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Abstract
The creation of something new often goes together with the aspiration for perfection.
Therefore, it is not surprising that newly founded cities are often established as ideal
cities. Planned capitals are special in the bulk of planned cities: „Their planning is
unique“. As „geographic reference points and symbolic markers“ they establish
identities and are reflectors of the social and economic situation of a country. Referring
to this, the government transfers its aspiration for the best possible for the population to
the most important city of a state and let it build after ideal criteria. In this context the
following paper examines the historical development of the concept of the ideal city.
Representative, the three original city plans of the capitals Washington, Canberra and
Brasília are examined in the four categories politics, economics, infrastructure and
society to see how and through which influencing factors the conceptions of ideal cities
changed within the cities.
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1. Introduction
„Die Stadt ist der universellste aller menschlichen Lebensräume – hierfür ein Ideal zu konzipieren, ist einfach großartig“1, says Architekt Meinhard von Gerkan. Since 2003 the German-born Gerkan transfers this vision into reality by building the planned city of Lingang
New City in China – a suburb of Hong Kong which should offset the population growth of
the Chinese mega city and develop itself in ecological contrast to Hong Kong, with a high
density of planting and broad water landscapes. Nowadays, architectural large-scale projects
are constantly changing the cities worldwide – there are no boundaries for ideal city plans.
Urban planners and architects contest with each other to design the best possible cities on
the drafting table. The motivation of constant change lies in the human dissatisfaction with
the present as well as in political, social and economic mischiefs.2
Aspirations to build an ideal city go back thousands of years to the ancient world. Even
Platon had described how such an ideal city had to look like. He thought that geometrical
streets and buildings, circles and squares were the ideal basics to build a perfectly designed
town. People in the renaissance took those ancient ideas up and developed them into concrete
city plans. The first draft of an ideal city was that of Sforzinda in Italy in the 15th century. Its
layout was based on a star enclosed by a circle. Although this city has never been build,
detailed plans exist. Departing from the notions in ancient times, the social aspect was important for the responsible architect Filarete, who is now known as the father of city utopias.
He did not only plan grand houses but also apartment blocks for poorer people.3
What was indicated in the renaissance, was intensified in modern times. Whereas only the
spatial aspect and a regular form have been important in the past, new criteria for city plans
were gradually developed – especially influenced by technological and social change since
the beginning of the industrialization. Besides the architectural surface there are political,
economic, infrastructural and social factors that determine the planning of a city utopia4.
Together these elements shape the concept of an ideal city which tries to transfer this plurality from the abstract level to the reality of planning. The ideal architecture should be realized

1

“The city is the most universal of all human habitats – conceiving an ideal for it is simply great.” Schwitalla,
Renate, Built or Unbuilt. Architects Present their Favourite Projects, Stuttgart 2007, 72.
2
Cf. Ren, Xuefei, Urban China, Cambridge 2013.
3
Cf. Rosenau, Helen, The Ideal City in Its Architectural Evolution, London 1959, 97ff. For Filarete Cf. Roeck,
Bernd, Urbanistische Konzepte der Quattrocento. Zu Ideal und Wirklichkeit der Stadtplanung der Frührenaissance, in: Stolleis, Michael/Wolff, Ruth, La bellezza della città. Stadtrecht und Stadtgestaltung im Italien des
Mittelalters und der Renaissance, Tübingen 2004, 7-27, here 27.
4
The terms „ideal“ and „utopia“ are used synonymously in this paper and are not differentiatetd in their meaning like for example Hanno-Walter Kruft does it in „Städte in Utopia“. Cf. Kruft, Hanno-Walter, Städte in
Utopia. Die Idealstadt vom 15. bis zum 18. Jahrhundert zwischen Staatsutopie und Wirklichkeit. München
1989.
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for the purpose of the needs of the respective place, time and people.5 The term of the ideal
city, as it is used in this paper, can be defined as followed: „The term refers to city projects
or actual cities which have been influenced by theoretical concepts regarding the creation of
something superior to conventional town-building.“6
This paper examines the historical development of the concept of the ideal city. Representative, the three original plans of the capital cities7 Washington, Canberra and Brasília are
considered. Their creation will be analyzed according to the above stated parameters politics,
economics, infrastructure and society. Thereby, any later changes of the city plans are not
taken into account. The thesis focuses on the following question: How and through which
influencing factors did the conceptions of the ideal city change within the three case studies?
The origin of a planned city is, for one thing, an untilled area and, for another thing, a constructional concept on which a new city is based. The creation of something new often goes
together with the aspiration for perfection. It is therefore not surprising that newly founded
cities are often established as ideal cities.8 For one simple reason the focus does not lie on
randomly build cities but on planned capital ones: „Their planning is unique“.9 Capital cities
do not only represent, as the seat of government, the state nationally and internationally.
Architects also have to combine this representative function with the conventional tasks of
a city. The combination of both requires the conceptualization of planned capital cities as
ideal cities. As „geographic reference points and symbolic markers“10 they furthermore establish identities and are reflectors of the social and economic situation of a country. Referring to this, the government transfers its aspiration for the best possible for the population to
the most important city of a state and have it build after ideal criteria.11

5

Cf. Kruft, Städte in Utopia, 9ff.; Rosenau, The Ideal City, 4.; Fischer, Myths and Models, 6.; Eaton, Ruth,
Die ideale Stadt. Von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, Berlin 2001, 11f.
6
Hall, Thomas, Planning Europe’s Capital Citie Aspects of Nineteenth-Century Urban Development, London
1997, 51.
7
The term „capital city“ is defined as „the seat of government for a nation-state“, which represents a state
nation and world wide. Gordon, David L.A., Capital Cities and Culture. Evolution of Twentieth-Century Capital City Planning, in: Monclús, Javier/Guardia, Manuel (Ed.), Culture, Urbanism and Planning, Hampshire
2006, 63-83, here 64. Cf. Fischer, Canberra. Myths and Models, Forces at work in the formation of the Australian capital, Hamburg 1984, 5f.
8
Cf. Schäfers, Bernhard, Stadtsoziologie. Stadtentwicklung und Theorien. Grundlagen und Praxisfelder, Wiesbaden 2006, 65. Cf. Hall, Peter, Seven Types of Capital City, in: Gordon, David L.A. (Ed.), Planning Twentieth
Century Capital Cities, Abingdon 2010, 8-14, here 11f.
9
Gordon, David L.A., Capital Cities in the Twentieth Century, in: Gordon, David L.A. (Ed.), Planning Twentieth Century Capital Cities, Abingdon 2010, 1-7, here 1.
10
Daum, Capitals in Modern History, 8.
11
For the theory of planned cities cf. Schäfers, Stadtsoziologie, 65. Cf. Hall, Seven Types of Capital City, 11f.
For the tasks of a capital city cf. Vale, Lawrence J., Architecture, Power, and National Identity, New Haven
2008, 3f.; Gordon, Capital Cities and Culture, 64.
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Why does the thesis focus on Washington, Canberra and Brasília? First, each city was designed as an ideal city. This indicates the wish for positive change and the solution of problems; all of the three cities were founded to give the respective states a more appropriate seat
of government.12 Second, they represent three different continents: Australia as well as North
and South America. Third, the cities were planned in different eras – Washington at the end
of the 18th century, Canberra at the end of the industrialization in 1912 and Brasília in postmodern times in 1956. The epochal differences are expressed in the respective original city
plans. On this foundation, the three capital cities offer a profound basis of comparison in
historical perspective.13
In a first step, a short historical overview about the plans for Washington, Canberra and
Brasília and their architects is given. Furthermore, the basic concepts and urban planning
models, on which the capital cities are based, are described. In a following theoretical part,
the four parameters politics, economy, infrastructure and society are established and differentiated into subcategories. On this basis, the plans for the capital cities are presented. In a
following comparing part, the parameters are evaluated and change determining factors are
analyzed. In the conclusion, the changing factors and the ensuing impacts on the concepts of
the ideal city in Washington, Canberra and Brasília are summarized and compared. The respective city plans are enclosed in the appendix.
The theoretical part of the thesis is based on general literature about urban planning. Especially “Der Städtebau” 14 by urban planner Joseph Stübben and “Teoría General de la Urbanización“15 by Ildefonso Cerdà are valuable sources. Both authors give a well-founded overview about important criteria in urban planning. Two important sources for the analysis of
the capital cities are the following: for the city plans of Canberra and Brasília, statements of
their respective planners, Walter Burley Griffin16 and Lucio Costa17, are available online, in
which they describe the features of their city designs.
The state of research is not comprehensive; the most profound titles are „The Ideal City in
its Architectural Evolution“ by Helen Rosenau, written in 1959, „Städte in Utopia“ by
12

The reasons are explained in detail in the next chapter cf. Beck, Jody, John Nolen and the Metropolitan
Landscape, New York 2013, 12; Pastuschka, Bernd, Die Idealstadt im Spiegel der Zeit, in: Nerdinger, Winfried
(Ed.), Ideale Stadt – Reale Projekte, München 2005, 32f.
13
Cf. Hall, Seven Types of Capital City, 8ff; Lewis, Nelson Planning the modern city, London 1998 (Neuauflage von 1916), 8 und 17.
14
Stübben, Joseph, Der Städtebau (Handbuch der Architektur, Teil 4), Halbbd. 9, Leipzig 1924.
15
Cerdá, Ildefonso, Teoría General de la Urbanización, y Aplicacion de sus Principos y Doctrinas a la
Reformay Ensanche de Barcelona, Bd. 1, Madrid 1867.
16
Griffin, Walter Burley, Commonwealth of Australia Design for the Lay-Out of the Federal Capital City
(bearbeitet von John W. Reps), available online: http://urbanplanning.library.cornell.edu/DOCS/griffin.htm,
2.7.2014.
17
Costa, Lucio, Report of a Pilot Plan for Brasília, available online: http://archive.today/JArPN#selection367.0-367.35, 2.7.2014.
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Hanno-Walter Kruft written in 1989 and „Die ideale Stadt“ by Ruth Eaton written in 2001.
All three books see ideal cities as realizable utopia which want to enhance current problems.
Rosenau and Eaton concentrate on plans and visions of such cities. Kruft examines the development of eight example cities from the original plans over the realization to the actual
living in these places. He concludes that cities can reflect planned utopias to a certain degree,
but can never fully realize an ideal city as it was planned on the drawing table. Rosenau and
Eaton both emphasize at the end of their analyses that ideal city plans must not solely focus
on the spatial aspect, but have to connect this factor with further ones, e.g. social determinants. Neither Washington nor Canberra or Brasília are thematized in the three books; in
general, the present literature neglects the topic of planned ideal capital cities. The paper
tries to approach this research gap.18

2. Three Case Examples: „Geographic Reference Points and Symbolic Markers“

2.1 Washington: Baroque Capital City of an Independent Nation
Washington became the capital city of the United States of America in 1800. Years before,
the government had urged a constant seat of government after the Declaration of Independence had been declared on July 4th 1776 and the constitution had been ratified eleven years
later. During this time, Congress met alternating in New York City and Philadelphia. The
new capital city should be built between the states Maryland and Virginia on the border of
the northern and southern states, right in the middle between the rivers Potomac and Anacostia (the latter named Eastern Branch back then). Maryland and Virginia each gave a part
of their area for the foundation of a neutral federal district, the District of Columbia (D.C.),
for the new capital city.19
The government hired the French urban planner and engineer Pierre L’Enfant to plan the
new capital. After his studies in Paris, L’Enfant immigrated to New York City. There, he
made his reputation by designing the conversion plan for the Federal Hall. Fond of his ar-

18

Cf. Kruft, Städte in Utopia; Rosenau. The Ideal City; Eaton, Die ideale Stadt.
Cf. U. Departement of the Interior, The L’Enfant and McMillan Plans, available online:
http://www.cr.npgov/nr/travel/wash/lenfant.htm, 5.7.2014.

19

4

chitectural designs, president George Washington asked the befriended Frenchman to construct the new American capital. L’Enfant did not hesitate: he drafted an ostentatious and
representative city after the baroque model of Versailles.20
The concept of baroque urban
planning had its starting point in
the 16th century; it was the leading urban concept until the beginning of the industrialization
and the concomitant urbanization. In contrast to the narrow,
curvy streets and closed public
places in the Middle Ages, the
‘moved city’ was the guiding
principle of baroque city plans.

Ill. 1: Design of the baroque planned city Karlsruhe, 1721

Squares and streets should be

Source: Stadt Karlsruhe, Stadtplanung am Anfang des 19. Jahrhunderts, available online: http://www.karlsruhe.de/b1/stadtgeschichte/kurzestadtgeschichte.de, 15.8.2014.

built in a way that the city could
come together as a whole without

appearing to be inflexible. Urban planners drew on strict geometrical forms, as seen in models for antique ideal cities. Additionally, they emphasized the visual axis21 of the city to make
it seem more spacious (see ill. 1). The buildings were arranged on wide streets and symbolized the hierarchy of the class society. Important houses expressed architectural monumentality, less important ones were designed simple. Former sovereigns imposed the buildings
of splendid residential cities after these principles to demonstrate their power. The focus in
these towns lay on the castles which were the most glorious examples of architecture. The
urban design visions changed with this political character: administrative buildings were
needed more and more that had to be regarded by the planners. This change made urban
planning more schematic – until it stood at the edge of modern times during the planning of
Washington in 1791.22

20

Cf. O.V., Pierre Charles L’Enfant, available online: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/335841/Pierre-Charles-LEnfant, 5.7.2014.
21
Visual axes are „gedachte Linie[n], die die Sicht eines Betrachters besonders auf Gebäude oder Räume [wiedergeben].“ O.V., Sichtachse, available online: http://www.duden.de/rechtschreibung/Sichtachse, 5.7.2014.
22
Cf. Egli, Ernst, Geschichte des Städtebaus, Zürich 1967, 26ff.; Speitkamp,Winfried, Die Verwirklichung
der. Geschichte (Kritische Studien zur Geschichtswissenschaft 114), Göttingen 1996, 92; Kounsoulas, Claudia
D./Kounsoulas, George W., Contemporary Architecture in Washington D.C., Washington 1995, 14 und 148f.
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Considering these aspects of baroque urban planning, L’Enfant wanted to construct the new
capital as ideally and highly symbolic as possible. He designed a rectangular layout of Washington which ended at the intersection of the Potomac and the Anacostia river. The whole
town was adjusted axisymmetrically. The main axes from east to west and from south to
north intersected at the western end of today’s National Mall, a lateral axis divided the city
of Washington. Further baroque principles were realized by L’Enfant by outlining rectangular streets and radial avenues on the drafting table. The avenues functioned as visual axes
(see ill. 10, point 1) and emphasized detached squares on which important public buildings
as well as splendid statues and fountains should be built. The radial streets loosened the strict
gridiron pattern and made the layout livelier. L’Enfant did not plan the buildings; that was
done by an architect.23

2.2 Canberra: A Garden City in the Australian Bush
The planning of Australians new capital city Canberra, constituted as the capital in 1927,
was preceded by an intense dispute of the two major cities of the country, Sydney in the
federal state New South Wales and Melbourne in Victoria. Both cities raised the claim to be
the capital of the young nation, after the six territories of the former British colony were
united to the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901. To prevent a possible dissolution of the
Commonwealth because of the conflict, the new government agreed upon a compromise: a
new capital city should be arising in the Australian bush between Sydney and Melbourne.
The responsible committee tendered the planning of the new capital internationally in 1911
and eventually decided for the American architect Walter Burley Griffin to be the resposible
planner. After the planning of Canberra, he said: „I have planned a city not like any other
city in the world. I have planned an ideal city.“24 Born in 1876 in Illinois, he had studied
architecture at the University of Illinois. Before his plans for Canberra, his most prominent
work was the landscape design of today’s Eastern Illinois University. Different to L’Enfant,
Griffin himself designed the important buildings of Canberra.25

23

Bednar, Michael, L’Enfant’s Legacy. Public Open Spaces in Washington, Baltimore 2006, 11f. For the axes
concept cf. Mills, Nicolaus, Their Last Battle. The Fight for the National World War II Memorial, New York
2004, 23. For the architect cf. Office of the Curator, Inside the White House, available online:
http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/inside-white-house, 5.7.2014.
24
Fischer, Myths and Models, 1.
25
Cf. Harrison, Peter. Griffin. Walter Burley (1876-1937), in: Australian Dictionary of Biography, online
verfügbar : http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/griffin-walter-burley-443, 5.7.2014; Cf. Fischer, Myths and Models, 9.
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Griffin’s plan was based on two main urban concepts of the early 20th century: the city beautiful and the garden city by Ebenezer Howard. Thereby, he approached the spirit of his time;
it was not at least this reason why the people in authority had decided for his designs. Both
movements had developed in the 1890s in the United States of America in reaction to the
poor living, hygiene and social conditions as well as the increasing immigration during industrialization and urbanization. What they had in common was geometrical shaping which
had already been used in Ancient times and which the baroque urban planning had drawn on
as well.26
The city beautiful tried to cover negative effects of urbanization through aesthetic features.
It, especially, focused on the axial planning of the baroque urban concepts – therewith, some
of Washington’s features were to be found in the city plan of Canberra. This aesthetic should
be a social controlling instrument that urged the inhabitants of the lowest classes to leave the
city. At the same time, it should be an identity marker for higher class people. Buildings
should express aesthetic; they were ordered in regular patterns to give the city a well-structured appearance.27
In contrast, the garden city saw itself as a connection of nature and city whose strict separation of
all urban functions distributed an ideal urban place
for the inhabitants. Its founder Ebenezer Howard
complained in 1898 about the increasing urbanization which, in his mind, could not be solved by
resettlements from the city to the countryside. His
solution therefore lay in the combination of the advantages that both the urban and the rural life were
offering. Basically developed and undeveloped areas as well as green belts and water areas should
Ill. 2: Model of the garden city

be separated to secure a close distance to nature

Source: Howard, Ebenezer, Gartenstädte von
morgen. Das Buch und seine Geschichte
(Bauwelt Fundamente, Bd. 21), edited by. Julius Posener, Berlin 1968, p. 145.

even in densely built areas. Illustration 2 emphasizes Howard’s model of the garden city. On important criteria of this principle: urban mobility

26

Cf. Ibid., 18.
Cf. O.V., The City Beautiful Movement, available online: http://xroadvirginia.edu/~
CAP/CITYBEAUTIFUL/city.html, 5.7.2014.

27
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should be characterized by fast accessibility of workplaces, educational institutes, recreational facilities and commercial centers. Simultaneously, the separation of the different urban function was a substantial factor of Howard’s concept that should provide an ideal living
environment.28
Walter Burley Griffin realized this ideal character in his plans as followed: the city’s layout
was defined as a triangle; at the apexes – each lay on a hill – the most important urban
functions were situated. In the sense of the garden city, the urban planner separated the city’s
facilities and emphasized the meaning of each by using a different place in the plan. Beside
the government district, the civic center and the economic area, Griffin designed separate
centers for the industry, agriculture and living. The architect combined the naturally given
conditions in Canberra with two symmetrical axes after the example of Washington which
intersected in the middle of the triangle. Vertically, rivers formed a water axis, horizontally
Mount Ainslie and Bimberi Peak (see ill. 11, point 1) made up the land axis. Different to
Washington the axes were not defined by streets but had visual functions. Additionally, the
river Molonglo should be impounded to a lake in the intersection point of the axes in the
triangle’s middle. There, it should serve as a monumental visual point.29

2.3 Brasília: Modern and functional capital
Capital since 1960, Brasília is the youngest of the three analyzed capitals. The government
of Brazil already discussed a possible refoundation of its capital in the 18th century and even
drafted a respective bill in 1889. On the one hand, the government aimed at a neutral seat of
government between the first Brazilian capital Salvador de Bahia and the current one Rio de
Janeiro, just like the United States did with Washington. On the other hand, the undeveloped
hinterlands should be extended and promoted.30
From 1956 onwards president Juscelino Kubitschek looked after the realization of a new
capital for Brazil. For him, it should be designed as fast as possible. Chaotic conditions regarding living areas, traffic and social grievances prevailed in many Brazilian cities – the
planned capital city should give hope for a positive change. The Brazilian urban planner
Lucio Costa won the tender and drafted the new capital together with his former student
Oscar Niemeyer, responsible for the architecture, in the desolated hinterland of the country,

28

Cf. Howard, Ebenezer, Gartenstädte von morgen. Das Buch und seine Geschichte (Bauwelt Fundamente,
Bd. 21), ed. v. Julius Posener, Berlin 1968, 52ff. und 58; Reps, John W., Canberra 1912. Plans and Planners of
the Australian Capital Competition, Melbourne 1997, 10f.
29
Cf. Fischer, Myths and Models, 22ff. und 27; Machen, Mary, Pictorial History Canberra, Sydney 2000, 46.
30
Cf. Fils, Alexander, Brasília. Moderne Architektur in Brasilien, Düsseldorf 1988, 90f. und 92.
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almost 1000 kilometers away from Rio. They planned an ideal seat of government which at
the same time should develop into a human-friendly, cultural center in the hinterlands of
Brazil. The cooperation of the two men did not come without reason: they have already
worked together on the Brazilian pavilion for the world exhibition in 1939 in New York.
Both were known internationally, not least because the most prominent architect of the 20th
century, Le Corbusier, stood behind them.31
The urban planner and his architect were orientated towards the principles of the CIAM
(Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne), a conference between 1928 and 1960 presided over by Le Corbusier. CIAM wanted to modernize city planning from scratch. One of
it’s main features was based on the opinion that architecture reflected contemporary circumstances of an era without being influenced by former times. In respect to this, CIAM loosened itself from historic city models and wanted to create a completely new understanding
of urban planning.32
The main elements were clean, structured forms, a minimum of aesthetic and new, unusual
designs. The latter should make cities to monumental and modern places. The congress
viewed cities as functional, rational constructions in which the main function traffic, living,
working and recreation did not overlap but developed independently. This principle of functional separation should avoid social grievances; CIAM wanted to reform society by their
architectural principles. Although it understood itself as a revolutionary movement, features
of baroque planning (geometrical forms and monumentality), as well as of the Garden City
(separation of city functions), were retrieved.33
Costa’s roadmap, the Plano Piloto, understood functionality, rationality and monumentality
like this: the layout was based on the linear city34 which was extended along a transport
route. To make the city more functional, Costa designed a horizontal axis, making Brasília’s
layout – together with the transport route which served as the main highway – a cross. With
regard to the axial symmetry, Costa orientated himself on Washington’s axial ground plan
by L’Enfant. The north-south axis was slightly bend because of the topography of the area;
this made Brasília’s layout look like an airplane or like a bird (see ill. 12, point 1). Similar
31

Cf. Epstein, David G., Brasília. Plan and Reality. A Study of Planned and Spontaneous Urban Development,
London 1973, 9f. For Costa and Niemeyer Cf. O.V., Lucio Costa, available online: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/139508/Lucio-Costa, 6.7.2014; O.V. Oscar Niemeyer, available online:
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/414621/Oscar-Niemeyer, 6.7.2014.
32
Cf. Mumford, Eric Paul, The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism. 1928-1960, Cambridge 2000, xi und 1f; Torgerson, Mark Allen, An Architecture of Immanence. Architecture for Worship and Ministry Today, Cambridge
2007, 63f.
33
Cf. Ibid.; Weiss, Daniel, CIAM. Congrès Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne (1928-1956), available
online:
http://www.archiv.gta.arch.ethz.ch/sammlungen/ciam-congres-internationaux-d-architecture-moderne, 28.7.2014; Runkel, Gunter, Die Stadt, Münster 2007, 123.
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to Canberra, an artificial lake should be dammed on this axis. The main facilities should be
built along the monumental axis; the living areas should be constructed along the main highway. Based on the principles of CIAM, each urban function got its own quarter in the new
capital, just like in Canberra. Costa expressed the aspect of monumentality not only in the
layout but also in the city’s architecture which should be greater and more impressive than
in any other Brazilian city.35

3. Theory: Urban Planning Parameters
The thesis deals with the concept of the ideal city which does not solely rely on the spatial
aspect, but on the interplay of political, economic, infrastructural and social planning factors.
These four parameters are the core elements of each presented city. Helen Rosenau, author
of "The Ideal City", emphasized in 1959, when the youngest city Brasília was nearly completed, especially the social parameters. In her opinion, the planning of an ideal city should
be adapted to the social realities of the country; but she also pointed out that this factor was
not sufficiently taken into account by the planners.36
Probably the most important determinant in Washington, Canberra and Brasília was the political one – the capitals were built primarily to provide the seat of government. 37 Under this
assumption, the location and design of the parliamentary and courthouses were of greatest
importance in the planning. The high presence of governmental employees and – under normal circumstances – the presence of the respective head of state required increased security
precaution. Therefore, a military base close to the city was a mandatory criterion in urban
planning.38 As a third point municipal and administrative units such as city halls, courts, post
offices and police stations were to be named which were equally indispensable in capital
cities as in other cities.39
The economic aspect played an important role, although political centers as Washington,
Canberra and Brasília did not necessarily needed a high-quality economic area. Exchanges,
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Cf. UNESCO, Brasília, available online: http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/445-title=World,
5.7.2014. Zum Achsenkonzept Cf. Nogueira Batista, Geraldo et. al., Brasília. A Capital in the Hinterland, in:
Gordon, David L.A. (Ed.), Planning Twentieth Century Capital Cities, Abingdon 2010, 164-181, here 168f. –
For the grid city cf. Epstein, Plan and Reality, 43.
36
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Planning Conference, London, 10-15 October 1910 (Neuauflage von 1910), Abingdon 2011, 247-281, here
277f.
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stock exchanges and banks as well as industrial and commercial areas with their own production sites were present in the cities. The supply of the population came first – Ildefonso
Cerdá, an internationally known Spanish city planner, described this in 1867 as alimentación, meaning supply.40 It was ensured in the form of business centers. Beneath supply, these facilities offered, at the same time, jobs for the city’s inhabitants. For Augustin
Rey and Silke Weidner, those institutions traditionally represent central functions which
were located in the city center. This included office buildings as well. This structure has not
changed within the last century; Rey explained that criterion in 1910, Weidner in 2005.41
Urban planner Joseph Stübben, however, argued in 1924 that the trading centers had to be
distributed over the entire city in order to provide quick access to as many residents as possible. He also stated another economic aspect: the financial center. Stock exchanges and
banks were, according to him, "financial institutions"42 and to be arranged centrally in a city.
Furthermore, the proximity to commercial areas was of advantage. Moreover, industrial and
commercial areas, commercial hubs and self-standing productions were major economic factors in which location based products were produced in the optimal case. For Cerdá, this
criterion was essential for every city.43 Rey stressed that the areas should not directly lie in
the city in order to avoid noise and odor pollution. Furthermore, they should lie together in
order to ensure maximum efficiency, especially in terms of freight transport.44
The parameter of infrastructure is especially determined by transport which belongs, according to Cerdá, to the minimum level of technical infrastructure. Road and transport systems
were the main structural criteria in a city. The road system in general differed between main
roads respective highways and local roads. The transport system defined all the facilities
from which products or people were transported from. More specifically, there were train
stations with corresponding rails, ports and airports.45 After Nelson Lewis, room for expansion of the transport facilities should be allowed, since it might be difficult to forecast development and possible innovations.46
The last criterion includes residential areas, cultural and recreational facilities as well as
educational institutions. Room for living should be designed by the urban planners in a way
40
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that it meets the needs of all social classes – from renting apartments up to villas, from childfriendly to those of age-friendly living. The residential areas should also be located near
schools and workplaces.47 Recreational activities were not only an important part of a balanced life but also for the identification of the residents with their city. These included parks
that served not only for leisure but compensated the relation of buildings and nature. Landscape architect John Nolen said back in 1929: "[Parks are] recognized as a necessity of city
life, just as streets and water and schools are a necessity".48 Furthermore, sports facilities
belonged to a rounded leisure offer. On the cultural level Ebenezer Howard, the inventor of
the garden city, emphasized libraries, theaters and museums in 1902.49 The last criteria in
respect to the society are educational institutions such as schools and universities.50 Overall,
the analysis of the parameters results in the following criteria catalog:
Based on these parameters, the paper analyzes the three planned capitals Washington, Canberra and Brasília in the following chapters. Therefore, the design of each city plan is analyzed with regard to the criteria.
Politics

Economy

Infrastructure

Society

Parliament and judiciary
buildings

Trading areas

Street system

Residential areas

Defense

Financial centers

Transport system

Leisure and cultural
institutions

Administrative buildings

Industrial districts

Tab. 1: Criteria

Education
Own illustration
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4. Politics

4.1 Washington: The Glorious Seat of Government
The focus in L'Enfant's plan for the capital city of Washington, created on the drawing board,
lay on the political institutions – in particular the legislative and executive branches. The
legislature took their place on the Jenkins Hill, the highest point of the still undeveloped
area. For L'Enfant, this place was perfect for a monumental building, because it was like a
"pedestal waiting for a superstructure". He already described the building as the capitol (today United States Capitol) in his sketchy design. The legislature was axis symmetrically
connected from today's Pennsylvania Avenue in the north-west over the Grand Avenue, now
known as the National Mall, to the second important building, the home of the President. In
the design, it lay directly on the branch of the Potomac River, bordered by a large park south
of the Tiber Creek.
The third state authority, the judiciary, was hardly mentioned by L'Enfant. The respective
building was said to be located in the northwest of the capitol. Here, the French city planner
had an empty space located without giving details for its use. Today historians argue whether
this area was really meant for the Supreme Court. For Reps, especially one criterion emphasizes this hypothesis: the place was on the highest point on Pennsylvania Avenue between
the Capitol and the President's seat (for the three buildings see figure 10, points 3-5). All
other ministries were located within the entire urban area to concentrate the political power
not only to one area. 51
The national defense institution of the new capital was a crucial point in L'Enfants plans.
This claim primarily arose from the experiences of the Independant War against Great Britain from 1775 to 1783, from which the United States of America had emerged. The urban
planer saw the rivers Potomac and Anacostia as natural barriers against attacks from the
Atlantic Ocean. Therefore, he planned a fortress on the southern banks of the rivers which
is now the Navy base Fort McNair (see ill. 10, point 6). Just a few blocks away on the east
side a Navy base and a large arms depot should have been build. The foresight of L'Enfant
proved successful almost 70 years later: in the American Civil War, the capital city became
the largest military base in the Northern states.52
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The urban planner separated local and regional administrative bodies from the national systems in order to demonstrate their independence. He planned them along the southern arm
of the newly designed channel, the extension of the Tiber Creek. Here, the administration
buildings lay near the port industry and important thoroughfares, so that they were located
in a central place among all city functions, despite its isolated location. The city council was
placed decentralized at the eastern end of the city, framed between the present Constitution
Avenue and Independence Avenue. In this way the public buildings were centralized not
only in western Washington on L’Enfants plans.53

4.2 Canberra: The geometrical government district
Equally to Washington, the urban planner of Canberra, Walter Burley Griffin, focused on
the government district as the center of the new capital city. But unlike L'Enfant, he described the location of all three state of authorities. Beyond that, he positioned all other politically important buildings in the government quarter (see ill. 11, point 2).54
At the top of the triangle in the south of the artificial lake, he outlined the government buildings on different levels: Situated on the shore was the judiciary building, a level above were
the legislative bodies. Even higher on the next level Griffin positioned the parliament which
he designed with a pyramidal top. On the same level the building for the Governor General
and the Prime Minister of Australia should be located (see ill. 4). According to the concept
of the city beautiful, Griffin described his design of the state buildings as followed: „[The
monumental buildings give] the impression of one great building like some of the superb
structures of Indo-China, presenting a facade one mile in length and pilling up terrace on
terrace.”55
Griffin planned the seat of national defense on the axis from the government district in northeastern direction behind the Mount Russell. In his plans, he mentioned to establish a military
post (see ill. 11, point 4). From this highest point, the military could see the whole city.
Moreover, the railroad station, waterways as well as the road to the administrational district
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2013, 13.
53
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54
Cf. Fischer, Myths and Models, 22ff.
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Fischer, Myths and Models, 25; Vernon, Christopher, Canberra. Where Landscape is Pre-eminent, in: Gordon, David L.A. (Ed.), Planning Twentieth Century Capital Cities, Abingdon 2010, 130-149, here 136.
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were in immediate vicinity. Griffin himself said that the military could "alhambra-like
peer[...] over the crest of that great knob soon" from there.56

Ill. 3: Governmental district of Canberra
Source: Costa, Lucio, Report of a Pilot Plan for Brasília, available online: http://archive.today/JArPN#selection-367.0-367.35, 2.7.2014.

Griffin planned the district of administration opposite to Mount Vernon in the north-western
parts of the city (see ill. 11, point 2). This district formed the western side of the city core
triangle. On the mountain, the city hall of Canberra should arise; around it, the various administrative bodies such as insurance companies, the cenral post office and the city court
should be built. Like in the government district, Griffin therewith emphasized the – for him
– most important buildings, while simultaneously trying to create an entity through the order
and design of the districts.57

4.3 Brasília: Monumental Political Buildings
The Brazilian urban planner Lucio Costa and his former student, the architect Oscar Niemeyer, focused on the state buildings in their planning for Brasília, like their American and
Australian colleagues did, too. These buildings were located on the east end of the monumental axis and were arranged in a triangle shape – here, the geometrical city core layout

56
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Griffin, Lay-Out of the Federal Capital City. Cf. Ibid.
Cf. Fischer, Myths and Models, 25; Griffin, Walter Burley, Lay-Out of the Federal Capital City.
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was copied from Canberra. The legislative, executive and judiciary were clustered around
the square of the three powers (see ill. 12, point 1) – on the triangle’s base, Costa located the
Supreme Court and the government building, on the head of the triangle was the congress.
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Justice were planned close to the Parliament. The congress flanked the vast, rectangular promenade which was located higher due
to the topography. This created a terrace-like shape which gave the area an "unexpected
monumental strength"58. This lawn-bordered space should also be used for ceremonial parades; nearby various ministries were located there as well.59
The city planner designed the district with respect to the aspects of distance, foresight, elegance and rationality. He created distance by allocating large areas to the government buildings. The construction of the other two criteria was in the hands of Niemeyer who planned
buildings with huge height – they should remain the only high buildings in the district – and
with straight glass facades. In regard to this, the architect planned, for example, the office
building of the Congress as a 28-storey twin tower and the building next to it with a glass
dome. The aspect of elegance was emphasized at the Ministry of Justice with its form which
resembled waterfalls; at the governmental building this aspect was pointed out with sailshaped pillars which made the house look like floating over the square. In Niemeyer’s plan,
the aspects of elegance and modernity were expressed through green glass facades and a
uniform square shape. The fourth criterion of rationality, after CIAM, expressed itself both
in the grouping of the buildings as well as in the architecture.60
The military found its place outside the new capital at the other end of the monumental axis.
At this point, Costa outlined barracks in his master plan (see ill. 12, point 12). It is likely that
the military base of Brasília should have been built there as well. In contrast to Canberra and
Washington, the political situation in Brazil was relatively stable during the capital planning,
so appropriate defenses probably did not have the highest priority. One indication of this is
the unspecified function of the military facilities in Costa’s description for Brasília. Moreover, fortifications had become redundant in times of the atomic bomb.61
The municipal administration facilities were grouped near the barracks: the city hall, social
welfare, police, firefighters and other administrative buildings were constructed along the
axis in order to provide the residents with unrestricted access from the nearby residential
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areas. Costa had used the principles of CIAM here; both the governmental and the administrative district formed "an autonomous plastic unit within the whole. This autonomy creates
spaciousness on a noble scale, and permits the appreciation of each unit’s individual qualities
without adversely affecting their harmonious integration in the urban whole."62

5. Economy
5.1 Washington: Focus on Maritim Trade
L'Enfant planned the commerical area and the retail industry in the center of the new capital,
not far away from the capitol: "He sought to integrate commercial and consumer economies
harmoniously and aesthetically."63 At today's East Capitol Street, arcades emerged in a baroque design in L’Enfant’s plan, under which retail shops could be found. With this, the
urban planner digressed from a previous draft in which he had outlined the trade on the mall
between the White House and the Capitol. It is believed that he made this change in order to
move the retail sector in the geographical center of Washington. In addition to the commercial center, L'Enfant located other marketplaces on the squares on which the radial roads
crossed each other. However, the planner himself never explained this part of his draft. John
Reps supposes that this decentralization should support the growth of new capital city.64
The stock exchange and the central bank were located on these rectangular squares as well.
The stock exchange was placed in L'Enfant's plans in the city’s eastern part to counteract the
centralization of public buildings in the west of the city as was already seen with the city
hall. There are no explanations for the position of the national bank. It can be assumed that
its planning was not of high importance, because the first national bank of the United States
of America was built in the temporary capital city Philadelphia only in 1791.65
The French city planner linked the geographical location at the rivers Potomac and Anacostia
to set the center of the commerical area at the intersection of the waterways. Here, goods
should be traded with passing ships as well as they should be transported upriver towards
the Atlantic Ocean (see ill. 10, point 7). Because L'Enfant had planned Washington before

62

Costa, Report of a Pilot Plan. Cf. Ibid.
Harris, C.M., Washington’s Gamble, L’Enfants Dream. Politics, Design and the Founding of the National
Capital, in: William and Mary Quarterly, Nr. 3 (1999), 527-564, here 542.
64
Cf. Reps, Monumental Washington, 18 and 21.
65
Cf. Reps, Monumental Washington, 18. For the location of the stock exchange cf. Arnebeck, Bob, Through
a Fiery Trial. Building Washington 1790-1800, Lanham 1991, 53. For the national bank in Philadelphia cf.
Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia, History of Central Banking, available online: http://www.philadelphiafed.org/education/teachers/resources/history-of-central-banking/, 23.7.2014.
63

17

the onset of the industrialization in America, industrial areas in today's understanding cannot
be found.66

5.2 Canberra: Detailed Planned Industry and Trading Areas
Like L’Enfant in Washington, Griffin planned a central commercial area, as well as local
business entities. The first one was combined with the topography of the place after the
principles of the garden city: it was constructed in Griffin’s plans at the foot of Mount Russell (see ill. 11, point 3). The concept of the city beautiful was reflected in the geometrical
connection with the other urban functions; the commercial area formed the base of the triangle, together with the opposing administrative buildings.
The so-called Civic Centre, as Griffin had named it in his explanation of the city plan, combined wholseale and retail with office floors and cafés at the esplanade of the artificial lake.
He created this district as an antipole to the governemental area in which official governement business and representative events should be held. To emphasize the unity of the triangle the retail units fluently changed over from Mount Russell to the northern esplanade of
the lake. Here, Griffin constructed the main shopping street as a visible connection of the
visual monumental axis. The planner intended to create this district to give a local identifictaion place to the inhabitants of the new capital city. To integrate the residential areas into
the commercial life, he planned smaller retail businesses and service companies in those
districts.67
The stock exchange and the financial district of the planned capital city Canberra were directly linked to the administrative district at Mount Vernon. Griffin said in his written statement that these buildings belonged to the administration of the city. A more detailed explanation cannot be found – probably because Canberra was the seat of government and should
not develop into Australia‘s new financial center. The low importance of these institutions
might also lie in the fact that Sydney had already established itself as a banking and stock
market city.68
While the financial building should be build centrally in the city the industrial areas were
planned on the outskirts of Canberra. Griffin designed different industrial districts in his
plans: the first one in the north of Mount Vernon, the second one to be used for agriculture
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in the south-east of the city. With respect to Howard’s garden city, the architect constructed
both areas in the geometrical form of an octagon. Each district had ist own railway station
from which products could be transported to the main station at Mount Russell as quickly as
possible. The northern industrial area benefited form the natural ressources. Here, Griffin
intended the production of quartz crystal; the Black Mountain in the south-west of this area
furthermore had a high occurance of sandstone. The latter was connected to the industrial
district with rails so that the mined sandstone could directly be transported to further processing.69

5.3 Brasília: Focusing on Local Trade
South of the platforms
which were constructed
through the intersection
of the monumental and
the transport axis, Costa
planned shopping malls.
They were intended to be
easily accessible for pedestrians as well as for
cars. Pedestrians could

Ill. 4: Local supply street in Brasília
Source: Costa, Lucio, Report of a Pilot Plan for Brasília, available online:
http://archive.today/JArPN#selection-367.0-367.35, 2.7.2014.

reach them through entrances on the ground floor of the platform, cars could drive directly
from the axes onto parking decks in the mall. Together with Niemeyer, Costa had already
designed the basic architecture of these buildings. Both complexes subsisted of long and low
blocks of which one block – after Coast principle of spaciousness – should be build higher.
In addition to the central shopping malls, the urban planner designed local supply entities
between his residential squares. In his plans, he located retail buildings with butchers, groceries etc. on one side of the road, services like hair dressers and tailorings on the other side.
This structure was intended to provide a clear structure to the inhabitants (see ill. 4).70
In the downtown area, Lucio Costa planned two bank complexes, constructed of several
buildings, at the north as well as at the south side of the monumental axis as the architectural
counterpart to the shopping malls. In them, the biggest bank of the country, the Bank of
69
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Brazil, should be located. Like the malls, the banks should be made available directly from
the platform as well as from the parking decks. The financial district consisted of three high
and four lower buildings in Costa’s plans which were connected between their ground floors.
The high buildings were as high as the high ones of the shopping malls and therewith formed
– with respect to Costas and Niemeyers principles – an architectural unit.The wings of these
complexes were roofed over, the pedestrian ways under them were lined by cafés and restaurants in Costas plan. The urban planner did not integrate a stock exhange in his city designs for similar reasons like in Canberra.71
As well as in the Australian city plan the industrial district was planned outside of Brasília.
This area should be build right near the main station on the extension of the monumental
axis. The focus lay on the local industry which processed local products such as wood, soy,
wheat, oranges and coffee. Southeast of the industrial district, Costa planned fields for olericulture. As in Washington and Canberra, it was likely that Brasília, due to its role as the seat
of government, should not develop into an important business location, which is why the
industrial sector of Costa was not designed in bigger ways. 72 While the industry was planned
in different ways in Washington, Canberra and Brasília, all three planners placed great value
on a good infrastructural base in their designs. This is explained in the following chapter.

6. Infrastructure

6.1 Washington: Radial Streets for Horses and Carriages
The entire plan of L'Enfant for Washington was based on a combination of the grid city73
and a radial street system, a regular checkered pattern with rectangular streets which divided
the city in square blocks. In the draft, the French urban planners had initially marked the
places for all major public buildings which he then connected with radial avenues. Over this
sketch, he put the checkered pattern which linked the rest of the city in terms of traffic. This
combined layout of grid city and radial avenues was unique at the end of the 18th century
America and made the capital exceptional in means of urban planning, in addition to its
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function as the seat of government. The layout connected all parts of the city and made the
roads to direct communication paths:74
„[…] I made the distribution regular with every street at right angles, North and
South, east and west, and afterwards opened some in different directions, as avenues
to and from every principal place […] to connect each part of the city, if I may so
express it, by making the real distance less from place to place.”75
The most important street of the city was the avenue between the Capitol and the White
House – today’s Pennsylvania Avenue. As the city’s splendid boulevard, it was its function
to unite the two buildings of the new capital on the one hand and to connect Washington
through their northwestern and southeastern extension on the other hand (see ill. 10, point
2). The design of this avenue represented L'Enfant's concept of a magnificent new capital.
He himself described it as: „The grand avenu [sic!] connecting both the palace and the Federal House will be most magnificent and most convenient […] [and] will be beautifull above
what may be imagined.”76 In total, the avenue should be 400 feet wide and one mile long
between the Capitol and the White House. All other avenues were scaled to 160 feet width.
Non-radial roads streets leading to public places were 130 feet wide, the remaining streets
between 90 and 110 feet. Today’s National Mall was planned on the horizontal between the
Capitol and the White House. It was a kind of park with walking paths which stood out of
the city plan with a width of 1800 feet.77
In the late 18th century, carriages and horses were the main means of transportation for
which L'Enfant had applied the streets as traffic routes. The surface on which Washington
should arise was distinguished by its location at the mouth of the river Anacostia in the
Potomac which continued to flow into the Atlantic down south. This predestined the city to
establish commercial maritime trade. L'Enfant intended to stimulate the inner-city trade in
this way as well. For this purpose, he expanded the Tiber Creek in the west of the city to a
canal that flowed eastwards to the Capitol from where it proceeded south, entering into two
arms in the Potomac and Anacostia. Simultaneously, the French planner enhanced the districts on the canal side with this.78
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There were neither railroads nor cars or airplanes when Washington was founded; this is
why train stations, motorways and airports were irrelevant for the planning. The transportation system included only horse-drawn carriages, ports and related waterways which were
already explained in the previous section. A port was not explicitly mentioned in L’Enfant’s
draft. But since there were commercial sale facilities at the mouth of the Potomac and the
Anacostia, it can be assumed that a harbor was planned there as well. A respecting construction which protrudes in the river on the city plan supportes this hypothesis (see. ill., point
7).79

6.2 Canberra: From Carriages to Railroads
The architect and city planner Walter Burley Griffin seized on L'Enfant’s combination of
the checkered pattern and the radial roads but reinterpreted it. Starting from the government
district, he outlined eight radial main roads that stretched out to the other city centers. From
these centers more radial roads branched off. Griffin positioned checkered ordered paths on
these – as L'Enfant did, too. A simple overlay of the octagonal layout would have led to
sharp angles and thus to unused space. Therefore, the architect put the cross-roads of the grid
orthogonally to the radial roads. The obtuse angle, which resulted from this arrangement at
the intersections of two checkered patterns, could be used optimally for small parks, which
integrated nature in the urban space with regard to the garden city.80
The rectangular streets in each city center were organized hierarchically: the closer a street
was to the center, the longer, more accessible and more important it was. The aim of this
structure was the clear separation of transport and living areas. The motorized traffic should
be kept away as far as possible from the outskirts of each city center in order for pedestrians
to move without danger.81
In terms of traffic planning, Griffin was foresightful. He already explained in his statement
regarding the city plan for Canberra in 1912 that traffic would develop rapidly and that he
therefore would grant it sufficient space. He coordinated the streets according to car traffic
which was then innovative and rarely widespread in Australia. The urban planner therewith
oriented himself towards the big cities in his mother country America where cars were more

79

Cf. Ibid.
Cf. Griffin, Lay-Out of the Federal Capital City; Fischer, Myths and Models, 29.
81
Cf. Ibid.
80

22

present.82 In this sense, Griffin especially exactly defined the radial main roads. In each direction, three lanes were to be built: one for fast cars, one for slower vehicles and one for the
tram. Overall, the lanes were at least 200 feet wide in each direction. In order to protect the
surrounding non-motorized traffic, Griffin also planned trees and shrubs as boundaries along
the roadside – a kind of forerunner of today's guardrail. At the same time, this kept away
dirt and dust from the streets and met the requirements of the garden city.83
With respect to the transport system, it can be stated in advance that an airport was not considered by Griffin due to the technical development in 1912. In contrast, the rail traffic, both
tram and railroad, was of high importance in the city plans. The railroad mainly transported
freights and brought travelers into transregional areas in Australia. With the tram, Griffin
brought another modern achievement to the Australian outback – the first electric tram was
built there in 1881.84
With this, Griffin introduced short-range public transportation to Canberra. The urban planner emphasized the relevance of it especially with regard to the concept of the garden city
because it allowed all inhabitants who could not afford expensive cars to travel through the
city. To grant broad access to the tram, Griffin planned stops at every fourth street. As it has
already been written, he designed the tramways parallel to the highways. Therewith, he concentrated every motorized means of transportation on the main streets.85
Griffin planned rails for the railroad traffic in all areas of the new capital city; in northeasterly direction they furthermore expanded out of the city towards the coast. All tracks led to
the hexagonally built main station at Mount Russell. In order to not disturb the flow of traffic
in the city center, the railroad ran underground behind the central train station in a northwesterly direction on the city plan, at the present intersection of Constitution Avenue with
Kings Avenue. In the industrial area in northern Canberra, it was then intended to go above
ground again. In order to ensure the access to the tram on this line, Griffin designed an underground station at today’s Ainslie Avenue near Mount Vernon.86

82

There is no reliable information about the car density in Australia at the time of the planning of Canberra in
1912, there is no reliable information. One indication that the automobile transport in America was far more
advanced than in Australia is the motor density from 1922 (in this year, the statistics show detailed information on Australia for the first time). In America there were in 111.5 cars per thousand inhabitants in 1922,
in Australia only 13.6. Cf. Flik, Von Ford lernen? Automobilbau und Motorisierung in Deutschland bis 1933
(Wirtschafts- und Sozialhistorische Studien, ed. v. Jenks, Stuart/North, Michael/Walter, Rolf, Bd. 11), Köln
2001, 288.
83
Cf. Griffin, Lay-Out of the Federal Capital City.
84
Cf. ACT Government, Canberra’s Rail Heritage, available online: http://www.capitalmetro.act.gov.au/a-vision-for-canberra/canberras-rail-heritage, 28.7.2014. For the first tram cf. Weber, Wolfhard, Netzwerke, Stahl
und Strom 1840-1914 (Propyläen Technikgeschichte, Bd. 4), ed. by Wolfgang König, Berlin 1990, 343.
85
Cf. Ibid. For the social significance of the tram cf. Vale, Architecture, Power and National Identity, 86.
86
Cf. Machen, Pictorial History Canberra, 63; Griffin, Lay-Out of the Federal Capital City.

23

6.3 Brasília: From Railroads to a Car-Friendly City
While the focus in the transport planning in Canberra mainly was on the railroad, it was
intended for Brasília to develop into a car-friendly city. In his master plan, urban planner
Lucio Costa emphasized the position of the automobile in the planned capital: "[...] nowadays, the automobile is no longer man's irreconcilable enemy: it has been domesticated and
is now, so to speak, one of the family."87 Although he crudely separated the pedestrian traffic
from the motorized one for the residents to move on foot on own ways without danger in the
city center and in the residential areas, he did not completely isolated it. The motorized traffic
cleary was in the focus in Costa’s plan for Brasília.88
As it has already been mentioned, the north-south axis was the main traffic axis of the new
capital city (see ill. 12, point, 33). In the middle of the axis, Costa had planned highways for
the fast-moving traffic, die outer lanes were exclusively for the local traffic – in this way
Brasília’s residents could reach the residential areas without crossing the highways. In total
the planner designed 14 lanes on the main traffic axis. At the end the traffic should flow
smoothly through three cloverleaf-designed intersections to the streets. Furthermore, local
streets ran from there to the residential areas along the axis.89
At the intersection of the main traffic axis with
the lower monumental axis an interspace
emerged, in which Costa designed a platform
on which only local traffic was allowed. This
was done through one-way streets spiraling
from the platform down until they hit the
ground floor of the promenade in the government district. The highways ran underground

Ill. 5: Platform Brasília
Source: Costa, Lucio, Report of a Pilot Plan for Brasília,

below the junction of the axes in order to re- available online: http://archive.today/JArPN#selectionlieve the traffic in and around the city center.90

367.0-367.35, 2.7.2014.

After Costa’s ideas, the transport system was created foremost as an urban one. With regard
to this, he planned a main bus station on the platform between the transport axis and the
monumental one. Due to the one-way system, the buses had to drive a loop around the platform which should offer the passengers an impressive view of the monumental axis. As a
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counterpart to the bus station, the urban planner designed the main station in the far west of
the city – close to the industrial area. He did not comment on this facility in his plan. There
are also no further explanations available for the rail routes; probably because Costa entirely
focused on automobile transport. Unlike in Washington and Canberra, Costa already considered air transport in his city plan. An airport was built in 1956 in the south of the city but
Costa suggested in his explanations regarding the plan that the airport should be moved
closer to the city in order to shorten the journey for the residents.91 For the purposes of the
residents the residential areas and leisure, cultural and educational institutions were designed
which are examined in the following sections.

7. Society

7.1 Washington: The Beginning of Social Urban Planning
In the new capital of the United States, residential houses developed in L'Enfant's plan along
the rectangular street blocks and were spread across the whole city. The planner also designed residential areas on the banks of the Potomac because the location on the river was
advantageous for the inhabitants in terms of easy water supply. Around the National Mall
and the Capitol, particularly government employees should live with their families in order
to have a short route to the ministries and other government buildings. The explanations of
L'Enfant to the residential areas are no more than rudimentary information; he left the exact
configuration to architects.92
Leisure and cultural institutions did not exist in today’s sense. The only recreational facilities
were parks which L'Enfant planned across the whole city, especially at the intersections of
the radial roads. Nevertheless, L'Enfant created no recreational space but eye-catchers by
placing fountains and statues in the middle of the park areas which nearly filled the whole
park area. The largest green area of the planned capital was the Mall between the Capitol
and the President's house which L’Enfant said to be "the best calculated for gardens"93. In
addition, the banks of the rivers served as recreational centers. The only cultural institution
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was a theater that was to be built on one of the free squares at the crossroads. However, an
exact location was not mentioned in the plan description.94
The university of the new capital city should become one of the best in the country; it "would
attract the best and brightest [students] of the next generation and tie their loyalities and their
careers to the national center."95 L’Enfant did not point out concrete locations for these buildings. In his statement regarding the draft, only the establishment of such an institution in one
of the unused spaces is stated explicitly.96

7.2 Canberra: Social Garden City
Griffin integrated the residential areas in the urban life of the future capital of Australia by
planning them between the radial main roads. Here, the houses were involved in urban life,
but were, nevertheless, foremost isolated from the city centers so that, after Griffin's idea, a
"uncrowded but clear atmosphere"97 was created. Although the residents could quickly commute to the other districts from there, Griffin designed supply and recreational institutions
in each of the districts:98
„The segregated sections, formed and separated by the general traffic lines, furnish not only
suitable individual home sites, but comprise social units for that larger family […] with […]
social amenities accessible without crossing traffic tracks, or encountering the disturbing
elements of temptations of business streets.”99

According to the principles of the garden city, there were no separate residential areas for
the different social classes. However, Griffin planned houses with different prices and sizes.
For example, inexpensive townhouses with high building density should be built on the
fringes of the city. The farther it went into the core of the residential area, the more open,
more expensive and more suburban the development became in the city plans. Between the
residential blocks within a district, the urban planner designed public lawns and parks that
served for recreation. Griffin designed the new residential buildings only as shadowy blocks
to allow individual leeway for the subsequent refinement.100
The residential areas and the urban functions reflected the principles of the city beautiful and
the garden city. The city functions had the intention to spread big city flair in the planned
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capital Canberra and to emphasize aesthetic priorities through their architecture – exactly as
the concept of the city beautiful had intended to. The residential districts on the other hand
were based on the garden city concept. They allowed the connection of the nature-like suburb
and urban life with their location in the city and the design of huge lawns and parks; Griffin
expected that, in this way, a special quality of living could emerge.101
In addition to smaller parks,
playgrounds and sports fields
within the residential areas,
Griffin planned a grand leisure and cultural district north
of the artificial lake. It lay in
his design opposite to the government district and corresponded with it in the stairlike arrangement. In addition,
Griffin designed the area symmetrically to the land axis between the mountains Mount
Ainslie and Bimberi Peak
with which he accentuated

Ill. 6: Leisure and cultural district of Canberra

the visual function of this

Source: Gordon, David L.A., Capital Cities and Culture. Evolution of Twentieth- Century Capital City Planning, in: Monclús, Javier/Guardia, Manuel
(Hg.), Culture, Urbanism and Planning, Hampshire 2006, S. 63-83.

axis.102 In the leisure and
cultural district the urban

planner emphasized particularly the stadium and the casino which he placed on the axis. The
first was to be built right at the waterfront of the lake, the latter further north. All other
institutions were positioned symmetrically on the axis: the zoo, the Natural History Museum,
the Galleries of Fine Arts and the theater were located west, sports halls, the Archeology
Museum, the Galleries of Plastic Arts and the opera east. Griffin attached great importance
to opposing equivalent pairs on both sides of the axis (see ill. 6). In addition, he designed
two large parks in the northern part of this district – one with trails leading to Mount Ainslie
and the other at Mount Vernon. The latter was "most notable perhaps for the broad waters
and the various reflections of the three local mountains"103 for Griffin.104
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Griffin planned the university according to the principles of the garden city in accordance
with the topographical and constructional conditions in Canberra. He preseted not only
standards for the position of university buildings within the city, but also for the distribution
of the different fields of study. At the core of the university in the west of the administrative
district buildings of the "fundamental sciences"105 such as geography and biology should be
built. In a second ring Griffin located
"theoretical sciences"106 such as zoology
and philosophy that were enclosed by
sciences, "which [...] are applied to the
work of our civilization"107 in a third
ring (see ill. 7).
All disciplines spatially corresponded
with the nature of their fiel of application. The agricultural sciences extended
to the western side of the university complex towards open fields and woodland,
the adjacent mining merged over to the
Black Mountain. The faculties of law, Ill. 7: University of Canberra
business and education lay opposite on Source: Griffin, Walter Burley, Commonwealth of Australia Design for
the eastern side of the University in order to face the administrative district,

the Lay-Out of the Federal Capital City (edited by John W. Reps), available
online:
http://urbanplanning.library.cornell.edu/DOCS/griffin.htm, 2.7.2014.

office buildings and residential areas. Medical students were studying in Griffin’s Canberra
in close proximity to the clinic to apply the learned theory directly to the hospital routine.108

7.3 Brasília: Superquadras Between Residents and the City
In Costas plan for Brasília, the residential areas took up most of the space. The urban planner
positioned them along the entire transport axis, calling them superquadras because of their
rectangular shape. In total, he designed 98 of 250 x 250 meter blocks that were to be built in
a double row of 34 units and a simple row of 30 ones. The residential areas and their access
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roads were lined by green spaces and trees; for each block, Costa presented a particular tree
type. He intended the tree-lined streets as walking and recreational paths for the residents.109
Arrangement and design within the superquadras and its inherent apartment buildings should
not be uniform but individual for each of the blocks. Costa preseted only two criteria: first,
he defined a uniform height of six floors and the construction of supporting pillars. Second,
the non-motorized traffic should be separated from the motorized traffic, particularly around
primary schools and public buildings. The houses within the blocks were designed by Oscar
Niemeyer.110
Costas intention behind the superquadras originated, on the one hand, from the criteria of
CIAM, according to which residential areas should be built in a separate sector. On the other
hand, he wanted to mix the social groups of the future capital through the unified plan: “The
grouping of the superblock [...] will have a certain degree of social co-existence, avoiding
undue and undesirable class distinctions."111 That should not least prevent the formation of
favelas 112. In order to not raise or lower all residents to one level, Costa made some gradation. He therefore designed the blocks right at the embassy district in the southern part of the
transport axis in a more attractive way, since the inhabitants from there would have an unobstructed view over the surrounding countryside. In addition, the urban planner therewith intended to reconcile the monumental
government district with daily life in Brasília. That was his response to a question
asked rhetorically which he gave in an interview on the residential blocks: "Yet how to
reconcile such a broad and generous scale
[meaning the government buildings, S.G.] Ill. 8: Single-family homes in Brasília
with the scale of daily life, with the residential scale that is far more intimate? "113

Source: Costa, Lucio, Report of a Pilot Plan for Brasília,
available
online:
http://archive.today/JArPN#selection-367.0-367.35, 2.7.2014.

Beyond the superquadras, Costa planned single-family homes and villas right next to the
lake. In his city design, he arranged them like saw teeth so that the individual houses formed
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a unity without being too close together (see ill. 8). In his explanation to the plan, he also
mentioned luxury homes with highest architectural claims that should be realized with at
least one kilometer distance. These villas were not drawn in the draft itself.114
Costa planned recreational facilities for residents and visitors at various points of the city. In
the immediate vicinity to the residential areas, he designed cinemas that were to be built at
every fourth block. For direct recreation there were smaller parks in and around the residential squares. A large entertainment district was intended to be built, according to Costas plan,
on the platform at the intersection of the transport and the monumental axis. On the front
side, facing the eastern part of the city, he designed theaters, cinemas, and restaurants connected by arcades, on the rear side was the bus station, which was already described in a
preceding chapter. As a link to the cultural sector with museums, a library and a planetarium,
the urban planner designed an opera. From there, the residents got to a huge recreational area
at the shore of the artificial lake in which Costa planned not only a yacht club but also a golf
course. Opposite in the far west of the monumental axis there should also emerge a sports
sector which should be realized outside the densely built areas due to lack of space. It should
be surrounded by large parking lots with regard to the meaning of the car-friendly city.115
In addition to recreational facilities, educational institutions were another important criterion
for Costa with which he especially wanted to offer the young residents a comprehensive
perspective in the planned capital city. After every fourth superquadra there should be a
primary school and a secondary school so that all students would have a short and safe way
to these educational institutions from their homes. They should be built on wide streets in
the residential areas which could be approached unrestrictedly from the transport axis. For
higher education, Lucio Costa designed a seperate university town which was divided into
faculties sectors in line with the objectives of the CIAM.116

8. Comparison
The results of the previous analysis of the three planned capitals indicate similarities as well
as differences between them. With regard to the political parameter, there were very few
differences – in contrast to infrastructure and society. L'Enfant designed one of the first
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planned cities of modernity. Using tools of modern urban planning, he pioneered the planning of Washington, combining political as well as economic and, rudimentarily, social approaches. The plans for the younger cities Canberra and Brasília were based on the older city
in some points. The city planning was already that far advanced during their respective planning times that Griffin and Costa could make their designs in great detail. The individual
criteria are compared in the following; based on this, the change of the ideal city concept is
examined.

8.1 Politics: Representative Governmental Districts Characterize the Plans
In all three drafts, the urban planners emphasized the governmental buildings. By geometrical forms and monumental axes – particularly in Washington with today's Pennsylvania Avenue – they advanced these districts not only geographically as the centers of the new cities.
A change can be seen in the arrangement: while L'Enfant only considered the executive and
legislative branches with detailed instructions in Washington, Griffin and Costa underlined
all three branches of power and designed them as units. Griffin positioned these buildings in
a cascade form and, therewith, weighted them separately; in Costa’s Plano Piloto, they are
organized as equally important.
These changes can be attributed to the individual ideas of the urban planners, partly due to
the history of the separation of powers. Going back to the French Baron Montesquieu and
the British philosopher John Locke in the 18th century, the separation of powers was first
enshrined in the Constitution of the United States. It may therefore be assumed that the
equality of the executive, the judiciary and the legislative authority, as expressed in Brasília,
only strengthened over time.117
With regard to the defense institutions only the youngest of the planned capitals differed.
Costa, who usually presented a very detailed plan, mentioned only barracks. As already described, it seems likely that the city planner neglected this institution because the political
situation in Brazil in the late 1950s has been relatively stable on the one hand and warfare
had changed radically during the years on the other hand. Only with the beginning of the
almost twenty years long military dictatorship from 1964 onwards the military installations
gained in importance in Brasília. L'Enfant and Griffin were planning the military bases more
precisely in order to safeguard the capital in case of attacks.
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The planning of the administrative bodies was very vague in L'Enfant’s designs. He roughly
outlined the institutions but called for no detailed locations. Unlike the detailed drafts for
Canberra and Brasília, they were intended to be built decentralized across the city. In the
other two cities, the administrative institutions formed their own districts. While this district
should be built in the city center in Canberra, and corresponded in its step-like construction
with the government buildings, it was extended to the suburbs in Brasília. These arrangements can be ascribed to the urbanistic conceptions after which Griffin and Costa designed
the planned capitals. In Canberra the aesthetic aspects, with regard to the principles of the
City Beautiful, stood in the foreground – here, the most important city functions formed a
geometrical triangle. Contrary to that, Brasília was based on the strict separation of the individual urban areas after CIAM.
Overall, one thing can be said: in all three planned capital cities, the government districts
were most important and stood out from the rest of the city. Neither concepts nor planners
seemed to see the necessity to integrate the isolated governmental forces with the city life.
Here, it becomes visible that planned cities had and have to fulfill special functions as seats
of government by which they differ from other cities.

8.2 Economy: Similar Structures in all Decades
L'Enfant, Griffin and Costa set similar priorities in terms of supply and trade. They planned
both central shopping centers and shopping streets in the city centers as well as decentralized
retail to optimally provide all urban areas with goods and services. Similar to this, Stübben
had defined it in 1924 in his book on urban development. Differences existed in the designs
only due to technical advancement. In Canberra, the shopping areas, for example, were especially accessible by foot and by train; in Brasília, they were designed for access by car. A
further divergence can be found in Brasília: in addition to the detailed planned shopping
centers, Costa also concretely described the location of retailers and service providers for
the local supply. This can be ascribed to the principles of CIAM after which the city planner
created the residential areas and therefore also the local supply as a separate small town in
the city.
Beneath the concrete planning of the supply districts, the designs of the financial areas remained behind in all three cities, as all countries already had other significant stock exhange
and banking districts in other cities. Within the individual designs differences can be observed. While L'Enfant merely mentioned a stock exchange and a national bank in his city
design to Washington, Griffin stated an exact location for the financial district in Canberra
32

hundred years later. Costa was the most concrete: he prescribed not only the location in his
plan to Brasília, but also gave detailed instructions about the architecture of the buildings –
these differences may result from the changing meaning of capitals from exclusive political
seats to socioeconomic cities. Over the years, the consciousness had changed so that capitals
may be, in addition to their political representation, also economic, financial and industrial
centers today.118
With regard to the industrial areas, this hypothesis can be supported in Canberra and only
partly in Washington. Griffin planned this district very concrete and in coordination with the
urban center. Not only the geometric shapes of the other urban centers were reflected in the
industrial and agricultural areas after the principles of the city beautiful, Griffin took also the
principles of the garden city and linked them to his ideas of an ideal city. He designed the
areas in a way that the resources of the Australian hinterland could be processed directly.
Similarly, L'Enfant did it in the late 18th century: he designed trading facilities on the river
banks around Washington because he had recognized the importance of supra-regional trade
for the city. In contrast, the industry experienced only little attention in the plan for Brasília.
Urban planner Costa emphasized the retail industry for regional products but did not explain
these facilities further. Here, the different setting of priorities of each urban planner becomes
visible.
In summary, this parameter shows that the location of the supply districts hardly changed
over the centuries. The structures generally remained the same, differing only slightly due
to technological change which influenced the institutions themselves. Moreover, it is striking
that all three urban planners considered the banking and stock market quarter as subordinate.
Especially in Canberra the industry stood out, based in substantial part on the use of urban
planning concepts.

8.3 Infrastructure: From Horse Carriage to Car
L'Enfant's city design was distinguished mainly by its unique street layout in which he combined the typical American checkered pattern with radial avenues. He sketched the streets
themselves in all detail with explanations of lengths and widths. Particular attention was paid
to today's Pennsylvania Avenue, the connecting road between the Capitol and the White
House. How pioneering L'Enfant’s street planning really was, can be seen in the draft for
Canberra: Griffin planned the street system of the new Australian capital after Washington's
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model. At the same time, he went on in greater detail; he ordered the streets hierarchically
to the city centers and separated the local from the rapid transit. Parallel to this, he realized
that the traffic might change rapidly in the future and planned the main streets of the new
city as a kind of early highway. Technical progress was even more present in the Brazilian
plan: Costa’s road system was tailored to the motorized traffic in every respect. The main
traffic axis had 14 lanes; beneath that he separated the local from the rapid traffic and the
passenger traffic from the freight one. The whole city was focused on the street planning;
there was no district which could not be reached by car.
The technological change can be seen equally concise with respect to the transport systems.
In Washington L'Enfant especially planned roads on which horses and horse carriages could
move. In addition, waterways were of importance, which was partly due to the proximity to
the coast, partly because of the contemporary circumstances, with the ship being the fastest
means of transport. In the planning phase of Canberra, however, the railroad was the main
means of transport, which Griffin specifically described in his design. In addition, the tram
took up a crucial part in the planning, with which Griffin wanted to provide a suitable innercity transport for everybody as said in the principles of the garden city – the car was not
widely spread and very expensive at that time. During the planning of Brasília, the car had
superseded the railroad, so the whole city was designed for motorized transportation.
Looking at the example cities in summary, both Canberra and Brasília based their structure
on the layout of Washington; Canberra took over the radial street system and the checkered
pattern, Brasília only the latter in the residential areas. Because of their structure, the city
plans were geometric layouts which alone gave the cities an ideal character after the antique
model described in the introduction. Unlike these thousands-of-years old basic form, the
rapid technological development stands out in this parameter. In particular, the transport
systems were subject to the greatest change.

8.4 Society: Social Structures Change the Means of City Planning
In Canberra and Brasília, the focus lay on social living: the planners of both cities stimulated
the mixture of the social classes. Due to their location, the residential areas were centralized
within the city but they were separated at the same time from the hectic city life – especially
in Brasília, this peculiarity became visible with Costas principle of the superquadras. While
Griffin mainly focused on the social aspect and thus described the design of the residential
areas only imprecisely, Costa formulated the guidelines for his superquadras in great detail.
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In contrast, there were only rudimentary information regarding the residential areas in L’Enfant's plan for Washington. Here, it becomes clear that the duties of an urban planner
changed, especially, with regard to society; within a century the social question had come
into focus.
The same can be seen with respect to leisure and cultural institutions. The planning details
increased considerably from the design of Washington to the design of Canberra. L'Enfant
only mentioned parks, which had mainly aesthetic functions, and a theater. In contrast, Griffin outlined a complex description of all facilities that offered a well-rounded leisure and
cultural life for him. After the city beautiful they were arranged symmetrically and, according to the principle of the garden city, connected to nature. Even Costa planned these facilities precisely and concretely.
The change was not that linear with regard to the educational institutions. In Washington
L'Enfant described the importance of a university but did not mention a position or arrangement. Costa planned a seperate university town on the outskirts of Brasília after the principles of CIAM but explained it very inaccurately as well. Contrasting, his plan of primary
and secondary schools within the superquadras was more concrete. Unlike the other two
urban planners, Griffin created a draft for the university in Canberra with precise information
on the scientific areas and their location. Here, once again, the concept of the garden city
was applied by the planner.
With respect to the parameter of society, changes in the urban ideal concepts of the three
planned capitals can be seen due to the increased need for social structures. While L'Enfant
adapted his design to social needs only to a small degree, Griffin and Costa strove for the
unification of city and humans, Griffin moved even further and united both aspects with
nature.

9. Conclusion: The dynamic of change
In the previous chapters, the drafts of the three planned capital cities were examined with
regard to their respective characteristics of the parameters of politics, economy, infrastructure and society. In the following comparative part, it was examined which factors led to
changing ideas of ideal cities. Based on this analysis, the conclusion answers the question
asked in the introduction of how and through which factors the perception of an ideal city
has changed within the three case studies of Washington, Canberra and Brasília.
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In summary, the planners have designed the capitals with respect to their individual ideal
conceptions which reflected the spirit of each of their times. They changed through the underlying concepts of the baroque, the garden city and city beautiful and CIAM, which were
based on theoretical ideas of each era. These urbanistic concepts and ideas were influenced
by technological and social change. Without inclusion of the changing factors of the concepts and the technical and social development, which are illustrated in the graphic below,
the interpretation of the designs of Washington, Canberra and Brasília is difficult. This results in both changing and constant ideas influencing the ideals of a city and its transformation in the designs.
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The biggest change factors were the urbanistic concepts. Based on their contemporary theoretical ideas, the plans of Washington, Canberra and Brasília were designed on the drawing
board. Consequently, not the cities themselves were innovative but only their basic concepts.
L'Enfant orientated himself towards the ideas of the baroque. In 1791 the focus of urban
planning was still on the spatial aspect and presented only the first steps towards modern
urban planning. Griffin referred to the city beautiful and the socially equitable garden city,
Costa to the principles of the functional CIAM. The analysis has shown that the concepts
indeed changed over time due to the social and technological development but the importance of such remained for centuries. It can be concluded that urban planners in general
orientate themselves towards guidelines which are based on a contemporary urban concept.
The concepts used in Washington, Canberra and Brasília cannot be completely separated.
The city beautiful, adapted in Canberra, was built upon the baroque principles used in Washington, while the garden city principle, in particular regarding the division of sectors, was
further developed by the representatives of CIAM. The significantly more organized planning from the late 19th century onwards influenced these planning concepts and made them
more schematic. Once again, it becomes clear that the cities were no innovative creations.
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Instead, they adapted to concepts that answered to the demands of their time, trying to find
solutions to the respective problems.
The basic tendencies and the character of the concepts determined specific socio-technological developments: the planners responded to the claim of society to adapt the newest technological state-of-the-art to cities. Many of the technological innovations expanded only by
the interest of humans to discover new things – social and technological developments are
therefore dependent on each other. Social progress was also determined by the arising question for social structures within cities in the 19th century.
From this conglomerate two further important changes within the ideal city concept of the
three case studies Washington, Canberra and Brasília can be derived. With regard to the
parameter infrastructure, the transport system is to be named. The technical development at
the time of Washington’s planning required only carriages and horses as main means of
transportation. The rapid technological development was expressed almost 100 years later
in Canberra. Mobility was no more limited to carriages in the beginning of the 20th century
but was now focused on the railway. Griffin concentrated on this means of transportation in
his plan and connected all parts of the city with rails. While the car was indeed involved in
the Australian capital as a planning factor, but was not yet a matter of course, Costa planned
Brasília as a car-friendly city, in which the motorized passenger car traffic dominated the
street system.
The other important development can be observed with respect to the parameter society. In
Washington L'Enfant thought of this factor only marginally, because this city was based on
urban planning concepts of the baroque which were solely grounded on magnificent floor
plans and grandiose architecture. Nevertheless, the planer looked beyond this concept in
some way by mentioning residential complexes, educational institutions and a theater. What
L'Enfant had broadly begun, Griffin and Costa realized in great detail. Griffin linked the
principles of the garden city and the city beautiful with his own ideas and, therewith, met the
burgeoning demand for social justice. The changes from Canberra to Brasília, however, are
not quite as substantial since the social question arose in the 19th century and was considered
in both cities. Costa combined the concept of CIAM with his own notions in a similar manner
and realized them with the superquadras; through their emphasis on social structure he
wanted to keep the problem of favelas out of the new capital.
The analysis emphasizes the relevance of the factors of change which influenced the ideal
city concepts of Washington, Canberra and Brasília. The city designs can be read as centurylong learning processes, which were determined by the above-mentioned factors. The requirements for planned cities and, therewith, for urban planning concepts changed by the
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increasingly significant social component as well as the social and technical dynamics. The
parameters that play a role in urban planning became more extensive and detailed; the focus
of the planners spread to more and more areas. The three change factors resulting from the
analysis show that the notions of ideal city concepts in each case represented the state-ofthe-art of their time. Moreover, the analysis shows that an ideal planned capital city concept
reflected contemporary circumstances and views. In this way they confronted current problems, but are, however, in no way trailblazers of innovative concepts but only the image of
the latter.
The examination of planned capital cities, in contrast to planned cities in general, has proven
as meaningful in the course of the paper. The planners of Washington, Canberra and Brasília
created cities which, indeed, focused on the governmental districts but at the same time connected this representative aspect of the capitals with general functions. Therewith, they displayed a broad range of planning options that a normal planned city cannot provide. The
planned capitals Washington, Canberra and Brasília are thus "cities which have been influenced by theoretical concepts regarding the creation of something superior to conventional
town-building"119.
The paper raises the forecasting question of the realization of the three city plans. Was the
planned vision in contrast to the constructional reality? After L'Enfant was dismissed already
in 1792 due to disputes, the newly commissioned urban planner Andrew Ellicott changed
the existing plan only slightly so that the realization of Washington was mainly based on the
visions of L'Enfant. Even today the National Mall, the open squares and the radial streets
stand out of the city layout. The situation was different in Canberra. From Griffin’s sophisticated design that combined all elements of the city with nature and with one another, only
the axes concept and the radial street system remained. Due to political and economic influences as well as constantly changing leaders in the urban planning process Griffin’s plan
became meaningless to a great extent. Brasília was mainly built based on Costa’s designs.
The most significant change did not affect the urban realization but a sociological element.
Unlike it was planned by Costa, the various social classes do not live side by side in the
superquadras, because the different price levels only give justice to the different layers of
the middle class in today’s Brasília. 120
This short overview emphasized that the method used in this paper, which preferred the
analysis of the city plans to that of their realization, was appropriate for an introduction to
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Hall, Planning Europe’s Capital Cities, 51.
For Washington cf. U.S. Departement of the Interior; Gutheim, Worthy of the Nation, 3 and 9, for Canberra Cf. Fischer, Myths and Models, 30 and 65, for Brasília Cf. Fils, Brasília, 46f.
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the topic of ideal planned capitals. An ideal idea emerged in the case studies first in the minds
of the planners and was then put to paper. The transition from the drawing board to the built
city rarely satisfied the original plan. In order to be able to draw meaningful lessons from
the planning process, it is necessary to examine city designs in great detail. Based on this
outlook and the preceded analysis, the following results can be stated about the planning
process: Planning can never be isolated from time and space. This makes it unpredictable; it
seems almost impossible to realize a city plan of 1912 one to one in today’s time, because
the demands for such plans constantly change. Planning processes proceed only for a short
period and can therefore be seen primarily as isolated phenomena.
In summary, the notions of the ideal city concept within the three case studies were conglomerates of theoretical concepts, social interest and technological change through which
the cities received an ideal character on the drawing board. The result shows anything but a
linear trend. Not only the ideal city concept itself changed because of development over time
but also the importance of planning itself. Both were and are exposed to political, social and
economic factors, which they can rarely determine. It is to be stated that cities in general and
planned capital cities in particular – as seats of government they are subject to higher demands and more criticism – are not very predictable in the long run. Reality quickly destroyed the planned utopias. At this point, further research might begin by comparing ideal
city designs from a prolonged period of time up to the present with the structural reality to
show how plannable cities can be.
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Ill. 10: L’Enfant’s city plan for Washington
Source: Reps, John W., Monumental Washington. The Planning and Development of the Capital Center,
New Jersey 1967; own illustration.
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Ill. 11: Griffins’s city plan for Canberra
Source: Griffin, Walter Burley, Commonwealth of Australia Design for the Lay-Out of the Federal Capital City (edited by
John W. Reps), available online: http://urbanplanning.library.cornell.edu/DOCS/griffin.htm, 2.7.2014; own illustration
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Ill. 12: Costa’s city plan for Brasília
Source: Costa, Lucio, Report of a Pilot Plan for Brasília, available online: http://archive.today/JArPN#
selection-367.0-367.35, 2.7.2014; own illustration.
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