather than overwhelming.

With this work, Thomson has added a recognizable and 
particular physiognomy to the city grid. Sited with the eye of a 
J.iM.W. Turner or a Capability Brown, Thomson's church 
grows from its ground as a punctuating figure responding to 
both the steeply rolling topography and the dominant mor­
phology of the street-lining walls. As if to reinforce the unity 
of this figure to its ground, to make the church/city transition 
more smooth, the first tenement blocks on each side are also 
designed by Thomson. The church animates the soulless grid; 
it articulates the town, not by contradicting it (wounding, dis­
figuring or amputating it), but by giving it memorable form.

Thomson’s churches are what Aldo Rossi calls “primary ele­
ments,” in that “they characterize the process of spatial trans­
formation in an area.... They play an effective role in the 
dynamic of the city, and as a result of them, and the way they 
are ordered, the urban artifact acquires its own quality, which 
is principally a function of its placement, its unfolding of a pre­
cise action, and its individuality.... they are characteristic or, 
better, that which characterize a city. »11
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rants, sitting on its arcadian terraced gardens. I le provides the 
dwelling place, where the culturally anxious nouveau riche 
merchant and his family can relax and assume the social role 
that the architect’s costume so apprt>priately suggests.

Tlte tt)nc*ept is very simple: the tw(» dwellings are not paired 
with bilateral sjinmetry, mirrored al>out a part)’ wall as became 
tvpical. Instead, the double unit is made up in a rotational sym­
metry of tw o identical left halves; the plan of one, rotated, joins 
the parU’ walls to the right of each unit. As the published 
account said, “The effect of each «)f the fronts is that of a villa 
of good size.... In this way each house looks much larger than it 
really is, greater variety is imparted to the design, and greater 
privacy* is gained for the ocatpiers of the houses.... The front 
of die one house faces east, and the other west, and die riews 
from them are equally good in Inith direcrions.'

Once again, Thomson’s dynamic com|K)sition, precisely geo­
metrical*'* yet picturesquely satisfying, ftilfills the urban — or, 
rather, suburban — task brilliantly. 'Hie smaller (“back”) win­
dows fit a geometric order rather than respond to the varied 
occupation liehind them — for that is all of minor importance. 
His major (“front”) rooms, by contrast, have not windows at all 
but rather are formed by colonnades, sealed from the 
Cjlaswegian weather as unobtrusively as |M)ssil)le. It is both these 
together, of course, that fonii the identical opposite, elevations.

Inside, diere is nothing particularly striking about the lay­
out: a compact and directly arranged tliree-bcdroom house, on 
a two-story plan aliout 33 feet square, with a little single-story 
service extension. I’he main rooms, the dining room to the left 
of the hall and the drawing room above it, are treated with lav­
ish care in articulation and definition of surface and space. The 
other, lesser rooms are formed with a plainness that can be 
forcefully, brutally direct.

The Double Villa, speculatively designed for unknown 
inhabitants, is a proposed type, meant to colonize the suburban 
landscape with a low-density carpet of objects, potentially 
building a new “suburban artefact.” But if it is generalized, that 
does not make it just a background for bourgeois life to fill out. 
Thomson, in his domestic interitirs, considers architecture to 
l>e total design, inside and out.’* Leaving little to the imagina­
tion, or, indeed, their action, was exactly what his clientele 
wanted. Thomson’s gesamptkuttstu'erk responds to the domi­
nant need of a culturally deprived client group for stable 
respectability, of the socially insetnire merchant for instant cul­
ture, for a persona Ixrhind which he can relax. In his interiors, 
Thomson takes the role of provider of culture, he is valued 
more for his sensibility than his skill: It is a central problem of 
the nineteenth century. The crisis of urban unity, from which 
the \-illa fled, feels a correspondence in its need to endow the 
individual dwelling with such emblematic signific*ance.

13

The Double Villa within the context of Glaswegian suburbia.

The Double Villa

My last two examples are rather different, being what Rossi 
calls “dwelling elements.” Each, like the tenement 1 began 
with, is an attempt, more or less, to propose a particular type 
for the town. WTiile the urban fabric of re.sidendal Glasgow 
was being renewed and, of course, from the mid-century 
onwards enlarged beyond the grid with fine streets of four- 
story tenements, a new suburban fabric was beginning to be 
stning together by the proliferation of villas.

In the mid 1850s, when Thomson built his Double \llla, the 
detached suburban ideal was still the e.xception, towm street 
housing still the n(»nn, in the cities of Europe.** But from mid- 
century, the European bourgeoisie’s flight from their mercantile 
and now industrial city centers can also be seen here. This pat­
tern, of course, invokes anti-urban memories right back to 
Vitruvius, who talks of the villa snburbana as the urban man^ 
resort. The first century^ A.D. Romans, with their clear urban 
types of dotnus and insula, invented the Mila as an escape from 
their teeming city of a million inhabitants, a city seen as 
unhealthy and dangerous, nineteenth century Glasgow' exactly.

The new X’ictorian suburb of villas had the twin aims of 
show and separation, of pomp and privacy’. In his Double Villa, 
'Thomson precisely reflects those goals, and (exactly as .Alberti 
prescribed) he forms the building picturesquely to appear 
more grand and more imposing than the size of dwelling war­
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Perspective, elevation, section and plans 

of the Double Villa. From Villa and Cottage 

Architecture (Blackie, 1888).
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'TTiomson receivetl very little press coverage in his lifetime, 
and soon after his death in 1875, building work in Scotland 
virtually stopped for a decade during an economic depression 
as deep as that of the early 1990s. Just as it was picking u[) 
again in the later 1880s, an English architectural magazine first 
hinted at my theme. It wrote of Thomson: “The strong influ­
ence of his work is apparent in nearly all Glasgow architecture, 
giving to it — the city — a character unique among the large 
cities of the country.”'^ 'I'hus Thomson did not stand against 
the city, but his work gave the city character. And that is why 
we can fairly call this essay the city of Alexander Thomson.

Moray Place

Down the bosky hill on which stood the still isolated Double 
Villa, toward the city center and just beyond the new Queen’s 
Park, Thomson next built Mtiray Place. I lere was a rather dif­
ferent statement on the central tension of the time, between 
the social city and the private family. A tiny, |>erfect terrace of 
houses, it is formal, geometrically uncompromising, yet deli­
cately suburban. Moray Place is quite unlike the known mor­
phological pattern of Glasgow, where two-story terraces were 
almost unknown. The new sense of scale he explores, coherent 
yet intimate, midway between the conmninality of the four- 
story urban walls and the individuality of suburban villas, is 
quite original.

Between pediinented pavilions, with their delicately incised 
detail and still domestically scaled double-height order, runs an 
even colonnade. The weighty ground flt>or pattern, with its 
equal steps of solid and void, is sunnounted by an elegant row 
of 52 sharply-cut square columns. It is all scaled to obscure the 
eight modest dwellings that this plane encloses. The individual 
dwellings are indistinguishable in persj>ective as the severe 
simplicity of openings masks, on the ground floor, the differ­
ence between the deeply set windows and doors and, on the 
first floor, the difference l>etween the deep-set windows and 
the almost identical blind panels covering party walls between 
the dwellings. The shallow pitched roof and concealed rainwa­
ter removal allows a precise and simple low' comice to mark 
the edge with the sky’.

Inside are small dwellings.*^ Outside, the effect is of calm, 
of the precise and remarkably well-proportioned colonnade — 
humanized as so often in Thomson’s work by utterly appropri­
ate, linear, decorative patterning. It is less a from individual 
privacy, more a cover to a community; the “stoa” memory, 
after all, refers to a public, sj)cial place. It offers a potential 
form for a new suburban balance between the lioiischold and 
society. But it is one that was not developed.

Notes

llsis is part an essay that appears in a (olUtthn about Thomson edited by S. 
Mclnstry and G. Stamp and puNisbed by Edinburgh University Press in I99i.

1. C:harles Rennie Mackintosh comes to mind in this regard.

2. “Tenement" in (ilasgow specifically means a gn>up of dwellings off 
one, shared staircase giring direct access to the street. They were built 

in city blocks four stories high.

3. From The Minute Hook ufTnistees under the Glasgow Improvements Art, 

IHfifi, “Anno Mcesimo nono Metoriae reginae, C^ap.l.XXXV'.”

4. Kach a well-known, and very different, Crlasg«)W architect; Steven«m 

was later to launch a famous career in England.

5. From Thomson^ talk to the GI.A as quoted in The Morning Journal 

(17 March 18A8). 1 have reconstructed the project fn»m this brief 
report. There are clearly misprints (yards for feet at one point), and it is 

equally clear that other information does not tie together. It is obvious 

from the description that Thomson had worked out the project in 
drawings of considerable detail. M>' proposed layout seems best to fit 

the clues given; my detail planning and imagery is based veiy conserva­

tively on various tenements that Thomstm built; I ex|)ect Thomson^ 

design would have been startlingly original.

A. TTiis arratigetnent alnutst precisely fits the few figures we have from 

Thomson, such as 3.8.1 sq. yds. per prerson or 124 shops fter superlilock.

7. Edward I’Anson, “Some Notice of Office Buildings in the City of 

D)ndon." lecture at the Royal Institute of British Architects and pub­

lished in its Transactions, 1864-5, p. 31 et. seq.

8. David Walker and Andur Gomme, The Arehitecture of O'iwgmr 

(LtMuIon: Lund I lumphries, 1%8), 149.

9. As Camillo Sitte put it, (grid] network of streets always serves 

only the purposes of communication, never of art, since it can never l>e 
ctimprehended sensorily, can never be grasped exce|>l in plan.” C^miilo 

Sitte, City Planning According to Artistic Principles, trans. George Oillins 
and Christine Crasemann (>>llins (1889; l.ondon and New York; 

Random House, 1965), 91,

10. TTiese are the Caledonia Road Church (designed early in 1856, built 
1856-7), St. \1ncent Street Church (designed towards the end of 1856, 
built 1857-9), and an unbuilt project for St. Georges' Church 

Kdinhurfffi (designed in 1858).

The City of Alexander Thomson

The Glaswegian form of the stem, classic city of four-story 
walls was adhered to right up to 1914. Indeed it was in the 40 
years from I'homson’s death to 1914 that the city of today’s 
Glaswegians was fonned.*^ There was still urban coherence, 
good manners and order in the town making, if more bombast 
than refinement in the monuments to capital’s self-confidence. 
The difference is that no one again made the transfomiations 
that gave definition to the ordinary pattern, that offset and 
identified the city for their moment, as 'Thomson so brilliantly 
had articulated Glasgow in the earlier generation.
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11. i'Vldo Rossi, lie Architecture of the City (Cambridge, \tA; MI'I' Press, 

1982), 87, 99.

12. In Britain, this was especially true north of London and pardculariy 

in Gla.sgow, where the commuting pattern was to liecoine almost a 

reverse of the convention, in that the inner-city tenement house 
remained the norm for all classes while die new heavy industries were 

located ftirther out. “Glasgow itself was the dormitory, the Singer 
works at Clydebank, or the various steelworks at Newton and 

Coatbridge were the work destinations.” See John R. Kellett, The 
Impact of Raiheays on I 'ictorian Cities flxjndon: Roudedge and Kegan 
Paul; Toronto: Universitj- of Tonmto Press, 1969)

13. lllla and Cottage Architecture (Miciiie, 1868), 45. The preface, 
pp. viii and ix, explains that the w ritten material was “furnished by 

the architects.”

14. Thomson^ geometric olsession, with 3:5 proportions and with 

root-two geometry, is dearly seen in plan, elevation and perspective of 
this building.

15. See ITiomas Gildard, “Obituary: .Alexander Thomson," I'he British 

Airhitect (16 April 1875).

16. Similar in arrangement to the 2,2CX) sq. ft. Double Villa, here the 
1,6f)Cl sq. ft. terraced houses have a dining room below a magnificent 

full-width drawing room, one large and one small bedroom, a kitchen 
and niaidV room.

17. Or more precisely those of us whose memories stretch earlier than
the destruction of the 1960s and '70s

18. The British Architect (28 September 1888), p. 222.

Moray Place, demonstrating a

new sense of scale between

the urban and suburban.

coherent yet intimate. Photo

by Thomas Annan, courtesy

John McKean,



MEXICO

Fond Memories of Place:
Luis Barragan
and Ricardo Legorreta

Wayne Attoe

Nostalgia is the poetic awareness of our personal past, and since the anist's own 

past is the mainspring of his creative potential, the architect jnust listeji and heed 

his nostalgic revelations. (Luis Barragan, 1980)

It is hard to imagine designing without engaging one’s memories. No mat­

ter how powerful Zeitgeists or the imperatives of timeless design principles 

might be, experiences registered in memory would seem inevitably to have 

a place in designing. But memories of what? And what sort of memories?

Contemporar)' Mexican architecture offers lessons about a w^ay of 

designing that depends on memory' as much as on design ideologies. Two 

of Mexico’s leading designers of this century, Luis Barragan and Ricardo 

Legorreta^, have drawn upon potent personal recollections in fashioning 

buildings and landscapes. While their design methods are complex, and as 

do other architects, they depend on both intuition and rationality, a strik­

ing feature of their discourse about designing is the role of memory' as an 

impetus for and a measure of design quality. Memories provide inspiration 

and a standard for evaluation.

Needless to say, fond memories are not sufficient as a basis for design, 

and sentimentality has its dangers. I do not offer this interpretation as a 

foolproof or universal method for design, but as an insight into the w'ork 

of these Mexican architects that could be of value to sensitive designers 

everywhere. Places are registered in memory, and the power of those 

memories in turn infuses designs with special qualities.

Top left: Folk art in Legorreta's 

office. Courtesy Lourdes Legorreta. 

Top right: 'Soiana,” Westiake/ 

Southlake, Texas. Ricardo Legorreta, 

1966. Courtesy Lourdes Legorreta. 

Bottom left: House, Oaxaca. 

Courtesy Wayne Attoe.

Bottom right: Bathing area. Hotel 

Camino Real. Ixtapa. Ricardo 

Legorreta, 1981. Courtesy Lourdes 

Legorreta.
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Villages and Village Life, 
Expressions of Popular Culture

Barragan’s and Legorreta’s fond memories cluster around 
several themes: childhood memories of agrarian places, villages 
and village life, monastic buildings, Mmirish design, walls, and 
particular individuals. These are the “what” of their memories. 
As to the sorts of memories they draw upon, it is not replicable 
elements, hut qualities, and in particular qualities that evoke 
emotional responses.

Barragan: A/y earliest childhood metttories are related to a ranch my 
family oumed near the village of Mazatnitla. It was a pueblo with 
hills, fonned by houses with tile tvofs and immense eaves to shield 
passersby from the heavy rains which fall in that area. Even the 
earth's color was interesting because it was red earth. In this village, 
the water distribution system consisted of great gutted logs, in the 
form of troughs, which ran on a support structure of tree forks, five 
meters high, over the roofs. This aqueduct crossed over the town, 
reaching the patios, where there were great stone fountains to receive 
the water. The patios housed the stables, with cows and chickens, all 
together. Outside, in the street, there were iron rings to tie the horses. 
The channeled lo^, covered with moss, dripped water all over town, 
of course. It gave this village the ambience of a fairy tale.

No, there are no photographs. I have only its memory.
(.Anibasz, 1976)

Barragan: The lessons to be leatTiedfrvm the unassuming anhi- 
tecture of the village and pwvincial towns of my country have been a 
permanatt source of inspiration. Such as, for instance, the white­
washed walls; the peace to be found in patios and orchards; the color- 
ftil streets; the humble majesty of the village squares surrounded by 
shady open corridors. (Barragan, 1980)

Childhood Experiences of Aanchos and Haciendas

Barragan: Underlying all that I have achieved — such as it is — 
atr the memories of my father's ranch where I spent my childhood 
and adolescence. In my work I have always strived to adapt to the 
needs of modem living the magic of those remote nostalgic years. 
(Barragan, 1980)

Legorreia: lITsen / was a child my family went to haciendas/or 
lunch. Haciendas had been great agriailtural complexes sometimes 
employing hundreds of people all living as a single economic and 
social unit, so the scale of the buildings and spaces among them was 
often grand. There were tnany rooms to hide in, especially at hacien­
das that were somewhat abandoned, which made them alt the more 
intriguing for us kids. The spaces I retnember most were particularly 
mysteriotts, large and somewhat empty, and suggestive of so miuh 
that had happened in them. (Attoe, 1990)

Street elevation, 

Patzeuaro, Michoacan. 

Courtesy Wayne Attoe.



Barragan: Likewise I can tell, especially to people that know 
Mexico, about the beauty ofstreets lined with walls and fountains, 
like Pdtzataro, where one finds the attraction of the streets opening 
and leading into open spaces and plazas with trees and fountains that 
increase the beauty of the streets. (Barragan, 1952)

Legorreta: M^en I go to markets, when I see the things people 
weave, everyivhere color seems to be the way people like it. ... On the 
way to ?ny father's ranch in Texcoco I found a house with walls paint­
ed in opposite patterns. While I was photographing this intii^ung 
sight, the owner appeared. I asked him, “H-7»y did you paint it this 
way?” He wassurptised by the question, for there was no special rea­
son. He said, “/Just enjoyed painting it like that." (Attoe, 1990) 

Legorreta; / love folk art. It is naive, jresb, intelligent and deep. 
Ever since I was a child I have been attracted by it. I can see all 
aspects of life in folk art. J enjoy being surrounded by the figures. / 
don V like to collect them; rather, I buy them, live with them, and 
they disappear. Though folk art I continuously learn the freedom of 
color. There are no rules, just pure emotion and fixedom. The results 
are fantastic. (Attoe, 1990)

Monastic Cloisters, Patios and Courtyards

Barragan: Being a Catholic, I have frequently visited with reverence 
the now empty monumental monastic buildings that we inherited 
from the powerfid religious faith and architectural genius of our colo­
nial ancestor, and 1 have always been deeply moved by the peace and 
well-being to he experienced in those uninhabited cloisteis and solitary 
courts. How I have wished that these feelings may leave their mark 
on my work. (Barragan, 1980)

Legorreta: Courts, which figure so imposiantly in Pre-Hispanic 
architectun, are one part of our tich heritage of places handed sim­
ply. .Moorish gardens, another heritage, are lush enclaves hidden 
away, the source for the 4Me.vican courtyard which is a nfiige. Most 
intense, both spatially and in its place at the heart of buildings, is the 
patio. (Attoe, 1990)

Top: San Cristobal (Egerstrom complex), Los 

Clubes, Mexico. O.F. Luis Barragan, 1967-68. 

Courtesy Gordon Cameron.

Center: Molina House. Mexico City. Ricardo 

Legorreta, 1973. Courtesy Julius Shulman.

Bottom: Patio, Courtesy Ayres and Ayres Archive, 

Architectural Documents Collection, The 

University of Texas at Austin.

fMoorish Design

Barragan: To the south of Mexico City lies a vast extension of vol­
canic rock, and, overwhelmed by the beauty of this landscape, I decid­
ed to create a series of gardens to butnanize, without destroying, its 
magic. While walking along the lava crevices, under the shadow of 
imposing ramparts ofl'tve rock, 1 suddenly discovered, to my astonish­
ment, S7nall secret green valleys — the shepherds called them "jewels” 
— sutrounded and enclosed by the tnost fantastic, capricious rock for- 
mations wrought ott soft, melted rock by the onslaught of powerful 
prehistoric winds. The unexpected discovery of these "jewels” gave me 
a sensation similar to one e.xpesienced when, having walked through 
a dark and narrow tunnel of the Alhambra, I suddenly emerged into
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Pool, Casa de Rancho. Calif. Ricardo Legorreta, 1987. Courtesy Lourdes Legorreta.



the serene, silent and solitary '‘Patio of the Myrtles'' hidden in the 
entrails of that ancient palace. Somehow I had the feeling that it 
enclosed what a perfect garden — no matter its size — should 
enclose: nothing less than the entire universe.

This memorable epiphany has always been with me, and it is not 
by mere chance that from the first garden for which I am responsible 
all those following are attempts to capture the echo of the immense 
lesson to be derived from the aesthetic wisdom of the Spanish Moors. 
(Barragan, 1980)

Barragan: In the case of Morocco, / was ^atly impressed by the 
Casbah. Its plain walls speak of a very agreeable interior life. It is 
very interesting to notice the integration of this kind of architecture 
with the landscape. It is diffiadt to define where the Casbah ends 
and the landscape begins because there is such an effective fission. 
(Salvat, 1980)

Barragan: The Casbah is, I believe, the structure which most 
closely reflects the way its inhabitants live and dress, their aistom, 
dances, the surrounding landscape. (Ugarte, 1989)

Fountains. Aqueducts, Water Channels

Barragan: While awake or when sleeping, the sweet memories of 
marvelous fountains have accompanied me throughout my lifi. I 
recall the fountains of my childhood: the drains for excess water of the 
dam; the dark ponds in the recess of abandoned orchards; the curb­
stone of shallow wells in the convent patios; the small country spring, 
quivering mirrors of ancient giant water-loving trees; and then, of 
course, the old aqueducts — perennial reminders of Imperial Rome 
— which from lost horizons burry their liquid treasure to deliver it 
with the rainbow ribbons of a waterfall. (Barragan, 1980)

Barragan: With the exception of Paris, Spain interests me more 
than any other place. The sight of the Alhambra in Granada with its 
spaces, fountains and water channels affected me greatly. I would 
define these spaces as magical. (Salvat, 1980)

Legorreta: / wanted a very discreet and mysterious entrance 
sequence for the hotel, something to be discovered little by little as you 
penetrated the building. Part of the first discovery would be water, so 
1 thought of a fountain — like many patios in Meocico, there would 
he a fountain. Then the concept grew in my mind ofan aggressive 
fountain, one that provoked a reaction — vigorous, thrashing water 
there within the shelter of the hotel. (Attoe, 1990)

Moorish garden. From Jean GallottI, Moorish 

Themes end Gardens of Morocco (New York; 

William Helburn, 1926).
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Background: Tile detail, Puebla. 

Courtesy Wayne Attoc.

Door to the mysteries beyond. Courtesy Ayres and Ayres 

Archive, Architectural Documents Collection, The University 

of Texas at Austin.

Lomas Sporting Club, Mexico City. Ricardo Legorreta, 1980. 

Courtesy Julius Shulman.

Walls Sometimes the ixall rises to protest outside infiuem e and the forces 
which repress Mexicans, f^ith wails our great muralists depicted 
both the sources of our pain and our struggle and hope for freedom.

IfTfen other cultures infitience Mexico, the wail almost disap­
pears, as though it is embarrassed and has gone to bide. Under 
French influence in the last century, and American influence today, 
the wall does not shout — it hides and cries. Yet always there is a con­
stant, humble, discreet wall that does not die hut serves the true 
Mexican, the glorious vernacular wall, a source of unlimited inspira­
tion, strong, sweet and romantic, frill of color — decidedly A lexican. 
(Attoe, 1990)

It is noteworthy that at one time Barragan and Legorreta 
planned to collaborate on a hmik about Mexican walls. In the 
end, Legorreta completed the project on his own.

Barragan: A landscape has less value when seen through a plate 
of glass; through familiarity, by your oum constant presence, you 
reduce its value. I enjoyed Michelangelo's dome most when I saw it, 
once, through a keyhole. So why open a whole wall to bring a garden 
into a house? (Rodman, 1958)

Barragan: [Mysteiyj cannot fail to be tised in the art of gardai 
building, and so we may recall the pleasure of walking in some of the 
streets of Florence, limited by the walls of its large villas and gar­
dens; in the streets of Rome and in so many other cities bounded by 
private gardens, the beauty of which goes out from walls and gates, 
bringingfortb a greater beauty and attraction than many of the 
streets with open gardens that one finds in America and Mexico 
City. (Barragan, 1952)

Legorreta: IValls reflect our Me.tican history. The Pre-lUspanic 
wall — strong, ancient, stark and sometimes colorless — conveys the 
dignity of its makers and the maffiificence of that civiliz^ltion. The 
Colonial wall has a different spirituality, not Spanish or Indian, but 
mestizo, the blend of tu'o races and religions. The mystery, fantasm 
and sensibility of the Indians is married to the confidence and aggres­
sive religiosity of Spain.

Ferdinand Bac, French Landscape Architect, Writer

Barragan: Then there was my discovery of the magical gardens of 
Ferdinand Bac, a discovery which was in fact a kitid of liberation 
because it alhwed me to see the importance of the imagination and to 
free myselfJrom a lot of traditional ideas. (Ugarte, 1989)

Barragan: My experience with Pedregal goes back to my fondness 
for gardens, which / first found in the work of a French writer, 
rather than in the gardens themselves. The literature that describes 
them enhances the magic in those places. In this way, I acquired a 
taste Jhr landscape and put it into practice here, originally on my own 
projects. (Bayon, 1976)

Barragan; The work iy Fetdinand Bac... was impotiant in this 
respect. There was a Mediterranean and Spanish element hen which 
we believed was applicable to Me.vico. Sacho Diaz Morales, Rafael
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Entrance. Prieto Lopei House, Mexico City. Luis Barragan, 

1949. Courtesy Tim Street-Porter.

IBM Technical Center, Mexico City. Ricardo Legorreta, 1977. 

Courtesy Legorreta Arquitectos.

Commentary{Jrzua nnd myself began to see the importance ofendou'ing a place, a 
patio or a gprden ivith an air of beu’itcbment, of estabiisbing a rela­
tionship between the bouse itself ami the garden, putting something of 
the gaiden in the rooms tbemsehes. The insph'ation for all was due to 
Bac. (Ugarte, 1989)

Barragan: Feidinand Bac taught us that '‘the soul of gardens 
shelters the greatest sum of seretiity at man's disposal, ” and it is to 
him that / am indebted for my longing to create a perfect garden. He 
said, speaking of bis gardens at les Colotnbiers, “/w this small 
domain, I have done nothing else but joined the millenary solidarity 
to which we are all subject: the ambition of e.rpressing materially a 
sentiment, common to many men in search of a link with nature, by 
creating a place of repose of peaceable pleaswv. ” (Barragan, 1980)

MTiere are several noteworthy observations about how these 
memories as an impetus for designing. First, recollections are 
not transposed literally into new designs, hut offer qualities to 
be sought. Only in one case does Legorreta speak of a literal 
transposition: I used the proportions of the fight of steps at 
[Hacienda) Pipioltepec as a model for the broad staircase at Hotel 
Camim Real iVfexiVo City. / hope it is not only the measure, hut 
something deeper, that I borrowed. (Attoc, 1990)

Barragan summed up the sentiment against literalness: Hi 
should try to produce with modem architecture the same attraction 
that is found in the surfaces, spaces, and volumes ofpre-Colu?nbian 
architecture as well as colonial and popular architecture, hut it has to 
be done with a contempora)y e.vpresshn. Obviously, we cannot repeat 
these forms exactly, hut we can analyze the essence of these elements. 
So that, without copying the same gardens, patios and plazas, we can 
transmit to people the e.rperiences of centuries which may make their 
lives a bit more pleasurable. It is exactly what modem cities lack the 
most. (Bayon, 1976)

Instead of literal, the relationship between memory and 
design is analogical:

Barragan: Frotn corral to corral one goes, from one discovery to 
another, as in the patios of the Alhambra in Granada, which had a 
strong influence on me. froll, 1981).

Jesus (Chucho) Reyes Ferreira. Mexican "Naive” Painter

Barragan: It is essential to an architect to know how to see: I mean, 
to see in such a way that the vision is not overpowered rational 
analysis. And in this respect / will take advantage of this opportunity 
to pay Ijomage to a very dear friend who, through his infallible aes­
thetic taste, taught us the dtffiailt art of seeing with innocence. I 
refer to the Mexican painter Jesus (Chucho) Reyes Ferreira, for 
whose wise teaching / publicly acknowledge my indebtedness. 
(Barragan, 1980)
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Barragan: / ask myself if beside gardens for private homes, we 
may be able to build gardens of a private nature for bousing ^ups. I 
believe it can be done if we study these community gardens — like 
those of the Generalife in Granada — as a common garden with 
such characteristics that the individual may feel in those partial and 
separate garden areas — with intimate nocks and comers — in his 
own garden. Of course one must be careful to have the character and 
atmosphere of these gardens modem and fimctional in their planning 
and design and in their plastic beauty. (Barragan, 1952)

Legorreta: The plan of Camino Real Mexico is organized with 
interior courtyards and gardens which offer rooms a great deal of 
privacy and make the hotel a true refoge from the city, not unlike the 
monasteries of earlier centuries. In fact, during the design phase we 
called the courtyards 'Missions” and named them accordingly: “San 
Francisco, ” “San Juan, ” “La Palma ” and so forth. These residential 
courts are removed from the public areas of the complex, ensuring 
quiet. (Attoe, 1990)

Legorreta: [The scheme for SouthlakeAVestlake, Texas] is 
iTispired by haciendas. Hlsen my [fellow architects] visited Mexico I 
took them to see the Convento Desierto de los Leones on the edge of 
Me.xico City. And we looked at photographs of walls and I talked 
about what walls mean to me. The concept was to enclose a series of 
compounds with walls. Inside of each the architectural character could 
be unique; each architect could design somewhat independently. 
(Attoe, 1990)

Another point is that while the memories are personal, their 
sources for the most part are not. Villages, popular arts, 
monasteries, fountains and so on are experiences shared by 
many Mexicans, and thus their use in designs can have wide 
recognition and significance. The architect’s memories actually 
pro\4de for cultural continuity. 'Hiis is in contrast to the more 
solipsistic approach of architects whose sources are entirely 
personal or arcane, and which few people recognize or under­
stand. Barragan speaks, above, of heeding nostalgic revelations. 
This, in conjunction with the idea of fond memories of places, 
clarifies the distinctions between these architects’ accessible 
memories, and other sorts of memories which might be too 
personal, less readily understood by others. Barragan’s nostal­
gia reveals, so it is not what is remembered that is so important 
as are the qualities revealed by the nostalgic recollection. 
Similarly, it is fond memories of places, not personal events, 
that these architects sp>eak about. Again, it is qualities that are 
recalled and that inspire subsequent design.

M^at are the implications of such a feature of the design 
method? One would be wary of crediting any and all of an 
architect’s memories of places as a basis for design decisions. 
iMemories and places are qualitatively different, and their 
appropriateness for a time and place varies. Yet fearing the use

of memories in the creation of architecture, or embracing a 
design ideology that prohibits them, is just as dangerous. 
Barragan lamented; It is astonishing that modem architecture has 
not produced an example of work which expresses the attraction ofa 
place. This would fulfill spiritual desires and create confidence in the 
inhabitants. (Bayon, 1976)

It would be unfair to compare these architects’ work to that 
of lesser American practitioners, and I am sure that some 
American architects are just as passionate as Barragan and 
Legorreta, albeit passionate about other matters. But it is the 
quality of places fondly remembered that matters to me and 
that I miss in much contemporary’ architecture. I’d rather have 
to live with the embodied memories of these architects than 
the preoccupations of most other architects.

Notes

I. Luis Barragan (1902-1988) was awarded the Pritzker Architecture Prize 
in 1980. Ricardo Legorreta (bom 1931) has offices in Mexico Cit)' and Los 

Angeles.

Photographs by Tim Street-Porter of Luis Barrapn^ work are from the 
exhibition “Luis Barragan: The Architecture of Light, Color and Form." A 

catalogue, edited by Estelle Jackson, is scheduled for publication under the 

auspices of .Montage Journal, Inc.
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Left: Chapel at Tlalpan, Mexico. D.F. Luis Barragan. 1952. Photo by Tim Street- 

Porter; courtesy Montage Foundation. Right: IBM building, Solana. 

Westlake/Southiake, Texas. Ricardo Legorreta, 1986. Courtesy Lourdes Legorreta. 

Below: Hotel Camino Real. Ricardo Legorreta, lxtapa,1981. Courtesy Wayne Attoe.
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Lisbon’s picturesque reputation is a lot 
like San Francisco’s. Streets carjiet the 
hillsides, creating views of charming 
buildings, tum-of-the-century street­
cars ascend steeply into neighbor­
hoods, a spectacular red suspension 
bridge presides over the harbor and its 
residents have a penchant for slightly 
indulgent living.

Like San Francisco, too, Lisbon has 
known earthquake, fire and reconstruc­
tion. After the great earthquake of 
1755, which killed 40,(KK) inhabitants, 
the Baixa district (Lisbon’s center) was 
given the most eitensivc urban restruc­
turing Europe had ever seen.

Sadly, both urban areas have had to 
relearn painful lessons with fire in 
recent years. Lisl)on with the immola­
tion of its beloved Chiado (pronoiincefl 
key-ah-doo) neighborhood in 1988. Set 
at the base of the Bairro i‘\)to district 
and bordering Baixa, the Chiado was a 
romantic hillside neighborhood con­
taining favorite coffeehouses, old shops, 
trendy iKiutiques and two of Europe’s 
oldest department stores, the Chiado 
and the Grandella. The fire l»egan early 
on August 25, burning for 10 hours 
before fire crews pro'ailed. Altogether, 
18 Imildings and 40 businesses were 
lost, though with only nvo fatalities.

Though the traditional Lisbon 
architecture of red clay roof riles and 
glared ceramic wall cladding appears 
deceptively like Mediterranean mason-

ry construction, the structural system of 
choice since the great earthquake has 
been flexible timber frames and founda­
tion piles. Consequently, burning floors 
and interior walls collapsed, learing 
only masonry street walls standing.
Two of these building shells were de­
molished for safety, but the remaining 
16 provided a Iwsis for reconstruction.

The twisted wreckage left Lisbon 
residents in shock and anguish, as if 
New Yorkers were to encounter Fifth 
Avenue as a smoking ruin. Architect 
Alvaro Siza was immediately selected 
to lead the planning and design team.
A lengthy sequence of investigations, 
recriminations, proposals, arguments 
and revisions eventually resulted in an 
official reconstruction strategj’ in 
January, 1990.

ITte overwhelming mandate was to 
mend the cit}'’s wound and use the 
opportunity to strengthen the Chiado’s 
social and economic vitalitj'. Over the 
decades, it had lost nearly all of its resi­
dential population, and former resi­
dences and court)'ard spaces had been 
taken by small businesses for expansion 
and storage. Busy with shoppers by 
day, the Chiado emptied at night, a 
factor in the fire’s destructiveness.

The planning team concluded that 
the Chiado functioned as a “hinge” dis­
trict between the Baixa, the Bairro Alto 
and Rossio neighlMTrhooils, and its 
reactivation was essential for the vitali-

Gregory Tung

Above; Map of Lisbon. 

Background: Panoramic 

view, looking west, of 

Lisbon: BalKa (fore­

ground), Chiado recon­

struction (center), 

Barrio Alto (top center 

and right).

Illustrations courtesy 

Gregory Tung.
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Ruined Gothic vaults of 

the Cathedral of Carmo. 

destroyed in the 1755 

earthquake and left as a

monument.

tie innovation, the Chiado is to l>e 
healed and rediscovered without deny­
ing its immense loss.

ty of central Lisbon. A restored resi­
dential population and new uses would 
be necessary to diversify and extend the 
district’s cycle of activity.

The reconstruction plan retains all 
blocks, buildings and ground floor 
commercial acthiries. The internal 
arrangements of buildings will be 
changed, however, by clearing away 
accumulated additions from interior 
passages and courts and reducing the 
depth of apartments to enlarge the 
courtyards. The Grandella and the 
('hiadu department stores, whose husd- 
nesses were weak l>efore the fire, will 
be converted to new uses (such as a 
hotel, movie theaters and a supennar- 
ket) while retaining their original walls 
and institutional character. /\Jl build­
ings will have small residences, config­
ured mostly for yoimg singles and cou­
ples, on their top two fioors.These uses 
are intended to diversilS’ and extend 
the district s daily cycle of activity.

The plan combines an ambition to 
create more public space in the densely 
built blocks with a reconstitution of 
formerly embedded or erased streets. 
All of the reconstructed buildings will 
have midhiock j>a&>ages with promi­
nent openings centered in their street 
facades, often leading to interior courts. 
The passages and courts will comprise a 
new, secondary network of pedestrian 
passages to supplement the narrow 
sidewalks and auto-choked streets.

They also promise to o(K‘n the hidden 
block interiors to the life of the city.

'Ilic facades of the first reconstruct­
ed buildings show subtle manipulations 
in storefront composition. New shop 
doors and windows have taller propor­
tions than their iindestroyed counter­
parts up the street. They reveal higher 
first-floor ceilings, yet retain the pre­
existing cadence of storefront open­
ings. While the compositi»)n of win­
dow lights, d(M>r stiles and frames are 
traditional in spirit, the new elements 
are spare and simple, as if anticipating 
the encrustations of returning shop­
keepers, window dressers and |K>ster 
hangers. It apjiears that in this combi­
nation of attentive restoration and gen-
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New shop facades in a reconstructed building on 

Rua Garrett, with courtyard entrance in center.
!

45PIACES S:1



PENANG

Penang's Shophouse 
Culture

Patricia Tiisa Pels

The appearance of many Southeast Asian cities has changed dramatically 

in the last 20 years, reflecting the region’s rapid economic transformation. 

The size and population of these cities have expanded at a rate unknown 

in Western cities, and there has been little time to consider existing struc­

tures and their possible reuse. International businesses and eager govern­

ments are busy replacing indigenous architecture and thus sweeping away 

the rich life of the street — the traditional marketplace of the people.

Consequently, few Southeast Asian cities show recognizable signs of 

eighteenth-, nineteenth- or even early twentieth-century buildings, except 

for isolated palaces, temples and colonial buildings. Hong Kong and 

Bangkok have been almost completely rebuilt in the image of modern 

international finance and business centers. Singapore, which once pos­

sessed a visual history of migration, seasonal celebrations and cross-cultural 

relations, is now characterized by the near anonymity prevalent in cities 

around the world.

But tucked away off the west coast of Malaysia and moving at its own 

pace is Penang Island. Although the island is home to Penang, one of 

Malaysia’s oldest cities, its role has been secondary to that of Kuala 

Lumpur, the capital, for the past 50 years. Yet the city is not a backwater; 

the urban area has a population of more than 500,000, a vibrant economy 

and a well-educated and prosperous citizeniy’. It is the busding hub for an 

area that includes the mainland porrion of Penang State (another 500,000 

citizens) and the entire northwest region of Malaysia.

Much of Penang's business is still conducted in the traditional buildings 

of a tropical Southeast Asian city — buildings that date from a time whenPhotos by Patricia Tusa Pels.
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A typical roofscape 

in the shophouse district 
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of the continuation of the 
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local climate and customs influenced design. In Penang, the 
dominant form is the shophouse, a two- or three-stoiy building 
with a “five-fool way” in front that provides an open arcade and 
sheltered walkway. Cafes and stores spill out to the streets, 
which are filled with the activity created by a plethora of open 
markets, mobile food hawkers, w'orkshops and small stores.

Penang^ shophouses are repositories of stories, reflecting 
people’s tastes, needs, lives, hopes and dreams. They are inte­
gral to a way of life in which small-scale workplaces, shops and 
residences are located near (sometimes even alwve or behind) 
each other, and they comprise an image unique to Southeast 
Asia. The historic shophouse landscape is threatened by many 
forces, including the successful Asian economy (which was, 
ironically, nurtured by this shophouse environment). Taken as a 
whole, these neighborhoods offer intriguing lessons for how 
conservation can l>e coupled with economic and social stability.
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The Shophouses of Penang

George Town was the original settlement on the island, and this 
historic core still serves as the city center. Fountled by Francis 
Light in 1786 for the British East India Company, George 
'Ibwn was a trade center from the very beginning. Light, an 
English naval officer and trader, laid out the town in typical 
colonial rectangular blocks with 30- to 40-fool-wide streets, but 
this grid was never expanded. 'Fhe city grew along radial arms

INIXmESlA

INDIAN OCEAN

Map by Rahul Aggrawal.

Two of the streets laid 

out by Francis Light. 

The depth of the shop- 

houses allows for a 

series of light wells and 

courtyards.
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that reached out to the grand spice (pepper, nutineg and clove) 
and fniit plantations. Intermediate parcels evolved into a series 
of alleys and lanes densely packed with houses.

The city’s port activities have always attracted a wide mix of 
people. In 1794 Light listed the settlers in the new town: Chi­
nese, Chulias (Southern Indians), native Malays (from Sumatra, 
Java and the Malay peninsula), Siamese and Burmans, Arabs, 
Buggesses (from Celebes) and Kuropeans; today a similar ethnic 
cross-section exists. The city’s eamomy continues to l>c based 
on trade, although its commerce is now dominated by electron­
ics and textiles, rather than rubl>er, tin and spices. Much of this 
commerce operates out of the old shophouses of George 'Pown.

Shophouses have been built in Penang for 200 years. *Phis 
unique type of structure clearly shows the influence of Chinese, 
Malay, Indian and European styles, merged and matured in 
response to the local environment. From the Chinese came the 
court)'ard plan, the rounded gable ends and the fan-shaped air 
vents; from the Malay came the carved timber panels and the 
timber fretwork; from the Indians, urban construction tech­
niques, including a hard-wearing plaster; from the Europeans, 
French windows and decorative plasterwork. 'Phe tropical cli­
mate dictated a need for shelter from the sun and the rains; 
thus evolved the continuous, covered walk-way or kaki-lima (lit­
erally “five foot,” although many are wider). As the city pros­
pered, styles l>ecame more ornate, and a group of artisans 
develo|>ed. The fruits of their labor — created in wood, stone, 
tile and plaster — can be seen everywhere.

I'he culture of the setders can l>e found in shophou.ses. 
Structures still exist where spice auctions were once held, 
where Dr. Sun Yat Sen hid out liefore he helped create the

•r
Kapitan Kling Mosque, 

built by the first Indian 

Muslims in the early 1800s 

and continually added on 

to over the years, speaks 

of Penang's historic 

cultural diversity.



Left to right; Typical shophouses: a 

Muslim shrine among the shophouses 

with hole-in-the-wall shops built into 

one side; the five-foot way acts as a 

transition zone between street and 

building; a shop displaying its goods in 

the five-foot way.

Chinese Republic or where pilgrims lodged before going to 
Mecca. Shophouses were residences of wealthy Chinese mer­
chants and repositories for trade from Sumatra, Arabia and 
China in spices, cloth, opium and bird nests. V'ariadons on the 
shophouse serve as Chinese clan houses.

Streets were known hy the trades they housed; there were 
centers for activities like fish selling, tinsinithing and stone cut­
ting. Many of these activities continue on the same streets in 
the old shophouses; many of the ethnic traders remain in pre­
mises occupied by their forefathers. Shophouse neighl>orhoods 
still center around mosques or clan temples built one hundred 
years ago. Here can be found the stories of immigration, eco­
nomic success and accommodation among diverse cultures.

Although detached structures exist in Cieorge lown,
85 percent of the buildings are either shophouses or their 
purely residential fonn, the terrace house, 'I'hat this large 
stock of functioning nineteenth- and early twentieth-centiiry 
buildings still exists is noteworthy. Even more remarkable is 
how these buildings, standing together, create an outstanding 
urban fonn.
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Street after street of two- and three-story shophouses gen­
erate a profusion ofcomplimentar)' architectural elements. 
’Ibday’s business is displayed through a medley of signs while 
the facades present the crafts of yesterday — carved wooden 
doors, intricate tiled patterns, ornate grillwork and elegant 
plaster decorations.

The pedestrian scale endures — the shophouse widths of 14 
to 20 feet preside a comforting rhythm of changing columns, 
arches and materials. Walking down the street one perceives 
the latitude, feeling the variations in light and temperature 
from the cool covered walkw ay to the hot street.

Characteristically, the shophouse has a shop on the bottom 
fl(K>r and a residence alMJve, the top floor extending out over a 
covered veranda/walkway at street level. 'I'hc narrowness of 
the building ma-ximizes the numl>er of shopfronts on the street, 
while the elongated shape yields a series of interior court)-ards. 
Since all the buildings are attached, a continuous arcade is cre­
ated along the street.

With the expansion of the city new' types of buildings 
apj>carcd, hut shophouses continue to he Imilt, and residential

and commercial uses continue to coexist. Penang has been 
spared the rigid segregation of uses common in places where 
Western zoning predominates. 'I'hroughout the city, work­
shops, stores ami homes share the same streets.

"I he shophouse combination of business and home has 
allowed for trade to continue without incurring many of the 
costs of doing business today. With the owner always nearby, 
security is not a problem, hours can he flexible, child care is in- 
house, the workforce can be expanded with famiU' memlKjrs 
when required, and food and drink are always close at hand. 
Not surprisingly, a 1980 survey revealed that 47 percent of 
Penang’s commercial activity', and over half of small-scale man­
ufacturing, is loc^ated in pre-war shophouses.

Threats to the Vernacular Landscape

But the shophouses and the rich street life they have helped 
create are endangered in Penang, for a number of reasons.

Rent control, in effect since 1948, provides landlords with 
no incentives to maintain their buildings. Many owners are
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waiting for their shophouses to fall down so they can build new 
five-story shophouses (the limit under present regulations).

Large-scale urban redevelopment, bringing with it the mod­
em business center, poses another danger. Development pres­
sures continue to grow in Penang as prosperity expands; so far, 
development has meant demolition and not renewal of the 
existing shophouse neighborhoods. The country’s campaign to 
clean up the cities has favored demolition, missing the opportu- 
nit)’ to celebrate existing vernacular architecture.

One project, Komtar, sponsored by the state government, 
required the destruction of a large area of shophouses. I'he 
original rationale was that Komtar would solve the demand for 
new commercial space, thus leaving the remainder of CJeorge 
'Ibwn intact. But the 65-stor)' building sits in stark contrast 
with its surroundings, a self-contained, erect fortress with no 
link to the life of the street, a model that purp)orts that archi­
tecture should be the same everywhere, disregarding any spe­
cific sense of place. City and state governments have l(x;ated 
offices there to utilize the space. No figures are available for 
the ongoing cost to the city or state, hut the question certainly 
arises as to whether a renew-al and expansion of existing struc­
tures might not have proven less costly and resulted in a more 
innovative city center.

There has been little recognition of the inherent value of 
the shophouses, which have served the city as warehouse, 
home, worksht)p, store and office. UTiile the workability' of the 
shophouse fonn is proven daily by the construction of modem 
shophouses (bland concrete copies), there has been little effort 
to maintain the existing stock. Yet shophouses can be modern­
ized easily; their open, simple struemre simplifies installation 
of utilities and facilitates change (houses along a row can l>e 
combined for expansion and individual units seldom have inte­
rior obstructions).

Local leaders speak highly of conservation and heritage, but 
the only renovation projects ever completed have been of the 
old colonial administration buildings; sensitive remodels of 
shophouses are few, with most owners replacing wooden shut­
ters with aluminum windows, decorative plasterwork with 
smooth stucco, and tile roofs with asbestos sheets.

Future city plans include conservation areas, but no incen­
tives to private owners exist; only one model renovation project 
involving a house has been set up (by the city with assistance 
from the French government). Moreover, the conservation 
areas are small in size compared to the actual areas of architec­
tural significance. City and state officials are timid in legislating 
restrictions for fear of arousing the opposition of develojvers 
and landowners.

The idea that conservation must be associated with architec­
tural significance seems to be a major stumbling block. The
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Komtar. in stark contrast with its surroundings, 

and an abandoned shophouse.
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reflect existing architecture- Right: Behind such modern 

false facades the old shophouse awaits rediscovery.

Conservation Possibilities
historj’, urban form and ongoing vitality of the city are based 
on the way that its many indhidual structtires continue to 
function together. The value of the whole greatly outweighs 
the imjKjrtance of individual coni|>onents.

WTien an owner characterizes his shophouse as rundown, 
modified over time with various elements like jalousies and 
aluminum front, it is hard to argue alK)ul architectural signifi­
cance. However, if he pulls down his shophouse and his neigh­
bors follow suit, the rich mix of arched and louvered openings, 
the fine craftmanship, and the active street life might never be 
seen again in Penang. The holes that tievelop affect not only 
the unity of this magnificent strectscape, but also the economic 
and social welfare of the local population.

There are people in Penang who appreciate the value of the 
unique George 'Ibwn streetscajie. Some are interested in 
developing the heritage tourism op|K)rttmities that historic 
cities offer, some have positions of power in the city and state 
governments, some have influence through the media. But 
their numbers are small and their goals diverse, and they have 
trouble rousing broad public attention.

Meanwhile, the majority’ of Penangites carry out their busi­
ness in the streets, looking infrequently at the city’s architec­
ture or urban form. On a subconscious level, their memories 
may be jogged by the sensory qualities of the street, and they 
may recognize a comforting familiarity to the daily routine and 
phnical characteristics of George Town. But many people 
speak only of the open drains, crowded w'alkways (often taken 
over by motorbikes) and crumbling plaster.

Cicorge lown’s unique shophouses and vibrant streets await 
their fate. In one sense there is hope, because everything 
moves slowly in Penang. C^omplex property’ ownership pat­
terns in (ieorge Town offer some protection against private 
large-scale development. But the weather will not change. I'he 
humidity’, heat and rain will continue to inflict damage on the 
shophouses. The streets will stay alive only as long as business­
es thrive and customers come.

Innovatis’e ways must be found to restore occupied build­
ings for existing tenants and to instigate new uses for vacant 
properties; while many residents want to maintain links with 
the past, few want to live in a museum or a shophouse theme 
park. At the same time, basic infrastructure (water, sewers and 
roads) must be maintained and improved to Insure that popu­
lation (young and old) and businesses remain in (iCorge 'Fown.

Politicians often state that Malaysia is a developing country; 
thus, before tackling conservation they must first deal with 
employment and housing. But these issues can not be separat­
ed from each other: It is in the inner city of George 'Ibwn 
where much of the einplo)'ment of Penang exists, and it is in 
the inner city’ where many of the low-income earners resitle. 
Even in the poorest neighborhoods, 76 percent of the residents 
prefer to stay where they are and 82 percent stated in a recent 
survey that dieir iteighbtjrhood was safe.

.\lthough many people speak of increasing economic opjwr- 
tunities, one need only look at industrialized nations with their 
countless unemploy ed and homeless to conclude that there will
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alwa)'s be a need, no matter how dcvelo|>ed a nation is, for 
marginal small businesses. A variety of trades, stores and people 
must be sustained. In (Jeorge 'Ibwn, basketmakers, tinsmiths, 
spice shop merchants and noodle-makers are all at work; many 
proprietors are low-inc«)me and run marginal business, but they 
are housed and employed, their pride intact.

George Town’s shophotises offer opportunities for growth; 
they have provided the nursery for many of Penang’s successful 
businesses. Similarly, what has been tenned the “bazaar econo­
my,” the indigenous economic activity and the streets and sur­
roundings in which it ftinctions, should be seen as an ongoing 
and valualile component of Southeast Asian cities. Bazaars pro­
vide many people with their first business opportunities.

'I’he city' of Penang has taken a tentative first step towards 
maintaining its shophousc culture by establishing conservation 
guidelines and completing an inventory' of heritage buildings 
for the inner city, an area of 1.5 square kilometers with a }>opu- 
lation of 32,000. This work will record the variety' of buildings, 
their unique characteristics ami their contribution to the 
streetst'ape, and it will set standards for renovations.

In an effort to increase awareness of the local resources, the 
Penang Heritage 'IVust was fonned in 1987. 'Phis organization 
has now joined with similar groups in Singapore, Kuala Lum­
pur, Bangkok and Jakarta to form a Southeast Asian network of 
conservation groups. They have l)cgun the prtKess of ftKusing 
the eyes of local government on conservation jwtential.

But additional action will be required. The tax code could 
be amended to include incentives for renovating properties and 
to recognize the historical value of all pre-19-H) structures in 
the inner city. I'his would reduce the tedious work of rating the 
historic value of individual buildings and the interminable hag­
gles with pro|>ertv owners who want special exceptions. 
Although rent control cannot be simply abandoned (it sustains 
house and shop for many low-income people), few low-income 
tenants need their rents frozen at 1950 levels.

The real issue is finding way's to insure the maintenance of 
structures and services. For example, rent control could be lifted 
for any property' that is renovated. A portion of state low- 
income housing funds could be spent for restoration, instead of 
building new units. Maintenance programs could instill an 
awareness that clean buildings are not necessarily new buildings.

Tourism, which the state gtivcrnment encourages in the his­
toric center, could provide jol»s and income for the city' without 
supplanting its current economic and social life. Penang could 
champion its wealth of cafes, vibrant street life, markets, tem­
ples and variety' of small hotels. 'Iburists would observ’e the 
city’s vibrant life, not a dead shell.

Above: Eating on the street 

in 'parking spaces.'

Below: The historic shop- 

house district.
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The inevitable conflict bet^veen tourist economy and local 
economy could be avoided by banning large-scale development 
and by insuring that a certain |)ercentage of low-income prop­
erties remain. A strong Iwal population base would insure that 
the business of making things and providing services is not 
overrun by the selling of tourist trinkets. There is a difference 
between restoring one block for the look of how things used to 
be and the idea of maintaining an entire area’s social and eco­
nomic texture.

exists, with new structures not dominating the streetfront but 
maintaining the existing sense of scale and the extroverted life 
of the street.

The shophouse culture of Penang is more than just build­
ings, and conserving that culture involves going beyond tradi­
tional building preservation. 'I'he approach must combine 
s<M:ial, economic and cultural health with building conserva­
tion. Some Kuropean cities have been very’ successful in “inte­
gral conservation,” where the health of neighborhood and 
buildings are equal goals. A more Asian solution would com­
bine individual Be.xibility and entrepreneurship with an overall 
agreement on ncighitorhood stability.

Penang is a city* tm) rich in history, visual surprises and live­
ly streets to be allowed to Ire buried by concrete skyscrapers. 
Considering that so much visual evidence of history and 
indigenous architecture has been lost throughout in Southeast 
Asia, Penang offers a unique opportunity to maintain part of 
the region’s cultural wealth. Conservation efforts here could 
serv'e as a model for newly developing areas, such as Cambodia 
and \'ietnam, where areas of heritage architecture still remain.

Is it necessary that Southeast Asian cities be rebuilt for 
these countries to join the twenty-first century? Certainly, in 
Penang history can continue to l>e made in existing 
streetscapes and buildings, indeed, the old can become a part 
of the future.

Towards a Southeast Asian Aesthetic

Penang today is awash in clutter, a sheer profusion of things, 
reflecting a contented but disorderly life force. The \\ estem- 
trained Malaysian planner (the majority of architects and plan­
ners were educated in the West) knows his country but has 
been taught to clean up clutter, to organize.

Acknowledging a Southeast Asian aesthetic implies accep­
tance of and sensitivity to the natural confusion of the 
streetscape. Indeed, decay, disorderliness and complexity can 
be of value.l'he ty’pical streetfront displays an eclectic mixing 
of styles, with a healthy lack of purism. The styles derive from 
the history of Southeast Asia as a trading center, overrun by- 
waves of immigrants, colonialists and traders. Ml have left 
their marks which have been integrated into the local vernacu­
lar, with an un-selfconscious manner.

The street collage that until recently characterized all 
Southeast Mian cities was an ongoing creation. New building 
design can only l>e part of this process if value is given to what

Most shophouse 

facades date from the

1B90S to the 1930s.



GUILFORD

The Guilford Green

Nona Bloojfier

New England town greens are a classic American image and the 

quintessential expression of a regional vernacular landscape tradition. 

From their earliest beginnings they have provided a central place for pub­

lic gatherings, ceremonial rituals and practical functions. WTiile the spe­

cific uses of greens have evolved over the years as the needs and values of 

their communities have changed, the role of greens as places of gathering, 

individual repose and central importance for towns has endured.

Many greens, however, have been encroached upon or fragmented 

beyond recognition. As development continues to threaten their existence, 

it becomes increasingly important not only to work for their protection 

but also to examine their historic and cultural roles and the unique contri­

butions they make to the quality of life in a town.

The evolution of the green in Ciuilford, C'onnecticut, exemplifies the 

marvelous flexibility' of this open space. In its early days it was used as a 

communal ground for grazing cattle, burying the dead and drilling the 

militia; it contained a saw pit, a whipping post, a gravel pit, hay scales, 

churches, schools and the town hall. Today it is a parklike setting that 

accommodates high school graduations, seasonal celebrations and town 

parades. For more than three and a half centuries, the Guilford Green has 

adapted to changing spiritual anil societal patterns while retaining its role 

as a center for the town.

Sktyih Map of* 
Guilford Green 

in the
i^ih.Gintupr

Above: Drawing by Charles Hubbard. 

Courtesy Guilford Free Library. 

Opposite page: Aerial view of 

Guilford Green, 1981.

By Joel Helander.
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Sketch of Guilford Green in the nineteenth century.

Drawing by Charles Hubbard. Courtesy Guilford Free Library.

An "All-Purpose Utility," 1639-1814
restricted voting privileges to church members, a church had 
to be established quickly. In colonial New England communi­
ties it was standard practice to Icjcate the diurch on the green, 
and in Ciuilford a Clongregational “Meeting House” (a term 
expressing the use of the building for town meetings a.s well as 
for religious puqtoscs) was constructed on the northwest end 
of the green in 164.^.

Concern for the green was recorded as early as 1646, 
when cutting down trees in front of the meeting house was 
forbidden.’ But the green was not yet sacred, and it eventually 
lost some of its lurf. In 1670, when the n>wn needed a black­
smith, the town leaders sliced off land from the south side to 
offer as a home lot. Unfortunately he did not stay, and in 1676 
they took a second slice from the east side for another black­
smith. These excisions cost the green four of its original 16 
acres. Its sha|)c was still rectangular, but the town inherited 
clumsy jogs in the streets that now adjoin the southwest and 
northea.st comers.

In this early period there were no streets around the 
green; the entire space was regarded as a public passageway.
■\n official surv'ey taken in 1729 measured the area of the 
green to l>e twelve acres (today, the grassy part within the 
street curb is only eight acres). 'I'he survey signaled the pres­
sure for development and the ini))ortance of the green as a 
thoroughfare and multi-use space, and it protected the green 
from further subdivision:

(luilford was settled in 16.^9 by a small company of landed 
gentry and yeoman farmers from the rural counties of Sussex, 
Kent and Surrey, England. After purchasing land from the 
Native Americans, they settled on a fertile plain lying between 
two rivers that run to the Connecticut sht>re of the Long 
Island Souml.

Following the general practice of Puritan communities pro­
viding common grazing lands, Ciuilford planners set aside a 
communal ground of sixteen acres, around which they dis­
tributed their home lots. .Although the nine-square plan of 
nearby New Haven, where the settlers spent their first few 
months in the New World, may have inspired their orderly 
plan, Guilford’s central space differed from New Haven’s in 
size, shape and appellation. It was smaller, more rectangular 
and, from the beginning, called “The Greene.”' New Haven’s 
central square, by contrast, carried the name “Market Place,” 
reflecting the mercantile cast of its urban London founders.

The green, surrounded by privately owned land, func­
tioned, in the words of architecttiral historian Elizabeth Mills 
Brown, as an “all-purpose public utility”" — serving as a drill 
field, cemetery and grazing ground. 'I'he green was uncK.x:upied 
by buildings for the first four years of its existence, until 
Guilford Colony combinet! with New Haven Colony for 
mutual protection against the Dutch, French and Native 
Americans. Because New Haven’s theocratic government
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to ihx&t/imodate the Several Lanes that Center in Sd Green to pass 
front one Lane to the other as well to the meeting House burying 
place School House: and being the usual ir necessary place of Parade 
for the Train bands {militiaj we find the whole of sd Green is neces­
sary for highway, for the use aforesd and will not admit of any Lands 
to he there luiid out to any person as fifth Division or otbetways 
without prejudicing of highway, and thereupon we have set out & 
Stated the Hhole ofSd Gtren for higbw>aysfi

By the beginning of the eigliteenih renniry riuilff>nl and 
New Haven colonies were under the jurisdiction of 
Connecticut C^jlony, and church [ueinbership was no longer a 
requirement for voting at town meetings. As life became 
increasingly secularized, two more institutions appeared on the 
green, one reflecting the prevailing spirit of religious tolerance 
and the other a practical need for a non-denominational meet­
ing place “for the purpose of transacting the public business of 
the town.”’ In 1750 a small Episcopal church was built on the 
southeastern end, and in 1775 a two-story clapboard “town 
house,” the ancestor of today’s town hall, was constructed on 
the northern end. This building also served a commercial pur­
pose, as the lower flemr was regularly leased as a store.

Although Ciuilford prospered comfortably in the eighteenth 
century, the green remained somewhat disheveled. It was “an 
unkempt area of public land,” far from level, with pond holes 
and a gravel pit. “ f'here were no trees, no walks, no fence and 
disorder prevailed. Here, for nearly tw'o centuries, the towns­
people had pastured their domestic animals.”*’ They had been 
burning their dead also, as noted by Timothy Dwight who 
travelled by in 1800:

This square, like that in New Haven, is dej'onned by a burying 
gtvund, and to add to the deformity is unenclosed. The graves are 
therefore trampled upon and the monuments injured both by men 
and cattle. ... Nor is it unreasonable to suppose that the proximity of 
these sepulchral fields to human habitations is injurious to health. 
Some of them have, I believe, been found to he ojfensive and will 
probably be allowed to have been noxious.

'I'he green was as cluttered above ground as it was crowded 
beneath, with four buildings inside it — two churches, a 
schoolhouse (called the Academy) and the Town House. 
Assorted farm animals were running loose, and paths criss­
crossed in all directions.

By the time Dwight was writing the green was also open to 
more than local traffic. The southern section of the stagecoach 
mail route between New York and Boston passed through the 
green on a diagonal. A remembrance of the passage of the 
Boston Post Road remains in the name of Boston Street, which 
runs along the south side of the green.

7

Guilford town center, 1B66. From fieer$ AUas of New Haven 

County, Connecticut. Courtesy Guilford Free Library.

5VPLACES i : 1



relocate from inside the green to the edge. In 1829 it pur­
chased a propert)’ across the street to the n<jrth and sold the 
house upon it. The house was carried away and construction 
then l>egan on the imposing new edifice for Guilford’s earliest 
ecclesiastical institution; the commanding presence of the 
church still dominates the green’s central axis.

In 18.^0, after the Qtngregational church’s old building on 
the green was razed, the Academy and the Town I louse were 
moved to properties on (Turch Street. This effort to pur­
chase new properties, raze and move old buildings and con­
struct new ones speaks highly of Yankee stamina and ItKal 
financial support,

Only the Episcopal church remainetl standing on the green. 
The white rail fence that was constructed around the green left 
an opening to allow carriages access to that church until 1838, 
when a stone gothic building was completed on the cast side of 
the green. The old church on the green was then dismantled 
and sold, and the railing could be closed.

Even then the green was not completely empty. .An old-timer 
reminiscing on die apjiearance of the green in 1844 recalled:
The green of this period was used as a cow pasture, very convenient for 
the dweUers in the vicinity, and they strenuously opposed this privilege 
being taken from them atul deemed it pa~verted taste to converi a use­
ful ccfw pasture into an ornamental park, which is non' the pride and 
gloty of this old, historic town.'^
The cows were finally evicted in the 1860s.

Beautifying the Green, 1615*1873

The turning point in the life of (luilford’s green came with 
the organization of the town borough in ISl.**. Inspired per­
haps by New 1 laven’s example of relocadng its own central 
burying ground, or responding to Dwight’s criticism, or sens­
ing that the green should begin to serve different public- 
needs, borough officials assumed the difficult task of bcautifj- 
ing the green. 'I'he warden and l>urges.ses planted trees “for 
shade or orniment” in the “.shadeless streets,’’ restricted swine 
and geese from the “Publick Walks” and officially christened 
the green a “Publick Square.”^ This new designation suggests 
a social motive behind the transformation of the green, one 
that envisioned a reinterpretation of the use of the green as a 
public place.

'Iwo new cemeteries were opened in 1817 and the green 
was no longer used for burials. By 1824 the gravestones were 
removed and the mounds denoting the graves w-ere levelled. 
Horses could no longer lie fastened to trees, and only cows 
that were registered with the borough clerk and wore straps 
bearing the owner’s name were allowed about. But the vision 
of the borough officials extended beyond planting trees, relo­
cating cemeteries and controlling animals; it called for making 
a thorough and clean sweep of the green.

The Congregational church, dissatisfied with the condition 
of its building and nudged by l>orough officials, decided to

Bird‘s*eye view of 

Guilford, 18B1. O.H. Bailey 

& Co. Courtesy Guilford 

Free Library.
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United Workers for Public 

Improvement at the 

Guilford Fair, 1897. 

Courtesy Guilford Free 

Library.

The Village Improvement Society 
Makes its Mark, 1874-1931

In 1868 the green was dignified with a new appellation, 
“park,” in the Beers Atlas ofNeii'-Haven County. The Ciuilford 
Agricultural Society also named it (luilford Park on the cover 
of its premium lists from the 1870s on. The word “park,” 
which is today part of the common vocabulary' of public space, 
was relatively new at the time. For example, it first appeared 
as a topic in an American encychjpeclia in 1863 when 
Frederick Law' Olmsted (who bat! been schooled by North 
Guilford parsons and had his first fann in Guilford at 
Sachem’s Head, by the seashore) contributed an essay to 
Appleton's New American Cyclopaedia. Mid-nineteenih-centuiy 
parks were conceived as a relief from the evils of urban life, as 
pastoral landscapes and as ‘’great pleasure grounds mean to be 
pieces of the country, with fresh air, meadows, lakes ami sun­
shine right in the city.

The transfonnation of the green tt) what we consider a 
park today was very gradual. Without the benefit of being 
cropped by cows, the green in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century must have looked more like a country meadow than a 
manicured urban park. Crops of hay were raised on the green 
and sold to the highest bidder until 1894, when thrift finally 
gave way to aesthetics and the town purchased a horse-drawn 
lawn mower.

'Fhe new name did not stick, perhaps because the green 
never directly fulfilled the social role or physical fonn envi­
sioned for parks. However, it remains in the name of Park 
Street, which runs along the east side of the green.

'ITie transfonnation of Guilford’s green speaks not only of the 
introduction of ideas about park space into the nineteenth- 
centuty' town but also of the fonnation of village improvement 
societies, which sought to improve the residential character of 
towms. T he concept began in StcK-kbridge, Massachusetts, in 
1853, spread throughout New Kngland and l)ecoine a national 
movement. Writer Ctcorge \\'aring formulated the goals of 
these groups:

to improve and ornament the streets and public grounds of the 
village by planting and ailtivating trees, establishing and maintain- 
ingwalks... lighting the streets, encouraging the formation of a 
library and reading room, and generally doing whatever may tend to 
the improvefnent of the village as a place of residence.

In 1874 Guilford women organized themselves into their 
own exclusively feminine society, “The United Workers for 
Public Improvement.” They intended “to raise funds to repair 
the w alks, light the streets, improve the condition of the 
green” and extend the work ofbeautifying and improving the 
village.'- They had one hundred lampposts erected in the 
streets about the green and paid a man to keep them lighted. 
'ITiey encouraged the planting of trees and supervised the 
beautification of the green. They gathered each spring to rake 
the green, a rite heralded by the celebrative ringing of church 
bells and the shooting of the cannon.
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The local papers enjoyed rej)orting on this festive event;
Every day one may see some new thing under the sun if he 

keeps his eyes about him. On Saturday we saw something new, 
eighty ladies with eighty rakes freshening up Guilford Green." 
'lire women, dressed in big bonnets and ruffled headdresses, 
carried rakes patriotically decorated with red, white and blue 
streamers, while “the Ciuilford hand played to cheer the work­
ers on their way.

C^oncens, parades and sporting events were held on the 
green during this period. It was used for football and baseball 
games, lawn tennis, winter skating and evening promenading. 
Fire drills were demonstrated and election parades celebrated 
with the “booming of batteiy cannons.” A bandstand was 
placed near the center, the dilapidated fence was removed 
and handsome granite curbing was installed along the edges 
of the green.

The green also assumed a memorial role. In 1877 the 
granite foundation for a Civil War monument was placed in 
the center of the green just above the old cemetery. Between 
1903 and 1928 cement walks, contributed by townspeople in 
memory of loved ones, replaced the green’s muddy paths.
One reporter, however, disapproved: “Surely the common 
Green should be kept in character. Running loud white side­
walks across it is like taking the ancient sunbonnet from a 
line old country grandmother and substituting a forty-cent 
flapper beret.”*"*

U

1}

Civil War monuinent on the green. 

Courtesy Guilford Free Library.
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Today the green is used for diverse activities, such as political gatherings, memorials and monuments, fairs ... 

Credits: Left. Shore Line Times: center. Mark Bloomer; right, Barbara Kleutsch.

The Guilford Green TodayWith the advent of the First World W'ar a new Libert\' 
Fla^tolc and an honor roll appeared on the green. Tree.s were 
planted in memory of (luilfbrd's war dead, and in 19.H a boul­
der for a permanent memorial was set into concrete. Since 
then five more monuments, four of them war memorials, have 
been placed on the green.

The United Workers for Public Improvement disbanded in 
1931. Without the care of the women the green fell, once 
again, into a disheveled condition. Rossiter Snyder, Warden of 
the Borough, pleaded for c-ontriburions to reWtalize and fertil­
ize its greenery, acquire suitable benches and fund a “creditable 
band” to play in the bandstand. He also recognized that the 
green perfonned an important symbolic role, in addition to its 
recreational and commemorative one. It was a

Originally at the core of the settlement, Ciuilford’s green is 
now geographically dislocated as a central place, not only 
regarding habitation, hut also business. The straightening and 
relocation of the Boston Post Road in 1927 took the town’s 
main commercial activity to a strip north of the village, leaving 
the area around the green for smaller businesses. The houses 
facing the green have been adapted for business uses and rental 
apartments, but residential streets lined with trees and fences 
fronting antique houses lead immediately off the streets 
around the green.

After the borough consolidated with the town, in 1941, 
responsibilit)' for supeivising the green passed to the Board of 
Selectmen. The selectmen have repeatedly affirmed its use as a 
public place for public assembly on condition that whoever is 
using the green take care of it.

The green toda)' plays a ceremonial and celebrative role in 
the town, serving as a location for events from Memorial Day 
celebrations to Christmas tree festivities. It sustains a vivid pub­
lic life for town residents, who attend graduations, concerts, fes­
tivals, strawberry .socials, ecumenical gatherings and peace vigils 
there. The care and appearance of the green is a widely accepted 
community responsibility supported by several local organiza­
tions, although not always with complete agreement almut what 
should go on the green or how the space should Ive used.

monument to
the town” and a historic presence of national significance:

The saving and beautifying of tbe Green means motx to this tomi 
than any other public improvement at present. By the Greet} tbe 
town is knou'n and retnemhetrd. It is starving to death attd we want 
to revive it. The borough allotment for it will go only a limited dis­
tance. The Green is an inheritance of three hundred years and it 
must go on for that many more. It is a source of interest and pride 
beyond the limits of the town. Its value reaches the entire state, and 
the S'ew England states, and, for that matter, the United States, for 
it is true that these old New England tow'm are the backgroimd, the 
foundation, tbe sources fivtn which most of this nation grew. And we 
cannot let the foundation of our bouse crumble. IS
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the town's annual 'strawberry social.* quiet moments of relaxation and high school graduation ceremonies. 

Credits: Left and right, Shore Line Times; center. Mark Sloomer.

(iuilford’s fire department has the dubious distinction of 
having provided the proverbial last straw regarding monu­
ments on the green. I'he IcKral pa}K*r reported that, after much 
controversy, a tiretighler’s monument would Ik* placet! on the 
green temporarily. It still hapjwns to l>e there, hut Iwyond the 
issue of its not l>cing a war memtirial is the question of 
whether another monument of any kind should have been 
placed on the green. Wlten the first selectman commented 
with e.xasperation, “1 didn’t realize the CJreen was going to he 
such a controversy,” he received the telling reply, “It’s an emo­
tional hot bed.”*^

Although the (iuilford limn Center, embracing the green, 
was listed on the National Register of I listoric Places in 1976, 
it t(K>k decades to give this place a local historic district desig­
nation protected by state statutes. .A proposal for a historic dis­
trict study was rejected by town meeting in 1962. Finally, in 
1987, after much hard work and public education, the district 
was approved by a majority vote of propert)' owners. The 
newspaper’s recognition that the “concept of the state’s historic 
district has its roots in Guilford” is a tribute to those who 
wrote the enabling legislation and worked to protect the green 
and its historic surrounds.'**

/\s Guilford has grown from a few hundred settlers to a 
town numbering more than 21 ,()(K) inhabitants, the green has 
evolved from a utilitarian square to a dignified presence of 
enduring stK-ial importance. The significant role the green 
plays for the towns|)cople is underlined by the comment of 
David Dudley, president of the Guilford Savings Bank, which 
faces its southeastern comer; “It symbolizes the way pec)ple 
relate to the town.

Before the hurricane of 1938 the green had so many trees it 
was always dark. 'ITere is disagreement today, however, about 
the kind and nutnlter of trees to be planted on the green, and 
smne jKople are unhappy alxjut the trees that already block the 
vista of the Gongregational Ghurch.

The last bandstantl on the green was removed in 1945 and 
has not been replaced. Apparently the bandstands had jirovid- 
ed opportunities for mischief ami vandalism. When a proposal 
for a new bamlstand was decisively rejected in a special town 
meeting in 1965, opponents contended that “a banilstand 
would l>e an anachronism on old Guilford Cireen, that a 
|M>rtable shell would ()ffer greater flexibility, and that the band­
stands previously on the green never c«)ntributed to the cultur­
al atmosphere of (juilford.”'^ I'liis issue is alive nnlay with the 
recent fonnation of the Bandstand Committee of the Guilford 
Foundation, which is asking for contributions to build a 
}«irtable shell.

The Guilford Agricultural Fair, which was first helii on the 
green in 1859, outgrew this tradititJtial location anti in 1969, 
after years of argument, had to intwe to larger f’airgroumls a 
mile away. Its opening parade, however, with floats, fife and 
drum corps, school marching bands and a procession of war 
veterans and town officials continues to make its way around 
the green l>efore heading toward the new grounds. A large 
handcrafts exhibit is held annually on the green, inciting discus­
sions alK»ut the use of the green for an event that draws more 
than 15,000 people from miles around — causing uuich wear 
and tear on the green’s turf and jiaralyTiing surrounding traffic. 
The colonial scale <if the green may Ik* able to accommodate 
the people, but not the cars and trucks that bring them.
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To appreciate today’s reverent and someiiincs impassionetl 
responses to the simple, silent and now urban space of 
Ciuilford's l)eautiful green, one must evttke the ancestral cul­
tural sensibilities of the town itself. I'he green as the heart ot 
the commiinitv does indeed represent a collective remem­
brance of its historic place at the center of the original colony, 
even as it functions as an open space that serves the citizens of 
tmlay and their ongoing activities.

Notes
1. discussion of the resemblance of thi.s plan to ihe bastidc design 

of French medieval towns built for defense, see Anthony N. B. Garvan, 

.■itrbitrcTVrt and Ttm'n Planning in Colonial V.cmneclicut (New Haven. (71'; 
Yale Universitj' Press, 1951) and Rol)crt Blair St. (icorge. “Bawns and 

Beliefs: .Architecture, Commerce and Conversion in Fariy New 

England," li'inrertburPenfo/io2$-A [Wwusr |0«/0) 241-287.

2. See Klizalteth .Mills Brown, “^Architectural development." in Sto-vey 
of the Historic Anhittetun; of Guilford, ConimtiiVt ((lUilFord, (71'; 

(luilforcl Preservation Alliance, 1082). 23-68; mul Guilford. Connecticut: 
Its Green and Its Historic Buildings (Guilforil, (71': Guilford Bicentennial 

Oimmittee, 1975} for the place of the green w ithin the architectural 

framewtirk of Guilford.

3. Reman! (7 Steiner, History of Guilford and Madison, Conneclicni 
(Baltimore, 1897; reissued by the Guilford Free l.ibrary, 1075), 2.50.

4. (luilfurd land records, 1729,4:120.

5. Steiner, 221.

The Guilford Green, 

1993. Photo courtesy 

Mark Bloomer.



• PUBLIC WORKS

From Bus Route 
to Urban Form; 

L.A.'s Electric 
Trolley Bus Plan

Todd W. Bressi

In 1989, the little-known agency that 
monitors Los Angeles’ air quality 
issued a set of rules that aimed to bring 
L.A.’s peq)ctually smoggy air into com­
pliance with federal clean air require­
ments and promised to affect every­
thing from bakeries to driving patterns 
to backyard barbecues. One of the 
most intriguing outcomes was a pro­
posal to redesign some 200 miles of 
boules'ards — a network of main streets 
stretching from the San Fernando 
Valley to Long Beach and from Beverly 
Hills to East L.A. — into friendly tran­
sit and pedestrian environments.

The proposal came abtiut because 
the air-qualit)’ rules require the 
reg^ion’s busses to emit no pollution, 
one third of them by 200() and all of 
them by 2010. RTD, the regional bus 
agency (now merged into the Metro­
politan Transit Authoritj' or j\ITA), 
concluded that the only reliable and 
economical technology for the first 
phase was electric trolley busses, which 
had plied L.A. streets into the 1950s.

Electric trollies, which draw power 
from overhead electric cables suspended 
from poles and buildings, require exten­
sive investment in power cables, sup­
port wire, poles and electric substations. 
This infrastructure would not only be 
expensive, costing several million dol­
lars a mile, but also would have signifi­
cant visual impact on the streets where 
trollies would run. From the outset, the

RTD realized it would have to pay spe­
cial attention to the trolley’s design if 
the project were to win suppon.

The design program evolved from 
what design consultant Doug Suisman 
of Public Works Associates called a 
“camouflage strategy” to a comprehen­
sive streetscape project. “With this 
capital investinent we could rethink the 
boulevard as an integrated transit envi­
ronment, of which the bus, poles and 
wires would l>e components," he said.

The success of the trolley sj’stem, in 
fact, would rest on the success of the 
streets. “ ITie bus rider, by definition, is 
also a pedestrian,” noted Paul Diez, 
chief project designer for consultant 
ICF Kaiser Engineers. The urban de­
sign would “reconfirm the boulevard, 
the street and the sidewalk as indispens­
able urban settings on which the Elec­
tric 'Irolley Bus system will depend,” 
the project’s Urban Design Handbook 
staled. Similarly, the work of upgrading 
the streets would provide an opportuni­
ty for groups concerned about the pro­
ject — public agencies and cominunity 
gK)ups alike — to help in planning it.

Ultimately, the urban design pro­
gram was incorporated within the pro­
ject’s environmental impact study as 
part of the mitigation plan, making it 
inseparable from the rest of the pro­
ject. ’Fen percent of the $1 billion cost, 
or SSOOjOOO per mile, was allocated for 
urban design.

Above: Los Angeles’ proposed 

200-mile trolley-bus network. 

Below: Electric trolley busses 

require extensive investment in 

power cables, support wire, 

poles and electric substations. 

Photo by Todd W. Bressi.
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Creating the Electric Trolley
Boulevard

/
’I'lic urban design plan envisioned the 
trolley project would result in no less 
than a new type of street, the “Electric 
Trolley Boulevard,” which would help 
reclaim I>os Angeles’ public realm for 
pedestrians. Systemwide elements like 
poles, cables, bus stops, graphics, 
lighting and planting would establish a 
continuity of scale and visual character 
throughout the 200-mile network. 
They would unify the disparate ele­
ments on every street and give the 
trolley network a regional presence 
and coherence.

At the same time, the designers 
realized the streets that trollies would 
travel were anything but unified in 
their urban character, which tendetl to 
break into segments. The ilesigners 
decided not to impose a unified infras­
tructure throughout the entire system 
or even along each route. Rather, the 
design would acknowledge the seg­
menting of the boulevards and routes, 
making each segment “more intensely 
what it was” and heightening the con­
trast between different sections, 
Suisman said.

The designers studied the trolley 
routes and concluded that most seg­
ments could be characterized as one of 
eight types — automobile drive, down­
town avenue, industrial road,

Each trolley bus route was divided into segments 

based on their general type, for example, metropoli­

tan boulevard, parkway or neighborhood street. 

Specific urban design guidelines were established 

for each type. From ETB Urban Design Gu/cfe//nes.

metropolitan boulevard, neighborhood 
main street, parkwav. residential street, 
or viaduct. For each type the team 
noted |K)ssible variations of the s\'s- 
temwide elements ami suggested 
enhancements that would address the 
character of local communities. “Some 
aspects of the system had an overall 
identity, like .signage. But human-scale 
elements — luminaires, poles, colors, 
paving — would be more neighbor- 
homi related,” Diez explained.

“The Metropolitan Boulevard was 
the most per\’asive type, hut also most 
elusive,” Suisman said. “It is the classic 
L.A. boulevard, a hybrid l)etween a 
commercial strip and an urban avenue, 
an eclectic mix of old and new, high 
and low, strectwall and setback. It was 
never going to be dominantly pedestri­
an, but the trick was to develop a better
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balance l>eiween through traffic and 
pedestrian environment."

'I'he guidelines did this, for exam­
ple, by recommending that street trees 
be planted along sidewalks (following 
existing species and spacing patterns, 
where |>ossible) and that palm trees 
(l)etter appreciated from moving cars) 
be relegated to medians. Also, they 
recommended that parking or mming 
lanes l>e removed to create additional 
pedestrian or planting space.

'I'he key component of the trolley 
infrastnicmre was the “tlexipole,” 
which could accomincxlate not only 
support wires but also street lights, sig­
nals, |>edestrian lights and banners. A 
pallette of pole bases, pedestrian lights, 
banner lights, street lights, brackets and 
caps were offered, and ctimmunities 
could hirther customize poles by 
adding planters, street signs and ban­
ners. 'I'he design would be consistent 
through each segment, and the scale 
would l>e consistent throughout the 
s)'stem. 'I'he designers were inspired by 
the |)oIes used on the Vancouver, B.(^, 
trolley system: “B)’ the time you got 
done with Iwnner, color and pedestrian 
light, the pole appeared to l>e there to 
give character and identit)’ to a commu­
nity, and only incidentally to hold up 
the trolley wire,” Diez said,

As the project progressed, it took on 
even broader implications, Suisman 
noted. 'I'he trolleys would run on fixed 
routes, like streetcars, providing an op­
portunity for land-use planning to be 
coordinated with transit routes. Discus­
sions began alnmt incorporating the 
bus corridors into the city’s new general 
plan. “There is a significant increase in 
ptcdcstrian traffic along the Blue Line (a 
light rail route connecting downtown 
to Long Beach), and more small busi- 
nes-scs are oj>ening,” noted one planner. 
“Anytime you go in and make a solid, 
firm t*oinmitment to a given route, its 
something you can take to the bank.”

Neighborhood Main Street. Typical

existing segment (inset) and illustra­

tive example of street with trolley­

bus system in place.

Metropolitan Boulevard. Typical

existing segment (inset) and iilustra-

tive example of street with trolley­

bus system in place.
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stopped in its Tracks

The trolley project always liad its critics, 
particularly those within the MTA who 
felt the monej’ should he s|)ent on oper­
ating costs. Their hand was strength­
ened as the recession hit California and 
depressed the MTAs funding, which 
depends on sales tax revenue. Last 
December the MTA board, facing a 
shortfall of more than $100 million and 
believing less expensive fuel cell tech­
nology would be available soon, can­
celled the trolley project. At the time, 
detailed design was beginning (jn routes 
in Long Beach and downtowm L.A.

Still, trolley backers think the pro­
ject helped open some eyes. “Some 
people are used to thinking of a bureau­
cracy as a 100 jwiind canary' that can 
sing anywhere it wants,” one MTA 
insider said. Others are becoming more 
sensitive to the fact that in our area, 
where public is not the normal way of 
getting around, we have to make things 
pleasant safe and desirable to attract 
people to ride public transit.”

“The point of any kind of large 
public works project isn't just to move 
people or hold water. It's to improve 
the quality of life,” Diez concluded. 
“More and more agencies are starting 
to think in those terms. More and 
more agencies are realizing that they 
just can’t pul a freeway through the 
heart of the city anymore.”

Conceptual diagram of flexipole and exam­

ples of how poles could be configured on var­

ious street segments. From ETB Urban Design 

Handbook and ETB Urban Oesfgn Guidelines. 

Graphics courtesy Public Works Associates 

and ICF Kaiser Engineers.
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. REVIEW

OCTOBER DIARY: IN SEARCH 
OF THE CONTEMPORARY CITY

This fall an unusual ^•ouping of 
conferences dealing with design, 
urbanism and sustainability were 
convened. Places invited a series 
of reiHew articles frotn people who 
attended several of the meetings.

Ken Greenberg

Urban Design: 
Reshaping Our Cities
Seattle, Sept. 29 - Oct. 1 
City of Seattle 
Institute for Urban Design 
University of Washington

and bring into being viable models of 
urbanity, old or new. 'I'hey are exhibit­
ing a pragmatism that defies easy ideo­
logical classification; they arc enthused 
about the preservation of authentic 
existing urban places and the possibili­
ty of creating new ones; they are eager 
to fomt new alliances and to make use 
of new tools.

1 attended three important city design 
meetings that took place in rapid suc­
cession last October— Urban Design, 
Reshaping our Cities; Portland’s 
Fourth Annual Regional Growth 
Conference and the first Congress for 
the New Urbanism.

Reflecting on my kaliedoscopic 
exposure to case studies, projects, 
papers, speeches and panel discussions, 
I have concluded that it is now passi­
ble to discern a larger pattern in this 
collective outpouring, one that sug­
gests that an important prist de con­
science has occurred.

We face the awesome powers of 
change, dislocation, the loss of the 
social contract, the emsion of place, 
the explosion of big box retail on the 
strip, the proliferation of gap-toothed 
and depressed urban streets and gated 
enclaves at the end of the latest high­
way; we are challenged by the expand­
ing virtual space of the video screen 
and the make-believe hyperspace of 
theme park attractions.

Nonetheless, there is a surprising 
mood of resolve, determination and 
will to keep faith with the city and to 
make it work. 'Fhere is a growing 
group of seasoned urban idealists who 
are stru^ling valiantly to define, forge

Fourth Annual Regional 
Growth Conference
Portland, OR; Oct. 4

Congress on the 
New Urbanism I
Ale.randria, Oct. S - II

Reining Regiortal Growth 
in Portland

Sustainable Strategies for 
Community Design and 
Building Materials
Seattle, WA.
American Institute of Architects 
(committees on Regional 
Planning, Architects in Education 
and Environment)

In Portland, for example, 800 people 
came out in shifts to a one-day e\’ent to 
hear from a combination of experts, 
politicians, officials and activists about 
options for accommodating future 
growth. Should Portland, they asked, 
grow up and be more urban, or grow 
out and embrace continued sprawl?

The planners and elected officials 
of the new Metro government elo­
quently and persuasively pressed the 
audience members to face fundamental 
contradictions in their own value s)’s- 
lems. WTiat are the implications, for 
example, of calling for preservation of 
natural areas, on the one hand, and no 
limitations on personal mobility, on 
the other?

Most interestingly, the audience 
expressed a strong skepticism about 
relying in the future on smart cars and

Building with Value
Seattle, WA; Nov. 12-13 
Sustainable Building 
Collaborative

ACSA Administrators 
Conference
San Antonio, TX; Nov. 20-22 
Assixriation of Collegiate Schools 
of Architecture
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highways to forestall more fundamen­
tal choices about urban form. One 
nnght expect people to embrace tech­
nological Bxes that will keep the status 
quo going. Although some light rail 
lines also fall into the category of tech­
nological fixes, Portland’s jMAX system 
has the potential to l>e different 
because diere is a strong interest in 
planning for denser development 
around stations. Unlike smart high­
ways and rail systems being built else­
where, .MAX might inspire significant 
changes in the urban fabric.

Many serious questions arose for 
which there are as of yet no satisfactory 
answers. For example, none of the 
recent attempts to forge new hybrids of 
main street and shopping center are 
entirely convincing, hut historical anal­
ysis presented of die evolution of these 
types was rich and provocative. The 
audience itself became the subject of 
discussion. The almost complete 
absence of non-white faces was a glar­
ing omission, which must be addressed 
in upcoming congresses.

Nevertheless, the Congress was an 
extremely auspicious start that holds 
great promise for the next congress, to 
be held in Los Angeles this spring, and 
the two others that are expected.

attached to ideas, but they are still 
spreading lifeless and rarely challenged 
across the globe.

At the same time, decades of strenu­
ous promotion and institutionalisation 
have ensured that the suburban dream 
of dispersal, mobility and conspicuous 
consumption of resources and land 
maintain a powerful pull on the collec­
tive North American psyche. This 
dream remains the liarometer of per­
sonal and familial success, as the basis 
for the major monetary investment of 
one’s life and as the preferred vehicle 
for escaping involvement with society’s 
ills. A Herculean effort is still required 
to gain control of the vast and partially 
unpiloted machinery of control and 
regulation on the one hand, and to 
influence the complex nexus of individ­
ual and collective choices about living 
patterns on the other.

In the end, if North Americans are 
truly to be offered at least the option of 
more sustainable communities, power­
ful arguments and tools from outside 
the traditional arena of design are 
needed to broaden the critique and 
clarify the choices. 'Fhese must com­
bine a rigorous understanding of the 
real costs to society and individuals of 
the status quo and a renewal of com­
munitarian values of responsibility, 
connectedness and concern for health, 
safety, well-being education and pros­
perity. We must learn to do this for the 
whole place and the entire population, 
not just for me and mine.

Testing the New Urbanism

'Fhe Congress for the New Urbanism 
was a gathering with a point of view 
and a mission. Every as|>cct, from the 
careful selection of speakers and partic­
ipants, to format of assembly, reviews 
of projects and papers, to the choice of 
venues (Alexandria’s Athenaeum and 
lA'ceum), was designed to reinforce the 
central message of the movement to 
reform American urbanism.

Numerous versions and forms of 
pedestrian and transit-oriented com­
munities were compared and began to 
be critically evaluated. Serious ques­
tions were raised about the impact of 
these, especially where they occur on 
greenfields sites, rather than in cities 
or suburbs. A quite justified concern 
was that without vigilance, this move­
ment could be co-opted by marketers 
as simply justifying another style of 
retreat and withdrawal, by|iassing the 
essential goals of diversity, openness 
and connectivity.

Postscript

•After immersion in these relatively 
friendly waters, one is left with a sense 
that we urbanists may have won (at 
least the battle for) the hearts and 
minds of many in the design and plan­
ning professions, the schools and the 
media — and a small group of pro­
gressive develo|>ers whose presence in 
Alexandria was most heartening. And 
there can be no doubt that the body 
of concepts and ideas expressed at 
these gatherings is gaining credence 
in such circles.

Yet this vict<Jty is still an illusory 
one. We still have to come to terms 
with the limited ability of this rudder 
to turn the ship — the fundamental 
inertia and intractability of the status 
quo, whose explicit and implicit 
assumptions imbue everj' statute, zon­
ing ordinance, building code, engi­
neering standard, lending decision and 
marketing strategy across this conti­
nent. The tentacles of this status quo 
may lack the fervor of any conviction
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URBAN DESIGN TEACHING AND PRACTICE; 
A QUIET REVOLUTION?

Doug Kelbaugh

better reflect their external a>sts, such 
as transportation, manufacmring, dis­
posal ami recycling. The market is a 
genius at establishing price but an idiot 
at (iguring in true costs. 'Phis perspec­
tive should not be lost on our analysis 
of land development patterns.

“Building with Value 
about urbanism per se; it directed the 
attention of some 400 architects and 
builders to more energy- and resource- 
efficient construction techniques. The 
surprisingly large pnxiuct exhibit was 
truly consciousness raising. VV'hile the 
architectural academy has been split­
ting ever finer theoretical hairs, an 
entire industry of recycled and envi­
ronmentally clean products has quietly 
taken root and is about to flower.

"Urban Leadership: Architecture in 
Service of (Community,” was a show and 
tell aixiut community outreach and civic 
values in architecture schools. Many of 
the presentadcms, most notably Ron 
Shifftnan’s discussion of Pratt Institute’s 
Center for Community and Environ­
mental Development, detailed commu­
nity design centers and other forms of 
outreach. 'ITiese centers have both sur­
vived from the 1960s and been revived 
in recent years in greater nuntlvers than 
may Ive generally realized.

C’.ivic values, however, must perme­
ate design and planning schools in 
more pervasive ways than su»refront

ct3mj>elling idea in this age of exploding 
infonnation. A congress tends to he 
serial, strategic and fiK-ased rather than 
open-ended, divergent and expansive. 
This invitational meeting of 200 people 
proved able to debate the fine points of 
urban design as well as to hatch the 
iKginnings of a movement with an overt 
ami heady political agemb.

If hiture congresses are to bury' the 
lingering ghosts of (JAM hut resurrect 
its spirit (the admirable ami ambitious 
goal of the organizers) they should be 
open (o a broader range of invited 
ex|N:rts and, ultimately, to more mem- 
l)crs at-large or appointed representa­
tives of design professions and institu­
tions. (Closed meetings are effective and 
even necessary for developing an early 
consensus but, like the gated subdivi­
sions that the new urbanism abhors, 
they are not sustainable in the long run. 
But as Andres Duany said, we must be 
mindful to keep strident debate in- 
house if we want to 1)C more effective in 
the |K)litic;il arena than in the past.

“Sustainable Strategies fi)r Cmn- 
munity Design and Building Materials” 
was not as focussed. It s|)anncd from 
the molecular to the planetary scale, 
from unsettling to frightening. Paul 
liauken’s keynote talk pointed out, 
el(H|uently and correctly, that we don’t 
have a chance to survive If marketplace 
pricing of everyday protlucts rloes not

If conferences are any indication, inter­
est in urbanism is waxing in America. A 
sabbatical this fall enabled me to attend 
five conferences on urbanism, commu­
nity design and sustainable tlesign, pro­
viding an unusual opportunity to check 
the temperature and pulse of several 
professional lx>dies simultaneously.

Judging from these events, the 
design professions and schools are 
ready to get serious again almut urban 
America. After two decades of neglect 
(correspontling t<» the 30-year cycle r>f 
war, prosperity and rcfiinii that has 
uncannil)’ re|>eated itself in U.S. history 
since the Civil VV'ar), schools are more 
interested in sotv’ing stK'ial than theo­
retical problems.

The most memorable talk at “Urban 
Design, Reshaping Our Cities" was 
architect Jaime Lemer’s review of ur- 
Iran initiatives taken while he was mayor 
of Curitiba, Brazil. 'I'his growing city of 
1.5 million people may be shorter on 
capital than its North Americ-an coun­
terparts, hut it is longer on |M>Iitical 
will: Its expanding very-high-volume 
bus system carries 50 times as many 
passengers as 20 years ago, two-thirds 
of the city's trasli is recycled and the 
city’s green space Itas expanded ten-fold 
since I.,emer tm)k office.

The first Congress on the New 
Uriianism was convened a week later. As 
up{K)sed to a conference, a congress is a

was not
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increasingly bankrupt; even the federal 
deficit may be more a product of the 
suburban economy than recognized.

Placemaking, townmaking and city­
making should l>e our central mission. 
We need comprehensive approaches, 
rooted in place, to address society’s 
chronic and interdependent problems. 
This strategy turns the government’s 
modus operandi on its side — a 90- 
degree shift that addresses problems 
vertically rather than horizontally. A 
city might have a dep>amnent of neigh­
borhoods rather than a housing or 
social service agency, and the federal 
government might have a Department 
of Appalachia rather than (or in addition 
to) the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development. Lemer, for exam­
ple, described how Curitiba gives peo­
ple either food or transit tokens in 
exchange for bags of recyclable wastse.

'ITiis place-specific, as opposed to 
problem-specific, approach represents 
nothing less than a sea-change in our 
way of making and managing cities. 
And, a society couhl do worse than to 
create good cities.

operations and topical charrettes; a 
general academic migration to loftier 
moral ground is needed. Asjohn 
Meunier asserted, we need to develop 
and debate theory and ideology to clar- 
ily and undergird our urban overtures. 
'Fhis is especially true in suburbia, 
where rigorous typologies and 
|)aradigins are s|>ectacularly missing, 
but less so in cities, where two millen­
nia have arguably provided ample the- 
or)' on how to create coherent places.

1960s. 'Iltere is less nohiesse oMi^ be­
cause rich and poor alike are beginning 
to realize that everyone is in this jam 
together. Joblessness, homelessness, air 
and water pollution, traffic congestion, 
crime, AIDS, lack of affordable hous­
ing and international competition cut 
across society. TTiere is simply not 
enough time or money f«)r society, the 
design professions or disciplines to 
solve these problems one at a rime.

Fortunately, there is a growing con­
sensus among architects, urban design­
ers and planners about what to do — at 
least what to do about suburlian prob­
lems. Admittedly, sprawl is an easy and 
fat target for social, environmental, 
planning and architectural critics. But 
what is also becoming clear is the eco­
nomic albatross that it represents. 
Sprawl has been encouraged by decades 
of government subsidies, some obvious 
and some veiled (for example, fighting 
wars to secure stable oil supplies and 
cleaning up tanker spills). Suburbia is a 
very expensive proposition that artifi­
cially cheap energy and land has fooled 
America into thinking it can afford. 
Now slate and local governments are

A New Era of Reform

If it is time to replay the 30s and the 
60s, there are some differences. For 
one thing, the spirit of reform is more 
international. Cireen architecture, for 
instance, aspires to be a worldwide 
movement. Although fouling the plan­
et is always of local origin, the results 
are increasingly recognized as conse­
quential on a global scale.

Another difference is that the new 
initiatives in the inner cities, often on 
behalf of the disadvantaged, are driven 
less by a sense of social and psychologi­
cal guilt than the initiatives of the

5. Because their social, physical and 

institutional infrastructure is in place, 

conserving, revitalizing and infilling 

existing urban centers and towns needs 

to be given higher priority than building 

new communities.

6. The rekindling of the public 

realm, with face-to-face interaction In 

public places, must be given higher pri­

ority than electronically mediated reality 

(television, computer, fax. virtual reality, 

etc.) and to life spent primarily in priva­

tized spaces (the mall, club, etc.).

7. Sustainable environmental, eco­

nomic and cultural practices, traditions 

and mythologies must replace the com­

modification and consumption of natu­

ral sources and resources.

2. Dense, more compact and clearly 

bounded communities that preserve open 

space, agriculture, natural systems and 

natural habitats must replace continuous, 

undifferentiated suburban development.

3. A richer and finer-grained mix of 

land uses, household and building types, 

and socio-economic groups must replace 

the single-use zoning that has spawned 

the monoculture of housing subdivi­

sions, shopping malls and office parks 

and over-dependence on automobiles.

4. Walking, bicycling and public 

transit on an interconnected network of 

streets, alleys and paths that enhances 

mobility, connectivity, efficiency and 

health needs to replace the automobile 

for most trips.

Seven Precepts
of the New Urban Vision

There has been a quiet revolution going 

on in town planning and architectural 

circles over the last decade. Established 

urban design ideas are being stood on 

their heads. The new movement has 

taken various forms and names, but in 

general seeks to reform design and plan­

ning in ways that converge on certain 

basic principles:

1. A spatially coherent and cohesive 

sense of place, neighborhood and com­

munity that builds on what is locally 

unique and enduring must replace the 

anonymity of suburban sprawl.
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RALLYING AROUND 
THE NEW URBANISM

Daniel Solomon

“Urban Design: Reshaping our Ciries” 
and the First Congress of the New 
Urbanism took place within a week of 
each other. I attended only one day of 
“Reshaping Our Cities” and I was one 
of the organizers of the Congress so I 
am hardly an informed or objective 
reporter. I have only impressions: 
“Reshaping Our Cities” was polite and 
uptight, like a faculty meeting, while 
the Congress was high spirited and 
intense; “Reshaping Our Cities” was 
pluralistic to the point of confusion 
while the Congress was focused to the 
point of evangelism.

For me, the “Reshaping Our Cities” 
gathering demonstrated precisely why 
the Qjngress on the New Urbanism is 
necessary: It is important for a group 
that is nut too small or too big to come 
together to articulate principles based 
upon common experience and com­

mon purpose.
'Ilie Congress was like a meeting of 

the company commanders at 
Guadalcanal, the ones who have seen 
the blood close up and have and idea 
how to win the next battle. Speakers 
reminded us of what the American city 
is up against— smart roads, clean cars, 
an information superhighway, a crum­
bling economic foundation fueling ever 
more dispersal, privatization, polariza­
tion and fear. Project after project was 
presented, showing that there are more 
than a few skilled and savvy makers of 
urban places whose works have com­
mon technique and convictions.

Some of the argument at the 
Congress came from predictable quar­
ters, other from surprising ones. 
Vincent Scully opened with a passion­
ate address about the fragile legacy of 
American urbanism and the destruc­
tiveness of the 1960s and 1970s. I le 
c*anonized Robert Venturi as the per­
son who unlocked the forbidden trea­
sures of history for our use and plea­
sure. James Kuntsler, author of 
Geo^apby ofUim-bert, debunked 
Venturi’s role (causing Scully to stomp 
out briefly) but he reminded us vividly, 
bitterly, hilariously why we had con­
vened — to help one another fight the 
beast of urban collapse.

Elizabeth Moule, Elizalicth Plater- 
Zyl)erk and Peter Calthorpe made 
statements alxiut design principles 
extending from the scale of individual 
buildings to blocks, streets, districts, 
towns and regions. WTiile these state­
ments may have seemed like truisms, it 
is proliably the first time since CIAAl 
at Otterloo in 1959 that several hun­
dred top practicioners and academics 
have seemed willing to stand behind 
such a large, specific and embracing 
statement.

One evening, five remarkable traffic 
and transportation engineers indicted 
their own profession for its myopia and 
social irresponsibility in contributing 
to the collapse of American towns. 
Tliey showed in detail how traffic- 
design can accommodate pedestrian

towmsc-apes, urban space and connec­
tivity. 'Fhey reaffinned the usefulness 
of the classic American grid as a basis 
of town structure and they established 
a clear, statistically documented corre­
lation between the configuration of 
towns and automobile usage.

The next evening there was a very 
odd and controversial event. Markering 
consultants who have been involved 
with the few “New Urbanism” projects 
that have built — ’Ilie Kentlands (in 
Gaithersburg, Md.), liarbortown, 
Seaside, FI., and Laguna Wast (south 
of Sacramento) presented the princi­
ples of “New Urbanism" in their own 
language, like a rug commercial on die 
late show. Some (Calthor{>e, Andres 
Duany) thought of these hard-sell 
spiels as necessary and useful propa­
ganda. Others (Ken Greenberg, 
Stefanos Polyzoides) argued that if 
“New Urbanism" stands for anything, 
it is a better physical structure for 
Americ-an society, not the selling of a 
new brand of suburban real estate. 
Significantly, this debate was about tac­
tics, politics and packaging — not 
about the shape of the world.

One left the Congress with the feel­
ing that the rt»ad ahead is very treach­
erous, full of danger and possible catas­
trophe. But none of us need venture 
alone, and the travelling company is 
amusing, good spirited and very smart.
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CAUTIONARY NOTES 
ON THE NEW URBAN VISION

Todd W. Bressi

housing residents who want to improve 
the places they inhabit, or agencies that 
do not always consider the impact of 
their programs on urban form, like 
school systems. Designers might find 
new clients in coalitions — universities 
and the towns that surround them, 
superstores and main street businesses, 
transit agencies and property owners 
near a station.

This consensus is silent on other 
issues. It says little about design as a 
process or a means to em|X)werment. 
^\^lat role should people with a stake 
an area have in shaping development 
that will affect that area? Can a partici­
patory design process be a method of 
giving people investment in and con­
trol over their environments — and 
thus be a means to urbanism? V\liat- 
ever the tlesign principles, many of the 
projects discussed at these conferences 
were planned through “top down” pro­
cesses similar to those that have histor­
ically alienated designers and planners 
from people in the communities in 
which they work.

pies are notable for their democratic, 
humanist and urbanist orientation and 
because they consider the integration of 
planning and architecture at the build­
ing, neighborhiKxl and regional scales.

Judging from the scores uf projects 
presented at the Congress, there are 
other elements of commonalty that 
have not been articulated so overtly.
For example, urban design practice and 
education continue to be associated 
primarily with large-scale interven­
tions, such as urban redevelopment or 
planned new communities.

Yet other design problems and 
urban issues deserve the attention of 
this emerging urbanist, humanist con­
sensus — including the design of 
infrastructure (such as water, waste dis­
posal and recycling systems), subdivi­
sion rules, zoning text in established 
places where change is likely to occur 
in small increments, failed open spaces 
and declining older suburbs. New 
York’s contextual zoning rules, for 
example, have quietly undone much of 
the city’s 1961 tower-in-the-park zon­
ing code. In Los Angeles, changing the 
rules that govern the site planning of 
supennarkets and mini-malls would 
have more impact on the urban fabric 
than projects like Playa Vista ever will.

Perhaps a greater diversity of clients 
would broaden the new urbanist per­
spective. The dialogue might include 
clients like communities that want to 
design neighlx)rho<Kl parks, public

A growing number of designers and 
planners are reconsidering the viability 
of the urban and suburban develop­
ment models their professions have 
been advocating for more than half a 
century. They are fearful that the post­
war landscape has precipitated a 
metropolitan crisis as severe as and 
more intractable than the urban condi­
tions that launched reform professions 
like city planning a century ago.

The Url)an Design: Reshaping Our 
Cities conference and the first 0>ngress 
on the New Urbanism provided an op­
portunity to take the pulse of this 
thinking. Some participants remarked 
that a new consensus is emerging about 
the principles that should motivate 
urban design. That begs a number of 
questions: A consensus about what? A 
consensus of whom? And if a t'onsensus 
exists, what happens next?

A Consensus about What?

The principles that fonn the core of 
this emerging consensus are simple: 
Development should be concentrated 
in compact arrangements in which a 
mix of households, businesses and insti­
tutions can locate close to each other 
and in which people can accomplish 
most every’day trips by walking or tran­
sit New buildings should reinforce 
public and soda! spaces like streets and 
squares and should follow prevailing 
patterns of building type, 'lliese princi-

A Consensus of Whom?

Most of the people who attended these 
two meetings were architects and plan­
ners who consult on public and private 
projects, scholars and students, and 
public officials from local planning, 
housing and development agencies. 
Notably, elected officials also showed

75PLACES «:1



Beyond Consensus: 
What Happens Next?

interest — Seattle Mayor Norman 
Rice and Jaime I>emer, fomier mayor 
of Curitil>a, Brazil, offered keynote 
talks at Reshaping Our Cities; 
Milwaukee mayor John Nordquist par­
ticipated in the Congress.

However, this group constitutes 
only the barest nucleus of people 
whose support will be necessary to 
advance a humanist, urbanist design 
agenda. More people from various 
comjx>nents of the development indus­
try ntust be Involved. Investors (often 
banLs) establish the criteria a project 
must meet to obtain financing; devel­
opers cultivate and respond to demand 
for housing, shops and offices; builders 
use practices and technologies that 
often favor one type of development 
over another, 'logether, these forces 
can have more impact on the design of 
places than local zoning, design regula­
tions and the vision of urban designers.

'Fhe countless grassroots efforts to 
rebuild cities and communities are 
another untapped resource. In recent 
years, citizens and professionals who 
advocate causes like historic preserv’a- 
tion, conmmnity development and 
environmental quality have forged cre­
ative alliances among themselves. 
Preservation and community develop­
ment advocates joined forces in 1970s 
and ’80s “back-to-the-city” move­
ments. Parks and preservation advo­
cates have collalmrated on “cultural 
parks” in places like Lowell, Mass. 
Reshaping Our Cities suggested how 
designers could join with these groups 
in a broad-based movement; the 
Congress, even with its pointed politi­
cal agenda, was relatively mute.

existing communities and completed 
new urbanist projects should be tested 
and assessed by a range of talents — 
geographers, environmental psycholo­
gists, planners, sociologists and others 
should examine these relationships.

ITte most important issue to con­
sider —' through planning, research 
and political agendas — is why such a 
fundamental mismatch exists between 
the types of places this new consensus 
advocates and places that are built. 
After World War II, design and plan­
ning theories converged neatly with 
popular visions for home and commu­
nity life and with the evolution of 
financing and development into large- 
scale, national industries. The result 
was the atomized, standardized land­
scape against which the people at these 
meetings were reacting.

Tnlay’s new urbanist consensus 
finds little resonance either in the prac­
tices of the development industry or 
the vision of the public at large. The 
greatest challenge, therefore, is to 
build alliances and find opportunities 
to demonstrate how a vision really can 
make a difference.

If Reshaping Our Cities and the 
Congress were inspiring, they also 
were sobering. Inevitably the execution 
of visionary plans requires compromise 
and results in smaller-scale, more hum­
ble accomplishments, Both victories 
and defeats must be aired and analyzed, 
as they were at the Congress.

This new consensus must continue 
developing strategics for action.
Andres Duany and Elizabeth-Plater 
Zyberk realized early on that they must 
embed their ideas in the codes of the 
corrununides they plan; Peter 
Calthorpe seeks to inject his transit- 
oriented development proposals into 
county and regional plans in 
Sacramento, San Diego and Portland.

But l)oth have experienced setbacks. 
In Kentlands (m Gaithersburg, Md.), 
Duany and Plater-Zyberk designed a 
mall with one side connected to the 
fabric of a new community at a pedes­
trian scale. 'Fhe develoj>er scrapped the 
design when the retail market changed; 
current plans are for a standard strip 
shopping center anchored by a lai^e- 
scale retail store. In Laguna West 
(south of Sacramento) Calthorpe pro­
posed reduced parking rados on the 
basis of transit and pedestrian accessi­
bility, but retailers rejec'ted the idea.

Any acdon plan will depend on the 
support of a thorough research pro­
gram, neutral and rigorous, freed from 
the agendas of both retail consultants 
and visionarj’ designers. 'I'he central 
question is whether compact, walkable 
communities can deliver on the design­
ers’ promises. I low do various 
approaches to land-use mix, density 
and street and building design affect 
people’s decisions about where they 
live, work, shop and relax — and how 
people move from place to place? Both
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