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d 
k en talkative and entertaining but they make men artificial. 

Cities force growth an rna e rn 
RALPH WALDO EMERSON 

I think that our govemmen 
IS will remain virtuous as long as they are chiefly agricultural. 

THOMAS JEFFERSON 

But ... bow can man withdraw himself from the fields IWhere ,,:ill he go. since the earth 
is one huge unbounded field ? Quite simple: he wi ll mark off a portIOn of th.iS. field by means 
of walls. whicb set up an enclosed finite space over agamst amorph.ous. lImItless space ... 
For in truth the most accurate definition of the urbs and the polis is very like the cornie 
definition ofa cannon. You take a hole. wrap some steel wire tightly around it. and that's 
your cannon. So the urbs or polis starts by being an empty space ... and a U the rest is 
just a meaDS of fixing that empty space. of limiting its outlines . .. The squa re ... This 
lesser rebellious field which secedes from the limitless one. and keeps to itself. is a space 
sui yelleris of the most novel kind in which man frees himself from the community of the 
plant and the animal ... and creates an enclosure apart which is purely human. a civil 

space. 
J OS~ ORTEGA Y GASSET 

In intention the modern city was to he a fitting home for the noble savage. 
A bei~g so aboriginally pure necessitated a domicile of equivalent purity; 
a~d. if way back the noble savage had emerged from the trees. then. if his 
~vJ!l.tra~scending innocence was to be preserved. his virtues maintained 
Intact. It was back into the trees that he must be returned. 

I 
?nc ml~ht imagine that such an argument was the ultimate psycho-

oglcal ratIonale of the 'If d' r com lete " VI era Ieuse or Zellellball city, a city which. in its 

I 
p proJection, was almost literally imagined as becoming nOI1 -

ex stent. Immediately neccs b 'ld' 
delicate and unasscrtiv' sa~y ~l , mgs appear, so far as possible. as 
raised above th e ~ntruslQns Into the natural continuum : buildings 
potentially recl:' grob~n provide as little contact as poss ible with the 

releasing qUalific~~i~n e tarth
: and. while there ensues a freedom­

recognize a com t, a gravity. we are perhaps also encouraged to 
men ary upon the d f 

any conspicuous artiract . angers 0 prolonged exposure to 

Paris. Place des Vosges (Place Royale). 
From the Plan Turgot. 1739 

, The projected modem city. In this way, may be seen as a transitional 
piece . . a proposal whkh eventually. it is hoped. may lead to the re­
establishment of an unadulterated natural setting. 

~r~~.sr~~~d;~rd;::~ ~sen~i~1 iOh· ~dOUg~ the four seasons stand the 

~~:rtJ~~oi~h~~~~~:1 ~h~y a~ be~lnd\'~~~n~r~~ ~~r~~. ~~~~~~~ 
Such was the vision of an ever-c\'olving return to nature. a return that 

was (and i~l eVidently felt to be so Important that. whenever possible. 
demonstrations of this vision have insisted on their absolute detachment. 
symbolic and physical. from any aspects of existing context which has 
been. typically. envisaged as a contaminant. as something both morally 
and hygienically leprous. And thus Lewis Mumford on an l1Iustration in 
his Culture oJ CHies; 

Rear of a handsome facade in Edinburgh: barracks archjtecture facing 
a catwalk: typical indifference to rear views characteristic of scene 
painting. An ~rchitecture of fronts, Beautiful silks. cosdy perfumes, 
Elegance of mmd and small pox. Out of sight. out of mind, Modern 
functional planning distinguishes itself from this purely visual con­
ception of the plan. by dealing honestly and competendy with every side, 
abolishing the gross distinction between front and rear. seen and 
obscene. and creating structures that are harmonious in every dimension,2 

Le Corbusler: VUle Radieuse. 1930 



'i.:! fRISIS OF fHE OHIb\· I I ....... ~ .. -

\\hich. aDo\\;ng for a characleristically. Mumfordia~ rhelOric, is all 
classicaU\' represrnrath'e of the bia~ of the ml~r-war :cnod .. The promi. 
l1('nt crit~ria art' honcst)' and hygIene .. the clry of \ ~t,ed mterest and 
impacled a.~iation is 10 disappear ; and. 10 ~'~ce oftradJt.lollal sub(e~uge 
aod imposition. there is (0 be inD"Oduced a \"Islble an~ ra[jo~aJ equa~lry of 
parts-ao equality which insists upon openn~ and IS readily to be lO,ter. 
preted as both cause and effect of any condition ~f humane well·belOg. 
~ow. of course. the equation of the backyard with moral and physical 

. saJubrit .... which becomes the opposition of closure and openness and 
:eir im'~nnenl "ith negath-e and posith'e Qualities ('EJegance of mind 
aod smaU pox'-as though the one automatically followed the other ). 
could be illustrated from an abundance of other sources: and. in terms of 
thai distinctl,ely nineteenth cenntry vision of the danse macabre. the 
human scarecrow in the cholera-infected courtyard. this style of agu_ 
menl should scarcely require reinforcement. VisuaUy oriemed architects 
and planners. preoccupied \\;th the rrophies and triumphs of culture, with 
the representation of the public realm and its public fa~ades, had. for the 
most part. shamefully compromised not only the pleasurable possibilities 
but. worse than this. the essential sanitary bases of that more intimate 
world within which 'real' people. people as desening aspects of concern. 
actually do exist. And. if this statement were to be augmented to sa\' 
something about pragmatically callous capitalists then its gene~l 
substance would not be radicaUy transformed. 

Bur. if such was the one-time negative and necessary criticism or trad­
itional metropolis. then if an o\'erview of nineteenth century Paris can be 
aUowed to represent the evil, an overview of Amsterdam S~uth may also 
be introduced to exhibit the initial conceptions of an alternative: and both 
ilIustratiollS derh-e !fum the aCcessible pages of Siegfried GiedionJ 

The Hausmannesque situation. as witnessed by a bird or from a 
balloon. is so suflidendy comparable 10 the air photo of Berlaglan 
Amsterdam as to need the minimum of comment, Both are subsernem to 
the aesthetic of the French se\'eoteenth century hunting forest with its 
ronds1'OinlSaruipaIILS·,i'oit: and. in being so. they both of them. by means 
o~ major artenes converging at a. hopefully, significant place. describe a 

m.anguJ~ territory as subject for development Or infill. But then it is here. 
Mth the In6JI. thaI rese bl 
b . . m ance ceases, For. if among the grandeurs and 
co:~~::;ruSecond Empire Paris. logical infiII could be disregarded. if il 

.. ted 10 the abstract volumetric status of trees . rd b ' Le Notre, then in co . . 10 a ga en .} 
bigh! . osoenbous early twentieth century HoUand such a 

Y casual un",ersaJ matrix . , 
a\'ailable. And. because of or texture was. emphatically. not 
em"--- In the French ProIOtype, the result is a Dutch UG.J.1~enl Amsterdam a e ' 
\idC' a more tolerable th f ~ nwne attempt bas been made to pro. 
ha\'e aU been made a\"~::~ b:XlSt~n~e. Air. light prospect. open space 
On the threshold of the . lfi t. \\hile one may sense that one is here 
anomaly, The two big \\e are state. One may still be overcome by the 
..I:II.'! ave.nues. for aU th ' b" " 
I.lIU1dem and residual Th I elt am Ibous protestation. are 
and self-.conSdence of the! a;e .aCking in the vulgar or the boring swagger 

etr anslan prototypes. They are among the last 
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h th ineffectively conceal. For the important reality b 
Edinburg h' t 1'lYes behind. The matrix of the city has become trans~ nolY 
become w a . ollnetl 
from continuoUS solid to continuous vOId: 

It goes without saying that both th~ faIlure and success of Amsterdam 
South. and of many comparable projects. could only activate the can. 
science: but. whatever may have been the d~ubts (the conscience Is 
always more activa ted by failure than success): It proba~ly remains true 
to say that logleal scepticism was not able to digest the ISsue for at least 
some ten years, Which is to say that. untU the late nineteen-twenties. the 
culturally obligatory street still dominated the scene and that. as a result. 
certain conclusions remained unapproachable. 

In this sequence. the questions of who did what and precisely when 
and where are. for present purposes. irrelevant The City of Three 
Million Inhabitants. miscellaneous Russian projects. Karlsruhe-Datnmar_ 
stock. etc .. aU have their dates: and the assigrunent of priority or praise Or 
blame Is not here an issue. Simply the issue is that. by 1930. the disintegra. 
tlon or the street and or all highly organized public space seemed to hal'e 
become Inevitable: and for two major reasons: the new and rationalized 
fonn or housing and the new dictates of vehicular actiVity. For. if the 
configuration of housing now evolved from the inside out. from the 
logical needs or the individual residential unit. then it could no longer be 
subservient to external pressures: and. if external public space had become 
so fUllctionaUy chaotic as to be without effective Significance. then- in any 
case-there were no valid pressures which it could any longer exert. 

Such were the apparently unfaultable deductions which underlay 
the establishment of the city of modern architectu.re: but. around these 
primary arguments. there was c\Iidently the opportunity for a whole 
miscellany of secondary rationalizations to proliferate. And thus the ncw 
city could achieve further justification in terms of sport or of science. in 
terms of democracy or equality. in terms of history and absence of 
traditional parti pris, in terms of private automobiles and public transport. 
In terms of technology and SOCia-political crisis; and. like the idea of the 
city of modern architecture itself. in Some form or another. almost all of 
these arguments are still with us. 

And. of course. they are reinforced (though whether reinforcement 
~ ~ correct word may be doubted) by others. 'A bUilding is like a soap 
u I e. this bubble is perfect and harmonious ir the breath has been 

even y distributed ~ th .. 
Inte' ' .1. Th rom e IDslde. The exterior is the result of an 
Cor~~r' is debilita~ng half truth has proved to be one of Le 
do with s m~rc persuasive observations. That it never had very much to 

practice should be b; . 
or academic thea . a \ OUS: but if it is an impeccable statement 
dictum which cO~dre1ating to domed and vaulted structures. it is also a 
preferably a r ...... t d°

oly 
lend suPPOrt to the notion or the building as 

"'0 s an Lng object· th 
asmuch:buLirro Tb 10 e round. Lewis Mumford intimates 
th . r co Van Doesb d . . 

at the ncw arcbjtect . urg an many others it was axIOmatic 
UTe WIU develop in an aU sided plastic way:" 

Thea Van Doesburg : Counter­
construction. mnison particu11~re. 1921 

~~~~~l~[j·· 
- .' , 1---'1 1=='aB'" '1 'E '= I,n 
lE-- .~ I • , 

Walkr Groplu5 : diagrams showlng ~ 
development of 8 rectangular site Wl 

paraDe! rows of apartment blocks of 
dlfJ'ere:nt belghts. 1929 

Ludwig HUbersdmer : project for 
central Berlin. 1927 



I...t Corbusltt: projtct for city cmln of 
Saint-Die. 1945. plan 

this placing of immensely high prcllliH. upon the building as 'interesting' 
and detached object (which still conlll1ues) n~us t now be brought into 
conjunction with the simultaneollsly entertal.ned proposition that the 
building (object ?) must be made to go away ( Great blocks of dWellings 
run through the town. What does it matter ? T~e~ arc ~ehind the Screen 
of trees'), And. if we bave here presented th is sltuatlOI] in terms of a 
typica Uy Corbusian self_con~adiclion. tbere. is o~vious and abundant 
reason to recognize that one IS confronted \~Ith thIS same contradiCtion 
any. and every, day. Indeed, in r:'0d~rn a:chlt~cture. t.he pride in Objects 
and the wish to dissimulate pnde to thIs pride, which is everYwhere 
rc\'ealed, is something so extraordinary as to defeat all possibili ty of 

compassionate comment. 
But modern architecture's object fixation (the object which is not 

an object) is our present concern only in so far as it involves the city, the 
city which was to become evaporated. For. in its present and unevapor_ 
ated form. the city of modern architecture become a congeries of con­
spicuously disparate objects is quite as problematical as the traditional 

city which it has sought to r.eplace. 
l£t us, first of aU, consider the theoretical desideratum that the 

rational building is obliged to be an object and. then. let us attempt to 
place this proposition in conjunction with the evident suspicion that 
buildings. as man-made artefacts, enjoy a meretricious status. in some 
way. detrimental to an ultimate spiritual release. Let us further attempt to 
place this demand for the rational materialization of the object and this 
parallel need for its disintegration alongside the very obvious feeling that 
space is, in some way. more sublime than matter. that. while the affirm­
ation of matter is inevitably gross, the affirmation of a spatial continuum 
can only facilitate the demands of freedom. nature and spirit. And then 
let us qualify what became a widespread tendency to space worship with 

Le Corbusler : project for dty 
centre or Saint-Oie. 1945, 
perspecti ve 

I,' 

yet another prevalent supposition: that. if space is sublime. then limitless 
naturalistic space must be far more so than any abstracted and structured 
space: and. finally, let us upstage this whole implicit argument by intro­
ducing the notion that, in any case. space is far less important than time 
and that too much insistence-particularly upon delimited space-is likely 
to inhibit the unrolling of the future and the natural becoming of the 
'universal society. ' 

Such are some of the ambivalences and fantasies which were. and 
still are. embedded in the city of modern architecture : but, though these 
could seem to add up to a cheerlul and exhilarating prescription. as 
already noticed. even when realizations of this city. though pure, were 
only partial. doubts about it began very early to be entertained. Perhaps 
these were scarcely articulated doubts and whether they concerned the 
necessities of perception or the predicament of the public realm is difficult 
to determine : but. if, in the Athens Congress of 193)6 OA\\ had speUed 
out the ground rules for the new city, then by the mid-forties there could 
be no such dogmatic certainty. For neither the state nor the object had 
vanished away: and, in CIAM's Hearr of rile City- conference of 194/, 
lurking reservations as to their continuing validity began. indecisively. to 
surface. Indeed, a consideration of the 'city core', in itself. already indicates 
a certain hedging of bets and. possibly, the beginnings of a recognition 
that the ideal of indiscriminate neutrality or inconspicuous equality was 

hardly attainable or even deSirable. 
But, if a renewed interest in the possibilities of focus and hence of 

confluence seems, by this time. to ha \'e been developing. while the 
interest was there. the equipment to sen/ice it was lacking: and the 
problem presented by the revisionism of the late forties might best be 
typified and illustrated by l.e Corbusicr's plan for St. Die, where modified 



Harlow New Town, Market Square, 
19505, view 

hens Churter spccllicutlon arc loosely orrUllgcd So 
"rci elements or AI . f centrnlity find hlcrllrchy, to ~l ll1uliltc SOllle 

slUnd 'nuate sol11e notions 0 lured receptacle. And mlghl II be ' aid 
,,510 InS! r 'town centre' or SlruC thor n built Sl. Ole would, probably 
vcrsl~n ~Pite of the nome of Its 'rlul ' th~l 5t. Ole illustrates. us clearly a~ 
thnt. 10 • of success u , " I 
IUl\'e been the reverse the rree standing buildlllg, t Ie space ocCUPier 

'bl the dilemma or fi I por If It is to be doubted whether this poSSI c. e de ncr ' 
attempting to act ~s spac nfluencc. then. regardl~ss of ~he desirability 
'cenlTC' would facilitate CtOwhat we arc here provl~ed with Is a kind of 
r h' effect. it seems tha , polis or sorts which Is attempting to otIS 'zo hrenia-an acro 

unfulfilling sehl p of an agora I 

perform as some ~lerslo~lC anomaly or the undertn~ing .. the rc-affirm:ltlon 
However, in spite of vas not readily to be relinqUIshed: and, If the 

of centralizin~ t~emesn:eJ1l might easily be interpreted, as a seepage of 
'core or the City ~~~nto the ClAM city diagram, a pomt m~y now be 
townscape ~tra~egl Ie 5t. Die city cen tre into comparison ~"/lth that of 
made by bnngmg tI Harlow new town Which. though . I contemporary . 
the apprOXimate ~ not be quite so implausible as. sometimes, has 
eVidently 'impure, may 

appeared to be the casehere is absolutely no by-play with met~phors of 
At Harlow. where t bt th t what one is being offered IS a 'real . th can be no dou a . 

acropolis. ere . d cordingly. the discrete aspects of the 
and literal market-place. a~ 'd ac the buildings themselves amalgam_ 
individual buUdings are PlaY

th 
own

a
, sually haphazard defining wrapper. 

little more an a c 
aled" to appear as n s uare. supposed to be the authentic t~ing itseir, 
But iflbe Harlow!OW !s oHime and all the rest, may be a little Over­
a product or.th~ V~clSSltu I if ne might be just a little fatigued with 

ingratiatin~ I~ Its Wuso~n:~::: ~r i:stant 'history' and overt 'modernity,' 

quite so enti~mgra codm. al space may still appear believable as one stands if its simulation a me lev 

Horlow New Town, Market Square, 
1950:;, ulr view 

InSide It. then, as curiosity becomes aroused, even this illUSion quickly 
dlsappcurs. 

For on overview or quick dash behind the Immedlutcly visible !tel 

plccc rupldly discloses the inrormation that what one has been Subjected 
to Is IIttlc more than u stage set. That Is. the space orthe square. professing 
10 be un allevlution of density. the relief or on Impacted context. quickly 
lends Itsclfto be read as nothing orthe kind. It exists without essentia l buck 
up or support, Without pressure. In built or human form. to give credibility 
or vitality to lls ex istence; and. with the space thus rundamentnlly 'un­
explained,' It becomes apparent that. far rrom being any outcropping of 
an hi storical Or spatial context (which It would seem to be), the lIoriow 
town square Is. In effect. a foreign body Interjected Into a garden suburb 
Without be.neflt of quotation marks. 

But. In the Issue of Harlow versus St. Die, one Is sUII obUged to rccognl".e 
a coincidence or Intention. In both cases the object Is the production of a 
significant urban foyer: nnd, given Ihls aim. It seems perfectly ralr to say 



It' Corbusier: proftct ror Salnt·Ilr-. 
figutt--gn'Iund plan 

,hutevcr Its merits as archit~ture.lhc Harl?\," town square prOVld 
Ihal. \\ 'Imution to the IInagined conditIOn than eVer S es 
,I closer np~ro~c Which is neither to endorse Harlow nor conde t. Die 
might luwe O~I ~ to allow them both. as attempts to Sintul lUten Sl. 
Dic' but Is rnul r' 'd' a the 

'.. f' I'd' city with the clements 0 val . to emerge as caOlp 
quahtlL'S 0 so 1 . arable 
e8IUres of interrogatIon. . 

g Now, as to the relevance of the quest~ons ,which they propOund, this 

might be best examined by onc~ l1l~re dlrectmg a~tentlon to the tyPical 
rannat or the traditional city which. In every way. IS so much the inverse 
of the city of modern architecture that the two of them together might, 
sometimes. almost present themselves as th~ alternative rC~ding of Sonle 
Gestalt diagram illustrating the fluctua.tions of the figure·grOUnd 
phenomenon. Thus. the one is .aIO.lost all white. the. oth~r alm~st all black ; 
the one an accumulation ofsohds 10 largely unmampul,lted VOId. the other 
an accumulation of voids in largely unmanipulated solid: and. in both 
cases. tIle fundamental ground promotes an entirely different category 
of figure-ill the one object. in the other space. 

However not to comment upon this somewhat ironical condition; 
and simply. in spite ofits obvious defects. to notice very briefly the appar. 
ent \1rtues of the traditional city: the solid and continuous matrix or 
te.xture ghring energy to its reciprocal condition. the speci.fic space; the Parma. figure.ground plan 

ensuing square and strcct acting as some kind of public reller valve and 
providing some condition of tcg.lbte structure: and. lust as important. the 
very great versatility of the supporting texture or ground. For. as a 
condition of virtually continuous building of incidental make up and 
assignment. lhls Is not under any great pressure for seU-completion or 
overt expression of function: and. given the stabilizing effects of public 
far;ade. it remains relatively free to act according to locallmpu1se or the 
requirements of immediate necessity. 

Perhaps these are virtues which scarcely require to be proclaimed: 
but. if they arc. everyday. more loudly asserted. the situation so described 
is still not quite tolerable. U it offers a debate bel:\\'een solid and void. 
public stability and private unpredictability. public figure and pri\'ate 
ground which has Dot failed to stimulate. and if the object building. the 
soap bubble of sincere internal expression. when taken as a universal 
proposition. represents nothing short of a demolition of public life and 
decorum. if it reduces the public realm. the traditional world of visible 
civics to an amorphic remainder. one is still largely impelled to say : SO 

what? And it is the logical. defensible presuppositions of modem archi· 
tecture-Ught. air. hygiene. aspect. prospecL recreation. movement. 
openness-which inspire thls reply. 

So. if the sparse. anticipatory city of isolated objects and continuous 



RUe cd city of freedom and ' ~nlv~~a l' society will not be made 
voids. tI:e an~ if. perhaps. in its essentlals .. lt IS ~ore va luable than its dis_ 
to g~a\\a:an allow. ir. while it is relt to be good. nobody seems to like it. 
cre(hto~ell1 remains; what to try to do with it? . . 
lhe~lr:re are va rious possibilities. To adopt an lr~",ca l postu re Or to 
ro und social revolution are two of them: but. ~mce the Possibilities 

p po _ almost totally pre-empted and since revolution tend 
of simp~e I~ny are site tben. in spi te of the persistent devotees of absolut s 
to turn m~o 1~ ~P":e d~ubted whether either or these are very USCfu~ 
freedo~. I~ IS 0 pose that more or the same. or more or approximately 
strategies. o' IPI rOl'lke old-fashioned laissez !aire-provide self-correction ? 
the same. WI -
This is just as much to be doub~ed as is the myth of th~ .u.".impaircd 
capacities of self-regulating capitahsm: but. all of the~ POSSibilities apart. 
it would seem. first of all. to be reasonable and plaUSible to examine the 
threatened or promised city of object fixation rrom the point of view of the 

possibility of its perception. 
It is a matter of how much the mind and eye can a bsorb or comp_ 

rehend: and it is a problem which bas been around. without any success_ 
ful solution. since the later years or the eighteenth century. The issue is 

that of quantification. 

Pancras is like Marylebone. Marylebone is like Paddington : all the streets 
resemble each other . .. your Gloucester Places. and Baker Streets. and 
Harley Streets, and Wirnpole Streets", all of those flat. dull, spiritless 
streets, resembling each other like a large family of plain children, with 
Port.1and Place and Portman Square ror their respectable parents.8 

The time is 1847 and the judgement. which is Disraeli 's. may be taken as 
a not so early reaction to the disorientations produced by repetition. But. 
if the multiplication of spaces long ago began to elicit such disgust. then 
what is there now to be said about the proliferation or objects? In other 
words. whatever may be saM about the traditional city. is it possible that 
the city of modem architecture can sustain anything like so adequate a 
perceptual base? And the obvious answer would seem to be not. For it is 
surely apparent tbat. while limited structured spaces may racilitate 
identification and understanding. an interminable naturalistic void 
without any recognizable boundaries will at least be likely to defeat all 
comprehension. 

Certainly. In considering the modern city from the point of view of 
perceptual performance b G J • • • 
For if the ..' y esta t cnten a 1t can only be condemned. 

rcq
', th appreCiatIon or perception or object or figure is assumed to 
ulre e presence of 

SOme sort fh Some sort or ground or field. if the recognition of 
cncc and ~f owe.vcr closed field is a prerequisite of all perceptual experi­
when 6g~eC~nSClousness of field precedes consciousness of figure. then. 

IS unsUPPOrted b, ' 
can only heco fI b Y any recogmzable frame of reference. II 
imagine-and :e. en e~ led and self-destructive. For. while it is possible (0 

Imagine being delighted by-a field of objects which are 

legible in terms of proximity. identity. common structure. density. etc .. 
there are still questions as to how much such objects can be agglomerated 
and of how plausible. In reality. It is to assume the possibility of their 
exact multiplication. Or. alternatively. these are questions relative to 
optical mechanics. of how much can be supported before the trade 
breaks down and the introduction of closure. screening. segregation of 
information. becomes an experiential imperative. 

Presumably this point has not. as yet. quite been reached. For the 
modern city in Its cut-price versions (the city in the park become the city 
in the parking lot). for the most part still exists wi thin the closed fields 
which the traditional city supplies. But. if. in this way- not only percep­
tually but also sociologically parasitic. it continues to feed off the organism 
which it proposes to supplant. then the time is now not very far remote 
when this sustaining background may finally disappear. 

Such is the incipient crisis of more than perception. The traditional 
city goes away: but even the parody of the city of modem architecture 
refuses to become established. The public realm has shrunk to an 
apologetic ghost but the private realm has not been significantly en­
riched: there are no references-either historical or ideal: and. in this 
atomized society. except fo r what is electronically supplied oris reluctantly 
sought in print. communication has either collapsed or reduced itself to 
impoverished interchange of ever more banal verbal formulae. 

Evidently. it is not necessary that the dictionary. whether Webster 
or OED. need retain its present volume. It is redundant: its bulk is inflated: 
the indiscriminate use of its contents lends itselr to specious rhetoric: its 
sophistications have very little to do with the values of 'jus' plain folks': 
and. certainly. its semantic categories very little correspondence with 
the intellectual processes of the nco-noble savage. But. if the appeal. in 

the name of innocence. seriously to abbreviate the dictionary might find 
only a minimum of support. even though built forms are not quite the 
same as words. we have here sketched a programme strictly analogous to 
that which was launched by modern architecture. 

Let us eliminate the gra tuitous: let us concern ourselves with needs 
rather than wants: let us not be too preoccupied with framing the dis­
tinctions: instead let us build from fundamentals ... Something very like 
this was the message which led to the present impasse: and. if con­
temporary happenings are believed (like modern architecture itselD ~o be 
inevitable. of course. they will become so. But. on the other hand. if we 
do not suppose ourselves to be in the Hegelian grip of irreversible fate. it 

is just possible that there are ahernatives to be found. 
In any case the question at this point is not so much .whether t~e 

traditional city. in absolute tenus. is good or bad. relevant or Irrelevant. I~ 
tune with [he Zeitgeist or otherwise. Nor is it a question of modern arch1-
tecture's obvious defects. Rather it is a question of common ~~ and 
common interest. We have two models of the city. Ultimately. wlshmg to 
surrender neither. we wish to Qualify both. For In an age. allegedly. of 
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anal latitUde and pluralist intention. it, should be ~ible at least 10 

0': some kind of strategy of accommodation. and coexIStence. 
pi But if 10 this way we now ask for deUv~ran~e from the city of 

deli\'erance. then In order to secure any appr~xlmatro~ to this condition 
of freedom. there are certain cherished ranta~Jes. ~Ol without final \·alue. 
u'hich the architect must be caUed u~n t~ Imagme as modified and re. 
directed. The Dotion of blmself as messiah IS onc of l~ese: and. While the 
notion of hi.mSelf as etemaJ proponent of ava~t gardelsm IS another. even 
more important is the strangely desperate Idea of architecture as op­
pressive and coerch'e.~ Indeed. particula~Jy. this curious relic of 
neo--Hegclianism will require to be ternporanly suppressed: and this in 
the interests of a recognition that 'oppression' is always with us as the 
insuperable condition or existence-' oppression ' of birth and death. of 
place and time. of iangnage and education. of memory and numbers. 
being aU or them components of a conwtion which. as yet is not to be 
,uper=led. 

And so to proceed from diagnosis-usually perfunctory- to prog. 
nosis-generaUy even more casual-firstly there might be suggested the 
overthrow of one of modem architecture's least a\'owed but most visible 
tenets. This is the proposition that all outdoor space must be in public 
ownership and accessible to everybody: and. if there is no doubt that this 
was a central working idea and. has. long since. become a bureaucratic 
cliche. there is still the obligation to nolice lhat, among the repertory of 
possible ideas. the inordinate importance of this onc is very odd indeed. 
And thus. while its iconographic substance may be recognized-it meant 
a collectiVized and emancipated SOCiety which knew no artificial barriers­
one may still marvel that such an oHbeat proposition could evcr have 
become so established. One walks through the city- whether it is New 
York. Rome. London or Paris who cares; oncsees lights upstairs. a ceiling. 
shadows. some objects; but. as one mentally fills In the rest and imagines a 
SOCiety of unexampled brilliance from which one is fatally excluded. one 
does not feel exactly deprived. Par. in this curious commerce between 
the \'isible and the undisclosed. we are well aware that we too can erect 
our own private proscenium and. by turning on our own lights. augment 
the ge~eraI h~JJuciDation whkh. however absurd it may be. is never other 
than sUmulatmg. 

Th~ is to specify. in a particularly extreme form. a way in which 
~xcluS1on may gratify the imagination. One is called upon to complete 
a

pP
I 
arentl~ mysterious but really normal situations of which one is made 

00 Y panlally aware' and if I' II 
would be d . ' . Itera y to penetrate all these situations 

est.ructlve of specular I 
aoalogyofthe'lI live pcasure. onc might now apply the 
is quite simply ~ um n~ted rOOm to the fabric of the city as a whole. Which 
and Its more reccn,a

t
Y
d 

t .at the absolute spatial freedoms of the vilfe ",dicilse 
envalivcs arc Ith . 

being empOwered to wa lk eVer W OUllntef(.'St: and that. rather than 
same- almost certainly it would bYWherc-cv~r":here being always l.he 

e more satlsfYlOg to be presen ted With 
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II Tngs fences. gates. barrlcrs-of a rcasonably 
Ihe excluSlons-wn . ral I . 

constructed ~round planc~ch is only to articulate what is a lready a dimly 
Howe\'er. If fO say .so ~nif it is usually provided with sociological justjfi. 

perceived tend~ncy. ~;n tive 'turf etc.). there are more important sacr!. 
cation

lO 
(identity. co ~aditiOIl W~ich are surely required: aDd we speak 

fiees o~ c~ntempotrarYeconsider the object which allegedly nobody Wants 
of a willingness 0 r 
and to evaluate it not so much as figure but as ground. , , 

A proposal whicb. for practical purposes. dem,ands a wtlh~gness, to 
imagine the present dispensation as inverted. ~he Idea of such lO~erslon 
is most immediately and succinctly to be e~plamed b~ the, companso~ of 
a ,Toid and a solid of almost identical proportions, And. if to Illustrate pnme 

solid nothing will serve better than Le Corb~~ier's Unit~: then" as an 
inst-doce of the opposite and reciprocal condition. Vasan s Uffizi could 
scarcely be more adequate. The parallel is, of course. trans·cultura l : but. 
if a sixteenth century office building become a museum may. with certain 
reservations. be brought into critical proximity with a twentieth century 
apartment house. then an obvious point can be made, For, if the Uffizi is 
Marseilles turned outside in. or if it is a jelly mould for the Unite. it is 
also void become figurative. active and positively charged: aDd. while the 
effect of Marseilles is to endorse a private and atomized society. the 

Uffizi is much more completely a 'collective' structure. And. to further 
bias the comparison: while Le Corbusier presents a private and insulated 
building which. unambiguously. caters to a limited clientele. Vasari's 
model is sufficiently two-faced to be able to accommodate a good deal 
more. UrbanisticaUy it is far marc active. A central void-figure. stable 
and obviously planned. with. by way of entourage. an irregular back up 
which may be loose and responsive to close context. A stipulation of an 
ideal world and an engagement of empirical circumstance. the Uffizi may 
be seen as reconcil ing themes of self-conscious order and spontaneous 
randomness: and. while it accepts the existing. by then proclaiming the 
new the Uffizi confers value upon both new and old, 

Again. a comparison of a Le Corbusier product. th is time with one 
by Auguste Perret. may be used to expand or to reinforce the preceding: 
and. since the comparison. originally made by Peter Collins. involves two 
~terpretations of the same programme. it may. to that extent, be con­
Sidered the more legitimate. Le Corbusier and Perret's projects for the 
Palace of the Soviets whicb, the two together, might have been designed 
to confound tbe proposition that form fonows function. could almost be 
allowed to speak for themselves. Perret gestures to immediate context 
and Le Corbusier scarcely so With th ' I' , , 
th' . elr exp IClt spatJal connections with 

e ~emJjn and the inflection of their COurtyard towards the river 
Perret s buildings Ie' , ' 
Intended to elabo~:t ~ IOta an Idea of ~~scow which they are evidently 

Proclaim th ' d ' e., but Le Corbusler s buildings. which are apt to 
elr envation from ' t aI ' 

much respoos' t h' 10 ern necessity. are certa inly not so 
Ive ate site as they are symbolic constructs supposedly 

Florence, Uffizi.. plan I.e Corbusier: Marseilles. Unite 
d'Habitation. ] 946, site plan 

Uffizt. view 
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I.e Corbusier: Moscow. project for the 
Palace of the Soviets. 1931 

abeH'!' 
Auguste Perret: Moscow. project for 
the Palace or the Soviets. 1931 

far It/I bd'ow 
Le Corbusier. plan 

ItIl btlow 
Perret plan 

responsi .... e to an assumed newly liberated cultural milieu.. And if in each 
case. the use of site is iconographically representative of an attitude- to 
tradition. then. in these (wo e\'aluations of tradition. it may be entirely 
fair to read the effects of a twenty year generation gap. 

But in one further paraUel aloog these lines there is no such gap that 
can be interposed. Gunnar Asplund and L.e Corbusier were entirely of the 
same generation: and. if one is here not dealing \\;lh comparable pro­
grammes or proposals of equhtalent size. the dates of Asplund's Royal 
Chancellery project (1912) and Le Corbusier's Plan Voisin 11915) may 
still facilitate rneir joint examination. The Plan Voisin is an outgro\\W of 
Le Corbusier's Ville Comemporaine of 1912. It is the rille Comempor­
aine injected into a specific Parisian site : and. howe\'er un\;sionary it was 
professed to be-indeed howe\'er "rear it has bet."Ome-it e\'idently 



.~II" 
/.to Corbusier: Pans. Plan Voisin. 1915. 
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It.,., 
Gunnar Asplund: Stockholm. project 

((J'"tMRoya1Chancdl~. 1911. 
M'3.UOO 

proposes a completely different working model ~f re.ality fr~m that 
employed by Asplund. The one is a statement of historical destmy, the 

other of historical continuity: the one is a celebration of generalities, the 

other of specifics: and, in both cases, the site functions as icon represent_ 
ati\'e of these different evaluations. 

Thus. as almost always in his urbanistic proposals, Le Corbusier 

largely responds to the idea of a reconstructed society and is largely un­

concerned n1th local spatial minutiae.lfthe Portes Saint-Denis and Saint­

Martin may be incorporated in tbe city centre SO far so good: if the Marais 

is to be destroyed no matter: the principal aim is manifesto. Le Corbusier 

is primarily involved with the building of a Phoenix symbol : and. in his 

concern to illustrate a new world rising above the ashes of the old. one 

may detect a reason for his highly perfunctory approach to major 

monuments-on1y to be inspected after cultural inoculation. And thus, 
by contrast. Asplund for whom, one might suppose, ideas of socia l 

continuity become represented in his attempt to make of his buildings, as 
much as POSSible. a part of the urban continuum. 

But if I.e Corbusier simulates a future and Asplund a past. if one is 
almost all prophecy theatre and the other almost all memory, and if it is 
the present contention that both of these ways of looking at the city­
spatiaJly.as weU as sentimentally_are valuable, the immediate concern is 

with theIr spatial implications. We have identified two models' we have 

suggested that it would be less than sane to abandon either' a~d we are, 
COnsequ~ntly, concerned with their rcconciHation, with at' one level. a 
recognition of the 5 ifi ' 
statement B t b ~ c and, at another, the possibilities of genera l 
predominan-t

U 
tdcre IS also the problem of one model which is active and 

an another whi h - hi hi 
correct this lack f U" C IS g Y recessive: and it is in o rder to 

o cqu Ibnum that h b 
Vasari, Perret and A I we ave een obliged to Introduce 
there is no doubt ab s~ ~nhd as purveyors of useful Informa tion. And, ir 
maYbe, Vasari the ou It t at. of the three, Perret Is the most banal and. 

mOst suggcstiv th 
to illUstrate the most I b e, en_ probably, Asplund may be relt 
tancously the emPlrlcl:t

8 ora~e usc of multiple design stralegies. Simul­
reactmg to site and the idealist concerned with 
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norma,live condition, in one work be responds, adjusts. translates. asserts 
to be- and all at once-passive. recipient and active reverberator 

However. Asplund's play with assumed contingencies and ~ ed 
ab~olutcs. brilliant though It may be. does seem to involve mostly ~t­
egles of response: and. in considering problems of the object. It may be 
useful to consider the adrttittedly ancient technique of deliberatel 
d istorting what is also presented as the ideaJ type. And to take aRe: 
aissance-Baroque example: if Santa Maria della Consolazionc at Todi 
may. in spite of certain provincial details. be allowed to represent the 
'perfect' building in all its pristine integrity, then how is this bUilding to be 
'compromised' for USC in a less than 'PCrfect' site ? This is a problem 

which a functiona list theory could neither envisage nor admit. For 
though. in practice. functionalism could often become compounded 
with a theory of types. intrinsically it was scarcely able to comprehend the 
notion of already synthesized and pre-cxistent models being shifted 
around from place to place. But. if functionalism proposed an end to 

typologies in favour of a logical induction from concrete facts, it is 
precisely because it was unwilling to consider iconic significance as a con­
crete fact in itself, unwilling to imagine particular physical configurations 

as instruments of communication. that functionalism can have very little 
to say with reference to the deformation of ideaJ models. So Tadi we 
know to be a sign and an advertisement: and, as we concede the freedom 
to use the advertisement wherever conditions may require it, we also infer 
tbe possibilities of sustaining, or salvaging the meaning while marupu­
latin g the form according to the exigencies of circumstance. And. in such 
terms. it may be possible to see SantO Agnese in Piazza NavoDa as a Todi 

which is simuJtaneously 'compromised' and intact. The constricted site 
propounds its pressures: the piazza and the dome are the irreducible 
protagonists in a debate: the piazza has something to say about Rome. 
the dome about cosmic fantasy: and, finally , via a process of response 
and challenge. both of them make their point. 

So the reading or Sanl' Agnese continuously l1uctua tes between an 
interpretation of the building as object and its rcinterpretation as t~xture: 
but. if the church may be sometimes an ideal object and some~mes a 
function of the piazza wall. yet another Roman instance of s~ch tig~e­
ground a lternation-of both meanings and forms-might still be oted. 

Obviously not SO elaborate a construct as s~nt' . Agnese . . the Palazzo 
Borghesc located upon its highly idiosyncratic Site. contri\'es both to 
res ond t~ this site and to behavc as a representative palace of.the Faroese 
t p The Pala1,z0 Farnese pro\fides irs reference and meamng. It con­

t~:tes certain factors of central stability. both of fa~;~: ~~dPlan:;:: 
with the 'perfect' corlile now embedded in a \'olume 0 Ig }' un~ n of 

'm th building predicated on a recogru 10 
nnd elastic perimeter. WI e II \'5 from this duplicity of e\'3lu-
both archetype and accident there fo 0\ 

. . f reat richness and freedom. 
ation an i[) ternal SituatIOn 0 g. b' I al concessions with 

Now this type of stra tegy which com mrs oc 



Paris. Botti de Beauvais. plan 

Rote! de Beau\Gis.. eIe\Cl.J:iOD 

I.e Corbusier: Villa Sal'oye at Poissy 

a declaration of independence from anything I~al and S~ific. could be 
indefinitelv illustrated: but. perhaps. onc more mstance of It. will suffice. 
I.e pautre'~ Hotel de Beauvais. with irs ground Door of.shops. IS externally 
something of a minor Roman pala::o brought t~ Pa~ls; and .. as an even 
more elaborate \'ersion of a category of free plan. It might possibly prompt 
comparison with the great master and ad\'ocate of the free ~Ian himself. 
But Le Corbusier's technique is. of course. the logical oPPOsite to that of 
I.e Pautre: and, lithe 'freedoms' oUhe Villa Savoyedepend on the stability 

of its indestructible perimeter. the 'freedoms' of the Hotel ~e Beauvais are 
derived from the equh'alent stability of its central cour d Iionneur. 

tn other words. one might almost write an equation: Uffizi: Unite= 
Hotel de Beauvais: Villa Savoye: and. as a simple convenience. this 
equation is of completely crucial importance, For on the one hand at.the 
\rtlJa Sa'i'oye. as at the Unite, there is an absolute insistence upon the 
virtues of primary solid. upon the isolation of the building as object and 
the urbanistic corollary of this insistence scarce1y requires further com­
mentary: and. on the other. in the Hotel de Beauvais. as at the Palazzo 
Borghese. the built solid is allowed to assume comparatively minor 
significance. Indeed. in these last cases. the built solid scarcely divulges 
itself: and. while unbuilt space (courtyard) assumes the directive role. 
becomes the predominant idea. the building's perimeter is enabled to act 
as no more than a 'free' response to adjacency. On the one side of the 
equation building becomes prime and insulated. on the other the isolation 
of identifiable space reduces (or elevates) the status of building to infill. 

But building as in6.ll! The idea can seem to be deplorably passi\'e and 
empirical-though such need not be the case. For. in spite of their spatial 
preoccupations neither the Hotel de Beauvais or the Palazzo Borghese 
are, finally. flaccid. They. both of them. assert themselves by way of rep­
resentational facade. by way of progression from fat:ade-figure (solid) to 
courtyard-figure (void): and. in this context. although the Villa Savoye is 
by no means the simplistic construct which we have here made it appear 
(although it too. to some extent. operates as its opposite) for present 
purposes its arguments are not central. 

For. far more dearly than at Savoye. at the Hotel de Beauvais and the 
Palazro Borghesc the GesfQh condition of ambivalence-double value and 
double meaning-results in interest and provocation. However. though 
speculation may thus be incited by the fluctuations of the figure-ground 
phenomenon (which may be volatile or may be sluggish), the possibilities 
of any such activity-especially at an urban scale-would seem very largely 
to depend upon the presence of what used to be called poe/le. 

Frankly. we had forgotten the teno. or relegated it to a catalogue or 
obsolete categories: and were only recently reminded of its usefulness by 
Roben Venturi, tI But if poche, understood as the imprint upon the plan of 
the traditional heavy ,truC!u ts d' r th '. re, ac to lSCngage the principal spaces 0 

e.buUdin~ from each other. iJit is a solid matrix which frames a series of 
major spatial events. it is not hard to acknowledge that the recognition of 

poehi is also a matter or con"'n and that. depmding 
a building itsel[ may bttome a lype or hi i 00 per'C<pIDa) 6dd. 
assisting the legibility of adjacent spa: A: ~ ~ a solid 
buildings as the Palil22.O Borgbese may be tak os, 0< IIlStaIn. such 

poe"" Which articulate the transltion or 'external::' 'TI><s of habitable 
$0. thus. far. implidtly. we ha\'"e been concerned with an appeal for 

urban poehi and the argument has been primarily butIress<d by percqxuaJ 
cntena: but. if the same argummt might. jUSl as weD.. receit'e sodologicaJ 

suppon '~d we would prefer to see the two findings as inkrmaudl 
we must mIl face a \'ery brief question of bow to do iL 

It seems that the general usefulness of podli in a rern'ed and O\W­

ba.u1ed se~. comes by its ability. as a solid. to engage cr be engaged bY 
adjacent \·Olds. to act as both figure and ground as n«essiIT or ~_ 
stance might require; but \\;th the dty of modern ~. of course.. 
no such reciprocity is either possible or intended. But. though: the 
employment of ambiguous rcsoWt'es might foul the cleanliness ohhis dIT's 
mission. since we are in\'ol\'"ed in this pfOC15Sanyway. it will be~ 
again [0 produce the t:nite and. this time, to bringitintoronfrontalioo \\;th 

the Quirtnale. In plan configuration. in its nimble relationship "im the 
ground and in the equaliry of its n\'O major fares me [rute ensures iIsO\\-o 

emphatic isolation. A housing block which. more or Ie::ss. satisfies de:sirm 
requiremeors in terms of ex{K)SUre. rentilation. etc .. its limitations \lith 
regard to collectiriry and contel.1 ha\'"e already been n(){ed : and it is lD 

order to el.amine possible alienation of these sbonromings that the 
Palazzo del Quirinale is now introduced. In its extension. the improbably 

auenuated Manica Lunga I which might be several ["nites put rod to end I. 
the Quirtnale carries \\ithio its general format all the possibilities of 
positi\'e twentieth cenmry living standards (access.. light. air. aspect.. 

prospect. etc.); but. while the Coite continues to enforce its isolation and 
object quality, the QuirinaJe extension acts in quite a diffen!llt way, 

Thus. \\;th respect to the street on the one side and its gardens on the 
other. the ~Janica Lunga acts as both space ocrupit"r and spa~ ckjintr, as 

positi\'e figure and pass:i\'e ground. permitting both .stte'{1 and ~~ to 
e.~en their distinct and independent personalities.. To the streeIlt pnlta"tS 

a hard. 'outside' presence which actS as a ~d of datum to serti;:,:~ 
ditionofirregularit}' andctrrumsrance tSant Andrea. etc'.)~~ _' 
but while in this manner it establishes the- public realm. It IS also able ro 
sec~re for the garden side a wbony central}". softer. pri\"8tf' and. potent-

iall\'. more adaptable condition, . d De \\itb so 
The e1egance and the economy of the operabOn. all 0 ~ 

little and all so ob\;ou5. may stand as a ctiticism of ronl~pora~:: 
cedures: but. ifa consideration of perhaps more th~D one ~n1uildi~_~as To 

i n ma\' be- earned a u e IWWe!'. 

been implied: such .an e..\'pans 0 rd oeilie Palais Royal admirt!'d but not 
consider. for lnstance, the court~'8. cl r differentiation nerween an 
'used' by Le Corbusier. ~ pro'\~~~d a:a 61:ental.less romprehensible 
internal condition ofrelao\'e pm a(') 
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btlo"'righl 
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Wlesbaden. c.19oo. 6gure-ground plan 

world: to consider it Dot onl h b· 
perhaps ODe of man' d y as a Itable poche but as an urban room. 

y. an to conSider th b 
specification-smooth, bum . ~n anum er of towers. current 
located as urban furn·tu PY. hWlth or Without entruils. whatever-to be 
side. The order of the' I". re'IPter aps some inSide the 'room' and some out-

lurn ure Is no tt b 
becomes an instrument of field r ~a er: ut the Palals Royal thus 

ecognatlon. an Identifiable stabilizer and 

a means of coll ccU\!c orientation. The combination provides 1I condition 
of mutuul rderence, complete rcclproclty, relative freedom. In addition, 
being essenllally foolproof. It might almost 'make the evil difficult and 
the good easy. '12 

Thut all th is Is of no consequence ... ? That between urchltecture 
and human 'actlvlty' there Is no relationship ... ? Such one knows to be 
the continuing prejudice of the 'Let us evaporate the object. let us 
Interact' school: but. If existing political structure-whatever one might 
wish-seems scnrcely to be upon the threshold of Impending dlssolullon 
and if the object seems equa lly Intractable to Importitnt physlco-chemlclll 
decomposi tion. then. by way of reply. It IIIlulu be arguable thut II 
co ulel be Justifiable to muke at least $Otllf concessions to these ci rcum­
stances. 

To summarize: it Is here proposed that. rather thun hoping and 
walling for the withering away of the object (while. slmuhuncollsly 
manufacturing versions of It In profusion unparalleled). It might be 
judicious. in most cases. to allow and encourage the object to become 
dlgcsted in a prevalent texture or matrix. II Is funher suggestcd that 
neither object nor space fixation arc. in themselves. any longer rcprc­
sensative of va luable attitudes. The one may. Indeed. characterize the 
·new· city and the other the old: but. If these arc situations which must 
be transcended rather than emulated. the situation 10 be hoped ror 
should be recognized as one In which both buildings alld spaces exist 
in an equality of sustained debate. A debate In which victory consists 
In each componenl emerging undefeated. the Imagined condition Is a 
type of solid· void dialectic which mlght allow for the jOin ' exls'ence of 
the overtly planncd and the genuinely unplanned. of the set-plecc und 
the accident. or the public and the private. of the state and thc Individual. 
It Is a condition or alerled equilibrium which Is envisaged: and It Is in 
order to illumina te the potential of such a contest that we have Introduced 
a rudimcntary va riety of possible strategies. Cross-breeding. assimilation. 
di stortion. cha llenge. response. Imposition. superimposition. conciliation: 
these might be given any number of names and. surcly, nelthcr ca n 
nor should be too closcly speci fi ed; but If the burden of 'he presen, 
discussion has rcsted upon the ci ty·s morphology. upon the physical and 
Inanimate, neither 'people· nor ·poll tics· arc assumed to hu\!c been 
excluded. Indeed. both 'politlcs' and ·peoplc· are, by now. clamouring 
for attention : but. if their scrutiny can barely be deferred. yet one more 
morphological stipulation may st..i ll be in order. 

Vlt/maul,} ami III terms oj figurf-grollllll. Oil' dtbatt w"/" Is hut 
pDslUiaud l~~wee" solid and void is a dtbatt httwttn tUfO modtls amI. 
succinctly. tI,ese may ht lUP/fit'd as arropolis andIo",m. 



Athens. the acropolis 

Rome. the impcnlll (oro 
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