FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT

“Broadacre City: A New Community Plan”

Architectural Record (1935)

Editors’ introduction For more than half a century, the question *Who is the greatest American
architect?” could have only one answer: Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-1959). First with his revolutionary
“prairie houses” that seemed to grow directly out of the Midwest landscape with their long, low
cantilevered rooflines, and later with such masterpieces as the Imperial Hotel in Tokyo, the Guggenheim
Museum of Art in New York, and the breathtaking “Falling Water” in Western Pennsylvania, Wright
became the spokesman for “organic architecture” and a style of building that expressed “the nature of
the materials.”

To many, Wright's architecture and “the architecture of American democracy” were synonymous. As
an unabashed egotist and a pioneer in the field of media celebrity, Wright encouraged the popular
identification of himself with the American spirit. He cultivated an imperious image of plain-speaking,
anti-collectivist democracy and sought personally to embody the notion of radical individualism. As an
artistic genius, Wright despised the popular philistinism of his day and attributed the observable decline
of American popular culture to “the mobocracy” and to the unprincipled bankers and politicians who
served its interests, By the 1920s and 1930s, Wright had become a social revolutionary but not,
characteristically, of the socialist Left. Rather, Wright called for a radical transformation of American
society to restore earlier Emersonian and Jeffersonian virtues. The physical embodiment of that utopian
vision was Broadacre City.

Wright unveiled his model of Broadacre City, illustrated in Plate 29°at Rockefeller Center, New York,
in 1935. The article reprinted here represents his first and clearest statement of the revolutionary
proposal whereby every citizen of the United States would be given 2 minimum of one acre of land per
person, with the family homestead being the basis of civilization, and with government reduced to
nothing more than a county architect who would be in charge of directing land allotments and the
construction of basic community facilities. Many at the time thought the idea was totally outlandish, but
Broadacre (and the small, efficient “Usonian” house) proved fo be prophetic as sprawling suburban
regions transformed the American landscape during the second half of the twentieth century.

Wright believed that two inventions — the telephone and the automobile — made the old cities “no
longer modern,” and he fervently looked forward to the day when dense, crowded conglomerations like
MNew York and Chicago would wither and decay. In their place, Americans would reinhabit the rural
landscape (and re-acquire the rural virtues of individual freedom and self-reliance) with a “city” of
independent homesteads in which people would be isolated enough from one another to insure family
stability but connected enough, through modern telecommunications and transportation, to achieve a
real sense of community. Borrowing an idea from the anarchist philosopher Kropotkin, Wright believed
that the citizens of Broadacre would pursue a combination of manual and intellectual work every day,
thus achieving a human wholeness that modern society and the modern city had destroyed. He also



"BROADACRECITY: A NEW COMMUNITY PLAN" |

believed that a system of personal freedom and dignity through land ownership was the way o
guarantee social harmony and avoid class struggle.

Broadacre City invites immediate comparison with the very different models of Ebenezer Howard's
Garden City (p. 321) and Le Corbusier’s cities based on towers in a park (p. 336). Intriguingly, the
overall population density of Broadacre, on the one hand, and the Garden City and Corbusian visions,
on the other, were not all that different, depending on the actual acreage of the surrounding parkland or
greenbelt. And both Wright's and Le Corbusier's plans are wedded to the automabile, one vision seeing
a centralizing, the other a decentralizing, effect. But the most revealing comparisons are with Robert
Fishman's description of the now-emerging “technoburbs™ (p. 77) and Melvin Webber's prediction of a
“post-urban age” (p. 535). One cannot help but wonder whether what seemed impossible in 1935 may
actually be realized, with the help of computer-based telecommunications and the possibility of
“telecommuting” to work over the Internet, in the twenty-first century.

This selection is from Architectural Record, vol. 77 (April 1935). For more on Broadacre City see
Robert Fishman's Urban Utopias of the Twenfieth Century (New York: Basic Books, 1977).

For a biography of Wright see Meryle Secrest, Frank Lloyd Wright: A Biography (Chicago: University
of Chicago, 1998). For good overviews of Wright's work see David Larkin and Bruce Brooks Pfeiffer
(eds.), Frank Lioyd Wright: The Masterworks (MNew York: Rizzoli, 1993) and Meil Levine, The
Architecture of Frank Lioyd Wright (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996). But the very best
sources on Wright are Wright himself, although his writing style is often quirky and hyperbolic. Of
particular interest are When Demacracy Builds (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1945), Genius
and the Mobocracy (New York: Duell, Sloan & Pearce, 1949), and The Living City (New York: Horizon,
1958).

Given the simple exercise of several inherently excepr where planting and cultvadon are

just rights of man, the freedom to decentralize,
to redistribute and to correlare the properties of
the life of man on earth o his birthright — the
ground itself — and Broadacre City becomes
realiry.

As I see Architecture, the best architect is he
who will devise forms nearest organic as features
of human growth by way of changes natural to
that growth. Civilization is itself inevitably a
form but not, if democracy is sanity, is it
necessarily the fixation called “academic.” All
regimentation is a form of death which may
sometimes serve life but more often imposes
upon it. In Broadacres all is symmetrical bur it is
seldom obviously and never academically so.

Whatever forms issue are capable of normal
growth withour destruction of such pattern as
they may have, Nor is there much obvious
repetition in the new city. Where regiment and
row serve the general harmony of arrangement
both are present, bur generally, both are absent

naturally a process or walls afford a desired
seclusion. Rhythm is the substitute for such
repetitions  everywhere. Wherever repetition
{standardization) enters, it has been modified by
inner rhythms either by art or by nature as it
must, to be of any lasting human value.

The three major inventions already at work
building Broadacres, whether the powers that
over-built the old cities otherwise like it or not,
are:

1 The motor car: general mobilization of the
human being.

2 Radio, telephone and telegraph: electrical inter
communication becoming complete.

3  Standardized machine-shop production: machine
invention plus scientific discovery.

The price of the major three to America has
been the exploitation we see everywhere arounc
us in waste and in ugly scaffolding that may now
be thrown away. The price has not been so grea






