This is an excerpt from ‘Towards Heteropolis – a theological dialogue with urban aesthetics’ by Revd Dr Christopher Baker, published in Modern Believing (Jan 2004).

Garden City versus Heteropolis

The garden city movement centred on a mild-mannered inventor of shorthand typing machines called Ebenezer Howard and was, in one sense, a reaction against the worst effects of urbanisation caused by the globalising forces unleashed during the Industrial Revolution; the high density slums of innercity London and the  cities of the North of England dubbed by populist poets as ‘the cities of dreadful night’. These places were not only physically appalling, but represented for the late Victorian sensibility a fearful threat to moral purity and political stability. The garden city devised by Howard in 1899 was a return to the mythical benefits of the countryside in terms of moral and physical health, especially for the artisan or skilled working class, about whom Ruskin, Morris, Trotsky and others within the late Victorian Socialist/Arts and Crafts milieux endlessly enthused. At the heart of the garden city would be formalised town centre, shaped round wide public boulevards and parks. Housing would be grouped informally down wide streets that were often curved, around village greens and quads, attempting to emulate the organic and settled feel of the medieval village. Housing was in Unwin and Parker’s neo-cottage vernacular; light, airy, spacious, and of course with a garden for cultivation and self-improvement. 80% of the town’s area would be given to natural and landscaped green space, with industry located on the edge of the town boundary linked to wider markets by electric train, reducing pollution and ensuring clean air. Limited to a population of around 30,000 and built within a mile framework, it was a town based on propinquity. No facility would be further than half a mile walk, including access to work or countryside. The land on which the town was built would be held by a trust legally obliged to invest proceeds in the increase in land values from the building of the town back into the local community. Letchworth and Welwyn Garden City were built in 1904 and 1921 respectively to act as prototypes for the garden city ideal. 

The garden city ideal had quite a radical agenda, based on the issues of sustainability, social equality and co-operative ownership of resources. It quickly however became debased into a architectural motif exploited by speculative developers seeking to capitalise on the building opportunities produced by  cheap mass transportation.  The ‘garden city’ suburb or village became a ubiquitous sobriquet for all new suburban housing stylistically reinforced by ‘neo-cottage vernacular’, implemented with a few mock Georgian or Tudor motifs, and the obligatory patch of garden.

This garden city mentality persists today in the endless new suburbs now being built beyond the suburbs; executive homes built in a cottage vernacular, stretching as far as the eye can see,  and finding expression in what in America is called the New Urbanism; a deliberately vague term for a form of planning and architecture which attempts in Soja’s words, ‘to re-create pre-industrial cities in post-industrial Europe’.  
 Borrowing from a wide variety of quasi-historical forms including imitations of Greek architecture, the  English garden-city movement, Dutch settler vernacular, even Spanish/Moorish geometries, the aim of the New Urbanism is essentially to offer a ‘contemporary historicist transmogrification of the New Town ideal, packaged with nostalgic references to the small towns-cum-urban villages of early America and poured into the Outer and Inner Cities of today.’
  In other words, garden cities with a post-modern twist.

The garden city therefore still retains this powerful myth of quasi- rural living ; a retreat from the complexities and squalor of life, essentially a theme park experience, offering convenience and comfort, a semblance of being rooted in an bygone historical era (even if you are not quite sure which era it is); quasi-public, but essentially privatised (and more commonly gated). When the church thinks about community, it is still I suspect the garden city ideal; local, gathered, with ideally the school, the pub, even the church, at the centre of a vibrant and busy community life.

The other end of this pole, at least in architectural terms is what Charles Jencks calls heteropolis;  a new form of urban agglomeration that thrives on difference. If the garden city archetype represents an escape from the complexity of postmodern life by presenting an essentially conservative, predictable suburban motif, the heteropolis archetype represents a positive embracing of it. Clearly with Los Angeles in mind, Jencks defines heteropolis as a ‘global city of 8 million with a high concentration of multinational corporations and having a variety of economic sectors, multiplying lifestyles and a diversifying ethnic population heading towards full minoritisation – a place where heterogeneity is enjoyed’.
  In reality this means a postmetropolis of 18 urban village cores, 140 incorporated cities, 13 major ethnic groups and 86 languages. All this is a result of successive periods of globalisation and  flows of people which between 1991 and 1996 saw an increase in migrations from 20 million to 100 million around the world. 

Within this heterogeneous urban environment, there are some architects who have embraced a similar passion for heterogeneity; who have helped shape heteropolis by exploiting variety, difference and plurality in their buildings. These heterophiliacs, according to Jencks,  deliberately employ a hybrid style which is more informal and welcoming than ‘the usual abstract languages of the classicists  or modernists’ which were ‘too reductive, pristine and minimalist for the average LA temperament.’

In fact, LA had always been culturally and architecturally heterogeneous. It started life as a diverse pueblo in 1781 and grew steadily up to the late 19th century, where it witnessed a Queen Anne revival mixed with indigenous motifs from Southern Californian fauna; sunbursts, orange clusters, fish scales and waves. In the 40s and 50s, some architects made great play on using plumbing fixtures, rain pipes and exaggerated tie joints to furnish the exteriors, while others made a virtue of constructing houses out of whatever materials were available including crudboard, tin, shingle; a cheapskate aesthetic or ad hocism, not least because their clients were often poor. 

A strong theme during 70s and 80s LA post-modernism was client participation; again a rebellion against the elitist, top-down power architecture of the modernists and the brutalists. A famous example of client participation was the church of St Matthew in Pacific Pallisades designed by Charles Moore. Four all-day workshops, spaced about a month apart, were set up; activities included setting up the site, making models of the church the parishioners wanted, manipulating the kit of parts the architects brought before finally picking details and establishing an overall ambience. This participation resulted in a complex, but consensual whole, whereby key ‘contradictions’ in the plan were taken as a spur to design as opposed to a hindrance.
 Those who wanted a simple parish church were placated by the low ground-hugging outside, while the large scale centre created a large-scaled cathedral-type space for those who wanted that. A half-ellipse created a centralised feeling while allowing the parishioners to be as close to the altar as possible. This was not an exercise in gratuitous ornamentalism, because, from Jencks’ perspective,  participation gave St Matthews a seriousness and a depth of form. The key word for this eclecticism that Jencks employs is  heteroglossia; a commitment from the LA architectural school to expressing many different ‘language’ styles reflecting local individuality and context as well as reflecting more democratic participatory processes in the design of the buildings. Jencks praises the ability of hetero-architecture to ‘absorb other voices into a discourse without worrying to much about the consistency or overall unity’.
 This he contrasts to the universal grammar of modernism; the idea that we can only unify a pluralist culture by speaking in abstractions.
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