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Big Plans


Daniel Burnham and Lucio Costa were both gifted city planners whose mighty plans are experienced and considered visionary even today. Daniel Burnham, along with Edward Bennett and the sponsorship of the Commercial Club, developed the Plan of Chicago in 1907 and 1908 (Hines 321). Lucio Costa, through a partially engineered selection, won a judged competition in 1957 to design the plan for Brasilia, the new capital of Brazil to be inaugurated in 1960.


Burnham, four years after the success of the World's Columbian Exposition of 1893 in Jackson Park, south of downtown, Burnham presented to the Commercial Club and Merchants' Club a partial plan of his scheme and sketches for Jackson Park and the surrounding park areas, post-Exposition (Hines 314). Reconstructing Chicago's urban framework had long been on his mind. Several prior events probably served to escalate his desire to form a comprehensive plan for Chicago (Hines 313).


Costa graduated in Rio de Janeiro from the School of Fine Art in 1924, studying architecture. Through his partnership with a Russian architect, the two brought modernist architecture to Brazil (Guimaraens). Alongside this introduction, Costa was regarded as a sort of godfather for modern architect in the country (Epstein 49). Costa designed the Brazil Pavilion jointly with Oscar Niemeyer, another modernist architect whose life would cross Costa's path again (Guimaraens).


Burnham's Plan of Chicago was a perfect example of a city design that followed his personal mantra to make no small plans (Hines xvii). No longer was the plan about Jackson Park and the South Shore park system he proposed directly after the end of the Exposition. The plan presented a "new" Chicago, and included the region, developing areas in a sixty-mile radius from the center of downtown. "It was indeed the first of the great 'master' or regional plans later to become prominent throughout America in the twentieth century" (Hines 331). The plan contained more than just extensive parks system (although this was a major feature of Burnham's design), but consolidated railroad traffic for the myriad tracks that ran into and through the city, and made other transportation improvements like straightening the river. Halsted and Congress was to become the center of everything (Hines 331).


Burnham took designing the future of Chicago into his own hands because he believed it necessary for the continuance of Chicago worldly relevance. His plan was needed because Chicago's rapid growth didn't translate into a rapid increase in the quality of life. Burnham asked, "If the city does not become better as it becomes bigger, shall not the defect be remedied?" (Hines 331).


Costa's plan for Brasilia had extremely different intentions for the land than Burnham's Plan of Chicago. There was no city to be fixed, but one to be created from scratch. Brasilia was going to be a completely new city in a central location in the country. Although he proceeded without essential plan elements like drawn plan renderings, population predictions, or land use definitions, Costa's plan presented on five sheets of paper was deemed by one competition jury member the world's most "comprehensive and thoroughgoing master-plan for the new capital city on a cleared site" (Epstein 49). Like Burnham, Costa was also designing a "big plan." However, the nature of its significance differed greatly since the plan was initiated by a president whose term would expire the year the city was scheduled to open. Therefore, whatever plan chosen would have to be complete, feasible, and be constructed in three years in order to usher the president out of office with positive domestic perceptions. Another part of Costa's design for Brasilia. What classified it as a "big plan" was its relationship to monumentalism. 


One axis of the plan's cross design was even labeled the "monumental axis" and would include the federal government ministry buildings. The city was not just nominally monumental. Several design elements of the plan supported the monumental designation and experience: There is "open space in the most generous sense, augmenting the impression of height and breadth in the buildings" (Epstein 56).  Also, the low heights of the residential complexes and the relatively taller governmental buildings provided for unobstructed views of the structures themelves (Epstein 56). Costa justified his use of monumental design and "grandeur": "...the human condition has, in spite of everything, grandeur, and it is awareness of this that gives us strength to carry life on to the end..." (Epstein 51). This remark on Costa's inclinations to provide and design for humanity would later seem ironic when his plans to account for working-class people are analyzed.


It seemed neither plan maker effectively fought for considerations to be made for the poor, those living in slums or required public housing. However, Burnham used his plan to ensure that all would have equal access to all of the new parks, the beaches, and the shoreline. He made a commitment to Jane Addams, the prominent local social worker and advocate for those living in tenement housing, to design the lakefront in an equitable way, attractive to the working class (Hines 332). It was Burnham's goal, through the plan, to "improving - more quickly - the quality of urban life for all Chicagoans" (Hines 331). Beautiful and expansive park systems were his major way of solving this quandary, as the density of today does not support living without parks (Hines 333). What Burnham said to one audience, what he said to another audience, and what he designed and considered are three different things. Even with his commitment to Addams, Burnham preferred to design the parkways as methods of attracting wealthy outsiders to Chicago and even to keep here those people contemplating moving. Even though he admitted parks would not solve Chicago's slum crisis, Burnham sloughed off the inclusion of any kind of public or subsidized housing, saying, "Chicago has not yet reached the point where it will be necessary for the municipality to provide at its own expense...for the rehousing of people forced out of congested quarters..." (Hines 333).


Costa's approach to deal with public housing was slightly more providing, by incorporating in the residential axis enough housing for all those necessary for the new city to function. It was also in his plan, though, to differentiate housing quality and style for those who lived there. If Costa had taken into consideration simple planning methods such as analyzing the "social and cultural causes of the growth of squatting in other Brazilian cities," perhaps the result of more "squatter settlements" wouldn't have arisen (Epstein 58). 


Due to Costa's plan's emphasis on vehicular mobility and a high level of service for drivers, those working-class residents not owning a car were at a slight disadvantage. Sidewalks were not implemented alongside the roadways, partially because each roadway looked and acted like a highway (Epstein 59). To compensate, a handful of close housing blocks were centered about a church, an elementary school, and a movie theater. This artificially created neighborhood cluster would also include space for a youth club and a playground. All of these are activities that circumvented owning a car for their enjoyment and use (Epstein 56). Several other activities like banking and shopping would require a trip towards the axis crossing (Epstein 59-60).


Burnham's plan placed less emphasis on the auto, but still designed their expected heavy use into a vast regional network of highways, circling the city at certain intervals from the city as well as radiating straight out of the city. The transportation consideration was for industry and better commercial facilities, as well as "removing the obstacles which prevent or obstruct circulation (Hines 327). As mentioned above, access to the lakefront was also a priority of the plan and as this was a regional plan, the creation of forest preserves and their upkeep was called for (Hines 333).

Burnham believed natural preservation in Chicago should be an urgent priority, before any more population explosions took place. Burnham knew this and introduced his plan at a time when Chicago was still experiencing rapid growth. He told his audiences that between 1850 and 1900, Chicago's population increased to two million from thirty-thousand. Burnham's plan didn't simply control for a sustained growth pattern, making sure services were provided and there was living space for all, but included provisions to increase quality of life. Burnham believed he spoke for Chicagoans when he posed the questions, "How are we living?" and "Are we in reality prosperous?" in addition to market-related questions like, "Is the city a convenient place for business?"


The 1909 Plan of Chicago more than adequately addressed these questions. For the average citizen's quality of life, Burnham's plan increased mobility and beauty to increase the worker's contentedness (Hines 331). For business, the plan called for efficiencies in railroad, highway and waterway transportation, as mentioned above. Burnham's plan was also on-time and relevant because the World's Fair, which he successfully designed, managed, and executed to its close, proved what routes to civic reform were possible (Hines 313).


Costa's plan for Brasilia was developed for a completely different context. This was a chance to build a city from scratch, and the plan was equally comprehensive, even if Costa planned for different elements than Burnham. Each situation had unique requirements: Costa's was to design and plan a new city that would be a formidable member of the panel of grand world cities. Coming from an architectural background, it's easy to see how Costa came to design the striking Pilot Plan for Brasilia. It also helped that Oscar Niemeyer would be an adjunct planner for the city, designing a majority of the important government and official structures in the city.


To explain the shortcomings of Costa's plan, the housing and squatter problems and lack of pedestrian accommodations, one must understand the local, national meaning of city planning and the jury membership. Five of the six jurists, including the one dissenting voter, were architects (Epstein 49). City planning itself was regarded as a branch of architecture, with engineering supporting matters like electricity and water provision. Both components holding up the plan's real limitations "made the neglect of social considerations almost inevitable" (Epstein 58).


Burnham's triumph in meticulously planning the fair in Chicago rightfully gave him the authority to introduce a plan of his own. For its shortcomings and unimplemented features, Chicagoans today can still appreciate his design and the plans demands. Public access to the lakeshore is a quality sought by citizens the world over and is seen as the city's greatest asset of any category, be it natural or created. Costa's grand plan was monumental in more than one definition. First, the plan used monumentalism as a design element to symbolize the importance of the new city as the country's capital. Second, to experience its size and expansive spread across the empty plain was commanding of ones senses.
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