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Flow and Interchange —
Mobility as a Quality of Urbanity

ALEX WALL

University of Pennsylvania

Recently | made atrip, together with agroup of architects,
toChemnitz, theindustrial city in Saxony knownfrom 1953
t01990 asKarl-Marx Stadt. Weweregoingto make astudy
of part of the city center. Within afew yearsof unification,
the transformation of the city was remarkable. One
V olkswagen plant was up and running, therewerevery few
Trabbants to be seen because most people had a new car,
and the landscape was dotted with brightly colored, shiny
service stations (I was told there were too few). In a
melancholy presentation of their 1990 Masterplan, the city
planners explained to us how they wanted to reinforce the
cultural and retail shopping facilitiesin the center yet; at the
sametime, we learned that large new shopping centerswere
being built at the junction of the regional highwaysoutside
the city. The planners lamented that the descending curve
of public transport use was the exact inverse of the ascend-
ing curve of car ownership. It wasironic that thegreat open
spaces in the socialist city, made at a time when there
weren't many cars, were to be infilled with perimeter
blocks and pedestrianized at the very moment that inhab-
itants of the many housing estates were eagerly exploiting
their new regiona mobility by driving between center and
periphery to discover the most accessible and convenient
shopping and leisure facilities.

The contradictions facing the Chemnitz plannersillus-
trate a predicament of contemporary urban design and
planning: the re-identification with the traditiona lan-
guage and devices of urban design seem unable to posi-
tively engage the thrust of commercial development and
popular desire; indeed the goals of sustainable planning
seem to be in conflict with the contemporary forces of
urbanization. How did this come to be? In the 1970s,
architectsturned their backs on the problems of the greater
metropolis, directing their attention to the historic center,
just at the moment when the functionalist tradition most
needed a critical analysis of the direction and symbols of
modernization. These directions and symbols might be
summarized as: first, the increase in the scale of develop-
ment projects - shopping malls, office parks, tall buildings
- which created a conflict with their immediate context.

Second, the status of infrastructure, which has changed
from a self-sufficient service element to the most visible
evidence of the city as network - and an attractor of
overlapping activities - such as the presence of highways,
high speed trains and the role of the airport. Finaly, the
steady increase in the ownership of cars (especialy in
Europe), has brought to traditional ideas of density and
public space new demands for mobility and access.

The abandonment by architects of these issues led to the
unnerving spectacleof a polarized ideological struggle: the
ideaof thecity of motonvaysversustheideaof thecity of cut
stone. Twoexamplesthat illustratethese opposed visionsare
the Corporationof Glasgow's 'Highway Plan of Glasgow,'
which was to be a principlal instrument in making that city
the 'most modem in Europe,” and the Paternoster Associ-
ates' project for office development adjacent to St. Paul's
Cathedra in London (1989). In the former almost every
recognizable feature of the city has been obliterated by a
vision of steel and glassslabs connected by new motonvays,
whilein the latter, curtainsflutter from the open windows of
various stone (-clad?) classical buildings that surround a
pedestrian plaza. There are no cars. What drives both of
these visions are their respective attitudes towards traffic.
The Glasgow plan has become a vehicular diagram, while
the aim of the Paternoster Associatesisto recreate, as far as
possible, a pedestrian city.

Whicheverimage of the city isin fashion, the experience
of the city isincreasingly subject totheflowsandinterchange
generated by the increased circulation of people, vehicles
and information. Therhythm of these flows, which changes
the character and function of space over time, has come to
havenolesssignificanceto the experience of the city than the
height of its buildings, the width of the streets and the
dispositionof itsmonuments. Thetraffic of peopl e, vehicles,
and informationareal so theenvironment and material of the
city. In this paper, | propose that the spaces for traffic of
people and vehiclesare as important a measure of urbanity
as traditional static urban spaces. Vehicular traffic, which
has certainly created conflict in the 19th-century city, in the
contemporary city is a measure of the need and desire for
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mobility and access and requires the transformation of both
traditional public spaces and the rennovation of the first
generation of roads and highways.

Despitethe problemsof locating freewaysin citiesand the
consequences of the proliferation of automobiles, people
haveastrong desirefor theconvenient, fast, privatetranspor-
tationaffordedby cars. If, inthedispersedregional city there
are an infinite number of starting points and destinations,
then the automobilei sthe most eff ectivesurface-transporta-
tion yet devised. Mobility meansaccessto opportunitiesfor
employment, healthcare, recreation and social interaction.
To reconcile the demand for mobility with the need to
develop livableand sustainablecities, it isworth asking two
guestions: how can the advantage of automobileaccessibil-
ity be broughtto everyone, and how can thecity be equipped
for amobileculture? Inamoregeneral sense, how cantransit
be adapted to theurban and suburban landscape,and how can
the urban landscape be adapted for transit?* Urban design
and planning should no longer have to resort to extreme
measures to accommodate either car or pedestrian. | will
show in afew examples, from the scale of aregionto that of
the street, how the system of roads and roadscape are
gradually being adapted to a more integrated use by both
vehiclesand pedestrians. First, however, | will refer to some
of the ideas that argue for just such a ‘city for traffic.'

THE DYNAMICCONTEMPORARY CITY

In the 1960s, Melvin Webber stated in two articles(" Com-
munity without Propinquity**and *“ Non-PlaceUrban Realm™)
that the coming city was moving away from an order based
on the specificity of fixed places to a larger urbanized
environment, wherethe manifestationof community wasnot
based on propinquity but rather on shared interests. The
spatial corollary of thiswas that physical density would no
longer be an exclusive characteristic of urbanity. If, a that
time, these propositions seemed radical, in today's city,
especialy the newer cities of the South and West in the
United States, the pattern of settlement that has evolved
reflects the demand for mobility and access and therefore
cities such as Atlanta, Houston and Phoenix are fields of
aternating density containing an unlimited number of origin
and destination points. What nourishes this diversity is
traffic and the ability to select home, work, school, and
leisure. The movement of goods - for example, overnight
trucking in and out of thecity - and movement of commuters
inspired urban geographersin the 1970sto describethe city
not asasinglespatial entity but asa city-region, defined not
by political boundariesbut by the flowsof goodsand people:
citiesas Daily Urban Systems.*> The propositionsof Melvin
Webber, for one, call not for areplacement of the traditional
grammar of city-buildingbut for anew grammar that reflects
the effects of communication on the traditiona roll call of
urban public spaces. Thus the increase in mobility and the
meansof communicationshould increasethe number, types,
and nature of public space.

JB Jackson considersthat theincreasein the number, use,
variation and versatility of automobiles now promises to
produce a miraculousrevival of street life, an auto-oriented
publicformingintoad-hocgroupsinstripsor partialy empty
parking lots- the ideal unstructured public spacesfor spon-
taneous, temporary group interaction.® Variation referstoa
proliferationof new kindsof vehiclessuch asthe jitney-van
services, normally associ ated with third-worldmetropolises,
but now springing up in Americancities, new kinds of buses
that canrespondto variabl erouting demands,and ridesharing
programsthat are an alternativeto solo-driver commuters at
rush-hour.

The spatial correspondent to the unitsof vehicular traffic
isthezoneofthe roaditself. Variationinthetypesof vehicles
should be matched by a variationin the type of roads and in
the equipment and landscapingof theseroads. 'Roadscape,’
to adapt aterm from Victor Gruen,’ is al that we see from a
moving vehicle: outdoor spaces, buildings, and traffic itself.
Just asthestreetgrid definesthelayout of cities, thehierarchy
of roads and the spaces and services adjoining them - the
highways, interchanges, rest stops, streets, parking lots, and
"gripmalls"” - organizesthe suburbs. Rather thanresidual or
leftover space, the roadscape shoul d be seen as a contiguous
redm, the site of smooth and fluid interchange between
freeway, arterial road or city street and adjoining land. If
roads are so instrumental in the urbanization of the city-
region - what are their urban qualities? One answer isto be
seen in the effects of the second generation of motorways -
beltways, whose function is between that of the pure engi-
neeringstructure of the national highway systemsand tradi-
tional urban boulevards. Therecent completionof numerous
beltways has been instrumental in changing the form of the
city from a concentric figure, connected by the interstate to
other similar concentric figures, to a city as a 'field of
centers, accessiblefrom the new circumferential path of the
beltway. Theaddition of beltwaystoacity's radial motorway
system creates the figure and movement qualities of a
network. Theinterchangesbetween radial and circumferen-
tial motorways create a new map of regiona advantage - of
ideal locations within a city-region.

In the fields of design, planning and engineering there
are current examples that demonstrate how intervention in
the spaces and equipment of the roadscape can become
instrumental in the urbanization of the city region. The
projects have been carried out by individuas, including
myself, architects, developers and city planning authori-
ties. They range from a new 200 mile highway that is
understood as a new organizing 'street’ for clusters of
cities, toaproposal for the design of 'left-over' city that are
equally comfortable and convenient for carsand for pedes-
trians, and finally, to a scheme to give different urban
boulevards a distinct character of their own. Rather than
describe the architectural qualities of these projects, | will
examine to the relationship between traffic, the roadscape,
and the building.
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PROJECTS
Highway 40: reconceptualizing the highway

What role, in urban planningterms, can an InterstateHighway
assume? Inaconversation withadevel opmentgroupin North
Carolina, | wastold that the concept behind their projectswas
tobuildacity at the scal eof the southern forest —agreen, low-
density city of four tofive storiesin heightand stretching from
Raleigh in the east to Charlotte in the southwest of the state.
The devel opers considered the 'main street' for thiscity to be
US Highway 40.® The mobility and access, afforded by the
highway, would connect the clusters of small citiesthat are
characteristic of North Carolina with their new commercial,
retaill and manufacturing parks. This linear development
comdor would attract urban functionsdirectly alongits spine
yet, at the same time, give accessto therural landscape. The
isolated office building- set withitscar park and landscaping
- which seemsso out of placeinaconventiona urban or town
setting, is here part of a larger structural system that is
recognizable and convenient. US Highway 40 asthe 'Main
Street” of the regional American City recals the utopian
projects for linear cities and presents a different model for
urbanization than a continuously expanding radiocentric city.
Theideasof these devel opersfollow thetraditional aimsofthe
State of North Carolina. Since the Good RoadsMovement of
the 1920s, political leaders in North Carolina have tried to
avoid big cities and instead, by creating a network of well
paved roads, enable industry to develop at low densities
around small cities.

Barcelona; the Ronda de Dalt

A new kind of urban highway is the second beltway of
Barcelona, completed in time for the 1992 Olympics.® Of
particular interest is the northern arc, the Ronda de Dalt,
between the interchanges at the Diagonal Avenue (NW) and
the Trinitat Park (NE), designed by a team of architectsand
engineersled by Bernardo de Sola. Thesecond beltway was
conceived to accommodate not the highest possible through-
capacity but the highest desirable capacity as a collector and
distributor between regiona and loca networks. The section
of the highway changes constantly in order to adapt to the
different morphological circumstances of the city, yet its
significanceis not just as a new piece of urban infrastructure
but as a generator of new cityscape. Wherethe dower traffic
lanescantilever over theexpresslanes, they act asnew frontage
streetsto the formerly separated neighborhoodsabove. Often
the highway is covered with public buildings, sports grounds,
or parksto connect and form the new public spacesof socid
housing estates. Finally, as in the case of the Olympic
structuresof the Vall d’Hebron Park and the Velodrome, the
beltway isthe best location to place leisurefacilities that will
function from the local to international scale. The Ronda de
Dalt demonstratesincontemporary termsthelostideafromthe
1920s of the urban highway (parkway) as an instrument of
connection and convenience, mobility, and access, and a
support for communitiesand urban life.

Atlanta: equipping the city for a mobile culture

The previous examples have described the management,
conceptualization and morphological transformation of
urban motorways to interact with and even accrue to
themselves classic urban functions. Y et every characteris-
tic of cars and trucks moving at speed is contrary to the
desired qualities of pedestrian space. In 1994, the Olympic
Committee and the Society of Architects of Atlanta orga-
nized a competition for new American Public Space. The
unusual sitesthat were chosen were an entrance/exit ramp;
a parking lot; a street and traffic island; and two street
intersections suspended over the Interstate Highway. How
many timesin Atlanta, or other cities of America, arethese
sitesrepeated? Where highway and city interact new types
of urban sites are generated with particular attributes of
scale, space, and speed, that are both specific yet generic.
Our interest was not to find an individual solution for each
site. but rather to equip the streetscape with utility and
informational services, street furniture, and surfaces, in
order to support the informal and everyday events typical
of placeswhere cars and pedestrians mix. Our assumption
was that between the territorial scale and dynamic experi-
ence of the freeway and the defensive concept of the
pedestrian pocket there isan alternative milieu - spacesthat
are car and pedestrian friendly, that is, a zone where
informal and everyday events that are typical of car and
pedestrian areas may take place. Perhaps these roadscape
sites might become the venue for the qualitiesthat had once
been imagined for the highway, that is, the place where
transportation and architecture equal civic design.

The 'Streetscape’ site had two goals: first, to connect the
disparateelementsalong atypical streetscape and second, to
provide shelter to mark the spaces wheredifferent modes of
publicand privatetransport meet. Theinterventions are seen
assimpleprojectsof urban restructuring using modifications
to the surface and the addition of equipment to provide a
public space that allows the maximum correspondence
between pedestrians and vehicles. Another consideration
was how apublic space might link the experience of drivers
ontheexpressway with that of pedestriansand driverson the
adjacent streets? The 'Overpass project seeks to integrate
thesethree scales- pedestrian; street; and interstate highway
- by introducing elements that are recognizable from the
interstate yet al so mediate the experience of the site at grade.
The perforated metal 'Scaffold’ arcssupport signage panels,
lightingand proj ection equipment, aswell astheroofsfor bus
and jitney stops. The modified environment provided by the
"scaffoldarcs” transformsthese bleak fragments of cityscape
to new urban public placesthat are nourished by pedestrians
and vehicle equally.

Chemnitz

Returning to the city of Chernnitz, the question that was set
at the Architekturforum of 1995'° was how can future
development synthesize the heterogenous fragments of the
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historic center of Chemnitz - in particular, the relationship
between the bus and railway stations and the three main
boulevardsthey intersect. This question is complicated by
the dramatic increase in the ownership of private automo-
biles and the appearanceon the periphery of large shopping
centers. Therearetwo elementsto our project: anew facade
structure, a fifteen to thirty-meter-wide concourse, that
functions as an east-west connective e ement, set within an
atrium, insertedinto thefront of the existing station shed and
the recasting of the three main north-south boulevardsthat
intersect the station and are structuring elementsin the city
center. The boulevards have been re-designed for three

specific urban roles — a boulevard for moving people by
varied means of public transport; a boulevard that is a
sequence of hard landscapes; and, a boulevard for moving
private vehiclesat fast and slow speeds. The driving lanes,
pavements, street furniture, and kiosks aswell as landscap-
ing along each boulevard have been designed to suit the
different character of these urban environments. Thus the
project consistsin the modification of the existing program
and form of the north-south boulevards, which intersect the
new station access zone, whose program, just as the streets
it connects, isflow and interchange. Thearchitecture of the
station building and the boulevards is a filter for different
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kinds of traffic which reconciles the contradictionsin acity
that is scaled to both pedestrians and automobiles.

What seemsrelevent to both plannersand designersis not
so much cars or highways but rather the effects of the
requalification of infrastructure — which is understood to
include vehicles, the roadscape and the social dimension of
traffic on contemporary urban life. The system of streets,
boulevards and highways have capacity for amuch greater
variety of use— and a much greater potentia as interactive
structuresin thegrammar of city building. How else canour
ever expanding cities — the regional multi-centered city —
function and provide its citizens with the mobility and
access?
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