
sea of clerkdom.”
By all means, go to college,

Crawford advises young people. But
in the summers, and for life, many
would be well advised to pursue a

manual trade. Tomorrow’s
craftsman will be less damaged and
quite possibly better paid than the
legions of cubicle-dwelling tenders
of information systems.

as more people are employed as dis-
seminators, rather than originators,
of information. The rising tide of
“knowledge work,” he says, will not
lift all boats. “More likely is a rising
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started in 1942 in his hometown,
Columbus, Indiana, population
39,000. Over the next six decades,
Columbus was transformed into an
outdoor museum of Modernist
design that is listed among the top
six American cities in architectural
distinction. Now, however, its
downtown is suffering from the

same enervating forces that have
killed so many small urban centers
across the United States. Columbus
is beginning to consider the
unthinkable: Should it tear down
some buildings designed by the
nation’s leading architects to keep
its downtown alive?

When Eliel Saarinen’s First
Christian Church was commis-
sioned in 1940, it was only the first
of what would become more than
60 architecturally significant build-
ings in town. Saarinen’s son, Eero,
returned two decades later to build

J. Irwin Miller of Cummins

Engine Company was a civic-
minded industrialist who believed
that uplifting architecture could
make the world a better place. He

T H E  S O U R C E : “Goodbye Columbus” by
Philip Nobel, in Metropolis, July 2006, and
“Columbus Explored” by John King, in
Dwell, July–Aug. 2006.
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The Limits of Architecture

Eero Saarinen’s 1964 North Christian Church, with a soaring 192-foot spire, is one of the most distinctive and influential church buildings in America.



the passage of history with the pas-
sion of literature.”

As the 21st century begins, he
observes, military spending far out-
strips expenditures on health, edu-
cation, and development. The needs
of women, the elderly, and the
young are left unaddressed. The
environment is under siege. And
terror is met with terror, while its
root causes remain untended.
Images have collapsed space and
pulverized time, and we humans are
in danger of becoming “cheerful
robots amusing ourselves to death.”

These realities “should move us
to affirm that language is the foun-
dation of culture, the door of experi-
ence, the roof of the imagination,
the basement of memory, the bed-
chamber of love, and, above all, the
window open to the air of doubt,
uncertainty, and questioning.” That
“air of doubt” that writers stir is why,
though “considered politically feeble
and unimportant,” they are perse-
cuted by totalitarian regimes.

Yes, Cervantes wrote as a man of
his times, but what perhaps made
him great—Don Quixote was
recently voted the best novel of all
time by 100 writers from around the
world—is that he transcended them.
He wrote as an inhabitant of “the
house of world literature,” which is
capacious enough to hold the tradi-
tions from which great works of liter-
ature spring as well as those they
create.

We in the modern era need to
shore up this house, according to
Fuentes, to ensure our very survival.
“Humankind will prevail, and it will
prevail because, in spite of the acci-
dents of history, the novel tells us
that art restores the life in us that

A R T S  &  L E T T E R S

A Novel Approach
to History

What the world needs now

is novels. Mexican writer Carlos
Fuentes—himself the author of
numerous works of fiction—points
to the impact of Miguel Cervantes’s
Don Quixote de la Mancha when it
appeared in 1605, in an age in
which Cervantes’s native Spain was
an aging empire on the verge of
breakdown.

“As Cervantes responded to the
degraded society of his time with
the triumph of the critical imagina-
tion,” writes Fuentes, we citizens of
the world today “face a degraded
society and must reflect upon it as it
seeps into our lives, surrounds us,
and even casts us upon the
perennial situation of responding to
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T H E  S O U R C E :  “In Praise of the Novel” by
Carlos Fuentes, in Critical Inquiry,
Summer 2006.
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the even more striking hexagonal
North Christian Church, topped by
one of the most famous spires in
America. I. M. Pei designed the
public library, whose plaza is domi-
nated by sculptor Henry Moore’s
Large Arch. William Rawn
conceived Fire Station No. 6 as an
abstract takeoff on a barn, Richard
Meier built a school, and the list
goes on: Harry Weese, Cesar Pelli,
Kevin Roche, James Polshek,
Charles Gwathmey, John Johansen,
Robert Venturi, Gunnar Birkerts,
Edward Larrabee Barnes, and John
Carl Warnecke—almost a complete
roll call of Modernist stars.

But Columbus’s masterful, if
small, buildings have not saved the
city from the fate of many similar
towns across the country, according
to Philip Nobel, an architectural
writer. Washington Street, the main
drag, is dotted with empty
storefronts. A restaurant once noted
in guidebooks is shuttered. The
retail lifeblood of the city has
drained away to the Wal-Mart and
other “big box” stores on the
outskirts. The dense city center sur-
rounded by small single-family
houses does not have enough stores
to attract much street life, and the
downtown has an “8 to 5 existence,”
Tom Vujovich, president of the city’s
redevelopment commission, told
John King, the urban design critic
for The San Francisco Chronicle.

Now, a redevelopment commis-
sion is debating whether the town
needs all its showcase buildings.
Number one on the endangered list
is the Kevin Roche post office from
1970. It occupies an entire block off
the main street, and, despite its
provenance, is a “leaden exercise in

funereal pomp,” according to King.
An enclosed shopping mall by
Cesar Pelli also faces the redevelop-
ment commission’s scrutiny. In a
city with so much, there has been
no outcry. Columbus architect
Nolan Bingham observes that
“there are only a few buildings that
will last a truly long time.”

Columbus’s Modernist
jewels have not saved
the city from the ills
that beset other Ameri-
can cities.


