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Inspired by his experience of the new Guggenheim Museum in 
Bilbao, Spain,Joe Berridge hopes that we will resolve to achieve a 
better balance between order and beauty-specifically by restoring 
beauty to its rightful place. 

Joe Berridge, qui s'est inspire du nouveau musee Guggenheim de 
Bilbao, en Espagne, nous park d'atteindre un meilleur equilibre 
entre l'ordre et l'esthetique en rendant a la beaute la place qui lui 
revient. 

Beauty, Truth and Order 
or Something Like That 

by Joe Berridge, MCIP 
Principal, Urban Strategies, Toronto 

THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY COMMENCES. In the 
face of such a simultaneously momentous and trivial event, what can you 
say? Yet more words in the deluge of words; yet more predictions and 

prognostications, pretensions and persuasions, the crescendo of substance 
and silliness at the end and the beginning of a date change. 

At the begin
ning of this century 
Daniel Burnham, 

the great Chicago 
city planner, pro

vided his prescrip
tion for the practice of 

city building: "Let 
your watchword be 

order and your beacon 
beauty." What exactly did 

he mean? We've had lots of 
order in twentieth century 
planning. Probably far too 

much. But beauty? There's a 
word that got lost. Beauty could 
well be the commodity in short
est supply in the next numbered 
set of years, just as it was in the 
last. What if workers in the plan
ning factories of the world had 
but one responsibility: the pro
duction of beauty? 

I have just returned from a mil
lennial pilgrimage, to pay 
homage to a masterpiece, Frank 
Gehry's new Guggenheim 
Museum in Bilbao, Spain -
undoubtedly one of the most 
beautiful objects of the twentieth 
century, yet placed so close to 
the transition to the next century 
that it may legitimately claim this 
status for another one hundred 

years. To visit the Guggenheim is 
to be both enriched and chas
tened: enriched because the cre

ation of beauty is the only truly 
human act, chastened in the 
presence of the magnificent 
inequality of genius. 

Bilbao is a tight, tough industrial 
town, stuck in a bare valley along 
a grisly river. With its gray, grainy 
climate that reminds you of 
Hamilton or Sydney or Nanaimo 
after a heavy night, it is not a 
glamorous place. The separatist 
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province surrounding it - a back
water region of a second division 
country - is poised between ter
rorism and industrial decline. 

Yet, the extraordinary titanium 
cladding panels of the 
Guggenheim pick up the damp 
Atlantic light and throw it, shim
mering, back onto the city. The 
great glittering fish of a building 
casts its reflection on the river. 
Beauty engenders beauty. 

City planners have been many 
things this century: social work
ers, bureaucrats, approvers of a 
world of which they privately dis
approve. They have been 
dogged improvers, dreamers, 
cranks, purveyors of prose. If you 
seek our monument, look 
around. What planners have 
rarely been are city planners, 
doing the one and the only thing 
they are legally and profession
ally empowered to do: make 
beautiful cities. 

The Guggenheim is a structure 
unlike any other. The straight 
lines of the twentieth century 
break out here in waves of 
honey-coloured limestone and 
fluttering metal. Like the great 

Gothic cathedrals at the opening 
of this millennium, a structure 
seemingly without structure 
abandons gravity in pursuit of 
higher aspirations. 

The planners of Bilbao appreci
ated that the tide of the twenti
eth century was flowing against 
them, but they anticipated the 
flow of the next hundred years. 
Gehry's building is not there by 
accident. Bilbao actively sought 
out the Guggenheim, and 
through an aggressive commit-

ment to architectural excellence 
won the prize of the museum, 
despite competition from other, 
far more prepossessing cities. The 
strategy for economic regenera
tion envisaged urban beauty as 
the essential added value. 
We have all accepted that beauty 
is relative, skin deep, expensive, 
in the eye of the beholder - that 
it is elitist, arrogant, not univer
sally available. For these reasons, 
planning acts never mention the 
word . Beauty is all of those 
things. It is also absolute, 
unchanging, instantly recogniz
able and profoundly humble. 

Gehry's building winks at you 
down the long city streets, as if 
to share the joke it tells: that 
beauty could be so much fun . 

"Beauty is truth, truth beauty,' 
-that is all ye know on earth , 
and all ye need to know." John 
Keats wrote these lines nearly 
two centuries ago, inspired by 
the perfect curve and decoration 
of a Grecian urn created two mil
lennia before the one that is now 
closing. Gehry found the right 
place for his museum at the bend 
of a river, underneath a bridge. 
Daniel Burnham created the 

great, ordered and beautiful city 
of Chicago out of a swampy 
lakeside shanty town. 

If you seek beauty, look around. 




