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A bstract

Throughout much of the history of the United
States Its architects have been preoccupied with
creating urban public spaces. In the nineteenth
century two broad design directions emerged, one
pastoral, exemplified by Olmsted and Vaux’s
Central Park in New York, the other monumental,
based In European classicism but often given a
particularly american character in projects such as
Washington, DC.

In the problematic decade of the Depression,
architects of CIAM (Congressos Internacionais de
Arguitetura Moderna) attempted to introduce new
approaches to the design of urban space derived
from European avant-garde movements. In the
United States Iin the early 1940s, the Barcelona
architect Josep Uuis Sert, developed a modification
of CIAM urbanism based on the four functions of
dwelling, work, recreation and transportation which
added a fifth element, the civic center or core. This
element was demonstrated by Sert and his partner
Paul Lester Wiener's project for a Brazilian “Motor
City" for auto workers near Peéetropolis (1943). This
project paralleled Serfs participation with Sigfried
Giedion and Fernand Léger in calling for a "New
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Monumentally" which would express popular
aspirations using an architectural language based
on the work of modern painters and sculptors as
well as architects such as Le Corbusier.

This direction was promoted by CIAM In Its postwar
Congresses, notably CIAM 8, “The heart of the city”
of 1951. In the United States it inspired many
corporate plazas and civic spaces and may have
had some Influence on the development of the
typology of the suburban shopping mall. The
austrian “émigre” Victor Gruen recreated the
pedestrian urban shopping environment in self-
contained centers at the metropolitan periphery,
which were Intentionally accessible mainly by
automobile. All the earlier problems of congestion
and lack of parking were solved by this new form,
which was rapidly replicated around the country In
the 1950s and 1960s and has become the
normative public environment in most american
metropolitan areas. It was In response to these
conditions that a new planning movement was
formed In the early 1990s which calls itself the
Congress for the New Urbanism. Inspired by the
form of american small towns, the new urbanists



appeal to history to argue that it is possible to
recreate the pedestrian scale and its associated
public life. They rightly point out that the typical
physical form of postwar american urban
development is governed by zoning and building
codes which mandate widely spaced buildings and
extensive provision for motor access and parking.
They advocate new codes which generate a pattern
of detached or semi-detached houses on small lots,
arranged In patterns reminiscent of early twentieth
century small towns and Garden Cities. For the new
urbanists the traditional town sguare Is an
especially significant space, one in which they
believe a genuine participatory public life can be
recreated. As understood by architects, New
Urbanism overlaps with other kinds of postmodern
historicism, which Include efforts to revive City
Beautiful forms and strategies of urban
reconstruction. In recent decades new downtown
civic buildings In many cities have attempted to
represent a sense of civic purpose through the use
of a neo-neo-classicism. Many architectural
practitioners in the United States are enthusiastic
proponents of these ideas and of New Urbanism,

which they see as a realistic way of opposing the
continuing trends toward what is often termed
metropolitan "sprawl”

The new urbanist direction has gained
considerable support, but it also has serious
drawbacks which are the result of the
contradictions of capitalist development. While
certain parts of cities have been spectacularly
revived, the results do not necessarily differ so
much from the highly controlled environments of
theme parks or existing suburban shopping malls.
This In turn has generated considerable critical
resistance, which questions the shopping and
entertainment oriented “pseudo-public realm” that
results, a public realm that excludes or at least does
not welcome the poor and provides no room for
politics. Thus perhaps none of these directions -
the City Beautiful movement, CIAM, or New
Urbanism - which have preoccupied american
architects over the last century can overcome the
iInevitably limited role of architecture Iin creating a
public realm. On the other hand, all have
significantly shaped the contemporary form of

american cities.
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Throughout much of the history of the United
States, Its architects have been preoccupied with
creating urban public spaces. In the nineteenth

century two broad design directions emerged, one
pastoral, exemplified by Olmsted and Vaux’s Central

Park in New York, the other monumental, based In
European classicism but often given a particularly
american character in projects such as Washington,
DC. This direction, known as the "City Beautiful”
movement, was based on architects' efforts to create
orderly and imposing urban compositions of public
buildings inspired by European classicism. From its
beginnings at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition
In Chicago Into the 1920s, the City Beautiful
movement was immensely successful in the United
States, as cities across the country remade their
downtowns with monumental plazas and civic
buildings. After the Great Depression of the 1930s
this urban movement died out, attacked by
modernists as irrelevant to modern life and rendered
unpopular by the large population movement to new
anti-monumental suburban environments, which were
being shaped by garden city ideas. Since the 1980s
efforts have been made to revive aspects of City
Beautiful planning, but with limited success. At the
same time, the pastoral tradition of park design has
lived on, but often in diluted form and usually
applied at the metropolitan periphery.

In the problematic decade of the Depression,
architects of Congressos Internacionais de Arquitetura
Moderna CIAM attempted to Iintroduce new
approaches to the design of urban space derived
from European avant-garde movements. When the
Barcelona architect Josep Lluis Sert arrived In the
United States by way of Cuba in 1939, he brought
with him the still-unrealized project of a large CIAM
publication, which would make the congresses
deliberations known In the New World. The result
was his Can our cities survive?: an ABC of urban
problems.- their analysis, their solutions, based on the

proposals formulated by CIAM, published in the fall
of 1942. The origins of the material presented In this

book were the "Constatations” from the fourth CIAM,
held aboard a cruise ship In the Mediterranean in the
summer of 1933. Can our cities survive? seems to
have been Intended to create a semi-informed
audience for CIAM proposals, with enough knowledge
of urban development to demand planning but one,
which would still be content to leave the specifics to
the experts of CIAM.

The sources of this approach may be found In
the work of the Spanish philosopher José Ortega vy
Gasset, whose The revolt of the masses (1930)
iInfluenced both the American publisher of news
magazines, Henry R. Luce, as well as Sert. In his
analysis of modernity, Ortega argued that the rise of
Fascism was closely linked to the overspecialization
demanded by capitalist societies, which devalued the
general historical and political knowledge necessary
for good citizenship. This insight had led Luce to try
to develop a "socially responsible” mass media which
would stress the heritage of Western civilization and at
the same time promote american business and world
leadershipl Can our cities survive? can be read as an
effort by Sert, perhaps unknowingly, to adapt some of
the same Ortega-influenced approaches used by the
Luce magazines such as Time, Life, Fortune and
Architectural Forum to promote the cause of CIAM. In
Sert s case the goal was not profit but to gain support
for the CIAM vision, as well as to increase his chances
of securing an academic position in an american
university. As such, it differs considerably from the
volume envisioned at CIAM meetings In Europe.

Yet the attempt to change the perception of
CIAM from an avant-garde to an elite group of
planning experts had a serious shortcoming. Whereas

Lenin had successfully led a group of activist
intellectuals to real power after the Russian

Revolution, by 1939 it was becoming clear that CIAM
was less likely to achieve an equivalent role In
urbanism, however that might be defined. While Sert's
advocacy of CIAM and Iits position of urbanistic control
by experts appeared to make sense in CIAM’s
changed circumstances, the problem remained that



many of the still active members of CIAM did not In
fact hold important positions in town planning in the
larger and more powerful countries. Le Corbusier had
yet to be given an important planning commission in
France; Gropius, practicing Iin exile, had had only
relatively small commissions since 1933; and Sert
himself at this time was simply an “émigre”
attempting to reestablish himself as an architect In
New York. This situation must have raised questions
about their claims to be urbanistic experts In the
pragmatic context of american architecture and urban
development.

At the end of 1940 Sert had approached Lewis
Mumford about the possibility of writing the
iIntroduction to the proposed CIAM book. When shown
a draft of the proposed CIAM text in december of that
year, Mumford gave Sert a sympathetic hearing, but
he was unwilling to write the introduction that Sert
requested. As Mumford wrote a few years later to his
friend F J. Osborn, the English Garden City advocate.

Did | tell you that Sert, a very fine man, had In
accordance with CIAM instructions written his whole
book, Can our cities survive?, without a single
reference to the functions of government, group
associlation or culture In the first draft? For these
progressive architects the whole life of the city was
contained In Housing, Recreation, Transportation, and
Industry”

Mumford told Sert directly in a letter that though
he thought the “illustrated folio” Sert had shown him
was “a very able piece of work,” he felt he should
point out

. a serious flaw In the general outline which
CIAM prepared, and which established therefore the
main lines of the collective investigation and of the
book itself. The four functions of the city do not seem
to me to adequately to cover the ground of city
planning: dwelling, work, recreation, and
transportation are all important. But what of the
political, educational, and cultural functions of the
city: what of the part played by the disposition and
plan of the buildings concerned with these functions

In the whole evolution of the city design. The leisure
given us by the machine does not merely free modern
man for sports and weekend excursions: it also frees
him for a fuller participation in political and cultural
activities, provided these are adequately planned and
related to the rest of his existence. The organs of
political and cultural association are, from my
standpoint, the distinguishing marks of the city:
without them, there Is only an urban mass... | regard
their omission as the chief defect of routine city
planning; and their absence from the program of the
CIAM | find almost inexplicable. Unless some
attention was paid to this as a field, at least, for future
iInvestigation, | should find it very difficult to write the
introduction that you suggested*

Mumford told Osborn that after this “they [Sert
and CIAM] have made a few pallid efforts to meet this
criticism; but the lesson they failed to learn from
[Ebenezer] Howard they are not likely to learn any
more effectively from me” and he still refused to give
the book “the blessing of an introduction.”v

Instead, the foreword by the Dean of the
Harvard Architecture program, Joseph Hudnut, makes
it clear that the point of Can our cities survive? was
not to advocate a modern version of the ideal city of
geometric clarity and classical order, “an architecture
having a basis no firmer than a logic of form and a
reward no deeper than an aesthetic experience," but
rather to link urban planning and design to “those
processes by which material things are shaped and
assembled for civic use”v The images used In the
book can be read as suggesting how these
modernizing processes are “inevitably” producing the
constituent elements of the “Functional City,
emphasizing that the CIAM polemic iIs indeed a
scientific response to these forces. By blurring the
line between the work of CIAM members and projects
like Robert Moses’s highways or his Jones Beach
State Park, the book furthers the impression that CIAM
IN somehow In a position to direct urban development
along lines already being established in the United

States.



NOS-

At the same time, the lack of attention to the
extensive urban housing and other public projects
of the Roosevelt administration’s "New Deal, Is
notable. Whereas previously CIAM had defined
itself as an organization oriented to bending “the
State” toward implementing a particular urban
agenda, Can our cities survive? appears to indicate
a shift in this position. It appears to be intended to
mobilize mass opinion away from the then-current
american governmental efforts to implement the
urban strategies of the new architecture. The
"something more than these official solutions” the
book hopes to bring Iinto being would seem to be
widespread faith in the "Town Planning Chart”
from the fourth CIAM Congress (reproduced at the
end of the book) and faith in the experts who
created It. Rather than rely on “official” solutions,
CIAM, through the voice of Sert, seems to be
encouraging a belief In a set of abstract
commandments about what constitutes sound city
development, presented as transcendent rules
emerging from the Zeitgeist, "a collective spirit
capable of organizing community life to the lasting
advantage of the many instead of to the immediate
profit of the few.’v

Sert’s attempt to use photos, statistics, and
cartoons to create an American mass following for
what would soon become known as the Athens
Charter may seem quixotic today, but in fact the book
was being directed at a “popular’ american audience
precisely at the moment where various large
businesses were successfully promoting a new
metropolitan lifestyle of a different but related sort. By
1942 the power of such media to form social
outlooks was already recognized; Wallace K. Harrison,
In his wartime role as Deputy Coordinator of Inter-
American Affairs, wrote In March 1942 to Nelson
Rockefeller about his efforts to counter Axis Influence
In South America:

.. we have the greatest propaganda media
possible In the form of "Time” and "Life” and
“Fortune” who [sic] may be drafted to help us.w

Though the stance of the Luce magazines was
obviously different in political outlook from Weimar
avant-garde journals such as Das Neue Frankfurt or
A.C., the magazines were Indifferent, If not hostile, to
City Beautiful efforts at civic embellishment, and were
also eager to see narrow city streets lined with
technologically substandard urban dwellings
demolished and replaced with better highways and
parklike open spaces.

This convergence across the political spectrum
In favor of a new urbanism, however, was not
iIdentifiled In contemporary reviews of the book. It
appeared at a point where the deluge of planning
proposals for “194x, as the year the war would be
over was being called, was just beginning, and Can
our cities survive? no doubt seemed to be simply
another book of same type. After the publication of
Can our cities survive?, Giedion and CIAM sought to
find a new direction for CIAM In the United States,
shifting Its agenda toward postwar reconstruction In
Europe rather than further efforts influence american
urban renewal... These efforts resulted Iin the creation
of the New York CIAM Chapter for Relief and Postwar
Planning In 1943. For american CIAM members like
the danish “émigré” Knud Lonberg Holm, active in
Detroit and then New York, their goal in the 1930s
had been to transform the entire american building
process. They were far more Interested In, as the title
of Lonberg Holm’s 1940 book put it, Planning for
Productivitymi than in the creation of “architecture”
as such. Like the visionary engineer Buckminster
Fuller, with whom he was In close contact, Lonberg
Holm hoped to make buildings as lightweight,
demountable and temporary as possible, believing
that the traditional built fabric of the city was itself an
Impediment to social change and better living
patterns. This position has been aptly described as a
“consciously anti-aesthetic, productivist dogma
disseminated through the commercial press.”x
Lonberg Holm did not share the admiration Giedion
had expressed In his Space, Time and Architecture
(1941) for Rockefeller Center or New York’s



Triborough Bridge as “symbols of modern times.”
Instead, he sought to reorganize american building
production from within organizations like the F W.
Dodge Corporation, where as the Dodge Corporation
director of research after 1932, he reorganized
Sweet's Catalog of building products so as to bring to
the attention of any architect or builder the full range
of available choices for any type of building
component

For a short period In the United States In the
1930s there had been a certain plausible
convergence between the Fordist logic of large-scale
capitalism, the replanning activities of “Master
Builders” like the Rockefellers or Robert Moses In
New York, and the goals of CIAM.X Yet the CIAM
desire to assume a controlling role in american
planning efforts had met with little direct success In
the United States. On the other hand, aspects of the
CIAM agenda were appropriated for the populist,
consumer-oriented modernism of the 1939 New York
World's Fair, organized by Robert Moses, where
Henry Dreyfuss’s "Democracity” and Norman Bel
Geddes’s “Futurama” implemented some CIAM-like
doctrines In the service of a politically conservative
urbanistic vision of remade american downtowns
served by highways linked to commuter suburbsx

It was this vision, more than CIAM's, which came
to characterize modern urbanism as it was actually
Implemented In the United States. During the
Second World War, the need for a common front
against the Axis led to cooperation between the
previously antagonistic advocates of free enterprise
and various forms of collectivism. The real differences
In political outlook behind the forces behind american
urban renewal and the CIAM version of urbanism
were blurred then and have remained unclear ever
since. But while CIAM saw masterplanning by
“experts” as a necessarily step to provide a better life
for all, american urban renewal advocates like Robert
Moses and his supporters objected to calling their
highly coordinated, “top-down” efforts at urban

reconstruction and control, “planning” at all.

This unanticipated turn of events further
confused the direction of CIAM, and seems to have
raised questions about its continuing relevance In the
new wartime atmosphere. While its internationalism
seemed pertinent, especially after the publication of
republican presidential candidate Wendell Wilkie’s
One World in 1943, its earlier emphasis on planning,
standardization, and urban reconfiguration based on
the “four functions” of dwelling, work, transportation
and recreation had become so widely accepted that
at a CIAM meeting called by Giedion early in 1943,
Lonberg Holm Is guoted as saying that “the younger
generation takes the point of view of the CIAM for
granted”xi At this meeting Sert questioned whether
CIAM had “really fulfilled its function” and wondered
whether any other international institution could
replace it*v¥ Giedion, however, according to the
minutes taken by himself, argued for continuity, and
he and Sert then went forward with organizing a
revived CIAM.

Sert at this time had gone Into partnership with
Paul Lester Wiener, a german-born american
architect based in New York, who had worked with
Lucio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer on the brazilian
pavilion at the 1939 New York World’s Fair. Wiener
also began to attend these New York CIAM
meetings¥y Le Corbusier seems to have introduced
Sert to Wiener, mentioning In a letter of May 20,
1940 to Sert In New York that he could speak with
Wiener about CIAM and “our friends In Rio"
Wiener's father-in-law was Henry Morgenthau, Jr.,
secretary of the Treasury 1934-1945,x1 and Wiener
had developed connections with the U.S. State
Departmentxi  According to the 1947 Museum of
Modern Art catalog, Two cities, Sert and Wiener were
commissioned In may 1943 by the Brazilian Airplane
Factory Commission to design a new town around an
airplane engine factory in the Baixada Fluminese
area of reclaimed marshland 25 miles northwest of
Rio de Janeiroxx According to later recollections
of Oscar Niemeyer, the commission was originally

given to a brazilian architect-engineer, Fernando
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Saturnino de Brito, who asked Niemeyer to do the
architectural design. Niemeyer suggested to Wiener,
then In Brazil, that he join them as a partner. After
agreeing to this, Wiener returned to the United States
and replaced Brito with Sert, and then suggested to
the client that the Roberto Brothers should do the

architectural designid
As published a few years later, the Sert and

Wiener project, which they called the “Cidade dos
Motores, or Motor City, was zoned using the CIAM
“four functions"” of dwelling, work, recreation, and
transportation. It was an application of the Radiant
City, and resembled Le Corbusier's and Pierre
Jeanneret’s plan for Nemours™l Its more elaborated
"civic center” element may reflect Lewis Mumford’s
criticisms of CIAM urbanism when asked by Sert to
write the introduction to
While the concept of civic center as a kind of CIAM
“Fifth Function” would remain important to Sert and
Gledion, and would eventually provide the theme of
CIAM 8 In 1951, it does not seem to have been
considered as important by other CIAM members
during the war years. Gropius was concentrating his
efforts at the time on a non-place-specific
prefabricated housing system with Konrad
Wachsmann**" and he made no mention of civic
center design at a Harvard conference on urbanism
held In 1942**nv From the same period, there Is little
In the writings of CIAM members Neutra, Chermayeff,
or Lonberg Holm from this time that suggests much
concern with the design of the civic center
element**v Although a number of CIAM members or
sometime members were Iinvolved In designing
american defense housing at this time, most notably
Neutra, these projects were highly constrained and
did not provide pedestrian community centers of the
type called for by Giedion and Sert and demonstrated
In the plans for the Motor City***

Not surprisingly, the real concerns of the group
at this point seem to have been largely to get
commissions; as Gropius put it, their intention was
“perhaps more going towards the practical effects

than building up a new philosophic movement"**""*
In 1943 the allied powers had established the United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration
(UNRRA) “to restore the devastated areas of Europe
as they were liberated, and it seems likely that the
american CIAM chapter had been set up to attempt
to give CIAM a role In this process. When the
“Constituting Committee” of the new CIAM group met
for the first time a few weeks before D-Day on may
20, 1944, at the New School for Social Research In
New York, the meeting failed to produce any new
CIAM consensus.

At this same moment, first Le Corbusier, and
then Giedion and Sert had begun to develop a new
stance toward what they eventually termed “the new
monumentality,” not in the hope of preserving or

Canour c¢glaggingiroigesical urbanism, but as a response to what

they believed were popular needs and aspirations.
This new direction was related to the defense of
cubist abstraction In the arts which Le Corbusier and
Fernand Léger had begun to make in Paris in the
mid-1930s**vii At about the same time Le Corbusier
developed his Valillant-Couturier Monument, a project
for a huge sculptural artifact commemorating the
spokesman on cultural affairs for the French
Communist Party*** Surmounted by an early version
of the “Open Hand, and scaled to be seen by
motorists In passing cars, the unbuilt monument
iIndicated a new approach to monumentality. The
discussion concerning modern monumentality was
also taking place In Switzerland, In a series of articles
by Peter Meyer, editor of Das Werk. Prompted by the
emergence of Socialist Realism and the challenges it
raised to the earlier avant-gardism of the Neues
Bauen,** the debate Introduced a new set of Issues
that would eventually be engaged by CIAM. In a 1939
essay “The Dangers and Advantages of Luxury,
iInspired In part by his visit to Frank Lloyd Wright's
Johnson Wax building, Giedion criticized the
American Beaux-Arts tradition for "simply transferring
emotional luxury-forms from earlier periods to our
own” He found this “bound to be unsatisfactory,”



and linked to the suppression of modern architecture
IN most (and soon, very likely, in all) totalitarian
countries'xxd Yet In contrast to earlier CIAM polemics,
Giedion did not criticize what he called "our need for
luxury, splendor and beauty”; instead, he argued that
to satisfy it “we must create for our own ‘optical
vision’ by means of the collaboration of architects
with modern painters and sculptors'(@’

By 1943, at the same time that Giedion, Sert
and Wiener had begun to create the New York CIAM
Chapter for Relief and Postwar Planning, Giedion,
along Witlh Fernand Léger and Sert, had been
commissioned by the American Abstract Artists (AAA)
group to make a contribution to a planned volume on
the collaboration between artists, painters and
sculptorsxui  Titled “Nine Points on Monumentality,
their manifest for the first time introduced the issue
of “monumentality” into discussions of modern
architecture’d@@. Their decision to emphasize
monumentality was a surprising departure from
previous CIAM attitudes, where the concept had
always been linked to the classical tradition, which
they rejected. Giedion went on to develop the theme
with more historical detail in his famous essay
produced around the same time, “The Need for a
New Monumentality,” where he attacked the
"nseudomonumentality” of the nineteenth century
and argued that nonetheless a new monumentality
was foreshadowed by the spatial and plastic
conceptions of modern artists such as “Picasso,
Léger, Arp and Miro”xx Such a new monumentality,
however, had to flow from the "emotional life of the
community,” which could only come about through
face-to-face contact rather than through the new
media of radio and television. Giedion believed Its
focus should be new, publicly-financed community
centersxi Giedion’s image of these community
centers seems to have derived In part from his
experiences of crowds in modern pavilions at the
1937 Paris Exposition and the 1939 New York
World’s Fair. In “The Need for New Monumentality™

he invoked these fairs as “great spectacles capable of

fascinating the people” with “waterplays, light, sound
and fireworks’ xil

Giedion did not develop In detail the link
between his New Monumentality and CIAM urbanism,
but Sert took up this task In a companion essay, “The
Human Scale in City Planning," also commissioned
by AAA at the same timexxll Clearly in the line of
Le Corbusier’s earlier polemics for design in accord
with the human scalexx Sert’'s essay emphasized
the need to "plan for human values” and to design
cities based on the compact neighborhood unit.X In
his essay Sert went beyond simply restating Garden
City thinking about neighborhood units; he also
argued that pedestrian civic centers ought to be
created. Especially in large cities he asserted that the
“civic and cultural center constitutes the most
Important element... its brain and governing
machine, and In it should be found university
buildings, museums, concert halls and theaters, a
stadium, the central public library, administration
buildings, "and areas especially planned for public
gatherings, the main monuments constituting
landmarks In the region, and symbols of popular
aspirations...”"1 This conception of the civic center,
of course, bears more than a passing resemblance to
earlier Beaux-Arts or City Beautiful notions, but Sert
did not acknowledge these parallels.

Not coincidentally, Sert’'s essay was written as
he and Wiener were preparing the plans for the
Brazilian Motor City.

projects like Stam’s and Schmidt’s plans for Orsk or

In contrast to earlier CIAM

Le Corbusier and Jeanneret’'s for Nemours, the civic
center element was here developed and presented
with much greater architectural specificity, possibly In
response to Lewis Mumford’s comments when asked
to write the introduction to Can our cities survive?,
where he had particularly objected to CIAM’s lack of
focus on the design of buildings intended to house
the political, educational, and cultural functions of
the cityXi

For CIAM the concept of the New Monumentality

was more definitively presented in Le Corbusier’s
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1945 plan for the French town of St. Die, destroyed
In the German retreat at the end of the war. Here he
Interpreted the concept somewhat differently from Sert
and Wiener* In the St. Dié plan, first exhibited with
other work by Le Corbusier at Rockefeller Center New
York In November 1945, the civic center-housing a
theater, cafe, museum and administrative buildings—
was explicitly not an enclosed space like the one at
the Motor City. Instead, in the St. Die plan the civic
center Is an open platform with free-standing
buildings: a high-rise administrative center, a civic
auditorium, a museum designed as a square spiral, a
department store, cafés and shops, and a hotelxv
Giedion later called the proposal "a long stride from
the enclosed Renaissance piazza, and he asserted
the buildings were "placed Iin such a way that each
emanates its own social atmosphere,” demonstrating
"a more dynamic conception of space” than
traditional enclosed urban space*7 The placement
and design of the buildings were governed by Le
Corbusier's Golden Section-based proportional
system, soon to be codified and published as The
Modulor in 1948*n and well as by Le Corbusier's
Intuitive visual judgments.

These two unbuilt projects - Sert and Wiener’s
Brazilian Motor City and Le Corbusier's plan for the
reconstruction of St. Dié - both displayed a much
greater focus than previous CIAM-related projects on
the civic center element, and they emphasized its
political role as a public gathering space. The two
projects set the stage for part of the postwar work of
CIAM, providing the conceptual basis for its uncertain
efforts to remain an avant-garde movement in the
Immediate postwar years.

In the United States, however, other architects
stepped Into the vacuum left by the loss of interest In
Beaux-Arts planning after the war. One of the most
influential was the austrian “émigré" Victor Gruen,
who perfected the typology of the suburban shopping
mall. Gruen recreated the pedestrian urban
shopping environment In self-contained centers at
the metropolitan periphery, which were intentionally

accessible mainly by automobile. All the earlier
problems of congestion and lack of parking were
solved by this new form, which was rapidly replicated
around the country in the 1950s and 1960s.
Appearing at a moment when many american cities
were experiencing economic decline and racial
conflict, the mall and its less sophisticated cousin,
the strip mall, quickly supplanted most traditional
downtowns as the focus of everyday shopping. These
commercial spaces became the auto-accessible “de
facto” public sphere of decentered metropolitan
regions, but without the earlier public Institutions,
monuments, and spaces of assembly found In
traditional downtowns.

Architects began to identify this loss of the
urban public sphere as a serious problem in the
1960s, and variety of efforts were made to propose
alternatives, many of them related to the Team 10’s
efforts to suggest pedestrian-based urban forms
which did not replicate the pre-automobile city. At
the same time, existing cities built before 1930
began to be revalued as environments, which had
physical patterns no longer available in the new
suburban environments. Efforts in the 1950s by cities
to remake themselves to compete with their suburbs
gave way to nascent preservation movements in the
1970s, which tried to restore central urban areas
which had been in decline for decades. These
processes of urban conservation have continued In
an uneven pattern across the country, with outcomes
ranging from the spectacular success of parts of cities
such as New York, Chicago, Boston and San
Francisco to the continuing decay of many others. At
the same time, suburban metropolitan expansion has
continued at a rapid rate, to the point where cities
such as Denver or Atlanta now cover huge territories
and nearly all of the commercial built fabric consists
of the new mall typologies, with little possibility of
pedestrian public life.

It was In response to these conditions that a
new planning movement was formed In the early
1990s which calls itself the Congress for the New



Urbanism. Inspired by the form of american small
towns, the new urbanists appeal to history to argue
that it Is possible to recreate the pedestrian scale and
its associated public life. They rightly point out that
the typical physical form of postwar American urban
development iIs governed by zoning and building
codes which mandate widely spaced buildings and
extensive provision for motor access and parking.
These codes were developed In the 1910s and
1920s In response to what were then the major
problems of congestion and overcrowding. The new
urbanists argue that things have gone too far in the
other direction and that a certain degree of well-
planned higher density development Is desirable. To
this end they suggest new codes which generate a
pattern of detached or semi-detached houses on
small lots, arranged In patterns reminiscent of early
twentieth century small towns and Garden Cities. For
the new urbanists the traditional New England town
square Is an especially significant space, one In
which they believe a genuine participatory public life
can be recreated.

As understood by architects, New Urbanism
overlaps with other kinds of postmodern historicism,
which include efforts to revive City Beautiful forms
and strategies of urban reconstruction. New
downtown civic buildings In many cities have
attempted to represent a sense of civic purpose
through the use of a neo-neo-classicism. Many
architectural practitioners in the United States are
enthusiastic proponents of these ideas and of New
Urbanism, which they see as a realistic way of
opposing the continuing trends toward what is often
termed metropolitan “sprawl. The Secretary of
Housing and Urban Development in the Clinton
administration, Henry Cisneros, strongly supported
New Urbanism and was supported the effort to
replace high-rise slab housing projects loosely based
on CIAM Functional City planning principles with
lowrise townhouse developments influenced by new
urbanist ideas. For new urbanists, as for many
postmodernists generally, CIAM and the Modern

Movement were primarily responsible for the decline
of american central cities. Much new urbanist
rhetoric has been based on the idea of bringing cities
and towns back to their supposedly ideal conditions
before the destructive era of Modern Movement urban
renewal In the 1950s through the use of urban infill
In the form of buildings which as much as possible
copy the surrounding context of pre-1930 buildings.
This use of historical imagery has tremendous appeal
for contemporary american urban dwellers, who know
that american cities were safer, more prosperous, and
had better schools and public transit systems sixty
years ago than they do now.

At the same time, New Urbanism has been
strongly criticized for its backward looking iapproach 06s-
and for its assumption that its use of certain kinds of
planning will allow for the reconstruction of the
community life dispersed by suburban sprawl. Just as
the City Beautiful movement could not solve the real
problems of poor sanitation, overcrowding and
violence In the early twentieth century american
cities,% New Urbanism seems unlikely to be able to
solve american social problems through new urban
patterns. Like the City Beautiful movement, New
Urbanism assumes that architects’ visions have a
kind of totemic social power to call into being a new
way of life. Although its urbanism Is based on
opposite premises - mixed use instead of zoning by
function, and a preference for relatively dense lowrise
Instead of widely-spaced high-rise housing - it
appears to be similar in its assumption that
architectural and urban form has the power to
reshape society.

Like CIAM, New Urbanism Is a carefully
orchestrated effort by architects to determine urban
patterns. Both seem problematic under contemporary
conditions, where most new building in the United
States now occurs Iin peripheral, previously
undeveloped areas on the metropolitan periphery of
fast-growing cities in the South and West. For this
kind of development architects typically have no
Involvement in the urban design, which almost

Icl
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always means wide auto-based commercial strips of
"big box" retall outlets, fast food restaurants, drive-in
banks, and gas stations which are set back from the
street by large asphalt-surfaced parking lots. This
metropolitan pattern Is entirely based on automobile
transportation and has in effect eliminated
"architecture" In the usual sense altogether, with the
occasional exception of a distinctive commercial
building or private house. The negative social and
environmental effects of this pattern have been the
subject of extensive discussions by architects In
recent years, but since the implementers of these
now guite standardized patterns have little interest In
architects’ ideas, these discussions have a futile,
pointless quality.

This problematic condition of disciplinary
knowledges which In a sense no longer have much
larger social purpose, that this impasse has produced

marks a new step In development of architects’ efforts
to shape urban design, and suggests that positions,

such as either CIAM’s or New Urbanism, which

assume a different architect-client relationship than
what typically exists are unlikely to succeed In their
ambitious project of social change through design.
What this likely fallure means for the future form of
american cities, with some high-profile exceptions, Is
the continued expansion of a monotonous pattern
which no one actually seems to like that much

but which Is at the same time granted a kind of
historical inevitability based on its low cost and ease

of Implementation. Thus any alternatives - CIAM,

New Urbanism, or other possible positions - appear

to be luxuries which can only be made available at
either high cost or through extensive additional efforts
and are thus not suitable for everyday use. While this

need not be the case, this Is the present reality for
urban design in the United States. For architects this
has meant either renewed attention to the material

specifics of individual projects, without the social
vision of earlier stages of modernism and

postmodernism, or continued efforts to revitalize
existing urban environments.

This revitalization direction seems to be
promising, but it also has serious drawbacks which
are the result of the contradictions of capitalism.
While certain parts of cities have been spectacularly
revived, the results do not necessarily differ so much
from the highly controlled environments of theme
parks or existing suburban shopping malls. This In
turn has generated considerable critical resistance,
which gquestions the shopping and entertainment
oriented "pseudo-public realm" that results, a public
realm that excludes or at least does not welcome the
poor. Thus perhaps none of these directions - the
City Beautiful movement, CIAM, or New Urbanism -
which have preoccupied american architects over the
last century can overcome the inevitably limited role
of architecture In creating a public realm. On the
other hand, all have significantly shaped the
contemporary form of american cities.
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