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Introduction

20th century American urbanism is largely influen-
ced by two very American forces. The first is the prolif-
eration of the automobile, which has, perhaps more than
any other factor, determined the shape of American
cities. The second is the gradual maturation and the
subtle sophistication of free market forces in the determi-
nation of the public character of urban form, a process of
privatizing the public sphere through real-estate develop-
ment of the center city.

By mid century, after W. W. II, with the sudden
influx of European ideas of modernism into America,
cities were infused by the notion of the Miesean grid and
the Corbusian superblock, reinforcing further the
demands of the automobile and the privatization of the
public realm.

It was not until the late 60’s and the early 70’s, along
with the social protests and the personal disillu-
sionments, that modernism seemed to have gone its full
course. Yet in the succeeding embrace of a post mod-
ernist ideology, American urbanism once again returns
to an Euro-centered imagination of a romantic past in

the quaint squares, the narrow streets and the side walk

it
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cafes. But in the American context, the realization of
this Euro-American dream could only be achieved as
packaged stage sets notably found in such inner cities as
Baltimore's Harborplace, or in such real make-believe
places as the Disneyland.

The pervasive fixation of the American mind on
Europe is not entirely without detractors. Partially as a
result of the environmental agenda of the 70’s and the 80’s,
a movement to define a regionalism in architecture and
urban form has become influential. Emphasis on local
characteristics, both cultural and physical, along with
ecological concerns, and together with an attention to
historic identity, have contributed to an alternative dis-
course on the nature of urban form.

It is against this late 20th century American back-
ground that this book, “American Urban Architecture-
Catalysts in the design of cities” by Wayne Attoe and
Donn Logan, is appropriately set. The authors, one
writing from Austin, Texas, the other from Berkeley,
California, representing the frontiers of America furthest
away from the clutches of Europe, and writing about
American cities such as Milwaukee, Kalamazoo, San
Antonio,Phoenix, and Portland, representative cities of
Middle-America, have boldly proclaimed an entirely
American version of urban design practice. It is in this
stance of self-affirmation that the value of this book as a

cultural reference is acknowledged. It serves as a criti-
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cal guide to the evolving love-hate relationship between
America and Europe through the making of urban form.

However, a note of caution to the reader, while this
book clearly advocates the concept of architecture as
catalyst in a specifically American way, the clarity of
the urban vision remains undefined. The authors
acknowledge that their values of urban form retains Eur-
opean images but that the American characters comes
from the process of using catalytic reactions to achieve
these valued images. Thus it is the process or the
means of urban design that is American, while the prod-
uct or the end remains European. Paradoxically, rather
than demonstrating a distinct alternative to the Eur-
opean ethos, this book’s central thesis of architecture as
urban catalyst seems instead to suggest the probability
of fusing European values with American methods, a
kind of Americanization of Europe.

What of the meaning of urban catalyst to Taiwan?
While the concept of catalytic action and reaction in
urban development is quite familiar to real-estate devel-
opment in Taiwan, the use of this tool to achieve spatial
quality in urban form over time could be a powerful les-
son to the current practice of making unrealistic and
inflexible master plans. More importantly, a lesson in
this book is the determination of the source of our urban
visions. Will these visions come from second-hand

images borrowed from Europe by way of America? Or,



as we face the coming of the 21st century, will there be

courage and wisdom to define our own vision?

John K. C. Liu
Taipei, January. 1994.
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