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Martin Meyerson (1922–2007),
city planner, teacher, valued colleague,
and
Martin Pawley (1938–2008),
fellow garbage architect, writer, friend. 


The city is a fact in nature, like a cave, a run of mackerel, or an ant heap. But it is also a conscious work of art, and it holds within its communal framework many simpler and more personal forms of art.

—Lewis Mumford

But what we have to express in expressing our cities is not to be scorned. Their intricate order—a manifestation of the freedom of countless numbers of people to make and carry out countless plans—is in many ways a great wonder.

—Jane Jacobs 
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Preface


Like those of many architecture students of my generation, my ideas about cities were formed by reading Lewis Mumford and Jane Jacobs. While I pored over their books, in class and out, I was too green to see that in many important ways they were intellectual adversaries. Mumford, wistfully looking back at the preindustrial city, actively promoted a small-scale urban future planned according to the teachings of his mentor, Patrick Geddes. Jacobs, suspicious of planning in general and contemporary planning in particular, saw the city as having its own rules, rules that planners had largely ignored or, in the case of modern visionaries—including Geddes—willfully usurped. I met Mumford once briefly, at a group lunch when he visited McGill University. He had witnessed the creation of modern architecture and planning, which gave him an almost mythic aura. A courtly gentleman, he was formal and somewhat distant, a figure from another age. Jacobs, iconoclastic, feisty, and outspoken, was much more appealing to an impressionable tyro.

A half century has passed since Jacobs wrote The Death and Life of Great American Cities, and the years have tempered my unseasoned judgments. Her offhanded dismissal of the City Beautiful and the Garden City, for example, now seems a little too easy; both movements left an indelible —and positive—imprint on American cities. Her perceptive analysis of street life is circumscribed by what we have since learned about defensible space and community policing. And the urban world has changed in the last fifty years: the gradual disappearance of manufacturing has altered the face of many “great” American cities; poverty and racial division in inner-city neighborhoods persist; and suburban and exurban sprawl have become important engines of metropolitan growth. At the same time, a growing awareness of environmental issues has revived interest in Mumford’s call for regional planning.

The debate between Jacobs and Mumford needs to be understood in a historical context, and chapter 2 explores the three chief ideas that influenced American city planning during the first half of the twentieth century: the City Beautiful, the Garden City, and the Radiant City. Chapter 3 details the mighty attack on modern planning mounted by Jacobs, and its momentous influence on the design professions. However, at the same time as she focused attention on the state of downtown, American urbanism was following the decentralizing course that Frank Lloyd Wright had anticipated thirty years earlier with Broadacre City, a suburban vision so far beneath Jacobs’s contempt that her book simply ignored it. Chapter 4 describes how Wright, an idiosyncratic genius, turned out to be a prophetic seer. Chapter 5 weaves these strands together and demonstrates how the three ideas—and Jacobs’s critique—have played out in the evolving American city, reemerging as waterfront parks and new varieties of garden city suburbs. As for Wright’s expansive vision of an ever-spreading urban frontier, reality has long since surpassed his expectation.

The American city as an unplanned, almost anarchic arena for individual enterprise—a makeshift metropolis—has, in many ways, fulfilled Jacobs’s vision. Yet, it has done so in unexpected ways. The most successful urban neighborhoods have attracted not the blue-collar families that she celebrated, but the rich and the young. The urban vitality that she espoused—and correctly saw as a barometer of healthy city life—has found new expressions, in planned commercial and residential developments, whose scale rivals that of the urban renewal of which she was so critical. These developments are the work of real estate entrepreneurs, who were absent from the Jacobite city described in Death and Life, but loom large today, having long ago replaced planners as our chief urban strategists.

This book summarizes what I have learned about city planning and urban development. Sixteen years ago I started teaching an introductory class in design and development to MBAs and real estate majors. I got to know my colleagues—predominantly economists—in the real estate department of the Wharton School. Without exception, I found them committed to urban research, studying housing, public finance, immigration, and urban poverty. Their overarching interest in the city is not so different from that of the architects and city planners in the School of Design, where I also teach; all share a common concern for improving cities and the lives of the people who live and work in them. But economists assume that to propose changes, you must first understand how things work. Consequently, their research is concerned less with what the city should be than with what it actually is—how it functions. This means gathering and analyzing vast amounts of data, trying to understand why people behave the way they do, live where they live, choose what they choose.

Although planning projects typically start with a functional analysis and an investigation of site conditions, traffic patterns, and so on, the main goal of the urban designer is to discover a novel physical solution to the problem at hand. Architects and planners are concerned with what they believe cities should be: safer, denser, greener, more diverse, more lively. The working assumption is that the designer—who is, after all, the expert—has the interests of the users in mind and knows best how to achieve these worthy goals. In contrast, my economist colleagues are working on the problem from the other end, trying to discover what people themselves actually want.

Is a city the result of design intentions, or of market forces, or a bit of both? These are the questions I explore in this book. Chapters 6 and 7 chronicle a sort of alternative urban history, one that is concerned with the demands of users, consumers, and entrepreneurs, rather than with planners’ prescriptions. The antagonism between the current fad for building signature architecture, the so-called Bilbao Effect, and urban design is recounted in chapter 8. Chapter 9 is an account of what we have learned about building and rebuilding cities, and how the lessons of the past fifty years appear to be coalescing into strategies that combine pragmatism and piecemeal development with public and private actions. The final two chapters contrast the kind of cities that Americans want, and the kind of cities that the present environmental crisis suggests that we need, which turn out to be not at all the same. Resolving this contradiction is the prime challenge for the next generation of city builders.


MAKESHIFT METROPOLIS
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Remaking the City


I am standing on the roof of a building overlooking the Brooklyn waterfront. It’s March, and a bitterly cold wind blows off the river, but the sun is shining brightly, and the view of towering Manhattan across the sparkling waters of the East River is splendid. “Each one of these piers covers five acres,” my companion, landscape architect Michael Van Valkenburgh, tells me, “that’s the size of Bryant Park.” Van Valkenburgh’s enthusiasm is contagious as he describes the highlights of a public park that will eventually stretch more than a mile along the waterfront, from Atlantic Avenue in the south to beyond the Brooklyn and Manhattan bridges in the north. For now, the area resembles an abandoned parking lot, with cracked paving and piles of debris behind a sagging chain-link fence. Traffic along the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway creates a steady drone. Although demolition of the old pier sheds is complete, it’s hard to imagine this place as a park, but Van Valkenburgh assures me that it will be largely complete in four years. The first truckloads of earth will arrive next week.

The four-story building we’re standing on houses Van Valkenburgh’s site office, where he and his partner Matt Urbanski explain the project to me with the aid of a fifty-foot-long model that takes up most of the loftlike space. What the model depicts doesn’t look much like a traditional park. A narrow strip of land along the shore is filled with model trees made out of a green, spongy material, but about a third of the park is located on six cargo-shipping piers, rectangular platforms that stick out into the river like fingers. One of the piers will be used for baseball and soccer fields, three will be covered by lawns and wildflower meadows, one will house courts for basketball, handball, and tennis, and the sixth will be a wildlife sanctuary. Van Valkenburgh and Urbanski describe a rich variety of amenities, not just game-playing areas and jogging trails but also nature paths for hiking, tidal pools for wading (the river here has a four-foot tide), a large calm-water basin for kayaking, beaches for sunbathing, picnic areas, dog runs, a small-boat marina, as well as an outdoor market and a water-taxi landing. All this on only eighty-five acres.

Public parks are a distinctive feature of North American cities. Not the manicured green squares and tame pieces of garden art of Europe, but large expanses of make-believe countryside, with lakes, rivers, meadows, and forests. Most of these parks date from the second half of the nineteenth century, and the individual most responsible for influencing public attitudes at the time and showing how parks should be designed and built was Frederick Law Olmsted. Olmsted’s parks, especially Prospect Park in Brooklyn and Central Park in Manhattan, were immensely popular, and the idea that a large park was an urban necessity quickly spread across the continent—to Buffalo, Montreal, Chicago, Philadelphia, Boston, San Francisco, Louisville, and scores of smaller cities.
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A park grows in Brooklyn.

Van Valkenburgh, like all American park builders, is following in Olmsted’s footsteps. But while Central Park was promoted by business leaders, large landowners, and politicians, Brooklyn Bridge Park is the result of a neighborhood initiative. In 1988, residents of Brooklyn Heights, which overlooks the site, founded the Brooklyn Bridge Park Conservancy to oppose a proposal by the Port Authority to develop the waterfront as commercial real estate; the conservancy lobbied for a public park instead. (Despite the presence of Prospect Park, Brooklyn has the least amount of parkland of any major metropolitan area in the country.) A compromise was struck. The city would build a park, but the project would have to finance itself, both parties agreeing that as much as 20 percent of the site could be devoted to revenue-generating nonpark uses such as housing.* The income would go directly to the Brooklyn Bridge Park Development Corporation, which would oversee park upkeep—estimated to be about $15 million a year (maintaining piers is expensive). In 1998, during the planning, Van Valkenburgh’s firm was brought in as a consultant, and following a design competition he was named planner and lead designer of the park.1

As we walk around the site, Van Valkenburgh describes the three chief design challenges, which all derive, in one way or another, from the adjacent Brooklyn-Queens Expressway. Fifty years ago, when Robert Moses was building the expressway, to mollify Brooklyn Heights residents and reduce noise his engineers covered the two-level elevated highway with a pedestrian deck. The resulting Brooklyn Heights Promenade became a much beloved feature of the neighborhood and has since been designated a historic landmark. This has a major impact on the proposed park, since the designation legally requires that the spectacular view of Manhattan from the promenade be protected by a so-called view plane, into which no new building may protrude. The view plane extends over the entire central portion of the future park, which means that new high-rise construction can only occur at the southern and northern tips of the site. Van Valkenburgh and his team have used this limitation to solve the park’s second big problem: the expressway effectively blocks direct access from Brooklyn Heights along the entire central portion of the park. By concentrating development at the two ends—a hotel and apartment buildings on the north, and apartment buildings (adjacent to a disused furniture factory that has already been converted into condominiums) on the south—the planners not only respect the view plane, but also create what they call “urban junctions,” entrances to the park that they hope will become lively links to the adjacent neighborhoods. At the same time, the limited access means the park has to become a destination, that is, a place with unique attractions of its own. “It’s got to be worth a long subway ride or a trip in the car,” says Van Valkenburgh. Hence the kayaking basin, the extensive waterfront picnicking areas, and the large playing fields, all rare amenities in Brooklyn.

The third challenge is noise. The Brooklyn-Queens Expressway was specifically designed with a curved back wall to reflect the noise of traffic away from Brooklyn Heights and toward the river—precisely into the area that will be the future park. To deaden the noise, the landscape architects have planned an earthen berm along the entire length of the expressway. The lower portion of the berm is gently sloped to allow human use; then it’s steep at the top to make it as tall as possible. The steepest section, built with stabilized earth, will not be accessible to the public. Fencing off a part of the park sounds odd, but Van Valkenburgh reminds me that large portions of traditional parks such as Central Park are not accessible to the public and are there simply to “create a setting.” The main setting of Brooklyn Bridge Park is the harbor, eight hundred acres of water that will make the park seem much larger than it is.

Most of the structures in the park—fences, benches, lighting—will have a rough-and-ready appearance, which Van Valkenburgh describes as contributing to the industrial “authenticity” of the site. Piers capable of supporting heavy loads will be sodded, while others will remain paved; those in poor condition have been demolished. When restoration of the sole surviving nineteenth-century railroad pier, where freight was transferred between ships and railroad cars, proved too costly, it was decided to let soil accumulation and plant establishment continue naturally, turning the collapsed pier into a habitat for nesting birds. In a curious bit of ecological engineering, to prevent rats from decimating the fledglings, the front of the pier will be demolished to make an island. The pier closest to the Brooklyn Bridge was originally built on landfill, so it will be heavily planted with trees, creating a coastal forest. On another pier, the steel framework of a cargo shed has been retained to support a new shading roof over playing courts. Where decrepit retaining walls must be torn down, the water’s edge will be turned into beaches, tidal pools, and boat-launching areas; solid quay walls will support promenades. In the site office, Urbanski shows me a slab of heavy, dense wood—Southern yellow pine—a large quantity of which was recovered during the demolition of one of the industrial sheds. The seasoned, weather-resistant timber will be recycled to construct benches, screen walls, and other park structures. A mock-up of a section of fencing, made of galvanized metal pipe, stretched steel cable, and a metal screen, reminds me of a cargo net.

Olmsted and his partner Calvert Vaux drew people into Central Park by introducing boating and ice-skating, as well as musical concerts; Van Valkenburgh and his team continue this tradition of active and passive recreation, except that instead of Victorian gazebos and bandstands, there will be basketball courts and giant screens for outdoor movies. The combination of private real estate development and public uses at Brooklyn Bridge Park has struck some critics as anomalous, but it, too, has a precedent in Olmsted, who argued that the fiscal advantage of building public parks was precisely that they raised adjacent property values and increased city revenues. In other areas, modern landscape architects have moved beyond their predecessors. The designs of Central Park, Prospect Park, and others were based, in part, on the re-creation of idealized natural landscapes, some British, some American, hence the Sheep Meadow and the “wild” Ramble of Central Park, and the picturesque man-made lake and the Adirondack-like Ravine of Prospect Park. The landscapes that Van Valkenburgh and his team will create in Brooklyn are a product of their waterfront location and will include a coastal scrubland, freshwater wetlands, and marsh and shallow-water habitats. “We attempted to work closely with site conditions to use these natural zones to jump-start a functioning ecology that will eventually take on a life of its own, with relatively minimal intervention,” Van Valkenburgh explains. Whereas park designers of Olmsted’s generation saw their creations as an antidote to the surrounding industrial city, Van Valkenburgh sees Brooklyn Bridge Park as an integral part of its urban surroundings.

[image: image]

An unexpected urban pastime: kayaking in the East River.

The planning of Brooklyn Bridge Park involves on-the-spot improvisation: reacting to immediate neighborhood concerns, dealing with difficult site conditions, respecting stringent financial constraints, making do with what is at hand. Van Valkenburgh has described the landscape architect’s goal as “a combination of understanding the things that are givens and then setting it up in a way so that the occurrence of the undeterminable is a welcome consequence.”2 Yet his pragmatic approach, no less than Olmsted’s, is guided by ideals—concerning ecology, community, planning, and urbanism. Big ideas and practical schemes: a new chapter in remaking the makeshift American metropolis is unfolding.

Cities don’t grow in a vacuum. Urbanism is conditioned by what came before, not only physically but also intellectually. To better understand the possibilities and constraints for planning, it’s helpful first to examine three key concepts that have shaped the way we think about urbanism and that have helped make our cities what they are today.

*The final master plan devotes only 10 percent of the site to private development.
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Three Big Ideas


Town planning in America began auspiciously in the eighteenth century with colonial settlements such as New Haven, Philadelphia, Annapolis, Williamsburg, and the sublime Savannah, all laid out according to precise rules, with carefully ordered streets, avenues, squares, and town greens. Who planned these cities? The author of New Haven’s unusual nine-square plan, like a tic-tac-toe diagram, with space for a market in the center square, is unknown; it may have been Theophilus Eaton, one of the leaders of the group of Massachusetts settlers who founded the town (originally called Quinnipiac), or John Brockett, the group’s surveyor. While the entire plan of New Haven measured only half a mile square, the ambitious plan of Philadelphia covered one mile by two. The streets were laid out in a regular grid divided into four quadrants by two intersecting major streets, with a public square in each quadrant and one in the center. The planner was the Pennsylvania colony’s surveyor general, Captain Thomas Holme, who is generally described as an engineer and may have learned that skill in the military, although William Penn, the colony’s governor, almost certainly contributed to the plan. Farther south, the governor of Maryland, Francis Nicholson, devised the exceptional plan of his new capital, Annapolis. The urbane arrangement included four open spaces: two circular squares (which predate John Wood’s Circus at Bath by more than thirty years)—Public Circle and Church Circle—a residential square, and a marketplace. Streets radiated diagonally from the circular squares in a miniature version of baroque Rome.

Nicholson had an opportunity to plan a second city when he was appointed governor of Virginia. The result was Williamsburg, which one historian has called “the most successful essay in community planning of colonial America.”1 While the plan of Annapolis leaned heavily on European antecedents, Williamsburg is more original, a wide main street forming the chief axis of the plan. The College of William and Mary stands at one end, and the Capitol at the other. Midway between them is a market square, originally also the site of the courthouse and a powder magazine. The other major building of the town is the governor’s palace, which Nicholson sited at the head of a tree-lined green that extended at right angles to the main street. The plan has two striking features: the houses are on generous lots surrounded by gardens, and the lots along the main street are interrupted by shallow ravines. The result, architect and planner Jaquelin T. Robertson writes, is a plan that provides “a clear American order of things, elegantly canonizing the format of our public buildings, streets, houses, trees, yards and natural terrain.”2

The planner of Savannah was James Oglethorpe, founder and governor of the Georgia colony. Oglethorpe, who had been a successful general in the English army, was also a social reformer, settling the new colony with “working poor” and banning slavery. His remarkable town plan was based on a standardized “ward” consisting of forty house lots surrounding a central square fronted by public buildings. As the town grew, new wards were added in an orderly fashion. This sounds mechanical, but the ingenuity of the plan was that major and minor streets were an integral part of the expansion, creating continuous, treed avenues that connected the wards. Of all the colonial plans, this was not only the most sophisticated, but also the most long-lived, since Oglethorpe’s pattern guided the city’s growth from its founding in 1733 until the Civil War.

Most colonial towns lacked the finesse of Savannah and Williamsburg, however. Alexandria, Virginia, founded in 1749, was typical. Eighty-four identical half-acre lots were arranged four lots per block, with the streets forming a simple grid that was inelegantly truncated by the irregular shoreline of the Potomac River. This no-frills subdivision was laid out by John West Jr., a surveyor, and his assistant, seventeen-year-old George Washington. Forty years later, President Washington had to decide on a plan for the nearby federal capital. His secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson, a recognized expert on all matters architectural, suggested an Alexandria-like grid and even submitted a rough sketch. Washington forwarded the drawing to one of his advisers, who responded with a withering critique: “Such regular plans indeed, however answerable they may appear upon paper or seducing as they may be on the first aspect to the eyes of some people must even when applied upon the ground the best calculated to admit of it become at last tiresome and insipid and it never could be in its origin but a mean continuance of some cool imagination wanting a sense of the real grand and truly beautiful only to be met with where nature contributes with art and diversifies the objects.”3 The author of this rant was a young Frenchman, Pierre-Charles L’Enfant. He had come to America to fight in the Revolutionary War and served on Washington’s staff, rising to the rank of major. On the strength of his artistic abilities (he remodeled New York’s Federal Hall, where Washington had taken the oath of office), the president commissioned him to prepare a topographic drawing of the site of the future federal city. Impressed with L’Enfant’s evident enthusiasm and convinced by his argument that the new capital should be “grand and beautiful,” Washington subsequently entrusted him with the planning of the capital city.

L’Enfant is sometimes described as an architect or a military engineer. He was neither; immediately before leaving France he had been an art student. But he could draw, he had an innate understanding of city planning, and he was immensely ambitious. His plan for the federal capital had three chief characteristics: it took advantage of the topography by locating the Capitol on one hill, the President’s House on another, with a Grand Avenue (today the Mall) leading to the Potomac; diagonal avenues, clearly influenced by French garden design, linked the prominent civic buildings and created many rond-points at the intersections for commemorative statues; and a matter-of-fact grid of secondary streets was superimposed on the diagonal avenues. The plan was, as one historian has put it, an “American balance of precedent and innovation.”4

During the early years of the nineteenth century, L’Enfant’s plan influenced a number of new cities. Buffalo, New York, then called New Amsterdam, was laid out with long diagonals radiating from a public square near the shore of Lake Erie by Joseph Ellicott, the brother of Andrew Ellicott, who succeeded L’Enfant as the planner of the federal capital. The plans of cities such as Indianapolis, Baton Rouge, Cleveland, Madison, Wisconsin, and Sandusky, Ohio, all show L’Enfant’s influence, as do many smaller settlements whose layouts historian John Reps wittily characterized as “backwoods baroque.”5

The most novel post-Washington city plan was undoubtedly that of Detroit, laid out by Judge Augustus Woodward in 1807. Woodward knew L’Enfant and devised an unusual variation of the radiating-avenue plan: an octagonal pattern of streets and avenues resembling a honeycomb. Woodward’s scheme is barely discernible today; however, for within a decade of Detroit’s founding, the city fathers had abandoned the octagonal plan in favor of a rectilinear grid. Throughout the nineteenth century, as settlement moved westward, and as established cities grew larger, despite the early experiments, the grid became the preferred American planning model. The grid-planner required no artistic training and simply imposed his plan without regard for topography, as San Francisco and Pittsburgh demonstrate. All that a budding city-builder needed was to decide on street widths and the distance between intersections; the rest followed automatically. Blocks were filled in by private builders—an office building here, a tenement there, manufacturing lofts, public libraries, department stores, places of worship, playhouses, warehouses—whatever was needed at the time. The sentiments fueling this pragmatism were a combination of democratic egalitarianism—the proverbial level playing field—an emphasis on entrepreneurship rather than aesthetics, and a kind of laziness.

Yet, ideas—and even ideals—were never entirely absent, as the parks movement of the nineteenth century demonstrates. During the first half of the twentieth century, cities came under the sway of three big ideas: Charles Mulford Robinson’s national crusade for urban beautification; Ebenezer Howard’s notion of the Garden City; and Le Corbusier’s image of towers in a park. These men were unlikely urban visionaries: an upstate New York newspaperman who wrote the first American book on city planning; a British parliamentary stenographer and failed Nebraska homesteader, whose ideas gave birth to an international movement; and a Swiss-born artist-architect who fancied himself a city planner and, against all odds, changed the face of cities in a country that he barely knew. To understand the way we live—and plan—today, it is necessary to appreciate the extent to which these three visionaries influenced American ideas of city life.

CHARLES MULFORD ROBINSON AND CIVIC ART

A great awakening of civic awareness took place in America during the first three decades of the twentieth century. The most obvious surviving artifacts from this creative period are the magnificent public buildings, constructed of marble and granite and decorated with monumental art, that adorn most major cities. Daniel H. Burnham’s imposing Union Station in Washington, D.C., is a model of the type, combining solidity and urbanity with an unparalleled self-confidence. It’s not just that the train station is substantial and clearly built to last, with white granite walls, gold-leaf decorations, and bronze fixtures. Whenever I walk through the tall, vaulted waiting room, beneath the somber statues of brooding warriors, and out into the arched loggia across from the Capitol dome, I have the distinct impression not only of arrival, but also of a shared sense of civic engagement.
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Charles Mulford Robinson, godfather of the City Beautiful movement, c. 1915.

The public celebration of urban beauty, as demonstrated by Union Station, was in large part the idea of a man who was neither an architect nor a planner. Charles Mulford Robinson was born in 1869, not in a city but in a small town, Ramapo, New York. He grew up in a well-to-do family in Rochester, where he went to university and worked as a journalist and freelance writer on a wide range of topics: a history of the city, a privately published biography of his great-grandfather Judge Augustus Porter, as well as the libretto of an operetta based on Robin Hood. In 1899, he published a three-part series in the Atlantic Monthly, simply titled “Improvement in City Life.” The improvement that Robinson described was chiefly artistic, but he approached his subject broadly: “When one speaks of the aesthetic side of American cities, one thinks at once of their public buildings; of their parks, statues, and boulevards. But in any right conception of urban loveliness these would be only the special objects of a general and harmonious beauty.”6 He might have been writing about Philadelphia, where he later worked as associate editor of the Public Ledger, the city’s largest daily. Although Philadelphia had a monumental new city hall and a large park along the Schuylkill River, as well as a recently built fountain dominated by an enormous equestrian statue of George Washington, its tight Colonial grid was being overwhelmed by commercial buildings and factories, and its business center was disfigured by the elevated tracks of the Pennsylvania Railroad.

In the Atlantic series, Robinson took the broadest possible view of what he called civic art and discussed practical ameliorations such as limiting the height of buildings, removing advertising, cleaning streets, planting trees, improving lighting, and installing public art. He cited numerous examples of civic improvements in various American cities: a Chicago ordinance restricting billboards adjacent to boulevards and parks; a New York initiative to keep city streets clean; a successful public effort in Boston to preserve the historic façade of the state capitol. In other words, he described how cities could be made more attractive. He emphasized that while city governments sometimes took the lead in these improvements, a variety of private organizations, such as municipal art societies, park associations, and civic clubs, also had roles to play, in a way that anticipated today’s park conservancies and downtown business-improvement districts. Robinson observed that although these various efforts were diversified, widely scattered, and lacking in harmony, there were also attempts to treat conditions in a manner that was more “scientific.”7

The following year, William Dean Howells, the editor of Harper’s Magazine, invited Robinson to write about city beautification in Europe. Robinson visited Paris, Brussels, and London and produced another three-part series.8 Like many Americans who traveled to Europe, he was impressed by the beauty of its cities and realized that despite America’s wealth and growing world influence, its cities did not really measure up. In 1901, he assembled his urban essays in a small book, The Improvement of Towns and Cities, and followed it two years later with a detailed study of the subject, the masterful Modern Civic Art. What makes the latter so compelling is a combination of close observation and common sense; sixty years later, even the demanding urban historian and critic Lewis Mumford considered Robinson’s book “an excellent book in its time and still worth consulting.”9

Robinson was interested in aesthetics, but his view of the city was not that of an aesthete. “Cities are not made to be looked at, but to be lived in,” he wrote.10 “The wish for a beautiful street will remain always visionary until the want is felt of a good street and a clean one.”11 He emphasized the importance of establishing the architectural character of a city and called for more attention to be paid to city halls and courthouses—“people’s houses,” he called them. He wrote that outlying residential neighborhoods should have “broad streets and narrow streets, straight and curving ways, and regularly built up districts sprinkled through with open spaces, where there may be playgrounds for children or gardens for the delight of all.”12 Nor did he ignore those parts of American cities that needed the most improvement.

In the wealthier portions of the city there may be imposing plazas, broad avenues, and noble sites crowned with worthy structures; public architecture may reach a high level of good taste and luxury, and domestic architecture may be fittingly expressive of the spirit of the time, revealing, under professional guidance, at once variety and harmony; but until the spirit of aesthetic renaissance descends into the slums and gives play to artistic impulse there, the conquest of beauty in the city will be still incomplete.13

Robinson’s articles and books are the first in twentieth-century America —certainly the first addressed to a wide audience—to argue the need for city planning. “We shall not attain to cities really beautiful, then, until we learn artistically to plan them,” he wrote.14 This was an implicit criticism of the nineteenth-century laissez-faire attitude that had been adopted by American city-builders, who had forgotten—or ignored—the achievements of an earlier generation. Even the great Olmsted, who pioneered the idea of vast city parks, assumed that they would be surrounded by distinctly unlovely cities. That was not good enough for Robinson.

Robinson wrote with a wide readership in mind, and his ambition came to fruition as his ideas were taken up and propagated by an array of national organizations, including the American Civic Association, the American League for Civic Improvement, and the American Park and Outdoor Art Association, in all three of which he was an active board member. Civic beautification was also promoted by various professional associations, including the newly founded American Society of Landscape Architects, and by scores of local groups, chambers of commerce, businessmen’s clubs, and municipal societies. Some of these groups acted out of a sense of civic duty, others responded to Robinson’s economic argument—familiar to modern ears—that beautification would attract businesses to their city.

The emerging national interest in civic improvement that Robinson described and actively promoted is generally referred to as the City Beautiful movement.15 Although Robinson himself coined the term in his Atlantic series, he used it sparingly and preferred civic art, which carried with it a sense of public-spiritedness.* Nevertheless, it was city beautiful that stuck in the popular imagination, not least because it captured a particular aspect of civic art—beauty—that had recently come to the fore, thanks to two well-publicized national events.

The first was the World’s Columbian Exposition, which took place in Chicago in the summer of 1893. Although the fair, planned by Frederick Law Olmsted, included a gaudy carnival midway and a naturalistic lake and island, its showpiece was the Court of Honor, a large water basin surrounded by a group of monumental buildings designed by half a dozen of the country’s leading architects. Popularly known as the White City, because of the uniform white color of the architecture, this part of the fair resembled an urban civic center. Robert A. M. Stern has called the Court of Honor “the first effectively planned complex of public buildings built in America since the Jeffersonian era” (referring to Jefferson’s University of Virginia campus), and for the 27 million visitors to the fair it was an eye-opener.16
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In this new work, prizewinning author, professor,
and Slate architecture critic Witold Rybcezynski
returns to the territory he knows best: writing about
the way people live, just as he did in the acclaimed
bestsellers Home and A Clearing in the Distance. In
Makeshift Metropolis, Rybczynski has drawn upon
a lifetime of observing cities to craft a concise and
insightful book that is at once an intellectual history
and a masterful critique.

Makeshife Metropolis describes how  current
ideas about urban planning evolved from the
movements that defined the twentieth century, such
as City Beautiful, the Garden City, and the seminal
ideas of Frank Lloyd Wright and Jane Jacobs. If the
twentieth century was the age of planning, we now
find ourselves in the age of the market, Rybezynski
argues, where entreprencurial developers are
shaping the twenty-first-century city with mixed-
use developments, downtown living, heterogencity,
density, and liveliness. He introduces readers to
projects like Brooklyn Bridge Park, the Yards in
‘Washington, D.C., and, further afield, to the new
city of Modi’in, Isracl—sites that, in this age of
resource scarcity, economic turmoil, and changing
human demands, challenge our notion of the city.

Erudite and immensely engaging, Makeshift
Metropolis is an affirmation of Rybczynski’s role
as onc of our most original thinkers on the way

we live today.
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