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here and How Does Urban Design Happen?

While urban design is a phrase fi rst popularized during the twen-
tieth century, cities have, of course, been the subject of design theory 
and action for centuries. It is the notion of urban design as an activity 
distinct from architecture, planning, or even military and civil engi-
neering that is relatively new— as is the label urban designer.

Though Pope Sixtus V’s impact on the physicality of sixteenth-
 century Rome was profound, contemporaries would not have thought 
of him as an urban designer. Spain’s Philip II, who promulgated one of 
the most precise codes for laying out cities— the Laws of the Indies— 
was, well, king. Baron Haussmann was Napoleon III’s Prefect of the 
Seine, an administrator, closer in point of view and responsibilities 
to Robert Moses, an engineer and civil servant, than to Raymond 
Unwin or Daniel Burnham, both architects acting as city planners. 
Ebenezer Howard, who truly had a new theory for urbanism, was 
an economist. Camillo Sitte was an art historian. Frederick Law 
Olmsted, who infl uenced American cities more than anyone in the 
nineteenth century, was a landscape architect and earlier still a social 
activist. Lewis Mumford was an urban historian and social critic. 
The foremost Renaissance urban theorists were architects and art-
ists, as was Le Corbusier. During much of the history of city making, 
an architect’s expertise was assumed to extend to matters of town 
layout, and popes, prefects, and utopian economists quite naturally 
turned to architects to realize their urban visions. Many of the 1956 
conference participants were also architects, and an architectural 
point of view has tended to prevail in most efforts to describe what 
urban design is— prevail but not encapsulate.

So I will describe ten spheres of urbanistic action that people call-
ing themselves “urban designers” have assumed to be their profes-
sional domain, though obviously not all at once nor even with una-
nimity about the list overall. The list begins with a foundational idea 
of urban design, at least as identifi ed at the 1956 Harvard conference: 
urban design occupies a hypothetical intersection between planning 
and architecture and thus fi lls any perceived gaps between them. Urban 
design, many continue to believe, is necessarily and unavoidably:

The Bridge Connecting Planning and Architecture

The most frequent answer to “What do urban designers do?” is that 
they mediate between plans and projects. Their role is to somehow 
translate the objectives of planning for space, settlement patterns, 


