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INTRODUCTION

Of all the environments that we perceive, record,
and analyze, the only one that we classify as “ur-
ban in nature” is the most complex. The multiple
interactions and interfaces of the built compo-
nents—whether that be the overall plan, infras-
tructure, buildings, or streetscapes— with the
natural ones—geographic location, topography,
water bodies, or flora—generate this complexity
and provide the environmental planner and de-
signer with a rich, diverse, and multilayered con-
text in which to practice.

There are many examples of strong form-giving
urban planning practices in European cities, cul-
minating with the Hausmann effort in Paris under
Napoleon III. By contrast, roughshod early set-
tlements in the United States developed with
minimum planning and control. Early exceptions
included planned industrial towns like Lowell,
Massachusetts.

No cohesive planning movement related to
cities” physical form took place until the Chicago
World’s Fair in 1893 exposed the public to an or-
derly, articulated plan with generous open spaces,
regular cornice lines, trees, canals, and other
bodies of water, The so-called “City Beautiful”
movement resulted in Burnham’s plan for Chi-
cago and influenced physical planning for Wash-
ington, D.C. and Philadelphia in fragmentary
ways. During the next 25 years, much of city
planning was focused on control of physical de-
velopment through zoning and planning streets,
transportation, and recreation—so called “com-
prehensive planning” which really was not com-
prehensive in that sociceconomic concerns were
not addressed. However, the major positive con-
tribution of the early nineteenth century to ur-
banism was the great central park—the large, ro-
mantic naturalistic oasis—characterized by the
designs of Frederick Law Olmsted. Examples in-
clude Central Park in Manhattan, Prospect Park
in Brooklyn and others in St. Louis, San Francisco,
Boston, Hartford, and Trenton.

Basic or organic city planning in the 1930s was
a counterreaction to prior planning efforts and fo-
cused on slum-like housing conditions and the
need to remedy basic living conditions in cities.
The intent of the U.S. Housing Act of 1937 was
to spread the need or requirement for community
planning. A series of federal legislative enact-
ments followed which focused on specific soci-

oeconomic defects of previous legislation, until
1969 when physical environmental concerns
came back into concern.

The 1930s was also typified by the socially ori-
ented planning group that stood “above the me-
lee.” The professional planner and city planning
commission assumed the sacred tenet of profes-
sional neutrality, and activity was focused on the
evolution of the single, “right” plan. From the in-
itial scope and purpose of orderly and spatial de-
velopment, utilities, and transit system along with
some architectural awareness or emphasis, there
came the input of social, economic, and even psy-
chological thinking. The planner became more
the orchestrator—no longer the architect or en-
gineer—but more of a manager. Public hearings
soon became more than a formality, and formi-
dable opposition to proposed plans and projects
became a reality in the 1960s. This was especially
true for “urban renewal” projects in many U.S.
cities as well as major transportation planning ef-
forts in New York, Philadelphia, San Francisco,
and Boston,

Twentieth-century planning can be character-
ized as major movements toward city and town
extensions, suburbs without distinction, urban
renewal which was often ill-fated, tenuous model
cities or demonstration cities, selected new towns
and communities, and some metropolitan and re-
gional planning. Probably the new communities
of Reston, Columbia, and Radisson are the most
physical or tangible form-giving results.

The complexity of urban environments has
posed problems for designers, social scientists,
and urban dwellers. How complex should urban
environments be? Some designers propose sim-
plifying urban environments (Ashihara 1983) to
make them more aesthetically pleasing and un-
derstandable. Social scientists have stated that a
certain amount of ambiguity and complexity in
urban environments is desirable (Rapoport and
Hawks 1970; Rapoport and Kanter 1967). Still
other social scientists inform us that urban visual
material has excessive complexity compared to
natural environments (Kaplan, Kaplan, and
Wendtt 1972; Wohlwill 1968). Are we to trust the
designer or the social scientist when are are in-
ventorying, analyzing, and assessing visual qual-
ities of urban environments? This chapter will
assist us in dealing with this question as well as
in arriving at a generic framework for doing urban
visual analysis.




