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Of the many definitions of the word 
“axis” given in the Oxford English Dic-
tionary, the most literal is “a main line of 
direction, motion, growth, or extension.” 
In spatial compositions--such as sculp-
ture or architecture--the line is implicit, 
serving as the organizing principle to 
which elements in the composition are 
referred. In the composition of the city, 
axial design  emphasizes long formal 
vistas with strongly defined edges; the 
vista is frequently terminated by a 
prominent building or monument. The 
axis itself is invisible, but the perception 
it creates--of a well-organized city--is 
definite. 

As a tool of city building, the axis is a 
primary element in the European Ba-
roque tradition, a tradition which urban 
historian Spiro Kostof describes in The 
City Shaped as the “Grand Manner.”  
The most enduring themes of this tradi-
tion were first articulated in the master plan of Pope Sixtus V 
for 16th century Rome: the notion of the vista, the use of the 
obelisk as a striking spatial marker, and the overarching princi-
ple of geometric order for its own sake. France appropriated 
the Baroque aesthetic, most notably in the replanning of Paris 
by Baron Euge’ne Georges Haussmann between 1853 and 
1868. 

Underlying the Baroque language of urbanism at the time of its 
inception, according to Kostof, were new ways of considering 
the relation between streets and buildings. The street is no 
longer thought of merely as “the space left over between build-
ings, but as a spatial element with its own integrity.” The build-
ings defining the street channel are viewed as continuous 
planes rather than independent entities. And straight streets 
are used to connect churches and other public buildings--
creating “constellations of monumentality.” 

Diagrammatic rendering of Washington DC.  Note the axes radiating 
from the U.S. Capitol Building and other major monuments (in red).  
Drawing:  Gary Gaston

“The European Baroque,” Kostof says, “is a phenomenon of 
capital cities.” So it is no coincidence that the District ofCo-
lumbia is America’s most successful experiment in Baroque-
inspired planning. 

The plan for the nation’s capital  was drawn by Major Pierre 
Charles L’Enfant, a French architect and military engineer who 
had served as an aide to George Washington during the Revo-
lution. L’Enfant combined his knowledge of French planning--his 
father worked on the famous gardens of Vaux-le-Vicomte--with 
the ideals of the emerging nation. A brand new capital of a 
brand new nation undoubtedly seemed ripe for the Baroque 
aesthetic because that aesthetic could, as Kostof says, “stage 
easily perceived, strong urban images that were at once 
modern--wide, straight streets, open prospects, and the 
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Foreword
Mayor Bill Purcell

A city begins with its people. Usually, there are just a few of them,
arriving over the hills or the prairie, or following the circuitous route of
a river. Always, they are seeking something which includes the freedom to
live the lives of which they dream. If they have made the right choices for the right reasons 
others follow and then a city grows. Generation after generation, more choices are made and 
change follows. In all of this we are not all involved or effected. But there is a critical period in 
the life and ultimate success of a city where an overwhelming majority come to believe that 
they are the identity of their city; and they define the place in which they live; and the city is 
their shared responsibility.

I believe this is the beginning of Nashville's Century because the people of
Nashville now acknowledge and accept their responsibility, and the Plan of
Nashville is important and very tangible proof of this truth. The Plan is
the result of two years of committee meetings, discussion groups and
neighborhood forums. Literally hundreds of Nashvillians have participated in
the process, sharing their hopes and dreams; their concerns for their city,
as it is right now and as it might grow to be; their vision of a future that
preserves and perfects the place they have come to call home.

In the Plan of Nashville, the people of Nashville--as they face the new century--have written 
down their dreams, and even drawn pictures of what their city might be. It is a city that will 
continue to be a better and brighter place, for the generations that come after us, for our own 
children and their children, and for families who have yet to know that this is the place they will 
choose to make their own.

If it is used rightly over the decades, the Plan of Nashville will serve as
a point of reference. Sometimes, Nashville will go back to it and discover
that goals have been met or dreams have been neglected. At other times, it
may serve as an intriguing reminder that, as time passes, the details of the
dream may find different directions, even while the ideals remain the same.
This Plan, then, is a gift to the people who will build our city's future,
but it is also a gift we give to ourselves. I am personally grateful to
every Nashvillian who has helped make it happen.


