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The project explores the extent to which architecture and urbanism in Chicago and 
elsewhere—following the logic first of modernist and now of hyper-modernist premises—has 
largely gone astray since the mid-20th century. Taking the Daniel Burnham’s 1909 Plan of 
Chicago as an authoritative starting point, the project proposes that Baroque urbanism and 
Catholic social teaching can help locate the modern metropolis in both nature and sacred 
order in ways both symbolically legible and humane. The heart of the project is major city 
plan: Chicago 2109 that imagines metropolitan Chicago in a hundred years as a region that is 
(a) more intimately related to its immediate natural and agricultural landscape, and (b) 
characterized by a productive economy that may be international, may be national, but will 
also and at the very least be local, employing more of its residents in economically and 
environmentally sustainable labor. A key feature of Chicago 2109 is a sacred-civic axis—a 
kind of pre-modern exercise of cosmography for a post-modern world—that not only 
acknowledges the sacred dimension and orientation of human culture generally, but also the 
founding American principles of religious non-establishment and free exercise in particular. 
As a re-interpretation and extension of Burnham’s original idea, it serves purposes practical 
and symbolic, mundane, and sacred. The result is an urban condition traditional and new, 
informed by anthropology and historical precedent, but distinctively American and unique 
to Chicago. Informed by both a Catholic Christian view of human flourishing and a 
commitment to the practices and purposes of classical humanist architecture and urbanism, 
Chicago 2109 is also grounded in what its makers believe is the best of both American 
political culture and the culture of Chicago.  
 What affinities does this project have with other RIHA projects? Chicago 2109 
demonstrates how in the modern world it is possible all at once to profess classical humanist 
architecture and urbanism in local accents, think phenomenologically about religion and 
religious truth claims, think sociologically about the effects of religion upon individuals and 
societies—and at the same time work out of an overarching religious and theological 
metanarrative. For several members of the Chicago 2109 design team, the Catholic 
intellectual tradition has clarified and informed our work throughout, and provided its 
various practical, symbolic and aspirational teloi. We do not mean to suggest that Chicago 
2109 is an argument for Catholic Christianity per se; if anything, it is more an argument for 
classical humanist architecture and urbanism. But it is also an argument for a holistic view of 
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architecture and urbanism that in its metaphysical realism and sacramental sensibilities, its 
understanding of nature and human nature, Catholic intellectual culture encourages; and 
does so in competition with architectural and urban theories and practices that by 
comparison seem fragmented, reductionist, parochial, emotive, and all too often trivial. 
Whether in the end Chicago 2109 can be regarded as innovative ---or even as progressive, 
which is our own ambition--- is a judgment left to others; and ultimately to God. 
 
Major Outputs: 
Book:  

• Bess, Philip. Chicago 2109 (in progress) 
Articles: 

• Bess, Philip. “The Notre Dame Plan of Chicago 2109,” The Classicist (anticipated to appear in the 
Fall 2014 issue). 

• Laurent, B. “Problematizing Futures, Constructing a Common European Space,” (in preparation).  
Presentations: 

• Bess, Philip.  “After Burnham: Our Lady's Plan of Chicago 2109.” Ekklesia Project Plenary Meeting, 
Chicago, July 10-12, 2014. 

• Bess, Philip.  “Tradition and Progress: Daniel Burnham and The Notre Dame Plan of Chicago 2109.” 
Institute for Classical Architecture & Art, Philadelphia, April 22, 2014. 

• Bess, Philip.  “After Burnham: Our Lady's Plan of Chicago 2109.” Center for Human Values 
Colloquium: “Architecture, Civic Space, and Democracy, Princeton University, February 22, 2014. 

• Bess, Philip.  “After Burnham: Our Lady's Plan of Chicago 2109.”  Front Porch Republic 
Symposium: City People, Country People: Being a Localist in the Megalopolis, Pomona College, 
September 20-21, 2013. 

• Bess, Philip.  “Re-Thinking The Plan of Chicago as Civic, Natural and Sacred Order.” Christians in 
the Visual Arts (CIVA) Conference, Wheaton College (IL), June 14, 2013. 

• Bess, Philip.  “After Burnham: Our Lady's Plan of Chicago 2109.” International Symposium on 
Urbanism, Spirituality, and Well Being, Harvard Divinity School/Glastonbury Abbey, June 6, 2013. 

• Bess, Philip.  “After Burnham: Our Lady's Plan of Chicago 2109.” Savannah [GA] College of Art and  
Website: 

• After Burnham: The Notre Dame Plan of Chicago 2109 (University of Notre Dame Graduate Urban 
Design Studio) http://afterburnham.com 

 


