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Preface

The late twentieth century may be the first period in history
when it is possible for most people to survive without first-hand
knowledge of their surroundings. It is now quite possible to get
around a city by using borrowed information, reading guide
books and following signs. I find this depressing because the
landscapes and places we live in are important. Whether we
shape them or they shape us, they are expressions of what we are
like. Our lives are impoverished precisely to the extent that we
ignore them.

Like the clothes we wear, landscapes not only hide but also
reveal a great deal about what lies beneath and within. My hope
is that The modern urban landscape will encourage its readers to look
for themselves with fresh eyes at townscapes and cityscapes, and
that it will provide a foundation for making sense of what they
have noticed. The focus of this book is on the landscapes of large
cities because it is in the streets and buildings of these that the
effects of the present age are most concentrated and most
obvious. In smaller cities and towns what is new is usually
appended to the edges or interspersed with the old, and is there-
fore less overwhelming, though it is still significant as the distinc-
tive contribution of the twentieth century to urban landscapes.
The approach is to consider how modern cities and the new parts
of towns have come to look as they do by tracing the separate yet
interconnected changes which have occurred in architecture,
planning, technology and social conditions since about 1880. So
this book is in part a review of familiar historical developments,
such as the rise of town planning and modernist architectural
styles. But it also adds to these, casts them in a new light, and
puts them in context by interpreting them in terms of their con-
tribution to the overall appearance of cities.

It would have been impossible for me to have completed a
broad-ranging study such as this one without help from col-
leagues and students. I want to acknowledge the assistance of the
following in suggesting sources, lending books, offering com-
ments, inviting me to conferences in exotic- places, providing
travel assistance, taking me on field excursions, undertaking bits
of research, and otherwise contributing, albeit unwittingly, to the
writing of this book: Kim Dovey, David Seamon, Randy Hester,
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Marcia McNally, Paul Groth, Peirce Lewis, Michael Bunce,
Richard Harris, Jim Lemon, Deryck Holdsworth, Gunter Gad,
Shoukry Roweis, Ed Jackson, Barry Murphy, Patsy Eubanks,
Helen Armstrong, Chris Maher, Lucy Jarosz, Hong-Key Yoon,
Peter Perry, Seamus Smythe, Madis Pihlak, john Punter, Rick
Peddie, Suzanne Mackenzie, Len Guelke, Neil Evernden, Rod
Watson, Michele Bouchier, Miriam Wyman, Chuck Geiger,
Dick Morino, Katy Oliver, Jane Bonshek, Robin Kearns, Mary
Marum, Wayne Reeves, Evelyn Ruppert, Craig Hunter, Derek
Dalgleish, Brian Banks, Ross Nelson, and Nigel Hall. My thanks
to Liz Lew for her help with the photographs; and to the Social
Science and Humanities Research Council of Canada, the Uni-
versity of Toronto Office of Research Administration, the Council
for Education in Landscape Architecture, the Canadian Society
of Landscape Architects, the College of Environmental Design at
the University of California at Berkeley, the University of Alberta,
the Department of Architecture at the Royal Melbourne Institute
of Technology, PAPER, the Department of Geography at
Rutgers University, and Oberlin College.

I am especially grateful to David Harford of the Graphics
Department at the Scarborough Campus of the University of
Toronto for preparing the illustrations from a mountain of slides,
negatives and books, and to Peter Sowden of Croom Helm and
George Thompson of The Johns Hopkins Press for their editorial
wisdom and encouragement.

Irene, Gwyn and Lexy suffered through numerous side-trips
to places they were not much interested in and will no doubt be
glad to see the whole thing over and done with. They always help
me to maintain a sense of perspective.

Highland Creek
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Introduction

A century ago there were no skyscraper offices, no automobile-
dependent suburbs, no streets bathed at night in the glare of
electric lights, no airports, parking lots, expressways or shopping
malls; there were no microwave transmission towers or huge con-
crete convention centres or international chains of fast food
restaurants. These, and most of the other familiar features of
modern cities, had yet to be invented and built. Slowly at first,
then increasingly rapidly in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, they have been put together to create an urban landscape
that bears little resemblance to any of its industrial, renaissance
or medieval predecessors, even though it has sometimes been
built on their footprint of street and lot patterns. For anyone
living in a city this new landscape is omnipresent, and even for
those who live in quaint old towns and remote hamlets it is an
unavoidable, encroaching reality. It is encountered wherever we
see skyscraper skylines, electrical signs, concrete buildings or
parking lots, and whenever we eat an international hamburger
in the climate-controlled gloss of an indoor shopping centre,
or look up at the cloud reflections in the mirror glass of an
office building, or suffer the multiple indignities of the frantic
spaces of an airport, or, most frequently of all, whenever we
drive a car.

In spite of the familiarity and virtual omnipresence of modern
urban landscapes they must be generally seen as unremarkable
or unpleasant because nobody pays much serious attention to
them. It is almost as though they have been designed not to be
noticed. There are thousands of books, both academic and
interesting, which examine the structure and form of twentieth-
century cities; of these only a handful has anything to say about
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their appearance. And of this handful most treat whatever is new
with disdain or with shrill condemnation. Poets and painters
almost completely ignore it. Even W.G. Hoskins, in his excellent
book The making of the English landscape (1959), could not bring
himself to consider anything modern because he found that every
single change in the English landscape since the later years of the
nineteenth century had ‘either uglified it or destroyed its mean-
ing, or both’ (p. 298).

This is hardly fair. Modern landscapes deserve to be under-
stood and appreciated. The changes that have been effected over
the last century have, both in character and scale, been simply
enormous. Like them or not, for the great majority of us they are
the context of daily life and therefore merit at least some small
part of our critical attention. They are also, by almost any
standard, one of the great constructive accomplishments of the
modern age. It is difficult to be precise about such things, but
population increases alone suggest that about 60 per cent of the
population of the developed world must live and work in places
made since 1945. The making of these has required substantial
investments of money, time and effort, so it is safe to assume that
their appearance is neither accidental nor incidental. Further-
more, the sheer scale and durability of the materials of modern
landscapes guarantee they will be a major part of the legacy of
this age to the future, one that will directly inform our
descendants about the values and abilities of twentieth-century
society, just as gothic cathedrals and medieval townscapes tell us
something of the world of the Middle Ages. Perhaps in 500 years
time tourists to heritage districts at the World Trade Center in
Manhattan or the Barbican in London will gaze in awe at these
huge towers, vacuous spaces and concrete palisades, and marvel
that there could ever have been a society capable of creating such
places. This prospect alone seems to me to be sufficient cause for
an enquiry into the development of modern urban landscapes
and the values which they enfold and express.

The aim of this book is to give an account of the development
of the appearance of cities over the last 100 years in order to
explain how they have come to look as they do. Few influences on
modern landscapes can be traced back before the technological
and social changes which occurred in the 1880s, so I confine my
attention to the period from then to the present. There have, of
course, also been dramatic changes to the appearance of the
countryside in this period, but it is in cities that modern develop-
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ment has been most concentrated and it is the look of cities that
commands my attention.

Landscapes are the visual contexts of daily existence, though I
do not suppose many people often use the actual word ‘land-
scape’ to describe what they see as they walk down the street or
stare through the windshield of a car. Nevertheless we manipu-
late landscapes in gardens, take quiet pleasure in seeing them
outlined against a sunset or highlighted when the sun comes out
after a thunderstorm, we consume them as tourists and record
them thoughtlessly on film (Figure 1.1). They are easily photo-
graphed — merely point a camera out of doors (or even indoors
in the enclosed landscape of a shopping mall or atrium, though
taking photographs of these does tend to annoy security guards).
All of which suggests that landscapes are obvious things. Yet
when we try to analyse them it soon turns out, first of all, they are
so familiar and all-embracing it is hard to get them into a clear
perspective, and then that they cannot be easily disassembled
into their component parts, such as buildings and roads, without
losing a sense of the whole scene. So landscapes are at once
obvious and elusive; it seems we know exactly what they are until
we try to think and write about them, or to change them in some
way, and then they become enigmatic and fragile.

Unfortunately the easiest way of coping with this fragile whole-
ness is to ignore it and to deal with fragments of landscape as
though they are isolated from a context. There are, for example,
often signs at construction sites with paintings (usually called
‘Artist’s conception’) to show what the finished project will look
like, yet which depict it standing in splendid isolation with the
surroundings blanked out (Figure 1.2). No matter how hard I try
I seem to be unable to affect this sort of blinkered vision, to con-
centrate as an architectural historian might on one building, to
isolate planning or social conditions or some other single factor as
the primary agent of landscape change. My unspecialised under-
standing is that buildings always have a context, that they are
visibly related to the spaces and structures around them, and to
the planned layouts and forms of streets, and that they are the
products of technological developments and social circum-
stances. To try to understand landscapes or cities by isolating one
aspect for detailed attention is like attempting to describe an
entire human being on the basis of a detailed study of their feet or
their cooking. Serious misrepresentations are bound to be
involved.
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Introduction

I prefer to start with the totality of what I see, and to try to
puzzle out its appearance by following several directions more or
less at once. This approach, which I suppose could be considered
geographical, puts general understanding ahead of specialised
explanation. It is, quite frankly, not fashionable in this age of
expertise. Yet I cannot help but believe that the generalist’s view
of reality is as valid as that seen through a microscope or an
econometric model, and it is certainly a good deal more access-
ible and vital. Specialised studies may offer depth, but general
accounts such as this one provide broad outlines and context. An
important implication of this broad approach to landscape is
that, while books about architecture, planning, technological
developments and social history have valuable details, the best
sources of information about landscape are landscapes them-
selves. Accordingly I have spent several years looking closely
at the modern parts of towns and cities I have visited, most
of them in North America and Britain, some in Europe and
Australia and New Zealand; I have attended both to their
obvious forms and their enigmatic features, and [ have
wondered about what they reveal of the people who chose to
give them this appearance.

Someone, and I regret I cannot remember who since the term
seems so appropriate, calls this approach simply ‘watching’,
watching for unusual details, for new developments, for insights
into what lies behind recent fashions, for ironic juxtapositions of
signs (one of my favourites is the street name Production Drive
mounted above the information sign — Dead End). I have
sketched fragments of plazas, explored outside stairways that
apparently lead nowhere (there are a surprising number of these
— probably something to do with fire regulations), I have taken
photographs of city skylines while driving on expressways, and I
have walked and watched where most people are content only to
drive, though I have tried not to impose a pedestrian’s perspective
where the driver’s landscape prevails. In my watching I have
come upon fascinating things which reveal human foibles and
accomplishments, such as the northern Pennsylvanian custom of
decorating the front yard at Easter with plastic inflatable rabbits,
and complex self-help housing projects in South Wales. I have
found there are no modern landscapes which are not informative
and interesting, though, paradoxically and sadly given the time
and money invested, there are fewer and fewer which seem to pro-
mote any sorts of pleasures or personal freedoms except those

5
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Figure 1.2: The architect’s view of ‘the building in splendid isolation’: Seventh
Avenue just north of Times Square, New York
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Introduction

which are based in efficiency of function and material satis-
factions.

Just as it is not possible for an artist, even a magic realist, to
paint every blade of grass and every brick, so it has not been
possible for me to consider every aspect of modern landscapes.
My attention has been directed mostly to the widely seen forms of
the built environments of cities — their structures, their streets
and their spaces. There are many things that I have not been able
to include, for instance there is no detailed consideration of the
ways people personalise their properties, nor of the subterranean
landscape of subway systems and pedestrian tunnels which is so
much a part of the daily experience of citizens of London, Paris,
New York, Toronto and many other metropolitan areas. And,
because my main concern is to describe the broad outlines of the
development of modern urban landscapes, I pay relatively little
attention to regional and national differences. In spite of all the
forces encouraging standardisation such differences do persist, for
example because of international urban design fashions of the
1980s which paradoxically encourage local architectural styles. In
Quebec many suburban houses have traditional bell-cast rools,
and in Australia an outback vernacular with galvanised iron
details is widely used for new buildings. Even at the height of the
popularity of international modernism there were regional
variations in architecture and streetscape, variations which
resulted from locally developed design standards, the availability
and cost of materials and so on. Like Coca-Cola advertisements
around the world, public housing projects in America, in Britain
and in the Netherlands are not identical. They do, however, have
profound similarities because they all derive from a basic pattern
which was conceived so that it would be appropriate anywhere
and could be used internationally with little regard for regional
tradition.

As I put together my observations with information from
documentary sources it became clear that there are four par-
ticularly important and interrelated influences which account
both for the historical distinctiveness and for the similarities in
appearance of late twentieth-century cities. These are — in no
special order — architecture, technological innovations, plan-
ning, and social developments. Buildings, whether architect
designed, hand-made or mass-produced, are the most obvious
human artefacts in urban landscapes, and it takes little looking at
modern architecture to realise that its unornamented angular
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forms are governed by aesthetic principles quite different from
those which prevailed in earlier centuries. Technological
advances of the last 100 years, such as structural steel, com-
mercial electricity and automobiles, are significant because they
have made possible entirely new built-forms and ways of life.
Urban planning was, for most modern intents and purposes,
invented at the beginning of the present century, partly to protect
us from our own worst tendency to exploit others and partly to
realise utopian visions of cities in which good health, justice and
equality prevailed; in practice it has come to determine the lay-
outs and arrangements of almost all the elements of cities. And
modern urban societies of the developed world differ from their
antecedents because they are mostly literate, comfortably
housed, healthy, engaged in sedentary brain-work (or ration-
alised unemployment), and bonded together by systems of
instantaneous electronic communication rather than kinship;
these sorts of social changes have left clearly visible results in the
consumer landscapes of the suburbs and the corporate land-
scapes of skyscraper offices.

Landscapes are substantial if intangible things. They should
not be thought of as mirrors which happen to catch the otherwise
invisible image of the spirit of the times. They are, however, made
within a context of well-attested ideas and beliefs about how the
world works, and how it might be improved. There are two ideas
which have had an especially important impact on urban land-
scapes during the last 100 years.

The first of these is internationalism. Although ideas and
fashions have never been completely confined by national
boundaries their dispersal was previously limited by slowness of
travel, so that they were usually adapted to existing regional tra-
ditions as they were taken from one part of the globe to another.
The result was a marked regional variety based in local customs
and architecture, the sort of thing that can still be seen in
remnants of old landscapes in France or England. During the last
century new building technologies and faster communications
have greatly reduced the possibilities for regional adaptations.
Contemporaneously the inclination of many leading business-
men, architects and planners has been to travel widely, bearing
and borrowing designs which would work equally well every-
where. For those for whom travel was too expensive an entire
bevy of professional journals, including Town and Country Plan-
ning, The American City and The Architectural Record, began publi-
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cation between about 1890 and 1910 and provided vicarious
knowledge of the international developments of the day. They
have been joined subsequently by countless others. All of this has
usually been judged to be a good thing, and commercial
products, architectural fashions and planning practices have been
increasingly exported, imported, borrowed, copied and deliber-
ately designed for international consumption. The result is that
virtually identical new bits of cities now seem to crop up almost
everywhere, and behind any national or regional differences that
might be visible there are always widely shared patterns and an
international habit of thought.

A less immediately apparent idea that pervades twentieth-
century thinking is a conviction in the merits of selfconsciousness.
It seems that everything now is subjected to cool analysis and
technical manipulation, leaving little room for the traditions
which stood behind most pre-industrial landscapes. Even
commonplace objects, such as curbstones and parking meters,
have been deliberately invented to solve specific problems, given

Figure 1.3: The Barbican Centre in London, no less than a Greek temple or a
medieval cathedral, informs us about contemporary standards of truth, beauty and
goodness
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particular forms on a drafting table, examined by committees,
made the object of design standards, and then installed and
maintained by teams of specially trained workmen. Similar
design approaches are used for buildings, neighbourhoods, social
plans, and entire new towns. As a result the modern urban land-
scape is both rationalised and artificial, which is another way of
saying that it is intensely human, an expression of human will
and deeply imbued with meaning, though it is sometimes hard to
remember this (Figure 1.3). A major modern development such
as the Barbican in London, no less than the temples of Greece or
the cathedrals of medieval England, informs us about prevailing
standards of truth, beauty and goodness.

10
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Looking Back at the Future: Late

Twentieth-century Landscapes in the
1890s

Landscapes are made by ideas as well as by construction, and the
last decade of the nineteenth century was filled with ideas about
the ways societies and cities might be in the future. Hopes ran
high. A flurry of technological innovations promised dramatic
improvements in everyday comfort and health, while the still
fresh philosophies of socialism suggested that these improve-
ments would soon be made equally available to everyone.
Utopian speculation flourished as a serious effort to determine
the character of the glorious future that seemed to be emerging.

In 1888 Edward Bellamy published Looking backward, an
account of life in Boston in the year 2000. His book caught the
popular imagination, sold several million copies, was translated
into 20 languages, and led to the founding of many local societies
to promote his ideas. The response was a little less dramatic to
News from nowhere, which William Morris published in 1890 as a
rebuttal to Bellamy’s vision of the future. Nevertheless, Morris
was already well known for his advocacy of craftsmanship and
was also a central figure in the English socialist movement, so his
ideas about life in England in the early twenty-first century were
taken seriously.

These two books mark the inception of modern, future-
oriented thinking about cities and landscapes. Indeed, delight at
the prospects of the future has never since been so sweet, and has
come to be replaced by a sense of deep apprehension. If we think
ahead now it is cautiously, to the end of the century, and with as
much attention to what might be worse as to what might be
better. In the 1890s there was none of this doubt. “The Golden
Age lies before us and not behind us,” Bellamy wrote (p. 222),
‘and is not far away.’ This was refreshingly new. For centuries

1
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people had looked to the past for inspiration, a habit which had
most recently manifest itself in a series of unimaginative or con-
fused revivals of gothic and classical architecture. Now they
turned to the future with a confidence that social and economic
problems could be solved by the simple method of remaking the
places in which people lived. Bellamy and Morris were at the
forefront of this radical reorientation. Previous utopian writers
had mostly set their ideal societies in remote corners of the world,
but geographical exploration and utopian disappointment went
hand in hand; by the 1880s almost all the globe had been
explored and no utopias had been discovered. So Bellamy and
Morris were left with little choice except to imagine future
societies in which the poverty, grime and inequalities of their own
age had been overcome, and by doing this they gave form to the
dramatic shifts in political thought and technology that were then
occurring. It was, of course, social and economic matters that
concerned them most, and their ideal future landscapes were
little more than imaginative packaging, or expressions of personal
taste and whimsy. Nevertheless, the differences between the late-
Victorian urban landscapes which they so abhorred, the future
ones they imagined, and what exists now, are valuable measures
of the originality and unexpectedness of all that has happened in
between.

Victorian inequalities

In the opening pages of Looking backward Bellamy presents a com-
pelling image of late nineteenth-century society. It was, he wrote,
as though the poor masses of humanity were harnessed to a
coach which they had to drag along a very hilly and sandy road.
On the coach, on comfortable seats from which they never
descended, were the prosperous members of society, enjoying the
scenery and discussing the merits of the team pulling them along.
These passengers felt great compassion for those labouring on
their behalf, and often called down words of sympathy and
encouragement, yet at the same time they did everything in their
power to avoid being jolted out of their secure seats and having to
join the masses.

This image is hardly overdrawn. In Crown of wild olive (1865)
John Ruskin quotes a report from the Telegraph of 16 January
1865 describing ‘the paupers of the Andover Union gnawing the

12
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scraps of putrid flesh and sucking the marrow from the bones of
horses which they were employed to crush’ (p. 45). At the other
social extreme was Louis Tiffany, who in the 1890s had a house
built for himself in New York City with imported Sudanese
village huts incorporated into the landings of the grand staircase,
so that his guests might rest in them as they ascended to the ban-
queting hall for a 14-course meal. On the one hand — conspicu-
ous consumption (the phrase was coined by Thorstein Veblen at
the turn of the century to describe just the sort of ostentation that
Tiffany displayed); on the other hand — conspicuous poverty. It
was the poverty which was particularly offensive to reformers and
utopian writers. In a flashback scene Edward Bellamy imagined
himself transported from the year 2000 back to the Boston of
1887:

I found myself in the midst of a scene of squalor and
human degradation such as only the South Cove tenement
district could present. I had seen the mad wasting of
human labour; here I saw in direct shape the want that
waste had bred.

From the black doorways and windows of the rookeries
on every side came gusts of fetid air. The streets and alleys
reeked with the effluvia of a slave-ship’s between-decks. As 1
passed I had glimpses within of pale babies gasping out
their lives amid sultry stenches, of hopeless-faced women
deformed by hardship ... (p. 213)

Actually this was not just true of the South Cove, this was the
international landscape of victorian urban poverty (Figure 2.1).
Andrew Mearns, who worked for the poor of south London and
was an influential reformer, described a similar scene in 1883 off
Long Lane in Bermondsey, where 650 families lived in 123
houses, their rooms linked by windowless passages, with filth-
infested courtyards and four toilets for 36 families (pp. 72-4).
Most late nineteenth-century cities had equivalent districts.

Socialism and new technologies
Clearly Bellamy, Morris, and all their contemporaries who
dreamed of and acted for reform, had good grounds for doing so.

Utopian novels must have given substance to the hopes of

13
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Figure 2.7: International landscapes of urban poverty and street congestion at the
end of the nineteenth century: a slum in Stepney in London, and the intersection of
Dearborn and Randolph Streets in Chicago. It was on the streets that urban
problems were most visible, and many subsequent changes in the appearance of
cities began specifically in a reaction against scenes such as these

Sources: Whitehouse, 1980, p. 163, original in the collection of the GLC; Mayer
and Wade, 1969, p. 215, original in the collection of the Chicago Historical
Society (Number ICHi-04192)
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reformers as they took on the daunting tasks of repairing cities
and restructuring institutions, not least because these novels were
based in the recently formulated philosophies of Karl Marx and
of socialism. Edward Bellamy apparently thought of himself as
introducing socialism to America, and William Morris was a
leading spokesman for socialism in England. ‘What 1 mean by
socialism’, Morris wrote in 1894 in a particularly fine passage,

is a condition of society in which there should be neither
rich nor poor, neither master nor master’s man, neither idle
nor overworked, neither brain-sick brainworkers nor heart-
sick handworkers; in a word, in which all men would be
living in equality of conditions, and would manage their
affairs unwastefully, and with full consciousness that harm
to one would mean harm to all.

If such socialist reforms seemed likely to be achieved it was
partly because contemporary technical advances also seemed to
point towards an entirely different society in the future. The
1880s and 1890s saw the development of public sanitation and
filtered water supply systems, food preservation by canning,
structural steel, asphalt paving for roads, greatly improved ele-
vators, electric street cars, revolving doors, central heating
systems, and methods for the large-scale production of plate glass
for store windows. The first telephone had been demonstrated in
1876 at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition and by 1900 there
were almost a million of them in the United States, all connected
by wires strung between poles, now mostly gone but for over half
a century one of the foremost features of the urban scene (Figure
2.2). Such changes were revolutionising everyday life, especially
for the middle and upper classes. Out of season fruits and
vegetables were being shipped in refrigerated box-cars from
regions with different climates, meats kept in cans, products dis-
played in great store windows, streets made free of at least some
of the filth of horses, epidemics reduced and distances collapsed
by railways and telephones. Indeed by the end of the century
most of the technologies necessary for the tall office buildings,
department stores and neat streetscapes of the modern city centre
had been invented and were being incorporated into the urban
fabric.

Automobiles too were developed in this period, but it was not
then clear that they were going to have a profound impact on the
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Figure 2.2: Technological innovations of the late nineteenih century suggested an
entirely different future world. The beginning of the elimination of distance — a
Bell Telephone advertisement in 1895
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form and appearance of cities. At first they were only toys for
inventors and the very rich, they could travel little faster than a
horse and carriage and had the added inconvenience of frequent
breakdowns. In the Scientific American for July 1899 and advertise-
ment for a Winton gasoline automobile declared simply
‘Dispense with a Horse’, but it was over a decade before it came
to be widely accepted that cars were going to serve much more
than a recreational purpose. Initially they had to fit in alongside
the horse-drawn carriages and electric streetcars on dirt roads
and cobbled streets that had no traffic lights, pedestrian cross-
ings, roundabouts, direction signs, or parking facilities, and few
traffic regulations of any kind.

It was, however, commercial electricity which did most to
inspire visions of radically different future cities. Electricity had a
magical quality. It was so new and so clean compared with gas
and coal, its processes so invisible, that its possibilities seemed to
be almost unlimited. Early experiments with electric arc lamps,
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including a flood-lit soccer game watched by 30,000 spectators in
Sheffield in 1878, and streetlamps installed in London between
Westminster and Waterloo and in Cleveland in 1879, were dra-
matic but had demonstrated that these lamps gave off an intense
glare and therefore had limited uses. However, the invention in
the late 1870s, more of less simultaneously by Joseph Swann in
England and Thomas Edison in America, of an incandescent
light bulb suitable for both indoor and outdoor use was imme-
diately recognised as being of great significance (Figure 2.3).
Regular train excursions were organised from New York City to
Edison’s laboratory in New Jersey, where thousands of spectators
spent a happy evening staring at a display of light bulbs. Con-
cerns about the possible damaging effects on the eyes of this new

Figure 2.3: The marvel of electricity in the 1880s. Looking at the electric light at
the Mansion House in 1887

Source: Hlustrated London News, Vol. 1, 1881, p- 349
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form of light were laid to rest in 1882 by a commission of specially
appointed physicians, and thereafter it was clear that incan-
descent bulbs gave electricity commercial and municipal value
on a large scale. Indeed one of the terms of reference Edison had
given himself for his electrical inventions was that they should be
cheaper than gaslight. He quickly followed up his initial success
by designing a commercial generating station and by the end of
the 1880s such stations had been installed in several American
cities. Equivalent stations were also operating by then in some
English cities. In 1889 the first electrical streetcars were intro-
duced, by 1900 they had already replaced most of the horse-
drawn streetcars. In the 1890s the clean energy of Niagara Falls
was harnessed for electrical production, and the engineers who
controlled the generators by means of mysterious dials and
switches were housed far from public view in neo-classical build-
ings — the high priests in the inner sanctums of temples to
energy. ‘It is a new century,’ the historian Henry Adams (p. 301)
wrote in a letter in 1900, ‘and electricity is its god’.

In Equality (1897), an uninspired sequel to Looking backward,
Bellamy wrote that ‘Even before 1887 ... the possibilities of
electricity were beginning to loom up so that prophetic people
began to talk of the day of the horse as almost over’, and he
envisaged electrical flying machines, ‘electroscopes’ (televisions),
and electrical cars travelling swiftly on roads half the width of the
roads of 1890 (impeccable logic — if the same number of vehicles
travel at twice the speed only half as much space is needed for
them). In this case Bellamy’s imagination ran only a short way
ahead of reality. By the end of the century daily life was being
rapidly electrified. An ‘Electrical Club’ for the devotees of elec-
tricity was established in New York City, replete with all the
latest gadgetry of electrically operated doors, stoves, elevators,
dumb-waiters and lights. Domestic electrical machines such as
toasters and vacuum cleaners and washing machines were being
patented, and the flickering gas lights of city streets were being
replaced by the steady glare of electrical lamps and the flashing
seductions of advertisements. In 1893 on Broadway in the vicinity
of Greenwich Village the first electrical advertising sign had been
turned on: ‘Buy Homes on Long Island’, it exhorted, and then
that message in bulbs was extinguished and a new one appeared
— ‘Swept by Ocean Breezes’. The electrical landscape had been
invented. There would be no going back.
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Edward Bellamy’s Boston in 2000

In Looking backward an insomniac is put into a hypnotically
induced sleep in a sound-proof underground chamber in his
house in Boston in the year 1887. The house burns down above
him, he is presumed dead, but stays in his trance until 2000 when
his chamber is uncovered and opened. Through a series of con-
versations with the members of the family who awakened him,
and some brief expeditions around the new Boston, he learns of
the society of the future.

Bellamy was explicit that his account of this society was not to
be taken as some fanciful entertainment; for him it was ‘a forecast
of the next stage of the industrial and social development of
humanity’ (p. 220). In this stage all capital will have been con-
solidated into a single syndicate representing all the people so
that the nation can operate with maximum efficiency for the sake
of common interest. While this requires the submission of indi-
vidual desires to the whole society this is given willingly, for the
nation does everything benevolently and reasonably. There is full
employment, everyone being appointed to a position in the
‘industrial army’ on the basis of aptitude, though they must first
spend three years doing manual tasks. Incomes are guaranteed,
equal, and ample for all reasonable needs.

This well-ordered, efficient society is housed in an equally
well-ordered landscape. Boston in the year 2000 consists of

miles of broad streets, shaded by trees and lined with fine
buildings, for the most part not in continuous blocks but set
in larger or smaller enclosures ... every quarter contained
large open squares filled with trees ... public buildings of a
colossal size and architectural grandeur unparalleled in
[1887] raised their stately piles on every side (p. 43).

This is an electrical environment, clean and sparkling, its streets
filled with trees and fountains, its buildings adorned with statues
representing Plenty, Efficiency and Industry. There are no chim-
neys and therefore no smoke; there are also no prisons, no trains,
no banks because money has been replaced by a universal credit
card system; there are apparently no horses because people walk
everywhere; there are no stores and therefore no window displays
and no advertising. Many of the colossal public buildings are
communal warehouses, one for each neighbourhood so that no
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house is more than ten minutes walk away, and in these are dis-
played samples of every available product; a purchase is made
from the sample by means of a credit card and the item is
delivered to one’s house either by vacuum tube or to the door.
Other public buildings have meeting rooms, recreational facilities
and communal kitchens and restaurants where most people eat
their evening meal. People walk to these from their ‘simple
detached dwellings, each standing in its own enclosure’. If it rains
or snows the sidewalk is protected by a continuous awning which
unrolls automatically.

Bellamy’s Boston is a low-density anticipation of a sort of Gar-
den City Beautiful, and it may well have affected the conception
of both of these. In Egquality, Bellamy’s second book, the hero
takes a trip across America in an electrically powered flying
machine and can see that cities have such ample parks and
gardens that even Manhattan looks like a large village. This dra-
matic change from the congested cities of the nineteenth century
has occurred because it has been recognised that cities were
devouring the countryside and were acting ‘as whirlpools which
drew to themselves all that was richest and best, and also every-
thing that was vilest’, such as crime and poverty (Bellamy, 1897,
p. 290ff). Accordingly, the surplus population of cities has moved
back to the country because there could be found all the eco-
nomic benefits of good employment and good dwelling. The
villages offered the same communal facilities as the cities,
including vacuum tube delivery systems, and in fact the benefits
of them were so great that the cities themselves were remodelled
along the low-density lines of the countryside.

William Morris’s future English landscape

Morris was deeply upset by the excessively centralised and
mechanical vision of a socialist future that Bellamy offered, and
wrote News from nowhere to present his own idea of a decentralised
socialist society set in the landscape of southern England in the
twenty-first century. This England would be a handicraft, com-
munal, co-operative sort of place, in which both the institutional
and physical evidence of industry has been completely dis-
mantled. Machines are used only for the most tedious work,
leaving all pleasurable tasks to be done by hand. There are no
centralised authorities, no poverty, no exploitation. A bucolic
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landscape has been created, and this is described in the course of
a journey through London and then by boat to the upper
Thames valley.

London has become a cluster of villages separated by
pleasantly tamed woods. A few old buildings remain as monu-
ments to the previous age, the British Museum, for example, and
the Houses of Parliament which ‘are used as a sort of subsidiary
market and a storage place for manure’. Around Trafalgar
Square the neo-classical buildings, which Morris disliked, have
been replaced by ‘elegantly built, much ornamented houses’,
each standing in ‘a garden carefully cultivated, and running over
with flowers’. The only substantial public buildings are the
ornate and skilfully decorated market halls. There are no signs of
commercial activity because, as in Bellamy’s Boston, money is no
longer used; in a short street of ‘handsomely built houses’ with
‘an elegant arcade to protect foot-passengers’, that is on the site of
Piccadilly, there are stores displaying wares but there is no charge
for any of these, one simply takes what one needs. At a larger
scale the industrial cities have been cleared, Manchester has
ceased to exist and has reverted to fields and farms, other cities
have been reduced to small towns or rebuilt to rid them of the
ugly traces of the nineteenth century. Villages, however, have
grown, for in the post-revolutionary era people flocked to them
and soon found satisfactory occupations as craftsmen.

The town invaded the country, but the invaders ... yielded
to the influence of their surroundings and became country
people; and in their turn as they became more numerous
than the townsmen, influenced them also; so that the differ-
ence between town and country became less and less (p.
60).

England, in Morris’s vision, would have become by the end of
the twentieth century ‘a garden where nothing is wasted and
nothing is spoilt, with the necessary dwellings, sheds and work-
shops scattered up and down the country, all trim and neat and
pretty’ (p. 61). The buildings would be exquisitely crafted,
decorated with statues and carvings, their style embracing the
best qualities of the gothic of northern Europe with those of the
‘Saracenic and Byzantine’, though none of it directly copied. The
overall landscape is readily imagined for it is clear from Morris’s
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description that it would be the familiar landscape of old rural
England:

A delicate spire of an ancient building rose up out of the
trees in the middle distance, with a few grey houses
clustered about it; while nearer to us ... was a quite
modern stone house — a wide quadrangle of one storey,
the buildings that made it being quite low ... it had a sort
of natural elegance, like that of the trees themselves (p. 161).

News from nowhere probably depicts Morris’s most idealistic
view of the future, a future based in fact on a rediscovery of the
best features of the Middle Ages, which Morris greatly admired,
combined with some technological advances, all accommodated
to a gentle, decentralised socialism. Elsewhere in his writings he
speculated about less dramatic changes that might occur. He
imagined, for instance, that in London there might be tall blocks
of apartments — he called them ‘vertical streets’ — with common
laundries and kitchens and public meeting rooms (cited in May
Morris, 1966, pp. 127-8). These would, he realised, have to be
widely spaced so that each could have its share of pure air and
sunlight, and garden space and good playgrounds (all principles
restated by the Bauhaus and Le Corbusier in the 1920s). Though
Morris hoped that reason and good taste would prevail in the
design of these, he also realised, with remarkable prescience, that
such buildings could well become barren, prison-like settings for
their inhabitants.

Utopian realities

The landscapes of the 1980s have not turned out as either
Bellamy or Morris hoped. In their utopias neither money nor
large cities were needed. In reality capitalism and com-
mercialised materialism have flourished, cities have expanded
upwards and outwards, the socialism that has been most widely
adopted is of the dull centralised type, and the technologies that
have changed the look of the world have encouraged massiveness
rather than personal responsibility and decorative art. Neverthe-
less, between them these two authors did anticipate many of the
features of the modern welfare state, including socialised
medicine, nationalised industries, completely planned towns,
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Figure 2.4: London and Boston today, not as Morris and Bellamy imagined they
might be. London’s skyline looking north-west from The Monument, and Route 7
in the northern suburbs of Boston
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and the widespread use of electricity. More specifically and
tangibly, the architects of the first garden cities at the turn of the
century, and of the Bauhaus in the early 1920s, paid tribute to the
ideas of Bellamy and of Morris, and in the former case seem to
have incorporated some of them into their designs.

Nevertheless, the fact is that the appearance of modern cities
owes almost nothing to Morris and Bellamy. If, through some
local accident of physics, they were to be time-transported into
London and Boston now they would be profoundly disappointed
by almost everything (Figure 2.4). The unornamented sky-
scrapers of banks and insurance companies, the new roads
scarcely less congested than the old ones, the same ugly buildings
around Trafalgar Square, sex shops, numerous clusters of bare
and prison-like ‘vertical streets’, the great bland offices of cen-
tralised government in downtown Boston, and the Houses of
Parliament still not used for the storage of manure.

Exact anticipations would in fact have been little more than
coincidence even if they had been right in almost every detail,
and it is not very important whether Morris and Bellamy got
them right or wrong. What is significant about these two utopian
books is, first, that they remind us that there have been few inevi-
tabilities in the making of the modern city; if other attitudes had
prevailed cities now could have very different landscapes. And
secondly, they made popular a way of thinking about future
societies and landscapes as something other than an extension of
an existing state of affairs. This idea is now so commonplace that
we take it for granted, yet in the 1890s, after centuries of looking
to the past for inspiration, it was indeed a radical insight. It was
taken up quickly and enthusiastically by planners and architects,
at least some of whom managed to manoeuvre themselves into
positions from which they could turn their own utopian con-
ceptions into built realities. Garden cities, the Deutscher
Werkbund, the Futurists, the Bauhaus, La Ville Radieuse of Le
Corbusier, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broadacre City, neighbourhood
units, even mundane municipal plans, have all been informed by
the conviction that the present problems of cities can best be tran-
scended by looking to the future.
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Old Styles and New Forms in
Architecture: 1880-1930

In 1884 construction was completed on the Home Insurance
Building in Chicago. From the outside it was not unlike many
other commercial buildings of the period, a big block of a
structure built of stone in a mixture of styles. Its height at ten
storeys was unusual, but not exceptional. What was remarkable
about it was its structure. The walls were supported by a metal
frame. For the lower six storeys this was of wrought iron, a con-
struction material that had been used in various ways for several
decades; but the top four storeys were held up by a skeleton
frame of steel, the first known use of structural steel. With its
great strength relative to weight the steel skeleton frame was to
change the nature of architecture: it made skyscrapers possible, it
contributed to the invention of an original architectural style, and
dramatically altered the character of the urban landscape.

The Home Insurance Building presented an architectural
paradox that was to last well into the twentieth century (Figure
3.1). Quite simply, the new methods of construction, which made
all sorts of new forms possible, were disguised behind a trad-
itional facade. Most architectural histories treat the develop-
ment of the modernist, angular, undecorated style, that
eventually came to dominate office and institutional building in
the 1960s and 1970s, as though it has been a smooth and rational
progression from structural steel to reflecting glass cubes. Such
histories are at best partial accounts of what happened. For much
of the last hundred years it was by no means certain that
undecorated modernism would triumph as it did, and urban
landscapes bear substantial evidence of the enduring popularity
of ornamental styles. These styles declined slowly, getting pro-
gressively simpler and more truncated as modernism became
more popular, until they finally fell away in the 1950s.
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Figure 3.7: The Home Insurance Building. Designed by William le Baron
Jenney, and built in Chicago in 1881, this was the first steel skeleton skyscraper,
a fact disguised by the conventional decorative facade

Victorian architecture

For all the utopian speculation, technological innovation and
economic growth in the nineteenth century, or perhaps in re-
action against them, victorian builders clung to well-tried appear-
ances for their buildings. Steam engines and the machines of
mass production were invariably housed in structures that looked
like botched versions of greek temples or medieval cathedrals. By
1880 almost every sub-style of architecture had been revived,
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modified and combined with all the others. In the early years of
the twentieth century classical decoration had a resurgence; and
in the 1970s and 1980s there has been a further revival of elements
of older styles. The result is that it is impossible to understand the
architecture and landscape of the twentieth century without at
least a scant knowledge of architectural history.

Western architecture up to 1800 took four major forms —
vernacular, classical, gothic and renaissance. The regionally
varied vernacular styles were made by craftsmen using local
materials and traditions; these included, for example, the stone
buildings of the hilltop towns of Provence, and the half-timbered
structures of the Wales-England border country. Though they
have often been a source of inspiration for suburban house
designs, until recently vernacular buildings were ignored by
architectural historians, who contemptuously considered them to
be crude and quite inferior to real ‘Architecture’.

Architecture, in this high or snobbish sense, began with classi-
cal styles, those of the greek temple and the roman stadium.
These were distinguished by their low pitched roofs, symmetrical
facades, mathematical proportions and carefully prescribed
geometries of right angles and half circles expressed in precisely
defined ‘orders’, each of which carried with it specific types of
columns and statuary. In the Middle Ages these were displaced
by the gothic styles of churches with their pointed arches, spires,
towers and steeply pitched roofs reaching heavenward. Such
buildings were a relatively free expression of the skills of master
builders and the craftsmen who covered them in ornate carvings,
and of the spiritual values which pervaded medieval society.
Renaissance architecture, in contrast, was primarily a revival of
classical styles, albeit adapting them to new functions such as
churches and palaces, and modifying them by the addition of
new forms of decoration and windows. Renaissance styles
dominated public buildings from about 1500 up to the beginning
of the nineteenth century, and in simplified forms they also
became very popular for the houses of georgian England and
colonial America.

As the eighteenth century turned into the nineteenth there was
a widespread reaction against all forms of classicism, and a plea
for more romantic, spiritual and emotional types of art, poetry
and architecture. The architectural style which suggested itself
was gothic, and as a result of a self-conscious effort by individuals
such as A\W.N. Pugin, the architect of the English Houses of
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Parliament, and the art critic John Ruskin, gothic styles were
revived. Ruskin’s books were widely read in both England and
North America; he fiercely criticised the machine-like work of
machine industry, deplored the ugly environments in which it
took place, and made an impassioned argument for the free,
inspired craftsmanship that he identified in the buildings of the
Middle Ages. His complex social and aesthetic arguments were
soon simplified and popularised into the idea that a building with
gothic trimmings was beautiful and romantic regardless of what
went on within, perhaps because the owners hoped that a
spiritual style would compensate for their entirely mercenary
purposes. Neo-gothic facades were soon adopted and adapted
for every possible purpose — railway stations, offices, houses, law
courts, town halls, schools, and museums (Figure 3.2).

Figure 3.2: Nineteenth-century architectural revivals. a) The high gothic of the
Law Courts on Fleet Street in London; &) the plain gothic of row houses in
Toronto; ¢) a Romanesque (or Richardsonian) house in New London, Connecticut,
is characterised by its bulkiness and rounded arches; d) a Queen Anne house, with
tile hung walls, a round tower, a variety of window shapes, brick and carved stone,
probably built in the late 1890s, Toronto (and which has recently been chopped
vertically in half and moved a hundred feet to accommodate new consiruction)
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The gothic revival opened the floodgates; if one old archi-
tectural style could be revived so, it seemed, could all the others.
First of all, classical styles were resurrected, especially for banks
and government offices, though the strict rules of classical archi-
tecture were often broken and symmetry was ignored in order to
fit buildings to constricted sites. Then, in the final quarter of the
century, revivals and modifications came faster and from more
varied sources. The Se¢ond Empire or Mansard style, originally
used in Paris as a means of complying with strict building codes
about height by carrying usable space up an extra storey while
giving the appearance of a conventional roof, became internation-
ally fashionable in the 1870s; Dutch gables were widely used for a
few years; heavy-set and turreted italianate buildings were
common in the 1880s; romanesque revivals with broad round
arches over windows and doors were popular in the 1890s. The
Queen Anne styles (the origin of the name is obscure) in vogue at
the end of the century were a clear expression of the confusions
that resulted from all these revivals, for they combined elements
of most of the other styles, with turrets, romanesque doorways,
tile-hung walls, odd classical pillars, mixed materials and
windows in a variety of shapes and sizes.

Looking around him in 1901 Frank Lloyd Wright was not
impressed by the mixed up urban landscape that had been
created by all these revivals. He could see little to praise and
much to criticise, especially the surfeit of trivial differences that
resulted in what he characterised with astute precision as
‘monotony-in-variety’.

The decline of the last classical revival

In the last years of the nineteenth century gothic architecture
faded in popularity. Perhaps the dark, spiritual forms were con-
sidered to be inappropriate for an electrical age; perhaps they
had just been done to death and people wanted no more of them.
Whatever the case, only a handful of neo-gothic buildings were
constructed after 1900, one of the last being the Palace of Peace at
the Hague, ironically opened in 1914. What replaced the gothic
revivals, and persisted long enough to determine the visual char-
acter of, for instance, much of present-day central London, were
modified classical styles. At first these were bedecked with
cherubs, columns and all the details of the various orders, and
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they were used on every sort of building from government offices
and department stores to generating stations and houses; then
they were gradually simplified and the decorative features were
omitted; by 1950 the qualities of classical architecture had been
reduced to little more than a suggestion of columns and pro-
portion on a few new buildings. Nevertheless it is probably
accurate to say that in the first half of the twentieth century classi-
cal revivals were the most fashionable of all architectural styles.
Their impact on modern urban landscapes is considerable.

The twentieth-century classical revival was both a European
and a North American phenomenon, but its single most powerful
impetus may have come from the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris,
the values of which held sway in architectural design teaching
almost everywhere around the turn of the century. The Beaux
Arts philosophy was to challenge careless eclecticism by ensuring
that new buildings were precisely accurate in copying past styles,
and especially to encourage the copying of renaissance models.
The graduates of the Ecole des Beaux Arts carried this phil-
osophy with them wherever they went, and that included North
America as well as Europe.

In America classical revivalism was more specifically stimu-
lated by the Columbian World’s Fair held in Chicago in 1893.
This fair took the form of a huge exposition, officially to celebrate
the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of
America, but in reality to display the technical and scientific
achievements of the age (though it also had an extensive midway,
a precursor of Disneyworld, with a replica of a Bavarian castle, a
copy of Battle Rock Mountain in Colorado, and a Polynesian
village complete with villagers). Previous exhibitions had set high
standards — Paris with the Eiffel Tower in 1889, Philadelphia
with the first telephone in 1876, and of course Crystal Palace and
the Great Exhibition of 1851. The man in charge of the works at
Chicago was Daniel Burnham, a local architect who had
designed a number of banks, offices and schools. He was con-
vinced that the outstanding feature of this exposition should be its
architecture, and that this should be classical, with every building
standing alone to display the grandeur, elegance and other
qualities of classical civilisation that were supposed to be being
reawakened in the United States of America. And thus it was
built as a glorification of classicism. There was a great peristyle,
building after building with domes and balustrades and porti-
coes, there were statues of Justice and Plenty and Industry, classi-
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cal orders veritably abounded (Figure 3.3). The exhibition was
proclaimed as the City of Palaces, the City of Light (it was the
first exhibition lighted by electricity), the White City. Popular
enthusiasm for it in America knew few bounds; there were 21
million visitors; journalists extolled it and saw in it a microcosm
of a socialistic planned society, and one even claimed that it
‘revealed to the people possibilities of social beauty, utility and
harmony of which they*had not been able even to dream’ (cited
in Hines, 1974, p. 120). Here, it seemned, was the future world
made present.

Perhaps it was. The Chicago Fair undoubtedly left an
enduring mark on American landscapes. It became inconceivable
in the following decades for state capitols or universities to be
built in anything other than some adaptation of classical archi-
tecture with its associations of democracy and reason. Classical
was chosen for almost all other government and business build-

Figure 3.3: A corner of the World’s Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893, the
event which stimulated the populanty of classical revival archilecture for the next
40 years. The statue of the bull, on the left, represented ‘Plenty’, and the boy with
the horse, in the centre, represented ‘Indusiry’; the significance of the moose is
unknown

i

@l ]

Source: Picturesque World’s Fair, p. 93
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ings too, including the Wall Street Stock Exchange, the New
York Public Library, the tops of skyscrapers, most post offices,
and even the little temples to electricity which housed the equip-
ment for the new generating stations at Niagara Falls.

Popular though it was, not everyone greeted the neo-classical
style of the Columbian Exposition with unbridled enthusiasm.
Even Edward Bellamy, with whose socialist vision of the future
city the exposition would seem to correspond quite closely, found
it too ornate and superficial. French critics dismissed it scathingly
as nothing better than a set of student exercises from the Ecole
des Beaux Arts. Louis Sullivan, who had designed one of the few
buildings on the grounds which was not in a classical style, subse-
quently commented that ‘the damage done by the World’s Fair
will last for half a century from its date, if not longer’.
Montgomery Schuyler, probably the leading architectural critic
of the 1890s, agreed. In a carefully argued criticism of the fair
published in 1894 he maintained that it was based on unity, mag-
nitude and illusion, chiefly illusion. The unity was achieved not
by the common architectural style but by the excellently con-
ceived and executed landscape plan (the work of Frederick Law
Olmsted, the designer of Central Park); the magnitude was
because it had displayed the biggest of whatever it could; the illu-
sion was in the display of the electrical lights and electrically-
powered fountains, but especially in the architecture taken from
another age, conceived for a time when life was different, an
architecture that had nothing whatsoever to do with the
machines it housed. In the context of late nineteenth-century
industrial society classical revival styles were not merely inappro-
priate, they were fraudulent. And for forward looking architects
they weighed like a stone around their necks. Frank Lloyd
Wright later declared that the World’s Fair was ‘a mortgage upon
posterity that posterity must repudiate not only as usurious but
as forged’ (cited in Mumford, 1952, p. 171).

The criticisms were to little avail. In Europe as in America
classical revival styles were fashionable, and anyway there seemed
to be no alternative to them. They were used for many of the
buildings constructed in Paris just after the turn of the century,
including, for example, Sacré Coeur which was completed in
1914. In London new government buildings in Westminster, the
Kingsway-Aldwych redevelopment, the modifications to Regent
Street, the great department stores on Oxford Street, County
Hall, were all built in various renaissance revival styles before
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World War 1. Then in 1914 Geoffrey Scott published an influ-
ential book, The architecture of humanism, in which he made a con-
vincing argument for the merits of renaissance over gothic archi-
tecture, thus making explicit in words what was already widely
apparent in urban landscapes, namely that an adapted classical
architecture was the one that would be most appropriate for the
rational and humanistic society of the twentieth century.

But the fact was that by then such attachment to the archi-
tecture of classicism was becoming contrived, especially for large
public buildings. Even in the 1890s some of these had been
draped over steel frames and by 1910 this had become the
common practice both in Europe and America. Classical styles
had, in effect, already become no more than superficial orna-
ment, columns were no longer needed to hold buildings up, they
just looked nice and conveyed the right suggestions. The carved
decorations and statuary were expensive, and possibly as a cost-
saving measure they became less and less ornate. After World
War I the simplified, bas-relief decorative styles of Art Deco
became fashionable, and when classical style features were used
they were so muted that by 1930 they had been reduced to little
more than slim decorative pilasters, a balustrade with a few urns
and some etched panels. There was a brief, infamous moment of
recuperation when the National Socialists in Germany and Italy
built great neo-classical monuments to themselves at Nuremberg,
Rome and elsewhere. Otherwise this process of simplification
continued almost as though it was a preordained devolution. In
buildings of the early 1950s it is occasionally possible to see
remote suggestions of classical forms in the arrangement of door-
ways and windows, by the end of the decade even these had fallen
away. After half a millennium as a fashionable architecture for
public buildings classical styles had finally faded from view,
slowly, like the grin on the Cheshire cat (Figure 3.4). Hardly any-
one noticed their passing.

Building big and building tall: Crystal Palace and the
Eiffel Tower

As classical styles declined new forms of building arose to take
their place. Easily the most spectacular of these was the sky-
scraper. This was the most visible product of the new tech-
nologies of the late nineteenth century, for it would not have been
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Figure 3.4: Evidence of the slow decline of classical styles in the twentieth century.
a) Wall Street Stock Exchange, 1903; b) County Hall, London, 1920s; ¢) US
Post Office Building in Oak Park, Chicago, 1933 (opposite Frank Lloyd Wright’s
Unity Temple); d) west wing of the National Gallery, Washington DC, 1947, ¢)
Ontario College of Pharmacy, 1940
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possible without structural steel, nor without electricity to power
the elevators and to light the offices; nor indeed would sky-
scrapers have been profitable or made business sense had it not
been for the rapid growth of corporations and the development of
typewriters and telephones which were changing the function
and operation of offices. Skyscrapers are in fact so tied up with
technology and with business that they have become a demon-
s