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Introduction 
 
The 2012 RFP for the development of the YWCA Block made repeated references to the 
obligation of potential responders to conform to the Bennett Plan for the Civic Center.  
Last year, I had the privilege to lead seven meetings of the Citizen Study Group on 
contextualizing the initial design of the YW/ Kimpton Hotel. In the process, and with the 
help of my colleagues at ARG, I examined in depth the available historical evidence 
regarding the origins of the Plan, helped frame the EIR project alternatives and pondered 
the relevance of the Plan's completion to the future of our City. Until last year, the 
Bennett Plan was something of a mystery to me. It is no more.  
 
I would like to share this brief white paper, in the interest of demystifying the nature of 
the Plan and helping create consensus towards a virtuous completing our Civic Center 
precinct, one of the few remaining grossly incomplete places in Pasadena.  
 
 
Who was William H. Bennett? 
 
William H. Bennett (1874- 1854) was one of the most distinguished and influential 
architects and city planners in the history of our country. Born in England, educated at 
the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris, and with a national practice out of Chicago, he was 
involved in preparing some of the most famous American city plans of the early 
twentieth century. The Plans for Chicago and San Francisco (both with Daniel 
Burnham), for Minneapolis, Portland, and of course for Pasadena, among many others, 
were significant because they were authored in the course of the City Beautiful 
Movement, as part of the drive to legitimize and popularize City Planning throughout 



 

 
  

America. Bennett retired in 1940. His exit from the professional scene coincided with the 
steep decline of traditional planning that ushered in post war sprawl, and center city 
decay.  
 
 
Why is the Pasadena Civic Center Plan important? 
 
First and foremost, because it is the work of Bennett and the architects and civic leaders 
who collaborated with him on the design of its principal public buildings: Arthur Brown, 
Myron Hunt and George Bergstrom, all exceptional figures in the history of early 
twentieth century California Architecture.  Also the astronomer George Ellery Hale who 
was the head of all three juries devoted to selecting the designs for City Hall, the Public 
Library and the Civic Auditorium, and the civic leader who had probably recommended 
Bennett, his fellow Chicagoan, for the Pasadena commission. Secondly, as a rare and 
unique national cultural monument, one of a dozen or so Civic Centers in the United 
States executed under the principles of Beaux Arts Planning and Design. Finally, because 
of its symbolic importance to Pasadena. Located in the heart of our city, the Civic Center 
is a beautiful and inspiring presence, a reminder of our civic commitment to a fair, 
transparent and inclusive government.  
 
It is truly sobering to imagine that in 1923, a town of 50,000 people in the Far West 
could muster the vision and financial commitment necessary to produce an ensemble of 
civic buildings and places of this high level of cultural ambition. 
 
 
Why should it be completed? 
 
The Great Depression of 1929, and the weak economy that followed it till the beginning 
of WW2, slowed down and eventually derailed the completion of the Civic Center. Post 
war political and professional opposition to grand plans, classical buildings & 
landscapes and robust public spending on civic projects, ushered in a period of almost 
forty years of benign neglect. When reconstruction resumed, the process of urban 
renewal and freeway- centered modern urbanism beginning in the 1960’s inflicted great 
damage to the Downtown of Pasadena, including the Civic Center. Citizen reaction to 



 

 
  

senseless new buildings, and the demolition of whole blocks of “blighted old buildings” 
was swift and lifted Pasadena to the national forefront in the quest for a preservation- 
centered urban revitalization. Among the many post- 1970 civic initiatives to preserve 
and reclaim the center of our city, a number of them included plans for completing the 
Civic Center: The Lyndon/ Buchanan Plan of 1988, the Moule & Polyzoides Plan of 1998 
and the Arroyo Group Plan of 2001- 03. All three of these studies referenced the Bennett 
Plan. 
 
The Bennett Plan and the now incomplete Civic Center that it generated are arguably 
Pasadena’s most important cultural monument. A number of factors are converging in 
the direction of finally enabling its completion in the original: A steady and growing 
urban economy; The emergence of a robust center- city Real Estate market; City- wide 
support for the idea of a more vital and prosperous city center in balance between 
preservation and development; And a renewed interest in a traditional architecture and 
urbanism that can sponsor buildings, streetscapes and gardens that can match the 
grandness of the monuments on Garfield Avenue. 
 
A completed classical Civic Center in Pasadena would be second only to San Francisco’s 
in California and one of very few in the entire US. A source of civic pride, cultural 
prominence and economic development, it would confirm the place of Pasadena as one 
of the two or three most important cities in the Los Angeles region.  
  
 
The Bennett Plan Design Process from 1923 to 1932 
 
Citizens are entitled to their opinions. But the facts are the facts. The following is an 
attempt to set the factual record straight on the initial definition, design development 
and construction of the Bennett Plan to date, particularly on the sites fronting 
Centennial Plaza.   
 
The planning process that guided the evolution of the Bennett Plan was circuitous. Most 
of the great Beaux Arts plans of the 1920’s were completed, and following their adoption 
were published in a richly illustrated large folio format. This did not happen in Pasadena. 
Whether because of the lack of funds, political discord or the looming economic crisis, 



 

 
  

the Pasadena Plan evolved in fits and starts, and through various phases. It was always 
driven and also limited by the challenges of referendums, building campaigns, and 
political conflicts. It was the design and construction of the individual architectural 
projects within the Civic Center that ended up driving the final definition of the Plan, 
rather than the other way around.  
 
Bennett began working behind the scenes on the Pasadena project in 1922. In 1923, a 
referendum was proposed for buying the Downtown land necessary to accommodate a 
new Civic Center and for securing the public resources needed to build its four principal 
buildings, the City Hall, Library, Art Museum and Civic Auditorium. Preceding the 
referendum, and also in 1923, Bennett prepared the first public preliminary plan 
sketches of the Civic Center and the two famous accompanying bird’s eye perspectives, 
to bolster his City backers and to educate the voting public about the prospect of what 
this new Civic Center could become. The proposed civic buildings and the public spaces 
between them were described in provisional form, more as an urban design direction 
than as architectural form. In every sense, the 1923 sketches were conceptual in nature, 
based more on general intentions then a detailed building and place design response to 
a definitive City of Pasadena development program. The referendum was won by the 
promoters of the Civic Center Plan. But a second referendum in 1924, to determine the 
funding levels for various building projects within the Plan, failed. 
 
During 1924 and 1925, architectural competitions were held for the three key buildings 
in the Civic Center. Their construction budgets and building schedules were set at more 
realistic levels. As a result, the winning schemes were both formally extraordinary and 
also buildable. Following, and in the course of 1925, Bennett included all three of these 
grand competition winners into a new Civic Center illustrative plan, drawn in the 
exquisite high rendering style of the Beaux Arts. This drawing incorporated three 
significant form components that set it apart from the 1923 sketch, and became the 
foundation of what we now recognize as the Bennett Plan: Drastically revised new and 
extraordinary buildings by the competition winners; A geometrically precise definition of 
the space between them in plan and in section; And the accompanying classical 
streetscape, appropriate for the public realm of a civic project of this formality and 
prominence.  
 



 

 
  

On May 4th, 1925, and on behalf of his firm, Bennett, Parsons and Frost, Bennett 
delivered to Stuart French, the Chairman of the Planning Commission, a 33- page typed 
letter dated April 30, 1925 and titled, Report on a Plan for the City of Pasadena, 
California. A 5- page Appendix called Pasadena- The grouping of Public Buildings was 
attached at the end of the Report.  The document’s cover letter said in part: “We are 
sending you herewith our report on the City Plan of Pasadena which embodies the 
elements of the plan, sets forth recommendations for the future, and presents data and 
arguments bearing on the Plan. We are also attaching glossy prints of the various 
drawings which may be used for reproduction in printing.”  
 
The Report was long on intentions, theory and poetry, but short on details. Most of the 
regulatory instructions on the proposed Civic Center were delivered through direct notes 
on the 1925 illustrative plan drawing itself. These included regulating lines and axes, 
dimensioned building footprints, setback lines, planting and hardscape patterns, and 
the like. It is on this document that the two sites facing City Hall on both the YM and 
YW sites were designated as Automobile Space/ Future Building Site. This regulatory 
assignment on these two properties has not been modified in the last 90 years and is in 
effect to this day. 
 
In the absence of any other written report or later drawings, we have to assume that the 
1925 report and the 1925 illustrative plan are the key instruments representing the 
wishes and instructions of Bennett, towards the eventual completion of the Pasadena 
Plan to his full satisfaction. 
 
Over the remaining months of 1925 and into 1926 a number various very small 
adjustment were made to the illustrative plan. We know this from the dated notations of 
changes scribbled on the margin of its legend. These indicate that over this short time 
period, there was continuing input by the Planning Commission and ongoing 
clarifications on the street, block, public space and landscape patterns of the Civic 
Center.  
 
As late as 1932 the City was involved in preparing the lot adjustments necessary to 
facilitate the building out of the Bennett Plan on the east side of the YM and YW blocks. 



 

 
  

For reasons too numerous to discuss here, no buildings were ever proposed to be built 
there, until now. 
 
 
What are the original design principles embodied in American Beaux Arts Civic Centers? 
 
By the 1920’s, Americans were not strangers to Classicism, as it had been a familiar 
American residential and civic design strategy since beginning of the American Republic. 
Adopted from Europe to represent the virtues of democracy.  
 
The classical compositional principles of the Bennett Plan were those commonly 
advocated by a generation of architects schooled in the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris at 
the turn of the 20th century. Bennett, Julia Morgan and Arthur Brown were all graduates 
of that school. These principles invariably produced monumental, large- scale, 
metropolitan urban buildings and spaces, of the kind that American students routinely 
encountered in all corners of classical European cities at the time. And which they 
aspired to introduce back into American cities upon their return.  
 
The following are the form ingredients that best define the character of historic 
American Beaux Arts Civic Centers. They are the ones integrated by Bennett into the 
Pasadena Plan Report of 1925, and the illustrative plan of 1925-26. They were fully 
incorporated into the grand ensemble of Pasadena civic buildings and public spaces by 
their individual architects.  
 
Our task of infilling the remaining sites of our Civic Center entails being strictly true to 
them:  
  
Formality: There is a comprehensiveness about Beaux Arts architecture that knows no 
exceptions. All architectural elements, arcades, doors, windows, stairs, ornament, 
hardscape patterns, are without exception chosen to produce a monumental effect. 
Every particular design move is purposeful. No randomness, informality, arbitrariness or 
exception from the classical canon is tolerated. 
 



 

 
  

Axiality: Beaux Arts building ensembles are organized with reference to axes. Primary 
buildings are placed perpendicular to a main and secondary axis in order to be 
presented for maximum visibility and theatrical effect. Secondary buildings are placed 
parallel to an axis and across from each other at carefully chosen distances relative to 
their height, to define distinctive avenues, boulevards, promenades, esplanades, etc. 
 
Unity: The architectural expression of buildings is relatively uniform. Architectural 
character can be diverse, but building style is always guided by the classical language in 
its materials, features, massing, and so forth.  
 
Symmetry: The preferred architectural composition of all architectural elements on 
buildings is symmetrical. This is in the interest of increasing their scale and rendering 
them as monumental as possible. 
 
Hierarchy: The architectural character of buildings varies based on their location. The 
buildings with the most dominant program are placed to terminate axes with the most 
important building terminating the main axis. Less important buildings are not as 
prominently placed, are of lesser massing, but share some of the key qualities of the 
dominant buildings, such as their height datums, three-part facade composition, 
common ground floor definition, coordinated and aligned entrance ways, etc. 
 
Space Figuration: If architecture is about the design of buildings, then urbanism is about 
the design of public space through the positioning, massing and detailing of these 
buildings. In the Beaux Arts tradition, public space is grand, well formed, geometric, 
regular and very formal.  Often defined by highly geometric streetscape and focused on 
public art. Most Beaux Arts Civic and Government Centers tend to be dominated by 
hardscape, in the tradition of their European urban precedents.  
 
There are, nonetheless, a number of American examples of Civic Centers organized 
around parks. Particularly, in a Mediterranean climate, the use of allées of trees and 
small lawns can provide the kind of public space that is place and climate specific, a 
counterpoint to buildings while supporting their monumentality, 
 



 

 
  

What are the specific ingredients of the Bennett Plan that should determine the form of 
the YWCA- Kimpton project? 
 
There is a way to fully understand and appreciate the completion of the Civic Center 
according to the Bennett Plan. It is to think of it as a task equivalent to completing a 
Greene and Greene bungalow, or a Wallace Neff mansion according to their original 
plans. All three project types would sit at the pinnacle of Pasadena’s cultural heritage. All 
three would have to be carried out with the utmost degree of seriousness and respect for 
the explicit directions provided by their architects long ago.  
 
The following form patterns would ensure that a new building on the YWCA block would 
be in conformance with the spirit and the letter of the Bennett Plan. All of these are 
necessary and interrelated. Picking and choosing among them, or wantonly modifying 
them in dimension or geometry, irrevocably destroys the prospect of completing one of 
the country’s most unique civic places.  
 

• A symmetrical plan placement of the new building relative to City Hall, measured 
against the center line of Garfield Avenue at 30/40 feet of setback; 

• A 30/40 foot setback plan alignment that locates the new building in a way that 
reveals the entrances to the Post Office and Hale Buildings; 

• A diagonal building facade that focuses on the center of Centennial Plaza and is 
symmetrically repeated on the YM block.; 

• A secondary but prominent entrance into the new building from this diagonal 
façade; 

• Maintaining the dimensional integrity of the park space of the Holly Street 
Promenade, and modifying the northern face of the YWCA to become a building 
front, matching the formality of the YMCA ( Construction of YW predated the 
Bennett plan and its Holly Street elevation is that of an undistinguished side yard 
that was never meant to be seen from the public realm); 

• Understanding the project as an addition to the YWCA block and the overall Civic 
Center, not the YWCA building alone. Maintaining the full interior and exterior 
integrity of Julia Morgan’s design for the YWCA building; 



 

 
  

• Forming a series of in- block interconnected courtyards as outdoor gathering and 
transition spaces on the model of City Hall and the Public Library; 

• Building the east- facing portions of the project to the height of the base of City 
Hall; 

• Providing massing transitions to the existing YWCA building; 
• Articulating the corner of Garfield and Union to provide an entrance and proper 

transition from the major to the minor faces of the YW block; 
• Planting in a rhythmic geometric format, drawing in formality from the geometry 

of the surrounding buildings and spaces”  
• Using every opportunity to activate the public space between the property lines 

and building faces all around the block; 

 
Summary Assessment 
 
1 The 30/40 setback EIR option is the only one that approaches conformance with the 
Bennett Plan. What final building form develops from this option is a matter of final 
architectural design, accommodating the patterns outlined above. 
 
2 Completion of the Bennett plan will be accomplished only when all the patterns 
associated with the new design of the YW block are projected symmetrically across the 
center line of Holly Street onto the YM block. This simple form-based code regulatory 
assignment should be imposed on the YM block upon the approval of the 30/40 setback 
EIR option. 
 
3 The loss of the informal and residual parks facing City Hall on both the YW and YM 
blocks is significant. It can be mitigated by a project to convert the 1 acre of bare 
concrete in front of City Hall into a city park worthy of the name Centennial Plaza. This 
project should also be initiated by the City concurrently with the approval of the 30/40 
setback EIR option, and should be built within 24 months. 
  
 
For those of you interested in a Powerpoint presentation illustrating many of the issues 
covered in this White Paper, please visit www.mparchitects.com/thoughts  



 

 
  

The End- 
 
 


