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134. Trylon and Perisphere bebind General
Motors building, New York World's Fair of 1939.
Greddes Collection.
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A Mici'ocosm ofthe
Machine-Age World

... the danger of being fantastic in a
Wellsian sense, and of being too
definitely propbetic, must be
avoided.

—Walter Dorwin Teague

1t will cease to look like a collection
of things for sale and reveal its real
nature as a gathering of live objects,
each of which is going to do
something to [us], possibly
something quite startling, before
[we are] very much older,

—H. G. Wells

War in Europe seemed certain when the
New York World’s Fair opened in the spring
of 1939, dedicated to “building the worid of
tomorrow.” Exhibitors and fair-goers alike
sought momentary escape in considering, as
they had planned, the world of the future.
The Century of Progress Exposition had
marked the culmination of the modernistic
style of New York architects; now the fair of
1939 embodied in its streamlined buildings
and exhibits the methods and visions of in-
dustrial designers. Teague, who served with
six architects on the Board of Design, turned
the fair’s commercial promoters from an
original intention to celebrate the 150th
anniversary of Washington’s inauguration as
president at New York to a goal of envision-
ing the future socicty, which he had been
projecting through the decade.! He and
other designers provided “focal exhibits”
within major buildings devoted to such sub-
jects as transportation, communication, and
science; conceived exhibits for private firms
within those buildings; and designed com-
plete buildings, inside and out, for major in-
dustrial concerns. Virtually all observers
agreed that the fair's greatest hit was the
Futurama, designed by Geddes for General
Motors, a huge diorama depicting projected
superhighways and cities of 1960. It was the
industrial designers’ fair. -
The fair would not haveé become a reality
without help from the one man in America
who planned and built on the total scale that
industrial designers aspired to but attained
only in transitory dioramas. For fifteen years,
as head of the Long Island State Park Com-
mission, the New York City Park Depart-
ment, and the financially and politically in-
dependent Triborough Bridge Authority,
Robert Moses had put his stamp on the
nation’s largest city by projecting, planning,
and building parks, parkways, bridges, and
expressways. For more than a decade he had
dreamed of creating a park larger than
Central Park, in northern Queens just south
of Flushing Bay, an area of swampland whose
only elevation was an “expanse of stinking
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refuse known as the Corona Dump.”? The
project became essential to Moses after con-
struction of his Grand Central Parkway,
which skirted the area’s western edge, in
order that motorists need no longer drive
through mountains of garbage. When he
learned of plans for the fair, he refused to let
promoters use any city parks but offered to
put his considerable influence behind recla-
martion of Flushing Meadows as a fair site,
provided that it be planned as a permanent
city park.

Armed with $59 million in state and
federal funds obtained by Moses, the city:
purchased the site and the fair corporation
set to work reclaiming it. Working twenty-
four hours a day for nine months beginning
in July 1936, teams of laborers filled in the
swamp with six million cubic yards of ash
and garbage and shaped two lakes, from
which a million cubic yards of sludge werc
taken to become topsoil after chemical treat-
ment. Two new sewage-treatment plants rid
Flushing Bay of pollution, while a tide gate
and dam controlled drainage, Still, most
exhibit buildings rested on piles driven deep
into subsurface sand. Installation of under-
ground utilities and landscaping, including
the importation of ten thousand trees, com-
pleted the site preparation. Although the fair
itself seemed, as the Official Guide Book
claimed, "a vast city which progressed from
blue prints to reality in an amazingly short
time,” the real “miracle” was “the largest
single reclamation project ever undertaken
in the eastern United States.”* Visions of the
future projected in the fair’s exhibits by in-
dustrial designers collectively made only a
footnote to the more solid career of urban
planner and builder Robert Moses.

This subtlety was lost on thousands of
people who converged daily on the fair by
subway, train, bus, taxi, and private auto.
Wherever they entered, they looked first for
the spare, precise, stark white forms of the
“theme center” (figures 134 and 135) loom-
ing above the fair’s low architecture. The
Trylon, a three-sided needle extending seven

hundred feet into the air to a sharp point,
symbolized, according to the Official Guide,
“the Fair’s lofty purpose.”? Next to it, floating
on barely visible piles over a circular pool,
was the Perisphere, a smooth globe two
hundred feet in diameter. A short arched
bridge joined it to the Trylon at about sixty
feet above the ground. From that point the
Helicline, a wide flat ramp supported by
slender round columns, spiraled down
around both forms in almost a full circle to
the ground. Up close, the stuccoed surfaces
of the Trylon and Perisphere looked lumpy,
as if someone had pasted burlap to wooden
forms, but that unfortunate effect vanished at
a slight distance. Abstracted, rendered in
silhouette, the widely reproduced sphere
and triangular needle became evocative
images. Designed by architects Wallace K.
Harrison and J. André Fouilhoux, they em-
bodied the contradictory associations of the
more ordinary streamlined architecture
limitless flight into the fﬁ?uTchhc Perisphere
1Lees RN e i uIe, e resp
controlled stasis. -
The static vision gained expression inside
the limiting curve of the Perisphere itself,
where the fair's theme exhibit, designed by
Dreyfuss, was mounted. After riding an esca-
lator from the base of the Trylon into the
Perisphere, visitors stepped onto one of two
platforms, one above the other, revolving in
opposite directions around the interior
circumference of the globe. Apparently float-.
ing in space, they saw above them images of:
cloud and sky cast on the dome by concealed.
projectors and below them Democracity
(figure 136), a meticulous model of “a per-
fectly integrated, futuristic metropolis”
stretching fifteen scale miles to the horizon
Although Dreyfuss referred to urban studie
in devising this model, he intended Democ-
racity not as “the perfect city plan™ but as
“a symbol of all city planning”® In his de-
centralized scheme, adapted from Ebenezer
Howard’s Garden City concept, a central ci
about two miles in diameter contained busi
ness, cultural, and leisure activities in low

135. Trylon and Perisphere. Architectural Forum,
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136, Dreyfuss. Democracity model inside the
Perisphere. Architectural Forum.

buildings separated by generous green
spaces and connected by pedestrian walk-
ways over streets and highways (figure 137).
Zoned according to use, this central area
ended abruptly on a river and a semicircular
beltway. Beyond stretched a greenbelt of
parks and farmland, dotted with twenty-five
satellite towns, some purely residential and
others residential-industrial, each with its
school and small business district but depen-
dent on the center for all but necessities.

In this scheme, according to Dreyfuss,
leisure time would “not be dissipated in
idleness or carousing, but ... employed in
improving man, physically and mentally. ..
through organized athletics, lectures, con-
certs and the direction of his pursuit of his
own hobbies.” ™ A hint of the Ethical Culture
vision is here, but Democracity also incor-
porated ideas common throughout the fair.
The concept of rigid control, embodied in
the fair’s thematic zones, reflected paternal-

istic faith in total environmental planning to
provide the good life for ail. Fully planned in
every detail, Democracity offered a vision of
social stasis. Within its rcgulated 70nesﬂ 5;
within the Perisphere’s enclosing gLobc
therc was no room for growth. And it was
not, accordmg to a variant of frequently
made observations, the “impossible dream of
a Jules Verne or an H. G, Wells,” but a city
that “could be constructed tomorrow with
the technological knowledge we [now]
have”® In this sense Democracity refiected
maost exhibits at the fair, which was de-
scribed by a critic as in general “looking at
Tomorrow and arriving mostly in the middle
of Today.” By displaying contemporary tech-
nologies and industrial processes in futuristic
architectural settings, commercial exhibitors.
implicity stated that the future was already
here if people would only realize it.” '
The techniques used by Dreyfuss to pre-
sent Democracity to fair-goers echoed those:
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137. Dreyfuss. Democracity. Dreyfuss Collection.
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employed throughout the fair. Rapid move-
ment of large crowds required devices like
escalators and revolving platforms. But these
tended to make people passive consumers of
simplistic images displayed quickly and
dramatically. Intricate subtleties of Drey-
fuss’s plan were lost on most viewers, who
became entranced by an accompanying
orchestral and choral composition, a vague
narration “‘stressing a lot of cosmic points
about humanity,”'* and a grand finale to the
six-minute show in which projected images
of groups of workers representing various
trades marched forward from a distance,
finally forming a gigantic ring of inter-
dependent humanity around the interior
dome of the Perisphere. Harmless enough in
the theme center, streamlined circulation
techniques and futuristic display mecha-
nisms gave manufacturers the means for im-
pressing their own vision of the future on the
minds of consumers. These methods implied
the possibility of an imperceptibly con-
trolled future society far different from
Dreyfuss’s pastoral Democracity.!!

One observer reported that the theme
center’s “dramatic punch” is felt “when you
step off the moving platform and find your-
seif suddeniy outdoors, on the Helicline, sus-
pended high above the fountains playing on
the Perisphere, with the living diorama of
the Fair itself below you—with all its cock-
eyed lights, colors and angles-—and the
ramp, black with slow moving figures,
sweeping around the great ball to terra irma
—a stage set for some fantastic, futuristic
dream.” 2 Looking out from the ramp’s first
downward sweep, a visitor saw the Trans-
poriation Zone (figure 138), appropriately
separated from the rest of the fair by the
Grand Central Parkway. Map in hand, one
could pick out the Aviation and Marine

138. Overview of New York World's Fair of 1939 . -
z;u'rb Transportation Zone in foreground. . Transportation b ldings ey e

Architectural Record. ' tational forms, Teague’s gear-shaped Ford
building with a spiraling outdoor auto test
ramp, and Geddes’s lowing, free-form
General Motors building. Beyond, separated

o by a semicircular tree-lined promenade, lay
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139. Loewy. §-1 locomotive for Pennsylvania
Railroad, 1939. Raymond Loewy.

the conventionally streamlined forms of
Loewy’s Chrysler building, its ovoid center
section flanked by slender pylons with '
streamlined chevrons, and the Eastern I_{aﬂ—
roads building. There one could later view
the world’s largest steam locomotive,
Loewy’s bullet-nosed Pennsylvania 5-1 (fig-
ure 139), driving furiously nowhere on a
treadmill.? ‘
Winding clockwise down the Helicline,
one touched ground on the Perisphere’s '
opposite side, from which the fair’s l.nam axis
extended northeast as a wide, tree-lined
mall, broken by rectangular reflecting pools,
a mammoth statue of Washington, a circular
fountain-filled Lagoon of Nations—terminat-
ing in a hopefully named Court of Peace, .
with the Federal building at its head, looking
like an import from Mussolini’s Italy. Two
diagonal avenues radiating north and c?ast
from the Perisphere contributed to this for-
mal layout, which architectural critic Tailbot

F. Hamlin found incongruent to the “rococo”
(that is, streamlined ) forms of the f’flil"S
buildings.” Stretching from the Perisphere
to the lagoon were exhibits of business a.nd
industry, divided into zones of Communica-
tions, Community Interests, Food, and Pro-
duction and Distribution. Beyond lay exhib-
its of individual states and foreign nations.
To the southeast, separated from the fair’s
more scrious aspects by Horace Harding
Boulevard, was the Amusement Zone. There
one could stroll along Fountain Lake, relax in
half-timbered Merrie England, watch swim-,
mers’ patriotic precision drills in Billly Rose’s
Aquacade, or cnjoy a nightly sound-light-
fountains-fireworks extravaganza over the
lake. Or, for a mere fifteen cents, one could
enter Geddes’s Crystal Lassies concession, a
“polyscopic paradise for peeping Tor.ns” L
with “enough angles to confuse an Einstein.
Looking through one-way mirrored glass,

viewers on three levels watched a single top-
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less dancer on a twelve-foot-square glass
platform, her image multiplied hundreds of
times by the octagonal structure’s multi-
faceted mirrors. s

As 4 whole, the fair lacked the illusion of
precision provided by Geddes'’s show. Its
halfhearted formal layout failed to pull to-
gether a riotous confusion of architectural
forms whose only common denominators
were streamlines, pylons, bright reds and
yellows, and shiny metal trim. Unlike
Democracity, the unified conception of a
single intelligence, the fair as 2 whole was
the product of hundreds of competing firms,
each seeking to attract attention. As Logwy
frankiy admitted, in an apt metaphor for

cmlfﬁa“g?mim, it
was “a huww."m '

'ming to Teague, the fai}uprovided
manufacturers “an opportunity to state the
case for the democratic system of individual
enterprise*at Atific whén other nations
m&ng collectivism. By collaborating
with industry on this project, industrial de-
sign was thus “emerging for the first time in
its major, basic role—as the interpreter of
industry to the public.’ 7 As Teague scemed
to admit, however, participation in the fair
subjected designers to the art-and-industry
dilemma that had plagued them throughout
the decade: did promotion of sales naturally
lead to beaut—ﬁ_fn—w)f?Mgtth)Mtated
in 1937 that although the world’s fair would
fanction primarity as “a place where mer-
chants come to display their wares to possi-
ble purchasers,” it would also be “aestheti-
cally beautiful—a vast, magnificent work of
art.”

Much of the fair's own publicity, which

1936 contained a visionary foreword by fair
president Grover Whalen. With an implied
nod to H. G. Wells, Whalen suggested that
the fair wouid predict and possibly dictate
the “shape of things to come” by exhibiting
“the most promising developments of ideas,

products, services and social factors of the
present day in such a fashion that the visitor
may, in the midst of a rich and colorfal
festival, gain a vision of what he might attain
for himself and for his community by intelii-
gent, codperative planning toward the better
life of the future.”® Whalen more clearly
spelled out his commercial meaning the fol-
lowing year in a public relations pamphlet.
Not nearly as visionary as before, Whalen
declared that “business and industry possess
today most of the implements and materiais
necessary to fabricate a new World of To-
morrow.” Society did not need “new inven-
tions and new products” but “new and im-
proved ways of utilizing existing inventions
and existing products.” The fair, according
to Whalen, would help “sell a new method
or procedure or way of life involving the use
of many new [séc] products” by bringing
“large groups of producers and distributors
... into direct, planned and simultaneous
contact with great masses of consumers.”
The fair thus would provide business and
industry with “an opportunity to construct
their own World of Tomorrow, to build for
the future along lines patterned and

hoped to promote sales of individual p__r‘i_)_ﬁ-

Visitors to the fair found the popular
image of planning embodied in Democracity,
in Teague's diorama for U, Stecl, showing
a Corbusian city whose towers were sepa-
rated not by parks but by a labyrinth of
muitilevel highways, and even in Loewy's
Wellsian “rocketport of the future,” an ani-
mated diorama (figure 140) depicting a
rocket gun capable of shooting a projectile
full of passengers from New York to London
in one hour. But the fair’s true vision of the
future was presented in the Town of Tomor-
row, a group of predominantly traditional
homes furnished with a wide variety of con-
veniences and appliances. Consumer en-
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of the rocketport of the future for the
transportation focal exhibit. Raymond Loewry.

gineering constituted the fair's major cle-
ment of social planning.

The arrangement of fair buildings was
chaotic, but individual structures were care-
fully planned to instill specific images i'n the
minds of visitors. With typical perceptive-
ness Douglas Haskell observed that the fair
witnessed the emergence of “architecture as
environmental control” rather than “the
mere enclosing of space” Nineteenth-
century exhibition buildings were vast sheds
meant only to shelter typical objects,
machines, and cultural artifacts of civiliza-
tion. By 1939, however, attention had shifted
from objects to their potential consumers.
By “taking care of the visitor's every re-

quirement, actual or fancied, not to mention ;

come machmesIOLPIOCﬁSSLnggeople
Unlike former expositions, which often
brought people up sharp in amazement,.
making them stop to ponder the mute sig-
nificance of the Corliss engine or Edisqn}
light bulb, the streamlined 1939 fair eh.rm‘
nated thought-provoking disturbances in
order to present superficial images. Tcague,
who so often articulated what designers
were doing, insisted that “people must flow

in an CXhlblt ? Thcy had tq___‘_‘_fgl_li)_w thi 211r1':3

that thc spcctator s mterest is s
h15 re spenses are involuntary,”’
atlgue was the major obstacle to making
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an impression on fair visitors, according to
Teague. Reeling under “the impact of many
wholly unrelated impressions on the con-
sciousness,” the average person cxperienced
a lowering of his “mental receptivity” to that
of a twelve-year-old.?! Teague presented this
6bservation as a challenge to designers, but
fatigue probably rendered people more pas-
sive, more open to suggestion, than they
normally were. Whatever the case, he in-
sisted that to present his “message” an
exhibitor must dramatize it “in visual form
MW
ifiport”® An exhibit had to relate simply
and obviously to its viewers’ everyday lives.
It had to be brightly colored and full of
motion to attract and hold attention. Finally,
sections of an exhibit had to be arranged in
a “logical order” with a “drarmatic structure”
leading to a climax. An audience did not
leisurely explore an exhibit; it was “moved
past the acts” Controlled circulation, both
Symbolized and expedited by streamlined
architecture’s flowing interior walls, sum-
marized Teague’s philosophy of exhibition
design (see figure 141). As a behaviorist, he
insisted that after “we lead them [visitors]
craftily through a planned maze we should
reward them at the end with a chance to
rest and relax 28

With this emphasis on movement and
drama, common throughout the fair, exhibits
attracted more attention to themselves than
to the machines, technologies, or processes
they represented. The Borden Company
won acclaim for a demonstration of mechan-
ical milking carried out for no logical reason
on a revolving platform called a “rotolactor.”
Sound reproduction on magnetized steel
tape received attention in AT&T’s building,
Visitors conversed with one another in
chairs on a stage covered with tulips. Their
brief talk ended, the stage swung out of sight
to be replaced by another on which sat dum-
mies who repeated the conversations. More
dramatic was Du Pont’s demonstration of in-
secticides. From thousands of houseflies a
technician chose a few to be introduced

“into a glass-walled death chamber” and ex.
terminated “by an atomized spray.” Refrig-
cration, inherently motionless, taxed design-
¢rs’ imaginations. Chrysler’s Airtemp division
advertised itself with a “frozen forest™ of
life-size trapical plant forms covered with a
thick layer of frost generated by imbedded
refrigeration coils. Whenever possible, ani-
mated models replaced photographs and
charts. This technique reached its apex in
Teague's “Ford Cycle of Production” (figure
142) praised by Tke Architectural Forum

“the most impressive display at the fair”
A series of concentric steps rose thirty feet
above a circular platform a hundred feet in
diameter. Eighty-seven mechanical puppets
represented steps in the manufacture of an
automobile from raw materials, at the bot-
tom, to finished product, three of which
perched above on a smaller circular plat-
form. Reminiscent of a wedding cake, the
entire 152-ton structure rotated.?”

Some visitors no doubt learned something
about auto manufacturing from this exhibit,
Others took away the message that Ford’s
operations benefited thousands of people in
seemingly unrelated industries. But maost,
too tired to absorb information, delighted in
the mechanics and scope of the display
itself. Visitors would soon forget even dilut-
ed details of a particular manufacturing
process, but they would remember the in-
genuity of its demonstration or explanation.
Each display functioned as an advertisement
intended to leave vague impressions of
a corporation’s enterprise and public
beneficence.

An exposition no longer served as a
Mmuseum of contemporary civilization but as
4 vast three-dimensional package for the
consumerist way of life, Freed from consider-
iﬁg any function other than lubricating the
production-distribution machine, industrial
desigggigould concentrate on consumer
engineering to create public demand for a
fture socicty that would give most benefit
to private corporations. This approach con-
sidered the average person only as a con-
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141, Teague. Interior of Du Pont exhibit.
Architectural Forum.

sumer, a passive individual receiving im-
pulses, prodded, stimuy ad-living
packaged experiences. The 1939 fair held

no projections, no bottlenecks to jog the
visitor’s mind into activity. Everything, from
architecture to exhibits, was streamlined,
rounded off, and reduced to the lowest level
of public comprehension. The fair’s official
publications revealed this lack of content.
Earlier expositions, most notably the Colum-
bian, but to an extent the Century of Prog-
ress as well, generated serious volumes on
the arts, religion, society, and technology.
Except for an art catalogue edited by Holger
Cahil], the New York fair produced only
souvenir booklets and reams of publicity
material issued in praise of exhibits.*® The
fair’s verbiage flowed as smoothly and effi-
ciently as the images in its exhibits and the

people who viewed them. The fair reflected
worship of frictionless processing, the lone
individual becoming as irrelevant as a single
automobile.

The General Motors building (figure 143)
with its Futurama, one of the few exhibits
to glorify planning as the public understood
it, succeeded more than most in directing
the flow of visitors.?* Architecture critic
Haskell, usually reserved, became “ecstatic
over the strange power of the streamlined
complex of General Motors, 50 like some
vast carburetor, sucking in the crowd by
fascination into its feeding tubes, carrying
the people through the prescribed route,
and finally whirling them out, at the very
center of the display, so they might drift
outward in free dispersion.”* As visitors
crossed to the Transportation Zone by the
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142. Teague. Cycle of Production, Ford building,
Architectural Forum.

northern bridge over the Grand Central
Parkway, they passed on their left a sharply
curved corner of the GM building, its flowing

forms “a translation of the streamling forms”
of auto designs, its surface painted a metallic
silver-gray “to simulate Ducm
mobiles.”* The building’s long horizontal
wall rose gradually along its length, doubling
back to end in a high concave screen, which
blocked a view of the rest of the Zone and
visually hooked visitors onto either of two
§lender ramps. These ramps, after meander-
ing beside the building, vanished into a nar-
row slit in the facade. Geddes and his asso-

ciates, who included architect Eero Saarinen
planned this side of the building solely to ,
“catch” the “stream of pedestrians” from the
bridge.®?
Those caught, some 27,500 daily, entered

a “haunting blue-black” auditorium.3® As
they went down switchback ramps to the
front, a recorded voice backed by soothing
music directed attention to a huge map of
the United States, which electronically com-
pared traffic volume on major highways in
1939 with that predicted for 1960 and then
depicted a salution to the mess—a super-
highway system. At the front of the audi-
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143, Geddes. General Motors building. Geddes
Collection.

torium uniformed ushers directed visitors to
a row of plush, high-backed seats, “so de-
signed as to suggest a private, traveling opera
box”* As the rubber-tired train—two scats
to a car, twelve cars to a train—pulled away
from the loading platform, a voice synchro-
nized for cach car invited passengers to
enjoy a fifteen-minute simpulated airplane
ride over the America of 1960, Visitors
traveled some 1,600 feet, looking through a
continuous transparent screen over vast
landscape dioramas covering 36,000 square
feet on three levels and containing a million
trees, half a million buildings, and fifty
thousand streamlined automobiles, ten thou-
sand of them in motion.”

For the most part, with two essential ex-
ceptions, the projected America of 1960 re-
sembled that of 1939. Such innovations as a
scientific orchard with trees under glass, a

giant power dam, and a futuristic amusement
park hardly intruded on grand landscapes of
farmland, mountains, forests, and rivers. This
predictable, if spectacular, background high-
lighted all the more two major departures
from the realities of 1939—a superhighway
system and a Corbusian metropolis. Geddes
led his captive audjence along the route ofa
monumenta! fourteen-lane highway, divided
in each direction into two fifty-mile lanes,
two seventy-five-mile lanes, and a single
hundred-mile lane. Grass strips and physical
barriers separated individual lanes, joined
periodically by acceleration and decelera-
tion lanes, while, when terrain permitted,

several miles of land separated the two direc- .

tions of travel. Stationed in periodic bridges
over the highway, according to the narrator,
were technicians who monitored traffic flow
and radioed directions to motorists for
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144. Geddes. Highway intersection in the
Futurama. Geddes Collection.

entering the highway and changing lanes. A
night sequence revealed that headlights
were unnecessary because each lane was lit
by continuous tube lighting installed in side
barriers. At an intersection with another
superhighway Geddes replaced the ten-year-
old cloverleaf with a maze of ramps making
possible a fifty-mile-an-hour ninety-degree
turn in either perpendicular direction
(figure 144).

As the highway approached a metropolis
patterned on $t. Louis, feeder highways
doubled its number of Ianes, and it crossed
a four-level bridge over the river without
bottlenecks. Following an approach highway;,
armchair futurists reached “an American ,
city replanned around a highly developed
modern traffic system,” as the narrator
described it (figure 145). Widely spaced,
quarter-mile-high streamlined skyscrapers

separated by parks and lower buildings pre-
dominated. Every ten blocks an elevated
expressway with lower access roads cut
across the city, while all sidewalks were
raised above street level and bridged four
ways at each intersection. After a close-up
view of an intersection (figure 14G), visitors
emerged from the Futurama to find them-
selves standing outside in that very inter-
section (figure 147), streets below filled not
with teardrop autos but with current GM
models.

Geddes’s Futurama proved to be the hit of
the fair, prompting an observer to note that
it “combines the thrills of Coney Island with
the glories of Le Corbusier.’ 3 Despite the
entertainment value of the GM extravaganza
with which the corporation hoped to reap a,
good return in publicity and auto purchases
on an investment of $8 million, Geddes took
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145. Armchair visitors fo the Futurama’s city of i I46. M ;
: i . Model street ti ;
1960. Geddes Collection. ‘ Gedaes Coueai(mmtersecnon in the Futurama.
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147. Full-size street intersection in the GM
building. Geddes Collection.

seriously his vision of 1960. Many of its ideas
were derivative, William Stott has pointed
out that Geddes borrowed the major out-
lines of his city, as well as a circular air-
port, from Le Corbusier. In addition, the
designer took his pedestrian walkways in
every detail from a proposal made by his
friend Harvey Wiley Corbett to the New
York Regional Plan Association in 1923. And
his suggestion of built-in highway lighting
temporarily activated by passage of a car past
photoelectric cells, an idea too complex for
dramatization, came from Raymond Loewy.*?
But Geddes since 1931 had been looking for
solutions to the problems of urban traffic
congestion and mounting deaths on open
highways.?® Late in 1936, with the recom-
mendation of Stanley Resor of the J. Walter

Thompson Agency, Geddes signed a conn"act
with Shell Oil to provide models illustrating
rural and urban traffic solutions for an adver-
tising campaign. This project introduced him
to Miller McClintock, director of Harvard’s
Studebaker-funded Erskine Bureau for Street
Traffic Research. '

McClintock, who earned a Harvard doc-
torate in 1924 with a dissertation on traffic
control, was described by Fortune in 1936
as the “No. 1 man” in the field.®® His “friction
theory” of traffic coalesced with industrial
design’s predilection for streamlining, for
eliminating friction in all areas of lifc. All
automobile accidents and traffic congestion,
he found, resulted from one of four frictions:
medial, the friction of opposing directions of
travel; marginal, the friction of autos with
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parked cars, pedestrians, and fixed objects;
intersectional; and internal-stream, the fric-
tion of automobiles passing others in the
same direction of travel, which McClintock
found responsible for 47 percent of all acci-
dents. Pcdestrians, however, composed 65
percent of urban traffic fatalities.* From
these facts came the two solutions of limited-
access highways and separation of pedestri-
ans from vehicular traffic. Geddes, however,
proposed a novel solution for eliminating
urban congestion. In staff meetings dedicat-
ed to the Sheli project he repeatedly sug-
gested banning private automobiles and con-
structing large parking garages on urban
fringes, from which commuters would be
ferried downtown by minibuses. McClin-
tock, the expert consultant, scotched the
idea because people could not be bothered
with the irritation of switching to another
mode of transportation. In the future the
city would become a frictionless traffic
machine.*

Geddes’s Shell project vielded a six-foot
triangular model (figure 148) of a “city of
tomorrow” that could have been inserted
into the Futurama. Shell used photographs of
the model in the planned advertising cam-
paign and made a film available to service
clubs and chambers of commerce to gain
support for a national highway system. %
Using slides of the model and of sketches of
the superhighway system that he and Geddes
had devised, McClintock addressed the
National Planning Conference in Detroit on
the subject.®® Before Shell’'s advertisements
ceased running, Geddes himself envisioned a
world’s fair exhibit to dramatize McClin-
tock’s theories.** When in May 1938 General
Motors abandoned architect Albert Kahn's
completed plans in order to sign a contract
with Geddes, he had already completed
preliminary plans for the entire building and
had tried unsuccessfully to sell them to Shell
and Goodyear.®® Geddes’s Futurama went
well with GM’s long-term goals. President
Alfred P. Sloan, Jr.,, had in 1932 organized a
National Highway Users Conference, incor-

148 Geddes. Shell Oil's “city of tomorrow,” 1937,
Geddes Collection.

porating elements of the automobile, petro-
leum, and rubber industries, whose purposes
included lobbying in Washington for a
fedérally funded highway system, whose
convenience wi mobile ™
sales.* And Geddes’s plans for streamlining
the flow of urban automobile traffic appealed
10 a corporation that for several years had
bought up streetcar lines, scrapped their |
equipment, introduced buses, and then sold
out, often with a proviso that purchasers not
return to rail transit.” The Futurama’s
metropolis of the future contained no mass
transportation other than buses.

General Motors officials hoped the
Futurama would arouse public support for
a highway system of some sort, whether or
not it exactly resembled the one in their
diorama. But Geddes, enthralled by his
project’s scope—monumental on its own
scale—hoped to see his vision actualized. In
the planning stage his staff discussed details
as if they really were designing highways and
reconstructing cities. Members of a “traffic
burcan” spent hours making certain that
every single intersection was “absolutely
practical,” but this degree of realism was lost
on fair-goers gliding by in their upholstered
chairs.*® Geddes himself incorporated the
smallest details in a perspective he had
learned twenty-five years before, perched on
the highest catwalk of Detroit’s Garrick
Theatre, an experience that had led him as a
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model.>® Moses prompted an exchange of
views by describing Geddes’s plans as _
“bunk” at an annual meeting of the Ame.rlcan
Society of Civil Enginecers. The nation did not
need mammoth cross-country highways. It
needed urban expressways to make inten_-lal
traffic low more smoothly.** Geddes replied
with a press release carried in part by th'e
New York Times. Not only, he argued, did
Moses show lack of foresight in failing to
plan for the cross-country traffic of 1960, but
even his own New York expressways and
bridges became clogged the moment 'they
opened. In his statement Geddes admitted
“great admiration” for Moses as “Park Eom-
missioner.” In fact, Geddes continued, “no
one excels him in resetting bushes in a 'p:-;lrk
and finding play spaces for the underpmv'p
leged voters,” but “landscaping along a high-
way does not make it safe for present-day
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149. Geddes placing buildings in the city of
tomorrow. Geddes Collection.

stage designer to emphasize_"o_rg@igiig_al.l
phases of stage activity so that they move in

a series of traffic patterns, so planned that

théy cannot collide or interfere with each

other.”* In a letter to his wife he recounted

' Ttg“mnny experience” of arranging Futu-
T rama buildings on a forty-by-sixty-foot map
: of St. Louis. He and half a dozen staffers
“walked around with pockets and hands full
of skyscrapers,” arranging them for a “whole
cffect” from a bird’'s-eye view. She wished
she had seen him “playing God ... plunking
down skyscrapers where you want and
spending millions as you choose” (see.ﬁgure
149).5" Geddes described this scene with
whimsy, but he considered the Futurama a
blueprint he hoped to see used.
During early negotiations with GM,

Geddes suggested presenting the Futurama
*a5 the Tesult olan independent rescarch
the advertising angle” and render its prin-

travel. ‘
with this sarcastic remark Geddes curi-

ously reversed roles with Moses. New York
City’s highway czar became a mere deco.ra-
tor, a stylist of highways unconcerned' with
function, while Geddes, industrial designer
and creator of the Futurama highway system,
became the serious planner and builder.
Over the following months the two men,
who were apparently on amiable terms per-
sonally, exchanged a series of letters grow-
ing out of the brief public conttll-_ove:)srji.( o
eddes continued-to-insist on his work as 2
aG::—::Ti;;f blueprint for_actual construction,
while Moses regarded the Futurama “as work
of the imagination.” From Geddes he sought
admission “that you don't pose as an expert
... that vou are simply taking a look into the

[project]” to remove from it “the curse of

i i “outside agencies such as
ciples attractive to “outside age . ‘ look into the
tfl%F-Govvc-_rnment.’’51 Shortly before the fair’'s  future, that you don't want- you; recommen
Lﬁ?ﬁwa—; arranged a dinner invita- dations to be taken too seriously by p

o >

i ho must live in their
i i elt listened  work-a-day people w
omicly 1o Geddess proposals i own time.” By admitting so, Geddes would

be “paving the way for further recognition
as a creative artist.”*® Several months later

politely to Geddes’s proposals for a nat.ional
highway system, but he seemed more in-

d in a streamlined yacht model the : L !
Eieﬂ?sgtr(:cr brought along."? Geddes also tried  Moses himself paid tribute to Geddcess
esi .

ic gifts i i ontract for
to recruit Robert Moses, the one man capa-  aesthetic gifts by awarding him a ¢

Olutl() wao a!g[()und [S 9 IQIIICIlt TllUS

ble ()I ICallZlIlg hIS url)a[l tr alﬁC 5 n, h dCSlgnlng pl 11

Ilad T leS( d car ller to 10()k at the Shell Cnded GCddCS 5 lﬂﬁt .l[teIllpt to gal[l SuppOIt
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from individuals whose power equalled the
scope of his reconstruction project. Un-
daunted, he ended his Futurama association
with a gesture of pure surrealism. Discussing
with GM executives the exhibit’s fate at the
close of the fair's second year, he suggested
flying around the country with the entire
Futurama in a dirigible.?

The story of the Futurama, especially
Geddes’s extravagant hopes and their even-
tual frustration, paralleled industrial design’s
fate in the thirties and beyond. Whatever
his proposals’ worth, Geddes expressed a
genuine concern for reconstructing the
American environment on a grand scale that
extended back through Teague to Calkins,
the first publicist of industrial design. In
idealistic moments designers believed that
their method, which involved reducing fric-
tion or removing irritations, would contrib-
ute to making life more efficient and thus
potentially more fulfilling. From the sim-
plest product to the most complex metrop-
olis, all artifacts of machine-age America
would reflect their vision. And the stream-
lined style would accurately express the
function of reducing friction and would pro-
vide America a visual coherence never
before attained. The world of the furure,
foreshadowed by the New York World’s Fair
of 1939, would embody a designed stability

unknown during the uncertain Depression
years,

This common vision of industrial design’s
larger cultural role was never realized. Not
even streamlining, its stylistic embodiment,
which in 1939 had seemed the wave of the
future, survived World War II intact. In the
fifties the austere lines of the International
Style dominated American architecture,
while “streamlining” referred mostly to
Detroit’s tailfins and chrome. The war
itself contributed to the vision’s failure. A
nation exhausted by fifteen years of depriva-
tion and war naturally embraced a resur-
gence of the commercial tempo previously
experienced in the twenties, Novelty and
constant change seemed more desirable than

a stasis that could hardly sustain prosperity.
Even more important, the monolithic coher-
ence of industrial design’s machine-age
world—and its bent for processing people
through curved flow lines—recalled Euro-
pean and Russian totalitarianism. As America
entered the Cold War, social planning, a
prime concern of society during the Depres-
sion, became ideologically suspect. The free
€nterprise system i much at odds
trol, became an unquestioned element of
the faith of loyal postwar Americans.

“Even during the thirties, the American
c€conomy lacked the directed unity of pur-
pose required for realization of industrial
design’s vision. A designer like Geddes could
receive $8 million to create a model of his
planned future, but he had no leverage to
ensure its adoption by government. His
patron, General Motors, did not regard the
project as an actual blueprint but as an exer/-ﬁ/

cise in consumer engineering useful for in-
fluenicing public opinion. The Futurama did
contain intricate realistic detail, but its pre-
sentation revealed its supcerficial nature. The
designer himseif récognized the limitations
of the Futurama, which accompanied a brief
ride with a vague recorded narration, when
he followed it with Magic Motorways, a
book that described his plans in detail 5
Industrial designers, desRite their idealistic
intentions, could not rise above the designs
of their employers. After the - war they did ™
not often try to.
Industrial design eventually became insti-

tutionalized as a’salcs Te¢ Niqu¢ compara

to advertising. Naive images of sochal cam—
trol, like streamlined flow lines, disappeared
for the most part, but designers refined their
techniques of manipulation in the service of
individual corporations with little thought
for the total effect. Coherence disappeared
as a goal, at ieast on any scale larger than
shopping malis or computerized amusement
parks—heirs of the techniques of socil

control developed for ¢ € World's Fair.

When designers “returned from the war,” for
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which they had provided camouflage tech-
niques, artillery housings, training manuals,
propaganda displays, and a war room fc?r the
Joint Chiefs, they concentrated on fueling
the flow of goods of the affluent postwar
period. An occasional designer continued to
express small-scale idealism in an individual

product, but the Depression dream of build-

ing a harmonious machine-age America dis-
solved. The pressure of artificial obsoles-
cence, always a major undercurrent in the
thirties, finally won out. The streamlined

style, discredited owing to hints of toltallitari-
anism in its smooth-flowing lines and its ideal
of permanence, yielded to a flood of extrava-
gant forms whose impermanence and lack of
coherence could not be dignified by the
word “style.” Mote recent industrial de-
signers have indecd shaped “the w_orld of '
tomorrow”—its appliances, franchise archi-
tecture, and eternally “new” corporate 10g.o-
types—but it is not the world envisioned in
their best moments by the founders of the

profession.
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