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Abstract

In his essay, “The Garden City Idea and Modern Planning,”
Lewis Mumford heralds the Garden City as the single most influential
planning document of the twentieth century.! Rooted in the romantic
socialist tradition, the Garden City scheme addressed the overwhelming
degradation of the urban environment and the resultant decline in phys-
ical health and social morale that had occurred during the rapid indus-
trialization of English cities. The concept was met with overwhelming
enthusiasm both at home and abroad, which generated an international
planning movement in the early twentieth century. The Garden City
provided a template for town planning that ultimately resulted in the
building of thirty-two new towns in the United Kingdom and many
more around the world. Howard’s model was instrumental in estab-
lishing the Town and Country Planning Association, which has had a
significant influence on planning legislation, elevating the Garden City

“from its origins in a cheap book...to the status of an act of parliament.”?

More than a century has passed since Ebenezer Howard first
proposed the Garden City. While the worst of the insalubrious condi-
tions of the industrial city have dissipated, a new and equally formidable
environmental crisis has arisen that emphasizes human impact on the

environment and the central role humans have assumed in shaping the

1 Lewis Mumford, “The Garden City Idea and Modern Planning,” in Garden Cities
of To-morrow, ed. Frederic J. Osborn (London: Faber and Faber, 1970), 29.

2 Ebenezer Howard, To-Morrow a Peaceful Path to Real Reform, Original Ed. with

Commentary by Peter Hall, Dennis Hardy & Colin Ward (London; New York:
Routledge, 2003), 185.
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planet. A critical analysis of the historic Garden City reveals a complex
urban form whose guiding principles share an almost surreal affinity
with contemporary sustainable planning, perhaps making it more rele-
vant to present day than any other time since its inception. This thesis
explores the potential of the celebrated Garden City model to address
the unfolding environmental crisis of the twenty-first century. With the
aid of contemporary ecological theories, the model is reinterpreted and
updated to respond to the current environmental crisis. The result is
the twenty-first century Garden City, that demonstrates a new highly
adaptable urban framework that structures relationships between the

man-made and natural environments.

Through the exploration of the Garden City, a methodology is
developed for the study of historic precedents. By challenging the mod-
el to respond to the twenty-first century crisis, it is first deconstructed
and evaluated, and then reconceptualized toward contemporary inter-
ests. This method of approach suggests that an historic model maintains
something of value that can be offered in contemporary times. It pro-
vides an alternative way to study and learn from historic models, while

projecting their values in to the future.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION







1.10 INTENT OF STUDY

The Garden City concept was a pivotal moment in planning
history that has left a lasting impression on the physical configuration
of modern cities. The nineteenth century witnessed an imbalance
between the agricultural and industrial sectors, between the rural
and the urban. Social commentators throughout the nineteenth
century were troubled by the growth of industrial cities. They were
concerned with the deplorable conditions that had developed in the
inner cities as well as the effects of industry on the environment.
Many observers felt that the balance between humans and the natural
world had been upset.

The developing perturbation was heralded as a call for action
that was taken up by philanthropists and social reformers alike. One
of the most radical proposals among them was Ebenezer Howard’s
Garden City. Rooted in the romantic socialist tradition, the Garden
City scheme addressed the overwhelming degradation of the urban
environment and the resultant decline in physical health and social
morale that had occurred during the rapid industrialization of
English cities. The concept was met with overwhelming enthusiasm
both at home and abroad, which generated an international planning
movement in the early twentieth century that influenced both
planning policy and built form, the effects of which have continued
to present day. The persistence and proliferation of the Garden
City concept can be traced throughout the last century, prompting
Lewis Mumford to proclaim it as the single most influential planning
document of the twentieth century.! However, despite its enduring
legacy, much of the concept behind the original Garden City has
been lost through generations of transformations and permutations.
Howard’s original message has been distorted and misrepresented,
denying a contemporary audience of the true value and potential
influence that the original model may hold for society today.

With over fifty percent of the world’s population now residing in
cities, we are again entering a new and unprecedented era of urban

domination, where the extents of human activities have “altered,



domesticated and controlled the world more than any before.”?
While the issues of human health and well being that Howard
addressed have improved significantly in the developed world since
the nineteenth century, the planet is becoming more polluted and
less biodiverse,® drawing attention to the present environmental
crisis and prompting a renewed call to action.

Even though the Garden City has maintained a presence
throughout the last century, there is a reason to revisit the model
right now in a more serious way. One of the main planning themes
to emerge in the nineteenth century was the balance between the
city and nature, a theme that continues to preoccupy sustainability
advocates today. Howard embraced this theme when he “raised
questions in the early twentieth century about the nature of the
industrial city and the fundamental relationship between human
development and the natural world.”> Many aspects of the Garden
City that were proposed to combat the insalubrious conditions of
the industrial city demonstrate an acute prescience of contemporary
environmental challenges. Unsustainable development practices in
the present have renewed interest in the balance between the city
and nature, especially as the social and ecological implications of
global development become better understood. In recent years the
Anthropocene has emerged as a powerful new narrative that frames
the contemporary debate on the environmental crisis, emphasizing
the central role humans have assumed in shaping the planet. As a
new call to action is issued, the Anthropocene provides a new lens or
perspective on the relationship between humans and nature through
which old ideas and historic models can be revaluated.

This thesis revisits the Garden City both as an influential model
in its own time but also as an historical precedent that has something
valuable to offer in contemporary times. The intent behind this thesis
is two-fold: first, the thesis provides a contemporary analysis of an
historic model and second, it uses history to inform a present-day
re-interpretation of the model that responds to twenty-first century

values.



1.20 THESIS METHODOLOGY

Living in an era of such rapid change and progress, it is easy
to dismiss the past as something that is so different that it has nothing
to offer in the present, relegating many historic models to the history
books as archaic relics of a bygone age. On the contrary, historical
views of culture, politics and economics shape the way that we
view the present, influencing how we respond to current dilemmas.
Studying an historic precedent through design speculation offers a
way of thinking about the past, a way of using history speculatively.
In doing this, history is not only being written about, but it is being
projected forward. Through the exploration of the Garden City, this
thesis develops a methodology for the study of historical precedents
through design speculation. By evaluating an historic model which
hasbeen soinfluential, and then speculating on its contemporary value
and application, design speculation not only revives our sense of the
past but also reveals a desire for a better future. By challenging the
Garden City to respond to the twenty-first century crisis, the original
model is deconstructed and reconceptualized toward contemporary
interests. This approach suggests that we can look at this historical
precedent in contemporary times and still learn something from it.
Revisiting the Garden City is not simply an exercise in understanding
history but rather it is a way of developing a means of application in
which key principles or ideas can be identified and extracted from
an historic model and then applied to contemporary times or crises.
Through design speculation, this thesis is exploring the relevance of

the Garden City to answer the current call to action.



1.30 THESIS FRAMEWORK AND CONTENT

This thesis framework is organized in two parts. Part I of
the thesis is a study of the original Garden City model where key
principles and ideas are identified and extracted. The historic social
and political context surrounding the Garden City is discerned in
Chapter Two by identifying the crisis of the late nineteenth century
and the relevant theories and ideas that influenced Howard. Chapter
Three looks at the legacy of the Garden City as the concept was applied
in succeeding generations to various social and political conditions,
with desultory adherence to the original concept and with varying
levels of success. Chapter Four presents a critical analysis of the
original Garden City model that investigates the individual systems
and identifies key principles and characteristics. These elements are
then extracted to provide a framework for the reinterpretation of the
model in the twenty-first century.

In Part II of the thesis, the identified principles and
characteristics are translated for contemporary application. Current
social conditions help to identify the contemporary crisis in Chapter
Five and relevant theories and ideas are discussed in Chapter
Six. Chapter Seven brings everything together in a speculative
interpretation of what a twenty-first century Garden City may look
like. The thesis conclusion reflects on the use of this method for
evaluating historic models, commenting on its potential future uses

and limitations.
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