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Why Site Matters

Carol J. Burns and Andrea Kahn
As part of a bid by New York City to host the 2012 Olympic Games,
five multidisciplinary teams of architects, landscape architects, and
urban designers and planners were invited to offer design ideas for an
Olympic Village. One team was led by a New York firm, three by
European designers, and one by a firm from Los Angeles.1 Proposals
were requested for a particular parcel of land at the southern tip of
Queens West, a waterfront area (formerly Hunter’s Point) with unim-
peded views across the East River to mid-town Manhattan. Publicly
exhibited in the spring of 2004, all five designs were presented simi-
larly, in three-dimensional models with graphic panels including images
and text. Each team conformed to established presentation require-
ments, yet each nonetheless depicted their project and its urban sur-
roundings in notably different ways. Despite common constraints
regarding scale and size, the models varied widely in extent and char-
acter. One team focused on local edge conditions, conceiving the site
in terms of immediate physical surroundings. In contrast, another
treated the site strictly as conceptual terrain, using the proposals to
engage the history of ideas about the area.2 Some teams viewed it as
belonging to the city at large, “opening the site as a New York City
attraction” or “creating the largest urban waterfront park in New York
City.”3 Two teams opted to construct additional models. One focused
on the design of a cluster of buildings to show the proposal in greater
architecture detail. The other depicted a large swath of Manhattan
Island, from the East River to the Hudson, situating the Olympic Vil-
lage in relation to mid-town. The different physical areas identified as
relevant to each project and the distinct strategies used to see and
understand these areas prompt the question: What constitutes a site in
design?
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For the disciplines and professions concerned with design of the
physical environment, site matters. Not only are physical design proj-
ects always located in a specific place, the work of physical design also
necessarily depends on notional understandings about the relationships
between a project and a locale. Given that design reconfigures the envi-
ronment using physical and conceptual means, articulate comprehen-
sion of site in physical and conceptual terms should be fundamental.
Surprisingly, however, the design field overall has scanty literature
directly addressing the subject. This is a striking omission, one that
this volume begins to correct. 

As exemplified by the Olympic Village proposals, a specific locale
provides the material ground for action in design practice, and ideas
about site provide a theoretical background against which such actions
are taken. Such received understandings of the subject—even if unno-
ticed, unexamined, or inarticulate—inevitably precede design action. 

The word site is actually quite simple; in common parlance, it refers
to the ground chosen for something and to the location of some set
of activities or practices. Each specialized area of physical design—
architecture, landscape architecture, urban design, and urban plan-
ning—nevertheless construes the location of its activities and practices
overtly and tacitly through its own normative approaches. For exam-
ple, landscape architecture treats site explicitly as material terrain.
Architecture’s traditional focus on buildings has led to a tacit focus on
the lot as the ground for design intervention. Urban planning, given
its concerns beyond the purely physical, tends to construe location
more broadly, incorporating social, economic, and political concerns.
Urban design, more recently established as a field, tends to borrow
notions about site from the other areas of design, drawing upon the
material specificity associated with landscape architecture and archi-
tecture as well as the broader, less physical concerns of planning. 

The multiplicity of comprehensions about the subject of site has
rarely been made explicit. Within each of the design specialty areas
can be found literature on specific locales and projects. However, even
internally, none of the design areas has systematically treated “think-
ing about sites” in a disciplinary sense, and certainly not in reference
to allied areas or to other disciplines, which also comprehend this fun-
damental topic in different ways. Little has changed in the thirty years



since Amos Rapoport, noted the absence of this subject in design the-
ory: “I am not certain that any consistent theory of site as a form
determinant has ever been proposed.”4 Without making claim for con-
sistent theory, this anthology ushers the subject of site out of its the-
oretical and historiographical obscurity. 

While consistent in its avoidance of site-related issues, the past
thirty years have, nevertheless, seen substantial changes in the direc-
tion of design theory discourse. Architectural theory, in particular, has
become evermore disassociated from the consideration of physical con-
ditions, veering toward a progressively abstract array of concerns. This
shift—due in part to increased contact with other disciplines including
philosophy and literary theory—has both enriched and impoverished
architectural thinking. In joining, and at times initiating, a shift from
modernist to postmodernist thought, architectural discourse has
become more rigorous, broad, and inclusive. But at the same time, the
fundamental unity between theory and practice has been discounted. 

Theory specialists have emerged seeking status as distinct from pro-
fessional practitioners, and design discourse has suffered from con-
tention born of hardening the line between theorizing and practicing.5

Stressing the fundamental integration of theory and practice, this vol-
ume engages in and promotes thinking through practices themselves.
As editors we conceive of theorizing in general as “both an abstrac-
tion from, and an enrichment of, concrete experience.”6 Methodolog-
ically, concrete theorizing recognizes theoretical activity as itself a prac-
tice and considers any reflective practice to be necessarily informed by
theory. Though concrete theory might derive from (or criticize) canon-
ical texts, it can also rise from questions posed by practical activity.
Concrete theory can begin by elucidating design ideas and exploring
their manifestations in practice; or it might begin in the articulation of
that which practice has already appropriated in reality; or it can find
its sources in abstraction in order to arrive at the “reproduction of the
concrete by way of thought.”7 In this approach, design action and
design philosophy take place in the same realm, one not dissociable
from the realm of political thought and political action. We agree with
Antonio Gramsci that the philosophy of each person “is contained in
its entirety in [her] political action.”8

Why Site Matters ix



This book explores and critically discerns how sites are engaged by,
and conceptualized through, design. As editors, our overall intention
is twofold: to lay out what we think site means, and to explore how
these meanings inform thinking about specific sites as places for design
action. We tie thinking about site as a conceptual construct—“site
thinking”—to the grounded site as a physical condition—“thinking
about a site.”

WHAT IS A SITE? 

In design discourse, a site too often is taken as a straightforward entity
contained by boundaries that delimit it from the surroundings. This
oversimplified understanding has arguable basis, as every work of
physical design focuses on spatially finite places. The great majority of
professional commissions begin not only with a client, but also with
a pre-designated lot owned or controlled by that client. In this sense,
designers often receive a site as a delimited given entity. Design peda-
gogy traditionally has mirrored this aspect of practice. A majority of
design studio courses, even those working with hypothetical problems,
assign specific locations to students as fixed constraints, so that the
locale for academic projects also seems delimited and pre-determined.
Practice and pedagogy reinforce similar tacit understandings of site as
a circumscribed physical area given a priori. Though generally
accepted, perhaps for reasons of expediency, such an approach to the
site in design misses much. It suggests that designers have no role to
play in determining sites and, conversely, that the determination of a
site does not bear on matters of design consideration. By implication,
it minimizes the consequentiality of factors that inform site choice. By
association it similarly brackets out the set of design concerns con-
ventionally and misleadingly referred to as pre-design issues, including
also program, financing, and other strategic factors that shape and
structure a project. More profoundly, still, it occludes the fact that a
site is defined by those holding the power to do so. Indeed, all other
discussions of site follow from that structural certainty. 

At the same time, existing physical conditions have an enormous
influence on ensuing design proposals—both academic and profes-
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sional—and the final form of built works. Landform and land itself
can become the focus of design. Some projects—such as Frank Lloyd
Wright’s Falling Water or the Quinta da Conceiçao Swimming Pool by
Alvaro Siza—gain renown for forceful, direct engagement with 

Why Site Matters xi

Enric Miralles/Carme Pinos, “Tiro con Arco Competition,” Archery Range,
Barcelona. Plan and section of entry ramp and earth berming.



geological and hydrological conditions. Such features, along with ori-
entation, topography, and drainage, connect to larger systems that
operate in various ways at multiple scales—the solar system, geomor-
phology, and the water cycle. Any place registers tangible certain
aspects of many larger more spatially extensive patterns, orders, and
systems. Design can modify site features in relation to larger patterns:
vegetation can shade the sun, topographies might be altered, and
watercourses might be channeled, buried, or unearthed. Cities—such
as New Orleans, Prague, and Boston—reshape the edge between land
and water. Channeled watercourses in the Florida Everglades create
sinkholes. The Grands Projets in Paris, located to spur development,
affect urban growth. Each built project creates new forces within its
own area and also modifies and influences systems that both reach
beyond the site and operate within it. 

Conceived over time this way, the site has three distinct areas. The
first, most obvious one, is the area of control, easy to trace in the prop-
erty lines designating legal metes and bounds. The second, encom-
passing forces that act upon a plot without being confined to it, can
be called the area of influence. Third is the area of effect—the domains
impacted following design action. These three territories overlap
despite their different geographies and temporalities. The area of con-
trol—most commonly referred to in design discourse by the term site—
describes the most limited field spatially and temporally. Forces within
it predate design action. Lying outside direct design control, the areas
of influence and effect situate design actions in relation to wider
processes including the often-unpredictable change propelled by design
intervention. All three areas exist squarely within the domain of design
concerns. 

To be controlled or owned, the physical site needs delimitation;
however to be understood in design, it must be considered extensively
in reference to its setting. No particular locale can be experienced in
isolation. Embedded in comprehension of a contained parcel is con-
tact with something tangibly much greater. The concept of site, then,
simultaneously refers to seemingly opposite ideas: a physically specific
place and a spatially and temporally expansive surround. Incorporat-
ing three distinct geographic areas, two divergent spatial ideas, and
past, present, and future timeframes, sites are complex.
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Language reflects this inherent complexity. A variety of closely
associated terms address different aspects of physical location. Place,
property, ground, setting, context, situation, landscape: the idea of site
might embrace each of these. Though often used interchangeably, none
of them are exactly equivalent.9 Neither mutually exclusive nor simply
commensurate, each term invokes an identifiable region in the con-
ceptual territory of site. With temporal, cultural, ideological, percep-
tual, scalar, and ontological dimensions, this territory is a culturally
rich construct. Its abundant associative meanings—sponsored by many
applications in design discourse, synonyms, and denotations—remain
tightly interwoven. Site resonates on multiple registers and its multi-
valence yields varied outcomes. 

On a practical level, discourse on the subject evolves independently
within disciplines and their areas. Recent writings on landscape archi-
tecture have begun to open it to new depths of theoretical inquiry. The
social sciences have abundant literature, particularly in urban geogra-
phy, on the contested concept of place. In architecture and urban
design, notions of context have received substantial critical attention
since gaining currency almost forty years ago (as Sandy Isenstadt dis-
cusses in this volume). These efforts shed light on the subject of site,
but only obliquely, as a secondary or corollary concern arising out of
lines of investigation into other, already inherently complex design con-
cepts or practices.
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Important site issues likewise remain unearthed in current design
movements. Though rarely framed as site matters per se, these move-
ments nevertheless revolve around concerns relating to locale. Initia-
tives in smart growth, sustainable design, generic urbanism, or neo-
traditional urbanism all draw upon and propose notions of
place-making. Grappling with site-based issues evokes the analogy of
seven blind men describing an elephant: each depicts vivid aspects
within reach but none correlates to another, and altogether they miss
the sense of the overall object of study. In taking much for granted,
each one leaves a great deal of knowledge unarticulated. To shape an
identifiable discourse that stakes out the site as an object of design
concern and a subject of theoretical study requires that site knowledge
and its sources become more explicit. 

This call for site knowledge echoes similar calls in other fields. In
science, debate and critique of scientific objectivity have lead to lengthy
explorations of standpoint theories, which argue that knowledge artic-
ulated from the standpoint of those excluded from ruling relations of
power is particularly important, especially as a source of potential
assessment, change, and renewal. In politics, critiques of the curious
double-ness of the autonomous but universalist man constructed by
the liberal–democratic social contract point out that the necessary iso-
lation of such an entity obscures the situated condition of its existence.
In philosophy, value-free assumptions in both empiricism and idealism
come under critique because the notion of “value-free” denies history.
In the social science debate regarding quantitative and qualitative
methodology, the latter argues that verisimilitude, repeatability, and
enumeration evade the contextual pressures of living. In each case, the
obscured, evaded, denied, excluded, or situated knowledge has no
authority, and indeed, often, has no words. The critiques delineate tacit
knowledge of various kinds, and all recognize the need to work on
words to bring those unspoken understandings into communication.10

SHAPING AN IDENTIFIABLE DISCOURSE

An inquiry into tacit knowledge about site in design, this anthology
brings into evidence received ideas, embedded assumptions, and
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implied formulations. Creating a framework for thinking and design-
ing begins here by foregrounding the unexamined background knowl-
edge on which thought figures out. For example, architects know that
the surrounding physical context impacts on a site; landscape archi-
tects know that ecology cannot be ignored; planners know that sites
are socially produced. But have they always known these things? When
and why do concerns become site matters?

Three premises inform this book. First, site knowledge, even if
unspoken, exerts a powerful force in design that theoretical inquiry
should acknowledge and critically assess. Second, historiography has
sanctioned particular ways of engaging with site matters, and the dele-
terious effects of these sanctions should be recognized and countered.
Third, modes of representation construe sites, and their formative role
in the production of site knowledge should be revealed and expressed. 

Design does not simply impose on a place.  Site and designer engage
in dialogic interaction. At once extrinsic and intrinsic, a site exists out
there in the world but acquires design meaning only through its appre-
hension, intellectually and experientially. Therefore, we claim the site
as a relational construct that acquires meaning and value through sit-
uational interaction and exchange. This relational condition of the site
derives from uninterrupted exchange between the real and the repre-
sentational, the extrinsic and the intrinsic, the world and the world-
as-known.11

Site thinking provides the means whereby these exchanges are con-
strued and comprehended. As a form of knowing, site thinking is con-
cretely situated, more interactive than abstract, and less concerned with
the semantic content of knowledge than with a concern for relation-
ships among knowers and known. The site provides for a situation
that guides what knowers do and how the known responds and can
be understood. Site thinking understands knowledge as embedded
within specific ways of engaging the world.

This collection does more than simply address subject matter
related to site. Each essay herein treats thinking about site as integral
to the design process, each provides insights on how ideas about site
have developed historiographically or theoretically, based on where
and when they arose. The various perspectives included here invite
comparative reading. Some focus on formal and physical constructs,
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some address discursive material, and others examine processes and
practices, including design strategies. All deal with examples of the
ways that site knowledge arises from, and applies to, physical condi-
tions confronted in design. In so doing, they demonstrate the ways that
site knowledge is derived and concretized. 

Theorizing site thinking involves critically examining ideological,
historical, and disciplinary frameworks to discern the sources of unar-
ticulated knowledge and the ends to which it is put. We begin with
basic questions. How are sites defined? How is value assigned to a
site? How do meanings accumulate around the notion of site? Where
do they come from, how are they applied, and how are they derived? 

Pursuing these questions opens up and legitimizes to serious inquiry
both site thinking and thinking about sites. It elevates site (long kept
out of the picture, literally) to a new level of visibility. Tracing the web
of constructed relationships that ties ideas to things, this critical
process scrutinizes the intertwining of conceptual and material dimen-
sions of site. At issue is the concerted operation of concepts, instru-
ments and methodologies that influence design disciplines and prac-
tices. Which ideas associate with the concept of site? What projects
enter the historical record? How do property laws evolve? In which
ways do professionals establish their expertise? How is data collected
and graphically represented? The accepted meanings of site and its per-
ceived design value depend on the answers to such questions—on the
sources that produce definitions of site.

In design terms, site definition is process driven. It involves detail-
ing physical particulars (for example, itemizing material conditions,
characterizing experiential qualities, and surveying topography). It also
demands specifying spatial locations—delimiting the exact areas where
design activity will take place and deciding upon the contexts within
which actions will be considered relevant (referred to above as areas
of influence and effect and by Peter Marcuse as the “physical area of
concerns”). This definitional work can occur through various means.
Those explored here derive from instrumental influences that shape
design ideas about site: discourse, instruments of representation, phys-
ical material contact, and forms of professional practices.  

Discourse provides concepts that help shape thought. The inven-
tion—or discarding—of words in any language transforms the way
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speakers perceive, conceptualize, and engage their world. Language
related to site continually evolves. Terminology falls out of use (as
Robin Dripps points out about the Beaux-Arts term tirer parti) or
enters the design lexicon (Kristina Hill gives the example of
“resilience,” a term borrowed from ecology), marking changes in the
very process of defining and therefore thinking about sites. 

Instruments of representation allow developments in techniques of
description. Graphic tools inform and bracket how designers think.
Thought is both allowed and constrained by formats (plans, sections,
maps, photography, video, and use schedules), scale and scope, and
informational frames of reference (types and choices of data). When a
model, drawing, or diagram that includes information from outside the
bounds of the plot (adjacent structures), temporal phenomena (hun-
dred-year flood lines), or otherwise hidden factors (subterranean toxic
plumes), assimilates situational influences to the site to support rela-
tional understandings. Omitting such information has the opposite
effect. 

Physical material contact delivers experience and perception. Direct
material physical encounter with sights, sounds, smells, and textures
yields yet another body of site knowledge (haecceity, as Elizabeth
Meyer calls it) bracketed through subjective experiences of phenom-
ena. Recording seasonal or daily changes in light quality, for example,
introduces into site thinking a temporal dimension. The professional-
ized and disciplined practices of architects, planners, landscape archi-
tects, and urbanists (techniques of analysis, data collection processes,
etc.) also lends identity to a site, since design actions are themselves
definitive acts. 

Forms of professional practice establish horizons of operation.
Working knowledge of a particular place derives from abstract con-
cepts, material conditions, and structuring practices, which are always
intercalated, inflecting on and infecting one another rather than
remaining separate or distinct. For a design professional, what matters
about a locale slated for design action—what will be considered use-
ful or valuable about a site—depends on how knowledge of site is
framed. Developers might apply financial models, analyzing a parcel’s
potential to provide profitable returns in an economically construed
context (the site defined in fiscal terms). Landscape architects might
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consider ecological measures (the site defined in terms of resilience or
sustainability). Architects might focus on physical forms and built pat-
terns (the site defined in morphological terms). Each engages in dif-
ferent forms of site knowledge that yield site readings. In design the-
ory and practice, the range and variety of possible readings too rarely
has been made clear. 

The different perspectives these essays impart on the constructed-
ness of site, and the challenges that its relational condition poses for
design, reflect differences in the various disciplinary frameworks within
the broad field of physical and environmental design. A complex inter-
play of forces (natural and physical, discursive and narrative, and
social and cultural) brings site knowledge into being. Foregrounding
this interplay underscores the constructedness of site. Opening a win-
dow onto some of the other things (places, times, instruments, and
concepts) that structure the relational condition of site, situates the
process of site thinking itself. 

Connecting sites and settings not only bears upon the consideration
of physical locales, it applies equally to theorizing genres of site think-
ing. That ideas regarding site come from many sources provides motive
for a multi-disciplinary approach. Site thinking, like thinking in gen-
eral, is necessarily situationally bound. Different stocks of site knowl-
edge derive from recognized disciplinary settings that attribute value
to ideas, practices, and things based on internalized measures. Differ-
ent disciplinary backgrounds ascribe significance to specific limited per-
spectives, bracketing thinking according to their own interests. The
placement of these brackets, in turn, signals the existence of “habits
of mind,” those horizons—or limitations—to imagination that disci-
pline thought. The collection reaches beyond individual disciplinary
confines because the subject of site is not bound to any one area, but
in fact provides literal and conceptual common ground across the
entire design field.

STRANDS OF SITE THINKING

The range of issues and topics touched on in this anthology reconfirms
the multivalence of the concept of site. Nevertheless, three identifiable
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strands of site thinking stand out. The first concerns vocabulary: the
terms and concepts normally drawn upon to talk about site. The sec-
ond deals with history: how site-oriented issues, design processes, and
the siting of specific projects are treated by the historiographical
record. The third strand investigates the manifestation and derivation
of site-related design practices.

Concepts, Terms, and Vocabulary

For the most part, we do not first see and then define, we define
first and then see. In the great blooming buzzing confusion of
the outer world we pick out what our culture has already
defined for us, and we tend to perceive that which we have
picked out in the form stereotyped for us by our culture.12

While site discourse would appear at first glance to consist of a rich
set of terms, in fact, this vocabulary has not been sufficiently exam-
ined. The idea itself commands a wide lexical domain inhabited by
synonyms that are not actually synonymous. In this sense, site dis-
course is largely terra incognita, since it offers few options to qualify
site study approaches or name design strategies.

Our interest in defining site does not presume to attach fixed mean-
ings to words. The focus on language strives instead to clarify how the
idea derives its meaning in combination with a host of other concepts,
each of which singly suggests a region within a larger conceptual ter-
ritory. This territory, long perceived primarily in terms of obvious sim-
ilarities, is in fact replete with subtle distinctions that, charted out,
have the potential to order new levels of theoretical understanding and
new approaches to design practices. 

Examining the language of site can open up existing vocabulary
and add to this vocabulary. It is more than simply a linguistic exer-
cise. The work of unpacking received terms and parsing out their dif-
ferent meanings forms a crucial part of a broader endeavor to nuance
the conceptual foundations of design. Historical and contemporary
connotations of frequently associated terms—such as “property,”
“landscape,” and “context”—vary widely; as potent and distinct
frames of reference influencing design practices, these variations beg
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closer examination. New vocabulary suggests new directions for future
site thinking. Terms—such as “area of concern,” “site reach,” and
“urban constellation”—challenge the very possibility of a site fully
under design control. Qualifiers (“stealthy” versus “opportunistic” site
strategies; site as “framework,” “armature,” “figure,” or “fragment”)
add precision to accounts of specific design projects, site reading, and
design practices. Inventive language enriches site discourse and, at
times, promises a wider impact. New descriptors applied to existing
built conditions (the inside-out site and site-sequencing, for example,
coined by Paul Hess in his discussion of suburban settlement patterns)
make it possible to identify features of the built environment previ-
ously left unrecognized for lack of adequate language. The notion of
“site suppression” (invented by Wendy Redfield to evoke a repressive
role of modern design historiography with respect to site matters) has
potentially profound implications not only for the reassessment of spe-
cific modernist works of design, but for a broad critical re-appraisal
of modern design practice and theory as a whole. 

The Subject of Site Historically Considered

The politics of disciplinization, conceived as all disciplinization
must be, as a set of negations, consists in what it marks out for
repression for those who wish to claim the authority of disci-
pline itself for their learning.13

Modernist design history, and in particular that of modern architec-
ture, is remarkable for its sustained disregard of site-related issues.14

The written record of individual works presents countless examples in
texts and graphics confined almost exclusively to the project itself or,
at best, to its directly adjacent physical context. Through this
extremely bracketed approach, modernist design history conveys the
strong, albeit tacit, conviction that sites are simple, bounded entities.

In design history, the site has been de-natured (engaged as formal
surface); mythologized (emptied of meaning); and colonized (subjected
to the singular authority of design controls). This history offers few
images, few tools, and few models for capturing the relationship
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between a project and its locale. Such accounting—or, more accurately,
“discounting”—amounts to a long-standing repression of site matters.
A close look at the canon in design history shows that it largely
excludes tendencies toward site thinking. 

A link exists between modernist design history’s distaste for engag-
ing with tradition and the omission of site-related ideas from the mod-
ern historiographical record. Revisiting projects in situ demonstrates
that, in fact, the relationship between a project and its locale lies within
the actual—if not historically authorized—array of modernist design
concerns. Exposing the kind of data, methods and analytic tools that
instigate specific ways of seeing (or not seeing) sites allows those meth-
ods to be recalibrated, making more accurate descriptions possible. New
histories focused expressly on site analysis and site design practices bring
to light long-overlooked but crucial aspects of the design process. 

The received historical record puts forward a well-worn narrative
that casts modernist design as predisposed to treat specific sites as ide-
alized and universal; it consistently eschews the subject’s cultural thick-
ness and conceptual intricacy. By effectively eliminating the complex-
ity of the subject from view, this version of history suggests that
positive value adheres to sites only when they can be made amenable
to simple classification and control. This predilection arises not from
within design disciplines, but more broadly out of post-enlightenment
thought. Site thinking throws down powerful challenge to a modern
epistemological framework that privileges clear categorization.15 At
once a real construct (of nature), a narrated construct (of discourse),
and a collective construct (socially constituted), site presents a potent
example of hybridity. Any attempt to meaningfully address its many
registers of significance demands a constant crossing of knowledge cat-
egories. Site thinking must continually oscillate between material and
conceptual, abstract and physical, discursive and experiential, and gen-
eral and specific points of view. 

Between the Particular and the Universal 

Local uniqueness matters…Spatial differentiation, geographical
variety, is not just an outcome; it is integral to the reproduction

Why Site Matters xxi



of society and its dominant social relations. The challenge is to
hold the two sides together; to understand the general underly-
ing causes while at the same time recognizing and appreciating
the importance of the specific and unique.16

Twentieth-century views on modernity drew on arguments whose basic
forms were established during the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth
centuries in the encounter between the Enlightenment conception of a
human science and its critics. Enlightenment scholars described his-
torical (and geographical) diversity via a de-centered, universalistic
view of human nature. Critics of the Enlightenment characterized this
variation in a centered, particularistic manner, emphasizing the indi-
viduality of cultural communities.

Aspects of both views were interwoven in late-nineteenth- and
early-twentieth-century social thought. (For example, German liberal
theorists associated with the “return to Kant” sought, in part, to
accommodate the provincialism of national culture groups to the cos-
mopolitanism of Kant.) The tension between a de-centered universal-
ism and a centered particularism appears in the epistemological dis-
cussions of the historical (and situated) individual. In fact,
Enlightenment scholars, including Voltaire and Hume, expressed con-
cern that the historical individuality of cultures went overlooked—
obscured, in their view, by tendencies to cast the universalism of
Enlightenment thought and the particularism associated with its crit-
ics in dichotomous terms. The methodological problem is to account
for individuality in terms of universal concepts. Nineteenth-century
critics (as well as Enlightenment scholars) failed to resolve how “his-
torical particulars” were “to be placed within a conceptual order with-
out violating their individuality.”17

This same problem arises in the study of physical particulars of
place, site, or region. Geographers have sought to create a science of
place that recognizes both the diversity and the particularity of the way
in which different cultures adapt to their environments. Geographers—
as well as theorists and many designers—have valued the local and
made it an object of scientific study, but generally from the cosmo-
politan perspective of modern science. This neat meta-level distinction
between the form and the content of investigations belies a confused

xxii Carol J. Burns and Andrea Kahn



relation between the universalizing and the particularizing discourses
that characterize the study of places. The scientific search for univer-
sals seems to trivialize the interest in the particularity of specific sites,
and the demand for universal ethical principles appears to undermine
the significance of the moral particularity associated with the individ-
ual’s attachment to locale and community.

Nevertheless, as agents, individuals are always “situated” in the
world. The significance of place in modern life is associated with this
fact of situatedness and the closely allied issues of identity and action.
This aspect of human existence cannot be fully appreciated from the
distant and detached viewpoint associated with scientific theorizing. To
do so requires generalizing the specificity of place into a set of generic
categories or reducing the richness of specific milieus as context or set-
ting to the more limited sense of place as locations. But to understand
site as context or setting forces recognition that, from the objective
viewpoint of the theorist, no essence or universal site structure exists
to be uncovered or discovered.

Understanding site must draw on both an objective reality and a
subjective perception. From the de-centered vantage point of the the-
oretical scientist, site becomes either location or a set of generic rela-
tions and thereby loses much of its significance for human action.
From the centered viewpoint of the subject, site has meaning in rela-
tion to an individual’s (or a group’s) basic worldview and social 
situation.

The specificity of site is understood from a point of view, and for
this reason a student of site must rely upon forms of analysis that
lie between the centered and de-centered view. Such forms might be
described as situated knowledges or as narrative-like syntheses. Such
a stance is less detached than that of the theoretical scientist and
more detached than experiential or cognitive description. These dis-
tinct positions, which blend together in experience, illustrate the rel-
ative differences in the representation of site that result from the
process of seeking a de-centered perspective versus one that attempts
to mediate the views of the (anthropological) insider and the out-
sider. 

Site is best viewed from points in between.

Why Site Matters xxiii



THE ESSAYS

To comprehend site requires many horizons of understanding—histor-
ical, philosophical, rhetorical, legal; analytic, formal, descriptive, aes-
thetic; strategic, tactical; social, economic, political. The essays
included here draw upon all of these, and more. Each adopts a dis-
tinct point of departure to examine site as a culturally constructed rela-
tion. So doing, the collection provides one possible register of the range
of concepts, issues, and practices that can properly be deemed site-
related matters for design. 

Overlapping

The book is organized around three overlapping groupings. Each func-
tions like a lens to focus on an area of theorizing. The first addresses
concepts, terms, and vocabulary; the second revisits and (re)writes his-
tory to measure the degree of importance—or irrelevance—of site mat-
ters for design; the third speaks to the relationship between techniques
of representation, methods of study, and strategic approaches to
design. A photo essay, curated by Lucy R. Lippard, opens the book.
This portfolio of images and commentary signals the importance of
creative work and critical discourse on site specificity in contemporary
art. It also forecasts many of the themes developed in subsequent texts. 

The opening grouping (directly following Lippard’s contribution)
parses the language typically used to qualify meanings of site. The first
pair of essays by Harvey Jacobs and Robert Beauregard bring nuance
and precision to words aligned with the most common connotation of
the term site, as a localized physical entity. Hewing closely to the
understanding of site as a limited place or piece of property and accept-
ing its association with concepts of property and place, they turn atten-
tion to how the concept is constituted, and to what ends. Using his-
tory, Jacobs traces the evolving social meaning of the concept of
property and, in so doing, throws the stability of property-based def-
initions of site into question. Beauregard problematizes the presumed
synonyms place and site by interrogating narratives that set up specific
locales for proposed design actions. Their examinations reveal a disci-
plinary predilection on the part of planning discourse to employ socio-
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economic and political frameworks to construct site. Using different
tactics, both authors open up contemporary discourse on site. 

The next pairing augments the discourse of theory by supplement-
ing its current lexicon with new terms. Robin Dripps revives the his-
torical notion of tirer parti to qualify an approach to site thinking that
assigns value to the physical ground as a font of design ideas. Eliza-
beth Meyer introduces notions of site as armature, figure, fragment,
and haecceity. This new vocabulary, derived from close analysis of
actual designed landscapes, works both as an analytical tool for inter-
pretation and as a conceptual tool to structure design processes. Dripps
and Meyer both assume a point of departure that reflects concern for
the material and the experiential aspects of site, a habit of mind asso-
ciated with the disciplines of architecture and landscape design. They
base their respective discussions on ground and landscape in an under-
standing of site that reaches beyond the narrow confines of given
places and legally defined property. In fact, Dripps directly challenges
what Jacobs and Beauregard accept as given—that site refers to a spa-
tially contained parcel of land. (Despite this significant difference, the
attention Dripps pays to the experiential and material fullness of the
ground reprises, through a different lens, Beauregard’s assertion that
sites are never empty.) The first set of essays concludes with two explo-
rations of context, one from a disciplinary perspective and the other
in historical terms. Kristina Hill shows how shifts in intellectual con-
texts shape design approaches, and in particular how recent develop-
ments in ecological sciences sponsor reconsideration of what might
properly be considered the site in design. Sandy Isenstadt brings atten-
tion to what lies beyond a lot or parcel. Not primarily focused on the
question of language per se, Isenstadt draws careful distinctions
between context as an issue for design theory, the context as physical
fabric, and, finally, the notion of site. 

The six essays that examine histories of site thinking illustrate spe-
cific instances of the phenomenon identified by Wendy Redfield as site
suppression (four belong as well to the first group). This second set
revisits modernist design historiography to confront its depletions and
expose its repressive force; this set contributes new history and new
models for thinking about and acting on sites. As part of an effort to
characterize sites as generative ground, Dripps retrieves a potent con-
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cept for site thinking from the early-nineteenth-century French archi-
tect and theorist, Quatremère de Quincy. Meyer delves into late-nine-
teenth-century and early-twentieth-century texts on landscape design
to derive inventive models for interpreting, conceiving, and strategi-
cally engaging sites today. Hill writes a history of the recent past, look-
ing at the influence of ecological science on contemporary landscape
design practices. Isenstadt enlarges the historical record by tracing the
lines of design debates around the issue of context, from its introduc-
tion as a corrective for the anti-historical claims in the 1960s of mod-
ernist architecture and urban design through to the 1990s. An archi-
tectural historian, Isenstadt illuminates the temporal dimension of site
thinking. Both Wendy Redfield and Paul Hess (the last to focus directly
on modernist history) interrogate its repressive effects with the con-
viction that close attention to the built historical record can bring into
visibility what the written historical record obscures. Redfield takes on
one of the most commanding figures in modern architecture. Her site-
based readings of  Atelier Ozenfant and Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret,
early projects by Le Corbusier, offer a sharply contrasting view on the
received knowledge of modernism to that presented by Isenstadt. Red-
field raises a significant challenge to normative assumptions about Le
Corbusier’s self-proclaimed and historically inscribed disinterest in site-
specificity. Similarly debunking a historically construed understanding
of site, Hess challenges the presumption that post-war American sub-
urban settlement fabric should be understood as comprised simply of
single-family houses. 

Hess and Redfield can also be read as belonging in the final group-
ing in the anthology, that ties a theoretical concern about site theory
to the material fact that all physical design projects are situated in par-
ticular locales. These five essays consider site thinking in methodolog-
ical terms, examining tools, instruments, and modes of representation
through studies of specific design projects, site analysis methods, and
site design processes. All the essays share a project-based approach to
re-thinking site, elaborated through close attention to actual drawings,
buildings, and settlement patterns, again spanning historical and pres-
ent-day examples. Redfield’s careful analysis of two Le Corbusier
houses—the architecture, construction sites, and fabric of the urban
surrounds—proffers a revised understanding of the buildings them-
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selves, and demonstrates the substantial influence of site conditions on
the process of their design. Hess makes a critique of conventional
methods of census data collection as the information base that grounds
received ideas of suburbs and, so doing, foregrounds the role of rep-
resentation as a mode of site knowledge. Peter Marcuse examines the
highly charged development site of the World Trade Center disaster.
Carol Burns probes the notion of the high performance site to exam-
ine the site as a medium and as an agent of performance. Andrea Kahn
draws on New York City to examine processes of site definition in the
field of urban design, arguing for situationally derived models of site
thinking. 

In his Afterword, “Engaging the Field,” William Sherman talks to
the timeliness of a volume on the subject of site. Why does site mat-
ter now? In this era, epistemologically, knowledge is emerging with
particular force in a frontier between well-established fields. Energetic
scholarship today finds material in the thresholds that have, in the
recent past, distinguished and separated areas of specialized knowl-
edge. Within the modern university, new institutional structures to sup-
port emerging research between departments are called, revealingly,
centers. The design fields today are undergoing such transformation,
and boundaries have begun to blur between well-defined disciplinary
subspecialties. Sherman describes and advocates for potential institu-
tional innovation, drawing on initiatives at the University of Virginia
to combine academic departments. Many types of new academic pro-
grams are being formed—including innovative hybrid, merged or dou-
ble degree programs—that open fresh perspectives for research and
teaching.18 As new allegiances are forged, new kinds of design prac-
tices are developing. 

In this context, site provides a potent locus for the production of
knowledge and the redefinition of disciplines. The common ground
that it affords—materially and intellectually—prompts a recalibration
of relations between all whose work concerns the physical environ-
ment. Within the more specialized arena of architecture, foreground-
ing site as a subject of inquiry and a domain of action becomes part
of a larger contemporary critique of the isolated, autonomous object
in design. 
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The site knowledge presented here can shed new light on the past
as well as provide frameworks for future developments. It also neces-
sarily points to how much about site remains to be explored. This col-
lection only begins to deal with the full range of ideas and things that
might rightfully be deemed site matters for design. It encompasses
material, conceptual, and methodological concerns to convey the com-
plexity of site thinking. It comprehends site on the levels of theory and
practice simultaneously, to abstract from and enrich concrete experi-
ence in the design field as a whole.  Starting with design, these explo-
rations reach out to encompass the world beyond design. 
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Around the Corner: A Photo Essay

Lucy R. Lippard
Buildings are usually constructed to be seen frontally, but sites are
more elusive. Few present themselves head-on. Around the corner, in
the distance, even out of sight, they conspire to illusion. The viewer’s
mobility is inevitable, the viewer’s experience of a place is inarguable,
but the site is not static either. Expectations of the site can affect what
happens there. So seeing through a site is a necessity. A site is a half-
full, half-empty container, its content(s) visible to some and invisible
to others. We choose the lenses and then the frames. When a site is
exposed, it’s the last time we’ll see into it.

When is a site not a site? When there is nothing on it? What con-
stitutes “nothing”? Something that was or never was? The ripple effect:
The best way to know a site is to move out from it in varying radiuses.
When the ripples subside into the surface, or into the depths, it fades.
Or, going the other direction, once you penetrate to the urban core,
there may be a hole at the center: ground zero, the site of…

Like everything else, a site is defined not merely by its “own” qual-
ities and quantities but by those of its neighbors. When the surround-
ings change, the site and what has been built on it change too. Open
may become closed; closed may become open; tall may become ordi-
nary; striking contrasts may be obliterated. Views of (the outside) and
views from (the inside) can contradict each other. Every window offers
a new angle on the surroundings, and the site itself is sucked into the
kaleidoscope. Landscape features are notorious shape-changers.



As one comes around the corner, the site itself seems to move, or
even unravel. Urban sites are seen on the run, or the fast walk. Rural
sites seen from a car are a photographic blur of allusion. Walking
makes them more real.

However much “place” is downplayed in favor of generic space, to
ignore it means to create a placeless space. Site-specific is not the same
as place-specific. The site’s narrative can be downplayed but never
entirely erased. The site is the past, and what will happen on it is the
future. The present mediates. It makes history.

The grid is beloved by Americans for its comfort, legal clarity, and
aesthetics. Breaking the grid is still acknowledging the grid as master.
Around the corner, one of those modules is being filled—real estate
simmering over the invisible flame of context.

Some of the following images suggest the secrets of places that are
so naked or so bundled up in disguise that we can barely see their sub-
texts, their “true” characters. These images are fragments and/or illu-
sions of sites, some enhanced by artists trying to see through them,
contributing to the definition of site by evading it.
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Wanda Hammerbeck
Something Out There, Nothing Out There
Dunes, Idaho
1990

Around the Corner 3

The “naked” landscape suggests content and lack thereof; the desert
has long been perceived as a tabula rasa on which humans impose
their greed and desires. This hole at the center is an apparently
transparent site, but there may be a gas station just out of the
frame. Maybe it will stay the same for millennia; maybe it will be
inscribed soon. Everywhere in the West, development is just around
the corner. Areas that look just like this are already, almost unimag-
inably, the sites of resorts, golf courses, or dams.

SOMETHING OUT THERE / NOTHING OUT THERE



NATURE/CULTURE

Charles Simonds
Loisaida Growth House
(Altered photograph)
Lower Manhattan, New York
1977

This project for a “Lower East Side Museum” combines, juxtaposes,
and superimposes human habitation and native flora (all the hardy
vegetation that survives urban life and in turn invades the built envi-
ronment) as well as fauna (rodents, roaches, feral cats…). On the
upper stories, nature would reclaim tenement culture, bursting out of
the windows to meet the ground of the vacant lot next door. A ruin
disguised as a new landscape.
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Agnes Denes
Wheatfield—A Confrontation (The Harvest)
(Two acres of wheat planted and harvested by the artist on the Battery
Park landfill in Manhattan’s financial district, summer 1982.) 
Battery Park Landfill, Downtown Manhattan
1982

The confrontation was both geographical (city/country) and social
(given the proximity to the New York Stock Exchange and the
World Trade Center, Denes was making a point about world hunger
and the exploitation of resources). The artist tilled, sowed, and har-
vested almost a thousand pounds of wheat on a landfill that was to
become high-rise Battery Park City. It was a strangely prophetic
homage to natural cycles in an urban landscape that seemed on its
way to permanence. Less than twenty years later the Twin Towers
vanished. 
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VISIBILITY/BOUNDARIES

Candace Hill-Montgomery
Black and White Enclosure
(Installation on found site)
Harlem, New York
ca. 1979

When Hill (then Hill-Montgomery) arrived at the site, the boat, an
emblem of a certain economic status not usually associated with the
inner city, was unexpectedly already on site, high and dry in a
Harlem vacant lot. By adding the picket fence, she brought to bear a
series of assumptions about class, race, gentrification, imprisonment,
and unknown potential. Twenty-five years later that reading of the
site may have been confirmed.
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Sheila Levrant de Bretteville
Biddy Mason: Time and Place
(Limestone panel and “fossil” picket, details of 82′-long memorial wall)
Downtown Los Angeles
1989

A public art piece by a designer/artist, this wall creates its own
memory, on site, commemorating the African Diaspora through the
life of a woman born a slave who refused to leave a free state to
return to slavery with her master. She remained to become a promi-
nent citizen of black Los Angeles and to live out the Jeffersonian
American dream—to own land. 
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INVISIBILITY 

Drex Brooks
Pyramid Lake Battlefield 
(Black-and-white photograph)
Pyramid Lake Reservation, Nevada
l988–1989

In May and June 1860, two battles initiated the Paiute resistance to
white invasion of their lands. They were subdued and scattered to
reservations, not allowed to return to Pyramid Lake until 1883. The
prophet Winnemucca had dreamed three times of “women crying
and I also saw my men shot down by white people…and I saw the
blood streaming from the mouths of my men….” The construction
of a children’s playground by the descendants of those who died
transforms the site of these battles, hope overcoming despair and
sacrilege.
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John Ammirati
The Plume Project
(Charcoal and water, tested and approved by state ecologists, 560′ × 210′)
State Park land in an industrial area bordering San Francisco Bay
Completed September l991

This temporary site-specific installation on an urban site already in
the process of unraveling was an attempt “to imagine in a giant
drawing” one of the Bay Area’s several major industrial plumes—
invisible underground masses of toxic liquid spreading out over
miles from an initial source. The drawing “flowed across property
lines and beneath fences,” an elusive and mobile site of an ongoing
event, although the drawing itself was erased by rain five weeks
after installation. (The Plume Project was sponsored by the Museo
Italo Americano, the California State Department of Parks, the
Bayview Opera House, and the San Francisco Arts Commission.)
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SITES OF SUSTENANCE 

Tom Jones
Ghost Meal
(Black-and-white photograph)
Indian Trust Land, Wisconsin
1999

Jones, a young Ho-Chunk photographer, examines sites of tradition
and modernity in his own Wisconsin communities. The path to the
jerry-rigged tent is made of sustenance. It leads to a kind of
home—temporary, but traditional—a path and a tent that have
occurred in this place for perhaps hundreds of years in ever-chang-
ing contexts. An unpeopled communal meal calls attention to the
land, to the changing but unbuilt site that is of crucial importance
to Native peoples.
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Nicholas Tobier
Hot Chocolate Cart (in use)
Alfred, New York
2000

Tobier creates and enhances “everyday places” by surprise. (For
instance, he has built a structure of wood, Plexiglas, wheels, and
rubber floor to encase a public phone and turn it into a private
office; as a comment on the ubiquitous facilities for men, he created
a prototype for a Ladies Toilet, for use by all genders.) This colorful
hot chocolate cart simply appeared on the “cold monochrome days”
of winter in western New York State, serving free warmth and
sweetness. Its resemblance to an indigenous tent or yurt not only
transforms the site but comments on monocultural towns and
perhaps makes a case for the immigration and cross-cultural vitality
that is changing towns across the United States, as well as the possi-
bility of a more caring urban life.
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FREEDOMS

Mark Brest van Kampen
Free Speech Monument
Sproul Plaza, UC Berkeley
1991

A unique place that almost does not exist. The site itself is three-
dimensional. The winner of a competition for a monument to the
Free Speech Movement, it consists of a granite circle surrounding a
six-inch circle of bare earth. The text reads: “This soil and the air
space extending above it shall not be a part of the nation and shall
not be subject to any entity’s jurisdiction.” In the era of the Patriot
Act, this five-foot space is the site of absolute freedom, the site to
trump all sites, establishing an area permanently out of control.

12 Lucy R. Lippard



Blaise Tobia
Untitled (from series Pillars of the Community)
(Color photograph)
Detroit, Michigan
1981 

Two forms of “obscenity” overlaid on the same site, which is
defined by the contrasts between its past and present. Rippling out
from this center, the neighborhood and its residents reflect the
changes of use in this building. The former Highland State Bank, a
minor monument to capitalism, is now an adult movie theater. (One
can only guess at the transformation of the interior.) The freedom to
profit remains a consistent theme, as does the democratic freedom to
exploit others; the “all male” movies and “live show” sites are pro-
tected by freedom of speech.
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CIVIC BOUNDARIES 

Shawn Records
John G. Alibrand Stadium
(Color photograph)
Syracuse, New York
2000

The stadium is the focus in this photo from the series Points of
Interest, inspired by the photographer’s move to Syracuse, New
York, from Boise, Idaho, and his attempts to orient himself via the
official city map. Using photography and geography as tools, he cites
“a mythology of exploration, conquest, and a flawed sense of objec-
tive observation…photographs that are both here and there.” In this
case, here is the foreground, an impressive sports stadium, a compet-
itive, and decidedly male space (although a small group of girls
stands on the track in the background). There is the unexplained
pyramid looming in the background, a vanishing “point of interest,”
barely visible, providing a mysterious context and temporal jolt to
an ordinary urban amenity. Off-center but connective, the red carpet
leads back into time.
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Martha Rosler
Untitled (JFK)
(Color photograph)
New York
1990

The luridly anonymous airport tunnel is a site of controlled and cen-
tered mobility, a site–nonsite, a road to nowhere. The airport is a
site on the edge, channeling people into abstract space. Eero
Saarinen’s famous modernism has become vintage, or even primal.
Rosler suggests the tunnel resembles, “a hut, a home, a temple, a
dome.”
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NEW NARRATIVES

Michelle van Parys
Future Exhibit
(Black-and-white photograph)
Arizona
l991

A randomly discovered image in the Scenes from the New West
series contradicts the cherished “timelessness” of western landscape.
It leaves to our imaginations what the “exhibit” will be, what new
agenda will be staged in this place, which at the moment is more a
setting than a site.
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Lucy R. Lippard
Monument Valley
(Color photograph)
Navajo Nation near Kayenta, Arizona
2001

Monument Valley has been the site of spectacle and fantasy in end-
less Hollywood films. Contemporary cowboy and Indian reality is
introduced by the “development” in the foreground, federal housing
for Navajo.
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Charles Keating, Jr., began developing this planned community in the
desert near Estrella Mountains while he was the chief executive offi-
cer of Lincoln Savings and Loan. In 1989 the bank collapsed due to
mismanagement. Estrella was never completed. 

Keating was convicted of multiple fraud and racketeering charges and
was sentenced to twelve and a half years in prison. Twenty-two thou-
sand of the bank’s uninsured depositors, many of them elderly, lost
their life savings.

Joel Sternfeld
Estrella Development
(Color photograph)
Near Southern Avenue, Goodyear, Arizona
1995

An apparently “natural” landscape is in fact a multileveled narrative
of capitalist ambition and failure. In American myth, the palm tree
stands for leisure and tropical pleasures. But this is a landscape of
desolation and despair. The grid of subdivision is broken by greed
and a modicum of justice.
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Claiming the Site: Evolving Social–Legal
Conceptions of Ownership and Property

Harvey M. Jacobs
When we think and talk about “the site,” allowing the concept to form
in our minds, we associate it with two ideas. The first is the idea that
an isolatable site is owned, and that ownership is identifiable. Whether
the ownership unit is a private or public entity (an individual, corpo-
ration, government, or some combination of these) is immaterial; what
matters is the assumption that a legal someone has control over the
site. The second idea is that the owner has a set of rights that may be
freely exercised as a function of their ownership: for example, the right
to keep others off the site, the right to use the site for the owner’s own
enjoyment, the right to develop the site, the right to extract profit from
the site, and so on.

Commonly understood to be static, these two base ideas have in
fact always been issues of intense social contention in the United States.
What it means to own and what comprises the rights of ownership
have evolved in response to changes in technology and changes in
social values and relationships over the course of the nation’s existence.

This essay seeks to explicate how we, as owners of, neighbors to,
and people concerned about a site, claim it, given changing ideas about
ownership and rights. I start deep in American history, with the debates
over ownership and rights during the time of the American Revolu-
tion. Despite a popular rhetoric that often seeks to simplify this his-
tory, what I show is that any contemporary ambiguity about the ideas
of ownership and rights is encapsulated in the country’s founding



national documents. Tracing the ebb and flow of our national social-
legal dialogue about ownership and rights through to the present day,
the essay closes with some speculations as to how this debate might
unfold in the future.

Our ability to claim a site—to act on and toward it—is conditioned
on resolving conflicting stakes upon it. Claims are proxies for expres-
sions of ownership and understandings about rights. To the extent that
ownership and rights are becoming more fragmented, more social, with
more claims by more parties, the ability to act becomes ever more com-
promised.

The ownership and control of a site—be it an urban or rural prop-
erty, a place for commercial development or the family farm home-
stead—is an issue embedded deeply into the American psyche and one
that helps to shape and define the American character. American char-
acter is hard to summarize, but one important element has to do with
the opportunity and the right to own and control land. This quality
goes deep into American history itself.

The early political history of the United States is often portrayed
as migrations spurred by the issues captured in the First Amendment
of the Bill of Rights—a search by oppressed peoples for political free-
dom (of speech and assembly) and religious freedom. Though these
issues were key to colonial immigrations, it is equally true that migra-
tion was spurred by a desire for access to freehold land unavailable in
Europe. The United States was settled by people, first Europeans but
continuing through to immigrants today, searching for religious and
political freedom and for access to land.1 It was the promise of land
that lured people to risk crossing the ocean and to leave the commu-
nities and people that were so dear to them.

In America’s early years, western European countries were still struc-
tured under the vestiges of feudalism. An elite owned most of the land,
and the prospects for the ordinary person to obtain ownership were
small. America offered an alternative. Here was a place where any
white male immigrant could get ownership of land and use that land
as capital to make a future for himself. America was the land of oppor-
tunity. To be an American was to own and control private property.

In America’s colonial past, the existence of land converged nicely
with the new political theories of the period, coming together into
ideas about ownership and democracy. As the revolutionary period

20 Harvey M. Jacobs



took shape, influential framers argued that it was as much for the right
to own and control land as anything else that the new political exper-
iment—American democracy—was coming into being. James Madison,
writing in the Federalist Paper No. 54 during the debate about the rat-
ification of the U.S. Constitution, argued that “government is instituted
no less for the protection of property than of the persons of individ-
uals.”2 Others, including Alexander Hamilton and John Adams, con-
curred. Adams, in a fiery set of words, noted that “property must be
secured or liberty cannot exist. The moment the idea is admitted into
society that property is not as sacred as the laws of God, and that
there is not a force of law and public justice to protect it, anarchy and
tyranny commence.”3

According to this perspective, rights to landownership accrued
through use, and freely constituted governments (i.e., democracies)
existed for the protection of individual liberties, including the liberty
to own and use land. The colonists utilized this idea of active use to
provide the justification for taking land from America’s native inhab-
itants. They did not understand the American natives to be using land
in the European sense of active agricultural and forest management.4

For these founders these ideas were configured into a particular and
specific relationship. Democracy required liberty (and vice versa), and
both in turn required ownership and control of property. It was this
sentiment that gave rise to Thomas Jefferson’s idea of the yeoman
farmer, one of the most enduring images from America’s revolutionary
period. According to Jefferson, the yeoman farmer (the family farmer
who owned and controlled his own land) was the foundation and bas-
tion of the new American democracy. Why? Because ownership of land
gave the owner economic and thus political liberty. When a farmer
could produce food and fuel for himself and his family on land he
owned, no one could buy his vote. Thus, it was the rural landowner
(in contrast to the urban wage earner) who was in the best position
to make political judgments that reflected the greater public good.5

But this view of the relationship of property to democracy, and the
fact of asserting property’s primacy, was not unchallenged even in its own
time. Perhaps the most articulate spokesman of an alternative perspec-
tive was Benjamin Franklin. During the constitutional period Franklin
noted with force that “private property is a creature of society, and is
subject to the calls of that society whenever its necessities require it, even
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to the last farthing.”6 Franklin was not alone in these sentiments; he
shared them with Thomas Jefferson and others. (Jefferson’s place in this
debate is claimed by both sides; this appears to be legitimate, as he
expressed statements that can be interpreted as supportive of both posi-
tions.) And in fact, if anything, what we see when we look at this issue
closely is that the meanings of land and private property and their rela-
tionship to citizenship and democratic structure were and remain con-
tentious issues—issues on which Americans did not and do not hold con-
sensus. Rather, these are issues central to how we fight over the very
nature of what it means to be American.7

To a large extent this lack of consensus is reflected in the country’s
founding national documents. In 1776 the Declaration of Indepen-
dence promised Americans “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”
What few recall is that Thomas Jefferson drew this idea from the work
of political philosopher John Locke, who called for life, liberty, and
property. In the first draft of Virginia’s founding documents, which Jef-
ferson prepared and from which he drew for the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, he included this phrase. Jefferson’s idea was to give each
free man fifty acres, to create the nation of yeoman farmers he saw as
necessary for the new democracy. Jefferson lost this debate in Virginia
and in Philadelphia. In its final form, the Declaration’s language reflects
disagreements about what was being promised to citizens of the new
country.

Eleven years later, in 1787, the Constitution was adopted without
any specific mention of land-related property. It was not until the adop-
tion of the Bill of Rights in 1791 that the disagreements among the
framers found a degree of consensus in the wording for the so-called
takings clause, the final twelve words of the Fifth Amendment: “nor
shall private property be taken for public use, without just compensa-
tion.”

With the adoption of this phrase, the Founding Fathers formally
recognized four concepts: the existence of private property, an action
denoted as taken, a realm of activity that is public use, and a form of
payment specified as just compensation. The interrelation of these con-
cepts is such that where private property exists, it may be taken by
government, but only for a denoted public use and when just com-
pensation is provided. If any of these conditions are not met, then a
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taking may not occur. This constitutional provision allows for con-
demnation of private land for public highways, schools, parks, and
other public activities, but requires that the public pay fairly for the
land taken. But, as has been noted by countless scholars, our under-
standing of the exact meaning of these words to those who crafted
them is unclear.8 The clause does not tell us precisely when a takings
has occurred, it does not define a public use, and it does not explain
what constitutes just compensation. In fact, it doesn’t even tell us what
is considered private property.

Although some Founding Fathers did appear to want to afford
property a central place in the constitutional/social contract schema,
there was no consensus among the founders; their ultimate crafting of
language in the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution,
and the Bill of Rights reflected this lack of consensus and acknowl-
edgment of compromise.9 In addition, and perhaps just as important,
is that the on-the-ground reality in colonial America, pre- and postin-
dependence, was something less pure than either of the polar positions.
Something akin to what we would recognize as land use and environ-
mental regulation was common. For example, colonial Virginia regu-
lated tobacco-related planting practices to prevent overplanting and
require crop rotation, and Boston, New York City, and Charlestown
regulated the location of businesses such as bakeries and slaughter-
houses, often to the point of excluding their location within city
boundaries.10

However, despite the land use and environmental regulation of
colonial times, most citizens were free to use their land as they pleased,
and they continued to enjoy this freedom through the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. It was the twentieth century that brought real
change to the status of property in America. This was the period when
new technological developments changed how Americans lived their
lives, and held and used property. In the early twentieth century, Amer-
ica went from a rural to an urban nation. The mass immigrations from
Europe combined with the explosion of industrialization to bring
waves of new citizens to the cities. As this occurred, ideas about land
and ownership—management of the site—began to change.

To a large extent, new technology was responsible for a rethinking
of what it meant for the individual to own land and manage a site.
Under the classic definition of private property (the definition still
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taught to first-year law students) ownership means cuius est solum eius
est usque ad coelum et usque ad inferos—whoever owns the soil owns
all the way to heaven and all the way to the depths. This is where the
idea of mineral rights, water rights, and air rights going with physical
ownership of the land is articulated.

In most Western countries, and most especially the United States,
land is conceptualized, fictionalized, as a bundle of rights—or, as it is
commonly discussed in the legal literature, a bundle of sticks. When
one owns land, ownership refers to more than the possession of the
physical soil within a defined set of boundaries. For the purposes of
the law and the economy, ownership means the possession of a rec-
ognizable, fungible bundle of rights. This bundle of rights is socially
recognized as ownership. In theory, this bundle is comprised of rights
such as the air right (the ownership of the air space above the legally
defined parcel), the water right (the ownership of the water sitting
under or flowing over and under the legally defined parcel), the right
to control access to the property (more commonly known as the right
of trespass), the right to harvest natural resources (such as trees and
minerals), and the rights to develop, sell, trade, lease, and/or bequeath
the land in its entirety, or to do the same with selected rights.

If an owner has complete possession of these rights—that is, if an
owner owns all the rights in the bundle—the owner is said to hold the
property free of obligation, to have fee-simple ownership or freehold
property. However, no owner ever has all of the rights in the bundle.
Society, as government, always reserves some of these rights, or some
portion of these rights. For example, wildlife ownership and harvest-
ing seasons have long been a right reserved to and regulated by the
government; few owners expect to own the wildlife (fish, deer, bear,
etc.) on their rural property, and thus the right to harvest at any time
and in any amount as they please. Government also reserves the right
to enter onto property (to violate the right to control access) to carry
out necessary social functions. However, even given these reservations,
private property ownership has long been thought of as consisting of
a robust bundle of rights, relatively free of obligations to the state or
others.

This conception made practical sense until 1903, when the Wright
brothers invented the airplane. Within a very few years of its inven-
tion, the airplane went from a novelty to commercial development.
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What was the property consequence? Under the commonly understood
definition of private property, if I owned air rights to the heavens
above, then every time an airplane flew over my property it was guilty
of trespass. The airplane had entered my property without permission
as surely as if the pilot had walked up to my fence, smashed the fence,
and kept walking. As technological change expanded the possibilities
of air travel, the pre-twentieth-century definition of private property
no longer appeared socially functional. If individual landowners could
claim trespass of and demand compensation for their property by air-
planes, air travel would become either too cumbersome or too expen-
sive.

What happened? During the first half of the twentieth century, the
U.S. courts scratched their heads over this problem. Eventually they
solved the problem by “public-izing” air rights above a certain eleva-
tion without requiring compensation under the Fifth Amendment.11

The courts reappropriated airspace to the public sphere so individual
owners no longer owned est usque ad coelum—all the way to heaven.
In effect, the courts created a new commons where one had not existed
before. The creation of this new commons responded to changing
social needs pushed by changing technology.

Continuing through the twentieth century, landowners saw the very
definition of property change, bend, and flex in response to new inven-
tions and changing social values. As society understood the impact of
individual land use decisions upon neighbors and society at large, and
as new ideas about ourselves and others developed, Americans con-
tinued to reconfigure the foundational property rights bundle.12 Many
examples of this can be given; I offer just a few.

The first is from the Civil War period. Until the takings clause of
the Fifth Amendment of the Bill of Rights in 1791, despite the passion
held by some framers, there is little mention in the founding documents
of the United States of private property. The one mention there is, is
oblique. In the Constitution—in Article 1, Section 2—there is recogni-
tion of slaves as property. In 1863, with the issuance of the Emanci-
pation Proclamation, President Lincoln freed the slaves, thus taking this
property from these owners. When the Civil War was won by the
North, a set of these owners sued in federal court for compensation
over the taking of their property by the federal government. Under the
terms of the takings clause their assertion seemed reasonable. Their 
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private property had been taken for a public use but they had not
received just compensation. The result of the legal action, however, did
not affirm their position. Instead, the courts argued that new social val-
ues—a new view of the right of one human being to own and control
another—overrode a prior, legitimate definition of property. And in fact,
the codification of this view in the Thirteenth Amendment, which
specifically outlawed slavery, reinforced this point.

In the 1960s, one century after the freeing of the slaves, further
changes in race relations had similar effects on private property. In the
popular mind, a focus of the civil rights movement was the practice
of white lunch-counter owners in the American South. These owners,
reflecting their understanding of their private property rights, decided
who they would serve and who they wouldn’t, generally refusing serv-
ice to African-Americans. We have dramatic photographic images of
this period, when young African-Americans sat in at lunch counters
only to have food dumped on their heads. Despite the racism of these
actions, these owners acted no differently than anyone does in decid-
ing who may come into his or her home. These owners said, in effect,
“It’s my business, I built it with my capital and my labor, I get to
decide who to serve!” But during the 1960s, as a result of social strug-
gle, owners of commercial establishments lost their private property
right to choose who they would serve or not serve.13 Reflecting chang-
ing social attitudes on race and human relations, Americans decided
as a society that the greater social interest was better served by taking
this right away, and to do so without compensation to the owner.

This dialogue between changing social values and the changing
nature of what the property rights bundle includes,  continues through
to today. During the 1990s it was perhaps best expressed through the
resistance by male-only membership clubs and male-only colleges to
the admission of women. What was the claim of these clubs and col-
leges? That the premises were their private property and they could
and should decide who has access. Again, society asserted the primacy
of changing social values over private property rights and changed the
property right bundle (eliminating the ban on female access) without
providing compensation.

In addition to the twentieth century’s bringing forth a substantial
reconfiguration of the property rights bundle itself, this was also the
period of the rise of modern land use and environmental regulation,
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which themselves significantly impacted the options for site owners to
exercise their property rights. As noted, the open borders and indus-
trialization of the early twentieth century brought waves of immigrants
and migrants to America’s cities. In 1920, for the first time, the U.S.
Census recorded more people living in cities than in the countryside.
These migrations caused significant land use problems, as individual
site owners sought to maximize the potential of their sites while the
city found itself pressured to exercise its traditional authority to pro-
tect the public’s health, safety, and welfare. This was the period of
muckraking journalism, which chronicled the poverty of immigrants
crowded into tenements in New York City neighborhoods with densi-
ties exceeding even that of Calcutta, India, often absent of access to
sanitation facilities, clean water, light, and air. Out of these conflicts
grew zoning.

Today, zoning is common. But at the time of its invention, it was
revolutionary. Why? For at least two reasons. It established a public
sector framework of standards for land use that proscribed the prop-
erty rights of site owners absent compensation, and it did so by treat-
ing site owners differently (the very idea of establishing residential,
commercial, and industrial zones). The concept was so revolutionary
that the U.S. Supreme Court barely validated it in their 1926 land-
mark case of Village of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler Realty.14

New York City is credited with inventing zoning in 1916. Within
a decade it had spread across the United States, because it filled a need
that cities had for rationalizing land use management. Until the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, most land use regulations looked
similar to zoning in its initial form. But then things changed again. As
America began to suburbanize, zoning was stretched to fit new land
use circumstances, and new forms of site management came into being
to reflect changing social values about land and natural and environ-
mental resources. This became especially pronounced with the rise of
the modern environmental movement.

Conceptually, land use and environmental planning, policy, and
management (through devices such as zoning) are premised on the need
for individual property rights to yield to a collective definition of the
public interest. Such planning and policy argues that an unfettered
right to exercise individual property rights does not serve the greater
public good. As some environmentalists articulate it, land use and 
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environmental problems arise precisely because the site and property
rights inherent to it are privately held and managed. Individuals are
making land use management decisions that do not take into account
the broader public interest and a more expansive economic calculus—
that is, their arguments update and restate those that led to the very
invention of zoning.

A litany of common land use and environmental issues—farmland
loss in the urban fringe, suburban sprawl, destruction of historic build-
ings, downtown deterioration, to name just a few—have all been
depicted as issues that arise from a version of Garrett Hardin’s
“tragedy of the commons.”15 In these instances, the tragedy is that
individual landowners make decisions that are economically and
socially sensible to them, but are not judged to be as sensible to the
broader public. To put the same point in the terms of classical eco-
nomics, each individual pursuing his or her own self-interest does not
yield the greater social interest.

For many, the legal pinnacle of this perspective was reached in the
early 1970s, when the modern environmental movement was brand
new.16 A landmark case was argued before the state of Wisconsin
Supreme Court: Just v. Marinette County.17 The Justs had chosen to
fill in a wetland in violation of state law. They argued that it was their
land and they could do what they wanted with it. The supreme court
disagreed; they said, you bought a wetland, you can use it as a wet-
land. Any other use, other than the natural use, is not something you
can assume to be within your bundle of property rights; it is some-
thing that you must acquire from the community to which you belong.
In the late 1990s the Wisconsin Supreme Court affirmed that this con-
tinues to be the law of the state.18 This is one of the most dramatic
examples available, but it shows the diversification and fragmentation
of claims to the site.

Critics of this evolution of social control of the site ask us to take
a deep breath and step back.19 They argue that the fallacy in seeing
modern society as a series of Garrett Hardin–style tragedy-of-the-com-
mons situations is that society (government) is continually able to jus-
tify a restriction/removal of property rights every time a new land use
and environmental problem is identified. Government can reconfigure
who has a claim on and to the site, and there is no reasonable end in
sight. From the critics’ point of view there are at least two problems
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with this: when what I own and control is only what the government
says I control, does private property really exist? And what about the
literal and figurative property–democracy social contract that forged
and underlies the nation?20

There is an additional way to frame these two phenomena: as the
reconfiguration of property rights in response to changing technology
and changing social values, and as the continuous expansion of regu-
lation. Framed that way, we see that throughout the twentieth century
the parties that have had claim to any particular site have been expand-
ing. If in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries sites were largely the
purview of owners to do with as they pleased, the story of the twen-
tieth century is that a variety of interests laid claim to the site and
argued that the owner’s traditional rights were to be reshuffled to
include their interests and claims. Most obviously, this expansion
included government (in its various forms and layers) asserting its
claim upon the site through the need to protect the public health,
safety, and welfare. Modern land use and environmental policy also
includes a formal and informal place for parties such as neighbors,
community and neighborhood organizations, and special interest
organizations when the site has a special characteristic (such as his-
toric character or unique ecological characteristics).

But this is not a one-sided story. Early in the twentieth century,
at the time zoning was being born and affirmed as a legitimate exer-
cise of governmental control, the U.S. Supreme Court took up a
related issue: is there a limit to how much the government can reg-
ulate private land? In 1922, in the case of Pennsylvania Coal Co. v.
Mahon, Justice Oliver Wendall Holmes wrote, “The general rule is
that while property may be regulated to a certain extent, if regula-
tion goes too far it will be recognized as a taking.”21 This sentiment
would seem to support the concern of the critics of the evolution of
social control of private land. Unfortunately, Justice Holmes did not
specify the precise place where the unacceptable limits of the regula-
tion occurred. Political, policy, and judicial practice since then has
been to largely (though not completely) back public regulatory activ-
ity as not crossing the line that Justice Holmes identified. As recently
as the spring of 2002, in the case of Tahoe-Sierra Preservation Coun-
cil v. Tahoe Regional Planning Agency the U.S. Supreme Court rec-
ognized the legitimate and important role of public regulation over
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sites where there are conflicting claims between owners, neighbors,
environmentalists, and the government.22

If this is where claims upon site stand at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, how is all this likely to evolve into the future? We
know that property is a complex social institution. People and com-
munities have strong emotional attachments to particular places, and,
for many people in industrialized countries, the ownership of private
property is still one of the (if not the) primary economic assets acquired
and managed in a lifetime. As such, individuals tend to have strong
interest in the integrity of their property rights bundle. But at the same
time, many people seem to have an inherent understanding of the need
to limit the exercise of property rights through the use of public mech-
anisms (such as those used in land use and environmental manage-
ment). How will these tendencies be balanced?

One prediction I offer is that the differences of policy and political
opinion about the integrity versus malleability of property rights is
going to deepen, rather than heal; fighting over the site will be inten-
sified, rather than lessened.23 Why? One reason has to do with the
spread in America over political and social values and social and eco-
nomic circumstances. This has been expressed and talked about in a
number of ways. After the 2000 presidential election the national print
media published a map that coded by red and blue the counties that
voted for the Republican and Democratic Party candidates (George W.
Bush and Albert Gore), respectively. The map showed a nation whose
political opinions were divided largely between those who resided in
the coastal (more liberal) states and in the heartland (more conserva-
tive states).24 To some extent this division reflects social and economic
circumstances. It was largely (though not exclusively) the residents of
the blue states who enjoyed the economic boom of the 1990s, who
were able to reposition their economic circumstances upward, and thus
participate in further dividing America’s economic classes.25

All of this has effects on property rights issues. How? While prop-
erty matters to all of us, as an individual gets wealthier, the compo-
nent of that person’s financial profile directly tied to property
decreases. This is only logical. As one’s wealth increases, one tends to
diversify one’s holdings, and wealth is represented by real estate and
other wealth instruments (stocks, bonds, art, precious metal, etc.). So
it is not that the upper middle class and wealthy do not own larger
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homes, second homes, and so on, but rather that the proportion of
one’s wealth represented by this property decreases in the total wealth
profile. So, while for the middle and lower middle class, the owner-
ship of property (a house and lot) is the primary form of wealth, for
the upper middle class and wealthy, property is only one part of how
they own and invest to secure their wealth.

The impact of all this for claims upon the site is profound. If a pro-
posed land use or environmental program is going to impact upon
property rights, it matters how important those property rights are to
those being impacted. If those being impacted are wealthier, they can,
quite literally, afford the impact; it matters less to them. If those being
impacted have only their landed property, then land use regulations
that propose to take the value of that property for larger social val-
ues become more important to the individuals, who have significant
incentive to resist such regulatory efforts and work to preserve the
integrity of their property rights bundle.

Social scientists have long noted this phenomenon. That is, they
have noted that those who tend to support the development and imple-
mentation of land use and environmental policies and programs are
those who can, quite literally, afford them. And they have noted that
an upward shift in economic circumstances, leads to a focus on the
promotion of a set of quality-of-life values that can become (often
become?) translated as regulatory efforts to shape the use of other peo-
ple’s private property in the interest of pursuing larger social values
such as environmental protection, growth management, and smart
growth.26

So if the observations and predictions offered about the way Amer-
ica’s social and economic classes are developing are correct, what we
can expect is ever more social conflict over property rights, as one
group with resources seeks to secure more quality-of-life values (con-
trolled growth, undivided farmland, pure trout streams, vibrant down-
towns) and one group with some but marginal resources seeks to pro-
tect that sliver of investment they have in the American dream through
investment in property (whether these be farmland owners, ranchers,
wetland owners, or the owners of “blighted” downtown neighbor-
hoods slated for redevelopment even when these neighborhoods and
homes may be socially and economically viable).27 To emphasize the
point, an era of intensified social conflict over claims to the site is upon
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us, and one of its expressions will be heightened conflict over prop-
erty rights.

The bulk of this essay tells an American story about property rights.
A way to characterize the story is that, starting at some mythical point
in the pre-twentieth-century period, the property bundle was fuller,
thicker, and stronger than it is today. Then, beginning at some unde-
termined point, but taking clear shape in the early part of the twenti-
eth century, the property rights bundle came under assault from the
state, as government was pressured to make the bundle narrower,
leaner, and weaker to fulfill public goals at the expense of the private
property bundle.

The twentieth century was a century in which the property rights
bundle experienced waves of assault. At first the assault was a func-
tion of new technology and rapid urbanization. These phenomena con-
tinued through the century and were then joined in the century’s last
half by an assault born of changing social values, rooted in new atti-
tudes about racial, gender, and then environmental relationships. With
each wave of assault, the property rights bundle diminished.

What is interesting about this story is that each of these assaults
was a change driven by a threat. In the early part of the century city
spaces were changing as a function of international and intranational
immigration; traditional ideas about property did not seem to work as
these changes occurred. In the midcentury, property seemed to be a
barrier to ever-mounting calls for legal and social change in racial rela-
tionships. In the late century, claims to property’s integrity appear to
clash with new scientific findings about ecosystem functioning and
maintenance.

The question is: what’s next? Will there be new challenges to prop-
erty analogous to those that reshaped it in the twentieth century? The
answer has to be “yes.” We continue technological development, and
it continues to present challenges to our ways of living and our con-
cepts of property. Exactly what these developments will be, I won’t
venture. But they will come, and as they do property will be asked—
we will demand—that it bend and flex in response, just as we have
done throughout the twentieth century. And we will continue to do
the same in the social arena. As a society we will insist that property
be reshaped as we discover ways in which old conceptions of property
hold back the liberation and social integration of peoples and others
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(animals, landscapes) once deemed invisible or irrelevant, or at least
less deserving than property itself. One likely trend for the future will
be an increasing focus on the implications of new ecological under-
standings of human–land relationships. Going back at least fifty years,
but gaining ever more currency with the growth of the modern envi-
ronmental movement, land ethicists have been calling for a new view
of land that is less commodity based and more community based, a
view that gives to the land a right to existence on its own term.28

But as a broad set of predictions, these are uncomfortable for at
least two reasons. One, it seems to suggest that there is no logical end
to the reshaping of property, that instead property is always subservient
to technology and social values. If this is true, then how can the prem-
ise, the promise, of property as an establisher and enabler of the indi-
vidual in a democracy be realized? That is, if technology and social val-
ues always trump property (and always do so absent compensation),
then what is property’s value? What value does it serve as a bastion
against the arbitrary power of the state? How does one prevent the
tyranny of the majority? Are there first principles that are inviolate?

Also, these predictions fall into the trap of many predictions:
assuming that the future will unfold as has the past. Instead, what we
know about technological and social change is that there are periods
of disjuncture, when something(s) happens to completely reshape our
worldview and our abilities to live in the world as we have to that
point. The difficulty is that few of us can imagine what these disjunc-
tures might be and what changes they might bring. Yet we know these
disjunctions have happened in the past; they will happen again. These
changes, whatever they will be, will impact property and thus claims
upon the site. So, for example, it is interesting to note that in this pres-
ent period of history property is again dominant on the world stage
as a result of one of these disjunctures. In 1989 the Berlin Wall fell,
and within a few years the world experienced the dissolution of the
Soviet Union and its political–economic block. Since then, the Western
countries have been actively promoting democracy and capitalism
throughout the second and third worlds. Often the first step in this
process is assistance in the creation of private property, property reg-
istration and transfer institutions, and property markets. Private prop-
erty—strong private property—is a premise of current international
development policy.29
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So, is there a future for private property in America? Yes. Private
property is central to the very essence of the American experience, and
it will continue to hold an important place in American economics,
politics, law, and social debate. The desire to own and control a site
seems to be a nearly universal human motivation. For many reasons,
conflict over site management has been and will continue to be cen-
tral to our dialogues—as neighbors, as members of special interest
communities, as part of the larger community to which we belong,
proximately, socially, and legally.

So how does any one of us make a legitimate claim to a site? To
whom does a site belong? Who owns a site? It turns out that these are
not easy questions to answer. If the site was ever the purview of the
owner, it is no longer. In modern times, the site belongs to the owner
of record and it also belongs to all of us. When we look at the legacy
of the Founding Fathers and the documents they left us, we see a con-
fusion about land and property, a confusion that is still with us and
even more acute. Site ownership is more fragmented than we com-
monly acknowledge. The site has more claims upon it, and we, soci-
ety, have ever more difficulty sorting out the legitimacy of conflicting
claims.

So how do we—as owners, neighbors, concerned appreciators, and
users—go about claiming the site? Who has the rights to act upon the
site? The only way we have learned to answer these questions is to
continually come together and argue it through, to use a social, dia-
logical, democratic process to address an issue with complex legal,
economic, and cultural roots. There is no simple economic or legal for-
mula to which we can turn. Each community in each generation
decides on the balance point that respects the rights of the site owner
and those of other claimants to the site. Is this is messy process? Yes.
Does it guarantee that everyone will be satisfied? No. Is there is any
other alternative? There doesn’t appear to be.

We do know something about the future: private property will not
stagnate. It never has, and it will not now. Private property will con-
tinue to evolve in America; it has to. As it does, so too will claims
upon the site. Private property is a social contract. It establishes the
rights of the individual and it binds society. The balance point
between individual and social rights in property will continually be
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renegotiated. Each time it is renegotiated, the claimants to a site will
be reshuffled.

As Americans continue to reinvent their concept of freedom, of
what it means to have liberty, they will come to understand anew what
it means to hold private property while living in a democratic society.
Claims upon the site become one of the most obvious expressions of
this ever-changing dialogue.30
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From Place to Site: Negotiating Narrative 
Complexity

Robert A. Beauregard
All sites exist first as places. Before places become objects of urban
planning and design, they exist in personal experience, hearsay, and
collective memories. Standing between planners and designers and the
sites on which they hope to act are socially embedded narratives. And,
while these place narratives can be ignored, they cannot be wholly
erased. Places are never empty.

No place, even if unexplored, escapes this rule. Simply that we
know of the jungles of Borneo or the desolate tundra of northern Rus-
sia means that a story can be told. At the least, we imagine these places
as far away, undeveloped and uninhabited, as dark and mysterious.
These images, in turn, prepare the way for other narrative construc-
tions. When settlers establish wilderness outposts, for example, they
enter into narratives of discovery, conquest, and the beneficence of civ-
ilization. These stories are possible only because the place has been
first understood as alienated and empty, that is, because it existed in
a prior narrative.

Antithetic to places unknown are places saturated with meaning.1

Densely imagined through overlapping histories and intersecting cur-
rent events, they resist being turned into “cleared” sites, that is, sites
“received as unoccupied, lacking any prior construction and empty of
content.”2 A multitude of stories compete for attention, and do so with
conflicting interpretations and story lines. These are anthropological



places whose inhabitants live in history, whose identity has not been
formalized, and whose intellectual status is ambiguous.3 The options
for planners and designers to impose their singular vision are severely
curtailed. At the same time, the richness of narratives constitutes a
wellspring of creative possibilities.

As I write these words in the fall of 2002, the former World Trade
Center in lower Manhattan, where twin 110-story towers once stood,
is one such saturated place. Encased in a multitude of powerful and
competing narratives, it is currently the most freighted of redevelopment
sites on the planet. No plan for the site can avoid the narratives of ter-
rorism, globalization, U.S. hegemony and cultural imperialism, victim-
ization, and sacrifice that shape how this place is collectively imagined.

At the same time, lower Manhattan is known locally by a number
of stories that began prior to that tragic day. One story tells of the
recent conversion of office buildings to residential use and claims that
investment in housing will release the area from its commercial dol-
drums and make it a 24-hour neighborhood of multiple uses and
diverse activities.

Critics of the original World Trade Center tell a story that refers to
a high modernist hubris that took hold in the early 1960s. This vision
led to the demolition of a wholesale and produce market, the closing
of Radio Row (a cluster of consumer electronics stores), and the dis-
placement of a Lebanese merchant community. This narrative includes
the abandonment of the city’s port for the world of high finance. This
history, of course, was buried beneath the massive foundations of the
Twin Towers and layer after layer of retailing and transit paths. Now,
that history lies even deeper. Amid such a surplus of narratives, the
planning, design, and subsequent redevelopment of the 16-acre site
seems overdetermined, awash in a turbulent sea of meanings.4

A site is a social construct, a representation of space. It is conceived
apart from the complexity of human relations. In effect, a site is a
place that has been denatured, formalized, and colonized, its meanings
made compatible with the relations of production, state imperatives,
and the order that both imply. Opposed to the site is a representa-
tional space—what I have termed place—and its complex symbolism
grounded in lived experience.5 The former emanates from profession-
als and technocrats, the latter from human encounters in dwellings,
churches, sidewalks, plazas, markets, and the workplaces of the city.

40 Robert A. Beauregard



Sites, though, do not appear initially as fully rationalized. Rather,
they have to be created through the articulation of certain professional
qualities (e.g., area, economic value) and the suppression of others.
The place to be displaced has first to be prepared. Consequently, the
site does not exist prior to the onset of planning and design. It is an
integral part of these processes. The site is created through the acts of
planning and design. There is no preplan or predesign stage that fixes
the meaning of the site and through which one passes never to return.

Urban designers and planners, developers and engineers, govern-
ment administrators, and architects have developed a variety of
methodologies for making sense of place. Using variations in scale and
slope, economic value and solar orientation, configuration and zoning,
and other analytical and abstract categories, they turn different places
into a smaller number of types of sites. First they move the specific
place—with its connotations of richness, diversity, and complexity—
onto “muted ground.”6 There, a limited number of qualities prepare
it for intervention. To accomplish this, the untamed, overlapping, and
contradictory histories, remembrances, and engagements that cling to
the place must be removed and subsequently replaced (or not) with
simplified, coherent, and transparent representations. In the case of the
World Trade Center, the place of terrorist destruction and capitalist
machinations becomes 16 acres with a gigantic floor-to-area ratio and
huge development potential.

Planners and designers take control of a place by distilling its nar-
ratives. They eliminate the ambiguities that might derail the project by
casting doubt that it is the best and only viable option.7 Their intent
is to create opportunities for action. Given a set of conditions or a
sense of unease, they represent places in terms that enable them and
others to intervene. They turn what they are given into what they
know, and what they know is situations of a certain type. Presented
with a client’s need for solitude and nearness to nature, the architect
writes a program for a house in the woods.

In effect, places are professionalized. A small number of qualities
are used to situate the place in a closed, analytical discourse. Abstrac-
tions abound. Anxiety is reduced. Professionals isolate in order to con-
trol, and this hermetic move enables professionals to claim that their
depiction captures the foundational nature, the truth, of the place—at
least for purposes of development. Without such a site discourse, 
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professionals claim, the site cannot be developed. Professional knowl-
edge is thus doubly essentialist, producing a further need for site pro-
fessionals.8

Good planners and designers recognize the compulsion to engage
in abstraction and reductionism. They grapple with narratives that oth-
ers might discard. They attempt to use nonprofessional understandings
to add, rather than subtract, meaning. What design element would cap-
ture the tragedy of the World Trade Center terrorist attack? they ask,
thus engaging a nonprofessional narrative of the site. These planners
and designers attempt to negotiate the messy and multiple narratives
of place and explore representations that resist the bloodless quality
of professional categories.9

Sites, of course, seldom remain vacant. They are almost always
developed and, once developed, their new use and activities create—
even require—new narratives. In fact, for many development projects,
whether they be suburban housing or entertainment districts, the mak-
ing of the site into a place begins during the development phase. To
support the investment, new images must be publicized. Examples
range from resort areas, such as Cancún on the Mexican coast and
Las Vegas, that were “undeveloped” prior to becoming tourist sites,
to garden apartment complexes. Sites are only way stations between
place and place.10

Two examples will be used to explore these themes. Each illustrates
the difference between place and site and how these differences are
negotiated. Both deal with cleared sites, but in quite dissimilar ways.
The first example is the multi-site Operation Breakthrough, a demon-
stration project of the early 1970s developed by the U.S. government
to produce industrialized housing for low- and moderate-income
households. The second example is Brasilia, the planned capital city of
Brazil built in the late 1950s and officially inaugurated on April 21,
1960.

Operation Breakthrough required standard sites, sites without
encumbering narratives and without physical and regulatory impedi-
ments to mass-produced housing schemes. The idea was to create inter-
changeable spaces that would be efficient and profitable for industri-
alized, modular housing. Consequently, the places in which such
housing was to be built were stripped of any prior history—made
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empty—and their physical surroundings suppressed. Rewritten as pro-
fessionalized sites, they became eligible for the program.

The Brasilia case moves in the opposite direction, not from place
to site but from site to place. Brasilia was located in a part of the
country that was first collectively imagined as undeveloped, empty, and
without history. This understanding opened the area to two narratives:
one of modern architecture and design and the other of developmen-
talism and nation-building. The place could accommodate these nar-
ratives only by first being made empty.

FROM PLACE TO SITE: OPERATION BREAKTHROUGH

In 1969, President Richard Nixon appointed George Romney, former
head of the Ford Motor Company, as secretary of the U.S. Department
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). One of Romney’s first
policy initiatives was Operation Breakthrough, a national program
designed to demonstrate the potential of industrialized housing and
modular building systems and to address a housing shortage, particu-
larly for low-income and moderate-income households. In pursuing
these goals, the program would rationalize what was viewed as a frag-
mented and backward home-building industry immune to innovation.
The initiative was launched in May of 1969.11

Operation Breakthrough was designed to have three phases, only
the first of which was fully realized.12 After an initial phase in which
guidelines were developed, HUD held two separate competitions: one
for prototype building systems and the other for sites on which to erect
those systems. In the second phase, the prototype systems were
matched with the prototype sites and construction was to begin. After
completion of the demonstration, HUD hoped that developers and
communities would adopt these systems for large-scale production.
The projected goal for the last phase was 2.8 million housing units
over ten years. In the spirit of mass production, the whole process was
fast-tracked. Requests for Proposals were made available in July of
1969, winners were announced in February of 1970, and contracts for
construction awarded in August of 1971.

The competition phase unfolded on parallel paths: one for the
building systems and the other for sites. (This was an early sign that
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sites would have to be standardized.) Over 600 product prototype pro-
posals were submitted for consideration, 60 percent of which were for
advanced research and development contracts rather than total hous-
ing systems. The housing system proposals were evaluated by a com-
mittee of individuals from various government agencies. The commit-
tee rated each proposal on the quality of the physical design, the
availability of financing, and the management capability of the system
producer. The last two criteria were particularly important, given the
objective of moving quickly into and out of the demonstration phase.
Secondary criteria included the geographical reach of the system (that
is, the extent to which it could be adapted to different climates) and
minority participation in the production and construction phases.

The housing systems were of different types: low-rise stackable
boxes, high-rise stackable boxes, concrete panels, lightweight compo-
nents, and “breakthrough limits” (i.e., mixed systems).13 The systems
were developed by a variety of producers: integrated building products
corporations such as Boise-Cascade; diversified corporations such as
the Aluminum Company of America (Alcoa), General Electric, and
TRW Systems; and large home-builders such as Stirling Homex and
National Homes. Almost all of the submissions were made by con-
sortiums, the majority of which included architects. In the end, thirty-
seven system producers were selected, a number later reduced to
twenty-two.

Simultaneously, competitions were held for prototype sites and for
planners of prototype sites. Local governments submitted proposals for
218 sites while eighty-two architecture, planning, and design firms
applied to be site planners. Eleven sites and ten site planners were cho-
sen. Four of the sites were in the inner city, four in city fringe areas,
and three in the suburbs. (The intent was to develop the prototype
sites at different densities, one of the only efforts to contextualize the
projects.) The selected sites were spread across the country and
included St. Louis in the inner city category, Sacramento in the city
fringe category, and New Castle County (Wilmington, DE) in the sub-
urban category.

Because Operation Breakthrough was meant to be a demonstration,
HUD wanted to place more than one system on each site. Moreover,
it also required that housing units be clustered and expected that the
site would also have stores, playgrounds, parking, and other facilities.
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Consequently, site planners had to analyze the site, develop market
analyses, determine the number of housing units to be placed on the
site using each housing system, develop a site plan, and negotiate reg-
ulations with local officials. In Jersey City, for example, the site plan-
ner (David A. Crane Associates) developed a plan that integrated the
housing of four system producers with parking structures, a school,
and office space. In addition, Crane Associates selected the structure
types, specified the number of units to be built with each system, and
worked with the system producers to minimize costs.

HUD also selected eight site developers to address the issue of mar-
ket aggregation, that is, the creation of sufficient demand to support
industrialized housing at specific sites. Because mass production needs
to exploit economies of scale to be cost efficient and thus profitable,
the financial viability of these housing systems depended on the scale
of construction. The scale of construction, in turn, depended on the
size of the market, that is, the effective demand. Since the consumer
base was to be low-income and moderate-income households, prof-
itability required financial assistance from the federal government.
These subsidies had to be identified and allocated to the projects. They
would lower the construction costs of the units, expand effective
demand, and increase the scale of construction.

Because Operation Breakthrough was designed to open up the
national housing market to industrialization, HUD required local gov-
ernments to identify places where housing was needed and then to pre-
pare these places to receive any of the mass-produced housing systems.
In the third phase, HUD wanted producers to have access to standard
sites. Consequently, to participate in the demonstration and the sub-
sequent production phase, the sites had to be free of local building and
housing codes and zoning ordinances. There could be no variations in
regulations from one site to the next—in fact, no local regulations at
all. Additionally, union work rules had to be suspended. (Factory-built
housing mainly utilizes unskilled labor and thus most construction
trade unions had already been eliminated from the process.)

The sites were further extracted from their physical surroundings
when the adjacent street pattern was not continued onto the site. The
idiosyncrasies of city blocks were viewed as incompatible with mass-
produced systems. And, of course, the sites had to be fully cleared of
buildings and structures before construction could take place.
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Whatever distinctive history or identity these places had was to be
suppressed. Consequently, prior narratives were not made part of the
development process. Once it was determined that the place was avail-
able for residential development and that housing there made loca-
tional sense, the professional site narrative was set in motion. Stripped
of rules, regulations, and street patterns, the site was then ready to
receive the housing systems.

The demonstration phase began with HUD awarding twenty-two
contracts for 2,796 housing units at a total cost of $63 million.14 From
that point onward, Operation Breakthrough lost momentum. By late
1972, a number of system producers had gone bankrupt. High start-
up costs, inadequate economies of scale, and a lack of long-term com-
mitment by system producers and governments were immediate causes.
In addition, a January 1973 federal government freeze on all subsi-
dized housing and the collapse of the housing market when double-
digit inflation and unemployment struck the economy in the mid-1970s
further contributed to the financial infeasibility of the initiative. In
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1980, adding proverbial insult to injury, HUD demolished a 147-unit
project in New Haven designed by the architect Philip Johnson. The
long-term maintenance and repair costs simply exceeded the costs of
demolition and replacement.15

In sum, neither the site planners nor HUD gave much value to the
prior history of these sites or to how these housing systems would be
articulated in relation to the surrounding urban fabric. The stories of
people who had once lived and worked in these places, of the changes
these communities had undergone, and of the meanings disrupted by
such an abrupt design shift were ignored.

This was a national demonstration meant to transform the home-
building industry, and it had all the utopian impulses that such an
endeavor seemed to require. Romney and his policymakers at HUD
wanted to avoid a particular scenario that seemed to pervade the res-
idential building market. In this scenario, “[a] producer has to locate
land site by site on which to build housing, then he has to deal site
by site with local zoning, building and housing codes, and, of course,
locate financing on a project by project basis.”16 Highly inefficient, this
was anathema. It had to be changed.

Operation Breakthrough first erased history from the site. Soon there-
after, local government regulations, labor relations, and the surrounding
street pattern were cast aside. The only relevant stories about the site
were those that indicated its suitability for industrialized housing systems
and that positioned it favorably as regards the perplexing problem of
market aggregation. Only in this fashion, HUD believed, could Opera-
tion Breakthrough overcome fragmentation in the building industry.

This attitude was reinforced by the way the housing system and site
identification processes occurred in parallel, only intersecting after sys-
tems and sites were independently selected. The implicit assumption
was that for industrialized housing systems to be profitable, they had
to be erected on sites that posed few variations from a basic model.
Every place in which mass-produced housing was to be located had
first to be standardized.

By contrast, American automobile manufacturers, those exemplars
of mass production, learned to produce a variety of models and styles
and to appeal to a range of desires and needs in segmented markets.17

Nothing inherent in industrialized or modular housing systems pre-
cludes listening to and incorporating the narrative richness of a place.
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Thus, nothing impassable stands in the way of treating the site as a
bearer of meaning.18 The designers of Operation Breakthrough thought
differently; without standardized sites, mass-produced housing would
not be financially viable and would not attract either producers or
investors. Place had to become site.

FROM SITE TO PLACE: BRASILIA

From the late-eighteenth century, political elites in Brazil dreamed of
establishing a capital city in the interior of this large and resource-rich
country. Brazil then, and through to the last half of the twentieth cen-
tury, was primarily a coastal country. Its major cities and most of its
population were arrayed along the Atlantic Ocean. The interior—vast
areas of savanna and jungle—was mostly undeveloped. The country
was blessed with “boundless resources and untapped wealth.”19 Yet,
its destiny was not being realized.

The dream came to fruition under President Juscelio Kubitschek
(1956–1961). In 1947, a national commission had designated the Cen-
tral Plateau—located in the symbolic center of the country—as the
place of the new national capital. Not until 1956, however, was a com-
petition held to produce a plan. Twenty-six proposals were submitted.
(The competition was open only to architects and planners licensed in
Brazil.) The jury selected the submission of Lucio Costas, a self-
described “free-lance town planner” and a key figure in the modern
movement of architecture and design in Brazil.20

Costas offered an “elementary gesture,” a dual axis plan with one
east–west axis of monumental buildings serving political and adminis-
trative functions and a north–south axis of residential and commercial
superblocks. In effect, he proposed “one of the oldest devices of urban
design,” a cross.21 The architect Oscar Niemeyer, a member of the com-
petition jury, was selected to design the buildings. Like Costas, he was
a high modernist in spirit and style.

The actual site was chosen by a team consisting of Belcher Asso-
ciates of Ithaca, New York, and two Brazilian consultants. Hired in
1954, the team was asked to study a 54,000–square kilometer area
on the Central Plateau and to select five alternative sites of 1,000
square kilometers that would support a population of 500,000 peo-
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ple. The chosen site would be the one that best met criteria estab-
lished by an earlier government commission. These criteria included
an altitude that would provide an amenable climate and reduce the
incidence of malaria, moderately sloping terrain with a gradient suf-
ficient for efficient drainage, a nearby water source with hydroelectric
power potential, modest distance to an urban center for obtaining
supplies during construction, and available construction materials
(specifically, sand and gravel). The team made its decision known in
1955, and it was this best site for which Costas drew his highly styl-
ized plan.

The Central Plateau is approximately one thousand kilometers
inland from the Atlantic Ocean, not quite halfway across the country
to the west, and between 3,000 and 3,500 feet above sea level. It is
on the high plains, basically a gently rolling woodland savanna com-
prised of grasslands, scrubby and scattered deciduous trees, and poor
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soils. Despite its temperate climate, however, development lagged. In
the early 1950s, there were few settlements (mostly isolated towns and
agricultural stations), little economic activity, and hardly any industry.
“Transportation depended on paths cut into the ground and through
the bush…[and were]… almost impassable during the rainy season.”22

Prior to construction, this region constituted 22 percent of the ter-
ritory of Brazil but had only 4 percent of the country’s population and
generated only 3 percent of its national income. Moreover, it was
sparsely populated with only one person per square kilometer. By con-
trast, the east coast (with Rio de Janeiro) had 15 percent of the terri-
tory, 34 percent of the population, and accounted for 36 percent of
the national income. The southern region around Porto Alegre had
comparable figures: 10 percent of the territory, 36 percent of the pop-
ulation, and 50 percent of the national income.23 To the Brazilian gov-
ernment and most of the country’s citizens, the Central Plateau was
the undeveloped interior.

This frontier place was subsequently represented by three quite
powerful and intersecting narratives. These narratives were at the root
of the idea for a new capital city; they shaped the plan and influenced
the architecture that came to dominate Brasilia. The first, a story of
the Central Plateau as undeveloped and uninhabited, created the place
as a site. It emptied it of all but its development potential. Moreover,
it prepared the place to receive a highly stylized plan and ultramod-
ernistic architecture. The other two narratives filled the site, turning it
into a place it had never been. One set the site in a framework of
developmentalism and nation-building that would achieve Brazil’s des-
tiny. The other juxtaposed the new capital with the existing capital of
Rio de Janeiro and signaled a break from the past.

Brasilia was to be located in a place widely described as wild and
undeveloped. Sparsely populated, with vast open spaces, the Central
Plateau was the remote interior. One commentator labeled it an “enor-
mous expanse of emptiness,” another called the location a “no man’s
land,” and a third referred to the planned city as being built on “vir-
gin soil.”24 The journey from the developed coastal region—from Rio
de Janeiro or Salvador or Porto Alegre—to Brasilia involved a transi-
tion from densely spaced settlements to an undeveloped interior, from
urban congestion and clutter to “silent horizons,” and, after the city
was built, from busy markets and public conversations (and a famil-
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iar Brazil) to desolate commercial strips and an incongruous mod-
ernism.25 The distance from the populous cities of the coast to this
planned and artificial capital was more than geographic.

Initially, the Central Plateau was situated in a narrative without his-
tory. Nothing had happened there, at least nothing of significance for
either the people or the nation of Brazil. That the place was consid-
ered empty, however, did not mean that it was without possibilities.

In fact, it was precisely this perceived emptiness that enabled the
jury to select Costas’s highly stylized and schematic gesture and that
allowed Niemeyer to impose a severe and high modernist architecture
on its original buildings. The site—a “clean tablecloth,” Kubitschek
claimed26—provided little resistance to an elementary and utopian idea
and to a rigid and closed plan. And, since there had been so little devel-
opment, an architecture characteristic of the interior had not devel-
oped. Consequently, Niemeyer could indulge his modernist ambitions
and design buildings whose massing and style spoke neither to context
nor history but to the future. The plan and buildings gave meaning to
the empty site. High modernism was selected to typify the emerging
nation. Brasilia was the “new” Brazil, a de novo alternative to exist-
ing Brazilian cities. It was “…a bold gesture and an act of faith in the
future.”27

The desolate place narrative also enabled a narrative of socioeco-
nomic developmentalism and nation-building. Kutbitschek came into
office touting the modernization of Brazil and its potential for becom-
ing a world industrial power and a significant contributor to global
trade. His developmentalism called for rapid industrialization, the
expansion of domestic markets, and increased trade with other nations.
The country was well populated, rich in natural resources, and blessed
with major ports and rivers. But, the interior—“the vast expanses of
the Brazilian back country”28—was undeveloped and its potential was
being squandered.

By occupying the interior, by integrating it with the developed
coastal cities, the nation could itself be modernized. The interior had
to be settled, and this required a growth pole. A planned city would
catapult the interior into history and the nation into the future. Quot-
ing Lucio Costas, “Founding a city in the wilderness is a deliberate act
of conquest.”29
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Brasilia was to be the wedge that would make the interior desir-
able to investors and settlers. Centrally located, a national system of
highways would be built to connect it to cities across the country. On
this 11,000–mile network would travel the internal commerce of the
country. Goods would move from the interior to the coast, and from
there they would be shipped to other countries. Imports from abroad
would arrive at Brazilian ports and be distributed throughout the
land. Industrial development and resource extraction in the interior
would expand export production and create workers with incomes
sufficient to purchase imports. Brasilia, though, would remain a polit-
ical and administrative capital; its satellites and other cities in the
region, now connected to the coast by highways, would be the poles
of state-driven industrialization. Further support for industrial devel-
opment would come from hydroelectric dams, schools, and other pub-
lic works.

As investment increased and jobs expanded in the interior, popula-
tion pressure in the large cities such as Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo
would be reduced. Workers would adapt to the changing landscape of
employment opportunities and resettle their families. National inte-
gration—economic and social—would be the result. Its spark would
be Brasilia, “the symbol of the opening of a vast interior to modern-
ization and the unification of all regions of Brazil.”30

By occupying “the vast empty core of the nation,” the new capital
would serve as a catalyst for regional and national development.31

Through modernization, Brazil would realize its continental destiny.
The ultimate goal was to build a nation, an integrated political and
economic space overseen from the national capital. This required an
end to the underdevelopment of the interior. Only by breaking down
the frontier could nation-building be accomplished. Brazil had to be
written on the savanna (and the jungle) landscape. This would be
progress and it was progress that made a country modern.

Keeping the capital in Rio de Janeiro thwarted this dream. Rio was
known for its relaxed lifestyle and its inefficient civil service. Cliental-
ism reigned, with patronage and social connections guiding govern-
ment policy. At the same time, Rio was home to intellectuals and stu-
dents, radical ideas, and (as the country’s major industrial center) labor
activism. Further detracting from its status as the capital city, Rio de
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Janeiro still retained a European and thus colonial heritage, a sym-
bolism that blocked the emergence of a new, independent Brazil.
Brasilia would signal a symbolic end to Portuguese colonial rule.32

To build a modern nation would require strenuous effort, efficient
bureaucracies, and an absence of favoritism and corruption. Relocat-
ing the capital would allow officials “to breathe the pure air of the
plateau” rather than being forced to live “in the atmosphere impreg-
nated with sea, air, burnt oil and cynical sensualism that weighs on
Rio.”33 Isolation would provide the critical distance to resist the call
of clientalism—and the beaches—and produce a different governmen-
tal culture. Brasilia would be the new beginning, lifting the burdens
that had kept the country divided between an undeveloped interior and
a thriving coast.

Of course, clientalism did not cease with the relocation of the cap-
ital. In fact, critics labeled the planned city a massive patronage proj-
ect. The building of Brasilia was a political act. President Kubitschek
wanted to leave a great legacy, and this could not be done in Rio.
Any project there would be overwhelmed—both socially and aesthet-
ically—by the existing city and its stunning landscape of beaches and
hills. That Brasilia needed to be completed before Kubitschek left
office, that it had to proceed as rapidly as possible, was an indication
that Kubitschek’s vision—“fifty years progress in five”34—could not be
sustained politically. In fact, “[t]he full-blownness of the city plan was
a partial antidote to the danger that future administrations…would
succeed in undoing the [plan’s] lucidity and authority….”35

In sum, the planning and design of Brasilia was implicated in over-
lapping stories about the Central Plateau. The emptiness of the area
provided a “clean canvas” on which to sketch a crisp and highly
defined modernist plan and construct an architecture devoid of con-
textual referents. The plateau’s underdevelopment made it ideal both
for nation-building and for hosting the anti-Rio. These qualities,
though, were not inherent to the place. They were part of shared nar-
ratives created to legitimize and guide planning. Brasilia was never a
utopian city; it was meant to be somewhere. A place understood as—
created as—empty has to be filled with the appropriate narratives. In
the case of Brasilia, place had first to become site in order to be turned
into a new and different place.
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FINAL THOUGHTS

We know little about how urban planners and designers actually go
about the deconstruction of place and the narrative construction of
sites. We do know that intervention cannot occur, development can-
not happen, until the site is brought under control, situated in a pro-
fessional discourse. To arrive there, prior narratives are reduced in
number or, in some instances, totally eliminated. Emboldened by sim-
plification and standardization, analytical description thrives. Such rep-
resentations cast a particular place in terms of a category of “prob-
lems” that the professional knows how to solve.36

Places are never emptied. Rather what occurs is a form of discur-
sive displacement. Planners and designers substitute a professional nar-
rative for a multitude of shared histories, collective remembrances, and
personal experiences. Unwieldy stories about the place are suppressed
and replaced by more actionable understandings. Planners and design-
ers abhor narrative vacuums. Even a cleared site has to have meaning
attached to it. To be cleared is to be prepared for, receptive to, a par-
ticular intervention. That is what it means for a place to become a site.

The Central Plateau was not raw nature in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury. Settlements existed, there were small mining operations and a few
farms, and cattle grazed on the plains. To support the twin projects of
developmentalism and nation-building, Brazil’s leaders suppressed this
understanding and portrayed the Central Plateau as in a pristine state.
The Central Plateau was returned to nature. Proponents of Brasilia
then naturalized the site in a second way. They made the Central
Plateau seem the only possible location for the new capital. Once the
narratives were constructed and publicized, it all made perfect sense.

That a site has to be refilled with narratives to realize the benefits
of investment and development points to the complexity of the
place–site relationship. It is not enough to establish a new national
capital on the plains, build a state-of-the-art baseball stadium down-
town, reinvest in housing in an old neighborhood, or turn a derelict
waterfront into a park. These places must also, and subsequently, be
reinserted into the respective narratives that make up the national iden-
tity, list local entertainment options, celebrate gentrification, and extol
the attractiveness of city living. Investment requires narrative support.
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Part of preparing a place to become a site involves the formation
of new narratives. Familiar to anyone who observes real estate devel-
opment is the narrative onslaught that begins almost immediately as
developers and real estate brokers tout the benefits, for example, of
their proposed apartment building, its compatibility with urbane
lifestyles, and its prestigious address. Planners and designers are com-
plicit in this process. Their presence indicates a seriousness of purpose
and even inevitability to the project. Their reports and images portray
and publicize the new place. The first act of real estate development
is the narrative remaking of the site.

The most likely scenario is the turning of place into site in order
then to turn site into place. The connecting element is always the site.
The initial place has to pass through the site, as in the case of Oper-
ation Breakthrough, to emerge as another and different place. The sce-
nario moves forward by the deployment of preexisting and shared
understandings as well as novel interpretations. Because there is no
essence to any site, no single truth waiting to be discovered, different
site knowledges—of the architect, the investor, the bureaucrat, and oth-
ers—need to be negotiated. Narratives are constructed and decon-
structed prior to but in harmony with the physical transformation
eventually to be realized.

Throughout all of this, the default position remains a site story, a
story of professional categories and interventions. This is the dominant
narrative of planning and design. Like all stories about place, it
“weaves the tissue of habits, educates the gaze, [and] informs the land-
scape.”37 It is the discourse of choice, meaningful within and resonant
outside the design professions.

Yet, planning and design projects are never purely analytical; they
are fully professionalized only in an ideological sense. Because main-
taining a boundary between professional knowledge and what one
knows in general is nearly impossible, few planners and designers work
wholly from within the standardized site discourse. To do so would be
to abandon the last pretense of creativity as well as to misread, pos-
sibly fatally, the complexity of the design task.
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4

Groundwork

Robin Dripps

…If background seems inappropriately modest, we should remem-
ber that in our modern use of the word it means that which under-
scores not only our identity and presence, but also our history.1

J.B. Jackson

The purpose of this essay is to develop an awareness and understand-
ing of the structure of the ground so that its potential for making con-
nection can become a part of any architecture that engages it.2 The
term ground will be used in a literal sense to describe the structure
and processes of the earth, but also as metaphor. Metaphorically,
ground refers to the various patterns of physical, intellectual, poetic,
and political structure that intersect, overlap, and weave together to
become the context for human thought and action. Unfortunately,
things operating in the background—including the earth—have not
always been well understood or valued. It is easy to understand how
the earth’s rough and bumpy surfaces, its uncertain and shifting fixity
and its damp porosity, could be considered qualities that would desta-
bilize physical, political, and even psychological equilibrium. But, it is
not only the intense earthiness of the earth that proves problematic,
but the whole question of how humans ground their thoughts, actions,



and structures so that effective hypotheses can be made about 
relationships among things. As humans become more confident in the
capacity for will to shape the world, the preexisting background con-
texts that support these acts of will become less compelling. The con-
sequence of an indifference to the ground is an almost terminal insen-
sitivity to the rich subtleties of the teeming wild, the variegated forms
and materials of the landscape, the nuanced patterns of urban texture,
and the rituals of the every day. This is the very stuff from which 
special moments emerge and distinguish themselves. It also provides
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the necessary complexity to promote an almost endless variety of rela-
tionships among things.

WHAT CONSTITUTES GROUND?

One could imagine that the term site might encompass the network of
social, political, and environmental connections in operation beyond
the confines of a building. Yet this is not the case. Though under-
standing of site and ground tend to conflate, they have distinctly dif-
ferent meanings. A site, in contrast to a ground, is quite simple. This
is undoubtedly why the idea of a site becomes so appealing to archi-
tects and planners. A site possesses a reassuring degree of certainty,
whereas the ground is always in flux. A site’s edges are known and a
center can always be found. Connections to the world beyond are lim-
ited and tightly controlled. Sites can be owned. In other words, the
site takes on many of the qualities of an institution. As such, it reduces
the complexity of both human and natural interactions to guide with
assurance the polity it has gathered within. It has become a figure and
has thereby reduced the potential for accommodating the fullest range
of human possibility.

The spatial circumscription of ground into the more simply under-
stood gestalt of site removes the context required to see and under-
stand how the site is a part of something larger, and therefore limits
or alters the scope of its meaning similar to the temporal circum-
scription of events that takes place within modern historical reporting.
Comparing modern historical methodology with vernacular history
offers a useful analogy to elucidate the nature of ground relative to
site. Within modern history, the duration chosen to circumscribe a par-
ticular historical event has typically been short. The consequence of
this limited temporal duration has been an emphasis on describing
catastrophe, war, and destruction because these are bounded events
that take very little time. These slices of life are objectified as
autonomous events, making them difficult to reattach to the ongoing
unfolding of existence beyond their limited artificial boundaries.

In contrast to modern history, vernacular history has a different view
of temporal duration. Here, stories of everyday life record typical events
and recurring themes whose smooth running is noticed only when dis-
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rupted. The emphasis on repeating pattern and process requires a large
enough temporal context to be certain that phenomena are in fact
recurring.3 When actions repeat, they are not objectified or taken out
of context, but instead become something continually taking on new
meaning through participation in a larger pattern of recurrences whose
cyclical nature has no discernible beginning or end. As a consequence,
vernacular history gives greater weight to the background. What the
modern historian would consider as a proper historical event is noth-
ing more than the interruption or disturbance of the smoothly running
background machinery of everyday life. These exceptions understand-
ably command more attention, but as they continue to be further dis-
tinguished from their normative supporting context, they become
increasingly isolated, objectified, and disengaged from everything that
has given them meaning. As a further consequence, genuinely signifi-
cant events become difficult to recognize as being special when removed
from the background field that served to register their difference from
the typical.

Comprehension of these temporal cycles can be found in Greek
mythology. Homer understood the stabilizing importance of a back-
ground of recurring temporal cycles. The heroic episodes of the
Odyssey are measured against a background ordered by the repeating
patterns of external phenomena—the cycle of sunrise and sunset, the
action of wind on waves and on leaves, the relationship of heavenly
bodies, the movement of birds and animals, the annual cycle of change.
Human life and activity are thus brought into the orbit of these nat-
ural events. The repeating patterns of simile within his poetry reveal
human order by finding a correspondence between this and the order
of nature. Modern poetry more typically works in the opposite way
by projecting human order onto nature and then abstracting this back
to human order.4

The valuation of the ground as part of a larger cultural proposi-
tion was an essential characteristic within Native American tradition.
Speaking to a class of environmental design students, Oren Lyons, the
faith keeper of the Onondaga Nation explained his tribe’s attitude
about the earth: “What you call resources we call our relatives.” His
comment puts a different perspective on how to value the ground.
There is little or no distance between the ground and human artifice
so that the theoretical opposition separating natural and human sys-
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tems that was initiated in the Renaissance and still persists would be
unthinkable. The analogy between the ground and the structure of
human relationships implies a similarly intelligible pattern of relation-
ships within the ground. It is interesting to think about the increased
particularity and character that the earth must assume when imagined
with such anthropomorphic qualities. This metaphorical extended fam-
ily would immediately have a structure that would connect all its
members in a recognizable and understandable way, making the
ground an intrinsic part of the human condition.

Primitive societies were not alone in valuing the ground as part of
a larger cultural construct. The painters of the Hudson River School
in late-nineteenth-century America worked within a similar idea to that
seen in the Onondaga Nation. Their paintings reveal their interest in
representing the structure, texture, and meaning of the geomorphology
and the natural history of the Hudson Valley, where a background,
temporal substrate mattered more than idealized, decontextualized
landscape figures. For Albert Bierstadt, Frederic Church, Thomas Cole,
and other nineteenth-century American landscape painters, it was the
emerging understanding of the geological structure of the earth that
would ground a contemporary culture. But instead of remaining in the
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background, the earth, seen in its literal geological sense, took on a
transcendent meaning. As such, it was thought to be a work capable
of rivaling and possibly even exceeding the value of the cultural pro-
duction of Europe. The continuing presence of such a powerful, evoca-
tive, and wild nature, something long vanished from European con-
sciousness, became a legitimizing cultural asset with a temporal reach
extending beyond history. 

…Geology was the Great Myth of the nineteenth century. If
offered Americans a past at once more recent and more remote:
the wilderness, ever new in its virginity, also stretched back into
primordial time. That past was crucial in establishing an Amer-
ican sense of identity—sought nowhere more than in landscape
painting. By augmenting science with inspiration, the artist
could get closer to the elusive enigmas of Creation, and also
approach solutions that might confirm American’s providential
destiny.5

When valued as a cultural product as well as a natural resource the
processes, connections, stories, and meanings of the ground take on a
different cast. The more readily grasped social, political, and physical
structures that give a culture its unique particularity are brought into
relationship with the immense and less comprehensible scale of natu-
ral process. The discontinuous and fragmented intentions that always
compete for cultural authority can also possess a degree of coherence
by virtue of being allied with the continuous structure of systems oper-
ating over much larger spatial and temporal territory. In turn, the
structure of the ground is brought into contact with human artifice
and made intelligible as part of this world.

The import of understanding the ground in cultural terms is evi-
dent in ancient Greece with its earth-based system of belief. Ancient
Greek faith, with its focus on ancestors as the object of worship, has
been characterized as a religion of the dead.6 The souls of the dead
did not depart for a foreign world; they continued to exist under-
ground in close proximity to the living, from whom they required reg-
ular attention. This gave to the soil a meaning of considerable per-
sonal import, suggesting an unexpected vitality. The advice to bury the
dead near the front entrance of the house to facilitate consultation with
one’s ancestors when leaving or returning reveals much about this
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vitality and the grounding anticipated from generational continuity.
This was not land to be easily abandoned. In fact, a man could not
quit his dwelling place without taking with him his soil, or in other
words, his ancestors.

Another crucial place in the Greek domestic environment, the
hearth, also connects to the ground. As the central focus of the Greek
house, this symbol of domesticity was also part of a familial connec-
tion to the land. The hearth was engaged in the veneration of ances-
tors, with its sacred fire representing their constant presence. Hearth
and ground are thus intertwined in an intense relationship. The
hearth’s vertical extension is its most obvious visible attribute. This
totem pointing to the sky gives the hearth its initial sense of figural
autonomy. But its foundation tells a different story. The material of
its massive structure seems to grow directly from the earth, giving the
hearth its contradictory aspect of being both figure and extension of
the web of relationships intrinsic to the ground. The fire within is just
as ambiguous, being at once the means by which humans have kept
the wildness of nature at bay, and yet a very part of that same nature.7

The hearth also finds special charge and connection to ground
within modern history. Writing in the mid-nineteenth century, Got-
tfried Semper shows the same equivocal relationship between the fig-
ural hearth and its situation as part of the earth that the ancient
Greeks understood. The hearth, according to Semper in The Four Ele-
ments of Architecture, was the catalyst and focus for the foundation
of political and religious culture. It was the moral element of archi-
tecture. Protecting the hearth and mediating its relationships to nature
were the remaining three elements: the mound, the enclosure, and the
roof. Although few in number, these elements intersect and engage one
another in an unexpectedly complex manner. The mound, a part of
the earth, serves as the base for the hearth, increasing its figural auton-
omy but also connecting it to a context of infinite possibilities. Exten-
sive topographic, geomorphic, political, and ecological structures are
all brought into focus as they converge on the hearth and provide a
substantial grounding for the humans who dwell there. The potential
complexity of the ensuing interactions produces an equivalently com-
plex response among the elements within Semper’s dwelling. They
change the balance between figure and ground that had been the basis
for most prior hypotheses on the origins of architecture. As each of
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the elements become more independent, each can respond to a dif-
ferent aspect of nature and a wider range of human desire. Both
woven mat and masonry wall handle the tasks of enclosure, but in
different ways. The mat, loaded with all the connective metaphors
derived from weaving, defines the social space of the dwelling, while
the masonry wall provides protection and a sense of permanence.
Unlike the lightweight mat, with its greater spatial freedoms, the wall
is part of the ground. It grows from the making of terraces and thus
reveals the underlying topographical structure of its earthen context
and grounds local place in a larger world.

A curious note by Semper explains how the human being “…most
probably arose from the plains as the last mud-creation, so to
speak.”8 Is Semper hinting that the basis for his elemental architec-
ture is in the relationships that the ultimate figure, the human,
engages in with the earth? If the muddy ground can quicken into life,
then there must be more to the earth than is currently understood to
enable the level of complexity, ambiguity, and poetic profundity
expected of human relationships. When humans enter into a rela-
tionship with the ground, they engage more than its extensive phys-
ical network of connections.

The structure and materiality of the ground has figured promi-
nently in literary works as a metaphor for aspects of human con-
sciousness that escape simple description. By reading closely from a
wide variety of poetic and literary works, the phenomenologist Gas-
ton Bachelard has proposed a set of spatial relationships common to
both, enabling spatial structure and poetic content to be compared.
The ground plays an important part in his conclusions. It forms one
pole in a spatial construct linking earth to sky that he considers one
of the fundamental relationships guiding human thought and action.
The attic, with its clearly articulated structure exposed to view, its
removal from the particularity of the ground, which gives it its greater
sense of perspective on things, and its mnemonic capacity coming
from the contents typically stored within, is considered the rational
part of the house. The cellar, with walls just barely holding back the
vast and formless extent of the earth beyond, is both physically and
poetically the dark entity of the house. Bachelard proposes that within
the cellar thoughts turn to the irrational.9 Irrationality, however, must
not be understood as negative, but instead as the source of other intu-
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itions about our relationship to the world that complement and
amplify those that come from the more transparent processes of rea-
soning.10

The special condition of the cellar, a place in and of the ground
that humans can occupy, makes its structure and its unique qualities
worth study. Properties of the cellar reveal much about the structure
and potential of the ground itself. Equating the spatial disposition of
the cellar and its loaded poetic content to the unique structure of the
ground further demonstrates how architecture can engage this ground.

The cellar is only experienced from within. Without the light of
day, its vague and shifting contours, its partial completion, and its
many twisting passages contribute to its sense of being boundless,
extending beyond easy comprehension. Without boundary, there can
be no discernible form and consequently no figure. The cellar, with its
actual and implied extensions into the ground, becomes the perfect
counter to the figures placed upon it. Its single-sided walls hold back
the earth but also make us constantly aware of the ground’s immedi-
acy. Actually and metaphorically, this ground becomes a powerful part
of the cellar’s territory, further extending and complicating its closure.

The cellar contrasts with a site’s simple autonomy and provides the
antidote to its inhabitant’s estrangement with the world. Its depth(s)
confound the flat, two-dimensional constraints of the platted site with
its defined political and economic limits. “If the dreamer’s house is in
the city it is not unusual that the dream is one of dominating in depth
the surrounding cellars. His abode wants the undergrounds of leg-
endary fortified castles, where mysterious passages that run under the
enclosing walls, the ramparts and the moat put the heart of the castle
into communication with the distant forest.”11 The heart of the castle
requires these enclosing walls, ramparts, and moat for protection, to
distinguish it from its context, and give it the figural form needed to
operate as an autonomous political center. But the security of human
artifice is short lived unless it is capable of responding effectively to
the unpredictable changes inevitably taking place outside its control.
Forest and ground are just those places that tend to destabilize the
authority of human artifice so that these subterranean passages con-
necting to the distant forest become the necessary complement to a
premature foreclosing of political and personal inquiry. Concentration
and extension coexist to make this complex whole. Thus, the section
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cutting through the castle from sky to earth extends the closed figure
of the plan and connects it to possibilities not yet imagined.

WHERE IS THE GROUND?

Techniques for translating the entanglement of the ground into the cel-
lar appear in the layered archaeological sites common in places built
over a long period of time, as in Rome, for example. Successive lay-
ers of ground having distinct properties of geometry, dimension, and
alignment, representing successive political and cultural moments,
coexist in a dense sectional collage. The ground here, however, does
not provide a stable datum. Moving across these sites, the shifting sec-
tion of the terrain reveals its multiple ground planes intersecting, rein-
forcing, or else contradicting one another to produce a new set of vol-
umes, linking these fragments of the past to conditions of the present.
What once was the network of public life—the streets, courtyards, gar-
dens, and squares—is now part of a vast and not easily grasped under-
ground world that on occasion disrupts the certainty of the ground
above to participate in this life as well. Contemporary scaffolding,
erected as an additional layer to stabilize ancient walls and protect
workers and artifacts, often becomes legible as another form of archi-
tecture—a more ambiguous set of porches, trellises, and porticos that
further intersect with this other architecture of the ground.

Recurring physical and political structures operating in the back-
ground are crucial components of the urban matrix. Patterns of
streets, alleys, and other urban pathways have a structure, hierarchy,
and political and social coding that become a powerful stabilizing
datum. The way a section of the city is platted—and the patterns,
dimensions, and alignments of this—reveals relationships between
public and private property. This often provides clues to conventional
modes of construction, such as the repetitive pattern of masonry-bear-
ing walls, that describe a scale of development common to many
smaller American cities. The history of changes that this platting has
undergone tells a story of constant negotiation between a place, its
people, and the political intentions that bear on it from the outside.
Not so obvious, but no less crucial, is the structure of public works
that supports and determines the scope and pattern of development.
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While these are mostly considered in instrumental terms, this has not
always been the case. Many American and European cities have
revealed rather than hidden their systems of water supply and cele-
brated this at critical moments through fountains and other public
displays. Aside from the obvious potential for this to be a place of
public gathering, this visual reminder of the source of water might
extend into the private realm. Turning on the faucet might activate,
with the water, an understanding of the connection to the watershed
and the consequence of water usage.12

The pattern of manhole, gas, and water valve covers dotting streets
and sidewalks often tells a story about what is there and what has dis-
appeared. Even when obsolete, they remain witness to buildings and
people who once were part of a place.

The topographical structure of many urban places is all but invis-
ible, having undergone centuries of change as part of the process of
urbanization. Being aware of the topographic past and its history of
alteration provides a much broader temporal background to make
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effective and imaginative decisions in the present. When Egbert Viele
made his topographical map of the city of New York in 1865, his pur-
pose was to show the extent of the underground water system that
was rapidly disappearing from public view as a result of leveling and
filling to assist development.13 Although Viele was primarily concerned
with stopping the spread of plague, which he believed to be a conse-
quence of the trapped water beneath the city, his recommendation to
open these sources and allow them to flow again suggests a far more
ambitious strategy. Using his maps, which are still the most reliable
source for anticipating subsurface problems, it would now be possible
to take advantage of, or make the best of, these evocative watercourses
by bringing them into the design of the city as something with intrin-
sic value. The meandering streams running mostly diagonally through
the city have a logic and pattern of connection different from the rig-
ors of the orthogonal, cellular grid imposed over them. The conjunc-
tion of the political, which operates locally, with the extensive pattern
of the hydrological structure, offers opportunities to open the bounded
site to places far beyond. Along with this comes the ability to use the
natural system to create local microclimates as part of a larger proj-
ect of environmental control.

The movement of animals and humans is another part of the urban
ground that needs to be made visible so that its patterns can be effec-
tively engaged. These patterns extend well beyond the boundaries of
the site and signal connections to other resources that merit awareness.
Animals move with respect to water source, vegetation, and other cru-
cial aspects of habitat that operate at a large scale and require conti-
nuity. The local manifestation of this will be subtle and not readily
noticed but provides access to a vital source of potential ecological
support. The systematic flow of information that is a by-product of
human movement is another opportunity needing to be incorporated
within the site. These less visible patterns need to be mapped to
become part of design thinking.

Outside the city, actual and vestigial agricultural structures create
a pattern of fields, hedgerows, and farm roads. This pattern can often
be found in older maps and traced in current aerial photographs.
When these images are compared with a present condition that has
taken a different developmental turn, it is often possible to understand
how many planning decisions were unacknowledged responses to
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these older patterns. It is clear that the original patterns were the
result of very acute observations about local topographical, hydro-
logical, and climatic structures and were modified by consequent
movements of people and animals. The scale and orientation of these
former agricultural patterns become reliable guides to contemporary
development, connecting this to the ecological sensitivity that was a
part of the prior life of the land.

GENERAL QUALITIES OF GROUND

The vast diversity and unlimited combinatorial and connective poten-
tial of the ground suggests an expansive account of the site. Perhaps
rather than limiting the site to its artificial political and economic
boundaries, the site ought to be considered more as a special reposi-
tory of clues—an opening to more extensive and varied grounds. Here
are indications of complex ecological systems too immense to be con-
tained in so small a place. Here is provocative evidence of human pur-
pose, often in conflict and filled with new potential. Also, here are the
diverse fragments of individual stories still waiting completion. The
potential of these clues lies in the suggestive possibilities that these
seemingly incomplete artifacts offer and in their ability to be combined,
reconfigured, or hybridized without the formal or intellectual com-
promises suffered by a more complete and closed entity. In this way,
multiple relationships and even contrary interpretations are promoted
as a means to engage a broadly diverse audience.

Grounds operate with great nuance. They resist hierarchy. There
are no axes, centers, or other obviously explicit means of providing
orientation. Single, uncomplicated meanings are rare. Instead, there
are open networks, partial fields, radical repetition, and suggestive
fragments that overlap, weave together, and constantly transform.
Within this textural density edges, seams, junctures, and other gaps
reveal moments of fertile discontinuity where new relationships might
grow. Relationships among grounds are multiple, shifting, and inclu-
sive. They engage the particular and the concrete rather than the
abstract and the general. The rich and even contradictory context
needed to enlarge our understanding of self and world resides in the
elaborative potential of individual hypotheses about how to put all
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these pieces together.14 In other words, discoveries made within the
ground are likely to offer profound and rewarding challenges to the
human intellect.

FORMAL POTENTIAL: HOW ARCHITECTURE CAN 
ENGAGE THESE STRUCTURES

Despite a continuing project to open architecture to the world beyond,
modern architecture has remained obstinately self-contained. Although
effective in housing institutions, architecture has been less successful in
connecting these to the life of a place and its people through a fabric
of relationships. It is not as if architecture is itself unable to make these
connections. On the contrary, there have been many promising strate-
gies to extend the interior domain of the building beyond its walled
enclosure. Wright’s effective breaking open of the box, the neoplastic
propositions of Van de Veldt, Rietveldt and Mies van der Rohe, or Le
Corbusier’s purist explorations into phenomenal transparency are a
few examples of inventive ways to defy the closure of conventional
rooms. Recent architects have shown even more complex fractured and
folded planes that claim to abolish distinctions between inside and out-
side. And if the modern project has legitimate parentage well before
its conventional historic boundaries, then the Mannerist work of
Romano, Michelangelo, and Peruzzi all demonstrate the degree to
which architectural limits can be successfully breeched. But to what
end? The absence of any substantial theory regarding the ground
makes all of these efforts incomplete. In other words, any theory for
opening up, fragmenting, or blurring distinction between inside and
out must have a better grasp on the nature of what is outside.

Outside, the ground already exists as part of a broad network of
political, social, and ecological systems. If these systems were able to
be part of the architectural whole, then the social, political, and envi-
ronmental alienation that characterizes modern life might be effectively
ameliorated. The difficulty, however, is that this ground is multilay-
ered, multivalent, open, and unburdened by the overall consistency and
coherency that is the basis for institutional stability. Although an
unmediated engagement of this would be problematically chaotic, its
current exclusion is just as problematically reductive.
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For architecture to substantially engage the ground, there needs to
be effective ways to make this ground as visible and compelling as
buildings. Within architecture, the most common graphic for showing
a building in a larger context is the figure–ground drawing. In this sim-
ple black-and-white graphic, buildings are black and all else is white.
Its original intent, coming from Gestalt psychology, was to show how
the vestigial space around buildings could itself be formed into a figure
just as recognizable as that of the surrounding buildings. The puzzling
graphic of the profile of two faces framing a void that also can be read
as the figure of a classical Greek vase is a familiar example that con-
vincingly demonstrates how the composition of figures in relationship
to one another can reveal a place of value in between that was not pre-
viously recognized. The new place, in turn, grounds these same figures.
Unfortunately, the common use of this graphic has strayed far from its
origins and now represents little more than an unrelated aggregation of
objects floating aimlessly within a void. Since this is typically rendered
on standard white paper, the black buildings are not just the only thing
represented but in fact the only things that are actually ever drawn. The
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empty white space is not a pregnant silence waiting to take on mean-
ing from what surrounds it, but instead a space so devoid of character
that even the surrounding figures seem to lose a degree of their own
quality. At best, it has value as a future building opportunity: a void
waiting for its architectural life. What was initially meant to demon-
strate reciprocity between figure and ground now serves only to remove
the building from its physical context. The ground displaced by the
building can hardly be missed because it is shown as having nothing to
contribute in the first place. It is easy to see why the empty spaces sur-
rounding much of the built environment become filled with paved park-
ing lots. The fault here lies not necessarily with what is made visible
(those black buildings) but with a widespread myopia that makes so
much else invisible, including so crucial a presence as the drawing
medium itself, for, as Henri Foccilon has observed, although a text is
invariably indifferent to the paper it is written on, paper is an essential
element of life for a drawing.

As buildings accommodate human purpose, they take on enormous
weight. Through these projections of individual and collective human
will it is possible to take a stand against the indifference of nature to
define what it means to be human. The task is so improbably difficult
that when something comes of it, this is certainly worthy of notice and
celebration. But returning to the pale account of the figural “other”—
the missing ground—it seems that this stand (which, of course, is the
original meaning of the term object) is hollow. When shown without
substance, the ground will be easily displaced rather than offering the
necessary resistance that produces constructive dialogue.

For architecture to remain a significant part of human existence,
it must take up the challenge of entering into a dialogue with the
ground. In so doing, architecture would then be capable of poetically
and pragmatically mediating the heroic aspirations of human intent
and the shadowy outlines of natural process, the shifting and uncer-
tain structures of social formations, and the traces of inherited ritu-
als that show earlier attempts to make sense of everyday life. But the
empty, open space surrounding thoughts, actions, and places leaves
these ungrounded, unconnected, and at odds with one another. Their
random accumulation fails to make substantial contribution to the
understanding of the human condition. It seems as though figures of
all kinds have been let down, and, as a consequence, human existence
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diminished.
The intense interest with figures in contemporary architecture can

be seen as a direct outcome of internal debate within the Ecole des
Beaux-Arts at a time when long-standing conventions of putting
things together were being codified into a system of composition that
has overtly and covertly influenced almost all subsequent thinking
about the topic. The point of friction at the Ecole arose when con-
sidering whether the figure ought to exist on its own, free of contin-
gency, and therefore completely under the control of its author, or else
give up some of this autonomy by engaging the intellectual and phys-
ical context to such a degree that both figure and ground are signifi-
cantly transformed. But if the architect was to cede ground to a pre-
existing context over which little control could be expected, was this
too great a loss? The contested positions are revealed in the course
notes of Quatremère de Quincy, where he clearly equivocated on the
exact values that might initiate the process of design.15 Quatremère
uses two distinct but related terms in his discussion of the design
process: prendre parti and tirer parti. Prendre parti, from which the
more common architectural term parti derives, means to take a stand.
As such, it becomes the starting point or fundamental premise on
which a design is based. The successful parti must be clear, easily
grasped, unambiguous, and unencumbered by attachments that might
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compromise its formal authority. The figural object standing apart
from its messy context perfectly fits this description. 

But Quatremère also mentions tirer parti as the foundation for
design thinking. Tirer parti means to take advantage of or make the
best from what you find. This is a very different proposition. It shifts
attention away from the architectural object as an autonomous,
abstract formal ideal and privileges the existing physical and political
context that a design would have to engage. Le Pautre’s Hotel de
Beauvais, built in Paris in the mid-seventeenth century, is an inventive
example of this. Its site could hardly be more irregular, being made
up of leftover fragments of other properties built at different times.
Below ground are medieval foundations of substantial size and evoca-
tive configuration. Although a regular figure, the central court of the
hotel is surrounded by a fantastic variety of rooms with alignments
to at least four primary systems of order. Multiple entries respond to
two streets of very different character. The typical garden has been
displaced to an upper level, giving views onto yet another part of the
city so that even the certainty of the ground plane is called into doubt.
Although a residence for a single family, its stables and other sup-
porting services—along with its included group of small shops—fur-
ther confound the sense of clear boundary or simple divisions of pub-
lic and private activity. Le Pautre did indeed make the best of what
he found. The result is a building with the programmatic complexity
of a piece of the city. Its architecture reveals to its inhabitants the
competing histories of all that surrounds. At the same time, multiple
connections, both literal and implied, are established with different
parts of a large and varied neighborhood. This was accomplished with
no loss to the figure, whose presence remains in the form of the prin-
ciple courtyard.

Over a century later, the issue of what was to be the basis of design
was just beginning to be resolved, as evidenced by Ledoux’s presenta-
tion of his design for the Hotel d’Evry. In plan this too makes the most
of its impacted, complex site. Yet, when Ledoux renders the building
in elevation, it is depicted as a simple ideal object with no site encum-
brances whatsoever. The structure appears as a freestanding pavilion
in a park. Prendre parti was clearly becoming the dominant mode of
operation. With modern education in architecture being an outgrowth
of teaching within the latter years of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, it is
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not surprising that the figural object has continued its ascendancy
while the ground has become mute.

The rise of a theory of composition that emphasizes the independ-
ence of the building from its physical, political, and environmental con-
text parallels a change in the understanding and valuation of the term
to invent. With designers freed from contextual constraint, their build-
ing could now be assessed in terms of how inventive they were. To be
inventive typically describes a condition of novelty or newness and
places the most value on things not seen before. The consequence for
architecture is an aggregation of unrelated buildings vying for atten-
tion by virtue of how they stand out from one another and from the
cities and landscapes that surround them. Although this is the com-
mon understanding of the phrase to invent, historically the term means
to come upon and implies a process of discovery in which new rela-
tionships are found for things and ideas that already exist. This is
remarkably similar to tirer parti.

There is yet another term that should be brought to this conver-
gence, and that is to represent, which literally means to reveal or to
make present something that, although always there, has remained
obscure or hidden. In other words, the fundamental activity of repre-
senting the world and the place of humans within it, the inventive rela-
tionships that underlie creative making, and the inventive opportuni-
ties that derive from making the best of what is found, are remarkably
entangled. The common ground here is just that—the ground out of
which all these relationships emerge. Think of common ground, or
being grounded, as revealed by J. B. Jackson when he describes land-
scape serving as the background for collective human existence.

FIGURING GROUND

The consequences of our blindness to the rich and subtle structures of
the ground extend to the figure. When the ground becomes abstract,
general, and less articulate, there is less incentive to find subtle nuance
within the figure in order for this to stand out. When so reduced, the
figure loses much of its capacity to participate in the multiple conver-
sations of which it is capable. This loss is apparent when considering
the many ways figure enters into human thought. The geometrical fig-

Groundwork 77



ure, the human figure, the musical figure, and the figure of speech each
have such particular and different characteristics that reliance on any
one meaning fails to capture the potential of their commingled and
overlapped coexistence. Instead, this expanded field of meaning can
enlarge an understanding of the figure and its operations and then take
advantage of the complex and multiple strategies by which figure and
ground can engage one another. When the figure opens literally and
metaphorically to so many forms of connection, its autonomy will
obviously be diminished, but the benefits are substantial. As the junc-
tures, seams, fissures, and gaps in the figure are revealed, these become
significant moments of discontinuity, small hooks grabbing onto the
world beyond. As figures become more porous and more prickly, they
begin to take on many properties of the ground. A more accessible fig-
ure, in turn, promotes comparison with the ground to reveal proper-
ties there that would have been thought more the province of the fig-
ure. As distinctions involving figure and ground become ambiguous
and shifting, the limitations of an antagonistic juxtaposition become
apparent.

An alternative set of relationships between figure and ground is
found within the Confucian yin–yang diagram, where the two are
engaged and mutually dependent. If the black shape is the hierarchi-
cally privileged figure, then it ought to be found significantly distin-
guished from its supporting ground, and yet it is the same shape as
the remaining ground, only rendered in white, giving figure and ground
a shared value. The S-curve separating black from white confounds the
reading of either shape as unequivocally figural. As it switches seam-
lessly from concave to convex to both include and exclude, the curve
further compromises a simple reading. Which figure might the curve
belong to? Might it belong to neither and be constituted from the jux-
taposition of the two? Tracing the contour of the S-curve reveals even
more troubling uncertainties. It seamlessly flows into the line demark-
ing the circumference of the circle containing the two figures so that
what once separated figures now contains them. In making hypothe-
ses about how this diagram might have been put together, it is neces-
sary to ask whether the black shape, for instance, was superimposed
over the white ground within the original large circle or whether the
ground was always black before the white shape was placed on top.
Those two smaller circles residing at the center points of each part of
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the S-curve begin to suggest just this sort of an overlap. Are these aper-
tures into a substrate that reveal the presence of a contrary ground
existing immediately below the two shapes that by now seem much
less like figures? The point of this interrogation is to show how this
simple structure can establish a framework for looking at relationships
that is far richer than a reductive juxtaposition of supposed opposites.

The complex ambiguity of the yin–yang diagram and the particu-
lar properties of its construction that open the figure to engage the
ground are critical components of the intellectual intentions and for-
mal structure of the Cubist painters, poets, musicians, and filmmakers
who wanted to make figures more accessible while giving a voice to
pictorial, textual, and musical grounds previously operating in silence.
Figures of all kinds were carefully taken apart just to the point at
which the resulting fragments were the most open to external rela-
tionships but not so far that reference to the original whole was lost.
The basis for this process of decomposing was the assumption that
objects were articulate and assembled from recognizable elements held

Groundwork 79

Figure 4.6. Juan Gris, Still Life with Bottle, 1912.



together by an understandable internal structure—they are not inher-
ently closed. The violins, bottles, and stemware so prevalent in these
paintings are all composed of a complex combination of the S-curves
found in the yin–yang diagram and gridded rectilinear components,
and thus already contain structures inherent to both figure and ground.

The Cubists perceived the figure as having a life animated by a level
of complexity and ambiguity well beyond the static formal, social, and
political hierarchies present around the turn of the century. This hid-
den life is revealed when the figure’s constituent pieces are unfastened
and displaced to engage the ground on their own terms. This decom-
position, displacement, and recomposition shifts attention from an
object to a relational view. The primary relationship was to the object’s
supporting ground or fields. Now valued as an articulate entity in its
own right, the dense mosaic of the ground could engage the disartic-
ulated pieces of the figure on equal terms and significantly extend the
number and type of relationships among all these parts.

Ground was no longer a neutral datum to display the hegemony of
the figure, but a textured and meaningful construct able to direct rela-
tionships with authority equal to that of the figure. Within this con-
text, fragmentation becomes an optimistic and expansive process that
can include a broad array of pieces—a set of open hypotheses about
how things might go together.

Architecture might well draw on some of the explorations of the
Cubist theorists to reconsider the closed form of the building.16 In so
doing, architecture would engage in a process of revaluing ground by
opening to it. It would find not only an immensely vital realm but also
processes, structure, and relationships that, if applied to architecture,
would significantly transform the way it engages all that is within and
around it. A revalued ground would demand much in return. Similar
to the way Cubist painters tested the hold of figural closure on both
object and subject while exploring open networks of relationships,
architects might question assumptions about a priori hierarchies and
other forms of premature closure that suppress legitimately dissenting
voices within the program, composition, and materiality of their work.

When the ground becomes a part of the architectural project, the
resultant open structure will be a more effective mechanism for increas-
ing choices within an inevitably open program than the prior collec-
tion of closed figures and attached corridors, stairs, and circulation
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shafts. As the ground is understood as much more than a simple, thin,
two-dimensional plane, the opportunities its multilayered structure
offers for architecture become more obvious. The interweaving of dif-
ferent thickening and thinning layers that gives the ground such sec-
tional complexity provides far more effective a structure for expand-
ing the three-dimensional connective potential among places and
activities than the now-common stack of undifferentiated floor plates
with point connection by the elevator and fire stair. Within a structure
of overlapping and intersecting differential ribbons of space, the limi-
tations of the singular ground plane no longer hold. Multiple ground
planes increase the opportunity for more parts of the architectural
project to be grounded in the particularity of the larger world. Fur-
thermore, the ground’s impressive capacity to extend beyond arbitrary
boundaries and its mutable and open structure give it a far greater
porosity to surrounding natural and political structure.

Many assumptions about architecture need to be reconsidered when
the ground becomes so much a part of its constitution. A building so
limits the breadth of architectural potential that it no longer can be
considered its most effective product. The increasing size and hermet-
ically sealed situation of buildings preclude relationships with ground
other than displacement and erasure. As institutional programs become
more complicated and densely variegated, with more autonomy and
authority for the individual, the bounding envelope of a building seems
a crude mediator between institution and world. The active or verb
form of building is more promising. Rather than the static and finished
product of a building, there is a continuing open-ended and inclusive
process much closer to the processes of the ground and to life itself.
An even better term would be constructing, with its double meaning
of fitting things together and, coming from the same Latin root con-
struere, its more ambitious task: “to interpret, put a meaning on, to
explain.”17 At least one of the things expected from this process of
constructing would be a compelling interpretation of the relationship
between human action and the structure of the ground.

One of the crucial pieces that will need to be “fit together” within
the process of constructing is the room. The room most closely accom-
modates the presence of the human figure within and thus claims a
considerable figural legitimacy. Its interior is a refuge, yet also the
means to understand and orient oneself in the world. Its own parts,
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such as window, door, hearth, ceiling, and floor, are the means by
which rooms mediate relationships among humans and between
humans and the natural world, and therefore are the pieces that will
directly engage the ground. When this articulate figure opens to and
takes on properties of the ground, while simultaneously imparting its
own figural identity to the relational structures of the ground, then the
human can truly feel connected to the world.

A remarkable representation of the human figure evocatively incised
in a room that is also fully engaged in urban life and natural process
is Messina’s painting of St. Jerome in His Study. Here is a room so
responsive to its inhabitant’s particular physical and intellectual needs
that it seems more like a protective garment. Each surface registers the
physical presence of the saint, and even without him indicates the spe-
cial character of its intended task. The room is elevated above the
ground and focused inward. Jerome’s most explicit contact with his
world would seem to be the book that is both part of the room and
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an extension of his body. Even the title of the painting suggests a place
removed from the world to promote reflection. And yet it is just as
apparent that this room is only a fragment of something larger. Its
autonomy is mostly a consequence of implied, rather than actual, clo-
sure. A carefully calibrated incompleteness situates the study within an
implied urban context just in front of the picture plane while con-
necting this to a landscape framed and ordered by multiple fields of
columns, windows, and the scarcely visible network of gridding that
ties everything together. To further link the study to its multiple sup-
porting fields, the strongly felt order running in the background is elo-
quently revealed in the structure of the study fragment itself. The sur-
rounding context deserves further comment. Many qualities of the
ground are in evidence here. The dark presentation and obscure edges
lend a sense of this space being formless, a ground that extends far
into both urban and natural worlds beyond. The intense patterning of
the floor, the proliferation of treelike columns in the background, and
the exotic animals roaming about all contribute to a reading of this
space as some form of ground. All of this lends an air of ambiguity
to Jerome’s situation. Is his study a fragment of the city, displaced to
a landscape outside? Or, perhaps the ground itself has returned to its
pre-urban condition? Within this rich contradictory setting, the actions
of St. Jerome put figure and ground, and city and landscape into their
multiple relationships.

The raw natural setting of the North American continent was a
revelation to the first Europeans. Coming from a continent that had
long ago lost its forests, where land was cultivated more as an exten-
sion of the urban field or else completely acculturated as a garden,
their descriptions of the new land are telling. Writing in The Machine
in the Garden, Leo Marx finds America praised as a bountiful gar-
den of plenty where nothing is wanting and yet at the same time as
a hideous wilderness.18 Marx argues that the tensions within these
contrasting accounts have been crucial to the formations of American
culture and, by extension, American patterns of settlement. Ground
would certainly be expected to have a profound presence. Early exam-
ples of architecture and urbanism demonstrate means of representa-
tion and strategies of engaging the ground of the New World that dif-
fer markedly from what had been known in Europe.
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A particularly compelling representation of city structure effectively
engaging the ground can be seen in a late mid-eighteenth-century map
of Williamsburg by Alexandre Berthier. Instead of the autonomous fig-
ure of the European walled city existing in a void, Berthier shows an
urban pattern open to the land outside. In fact, the idea of outside
seems completely inappropriate. The natural world so permeates the
urban order that to refer to it as outside fails to account for just how
strongly the ground has been assimilated into this new democratic
order. Although there are gardens and cultivated lots, the intense pres-
ence of the natural process weaving through human intent stands out.
Berthier has blurred distinctions in the way he represents political
order and landform. The structure of the watershed with its articu-
lated pattern of streams, creeks, swales, and ridges is rendered equiv-
alent to the spatial structure of streets, alleys, public squares, and gar-
dens that represent the then-current political and cultural aspirations.
The complex interweaving of these multiple systems describes a 
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context in which nature and culture are far more engaged than
opposed, and each must be maintained for the others’ good.

The same interdependent weaving together of political and ecolog-
ical structure can be seen at the domestic scale of architecture. The
Wythe house, built in Williamsburg around 1752, depicts a rap-
prochement between ground and constructed form similar to that
found in Berthier’s map of the same city. The house is typically pho-
tographed in a tight composition that decontextualizes it and empha-
sizes its objectness, but this is more the outcome of a predilection
within architectural history to focus on buildings and not their set-
tings. Rather than being contained within the confines of the colonial
house, the domestic program here is parsed out and distributed over
the entire site, and in some instances even beyond. Kitchen, smoke-
house, well, stable, gardens, pavilions, along with fences, hedges, trees,
pergolas, porches, and other liminal pieces are deployed so that the
ground itself—with its swales, ridges, and other topographical features
—is engaged as an active part of a larger construct. Conventional dis-
tinctions between inside and out or nature and artifice fail to capture
the complexity of this place. Equally challenging is trying to under-
stand differences between public and private activity. With the domes-
tic program no longer constrained to a singular structure, much of the
domestic enterprise becomes porous and open to public engagement.
The eight separate points of entry to the site allow individual pieces
of the domestic program to form their own separate relationship with
one another and the town beyond.

These examples show the importance that edges play in mediating
relationships with the ground. Whether made by adjacency, juxtaposi-
tion, overlap, or by things brought together by seam, the edge regis-
ters and responds to similarity and difference. Once architecture or any
other figure becomes open to the ground, attention shifts away from
the center and toward an increasing number and variety of edges. A
less commanding center gives parity to these edges, which in turn are
free to engage in their own relationships with grounds.

Edge, margin, fringe, verge, and rim are a few of the words qual-
ifying ground. These terms, however, carry a semantic power well
beyond their portrayal of the ground’s physical structure. The mar-
ginal notes necessary to a critical reading, the cutting edge of new
thought, or the alternate forms of community proposed by fringe
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groups are obvious examples of the rich critical potential inherent to
existence at the boundary. The view from the edge is almost by defi-
nition a critical one. From this liminal vantage point, it is possible to
look outward and inward and more easily recognize and assess prob-
lems at the center.

But this is not just the metaphorical construct of critical thought
and action. In nature, edges are never thin and unambiguous, but
instead thick, overlapping, and even generative. For instance, the eco-
tone where two ecosystems meet combines qualities of each system.
The niches and sanctuaries within this thick boundary make it one of
the richest locations for finding a broad diversity of organisms.19

The edge’s inherently contrary quality of simultaneously separating
and bringing together gives it a physical as well as an intellectual thick-
ening at the same time that it is porous. With the edge so involved in
the process of engaging ground, it will prompt a substantial reconsid-
eration of the walls, ceilings, roofs, and even floors that define the
room so that they too can participate in the expanded network of link-
ages revealed within the site.

At this point, it seems that the long-standing desire to erase bound-
aries separating inside and out might be reconsidered and reframed.
Inside and out describe more than simple climatic distinctions. Intu-
ition, which is essentially a mysterious process interior to the mind,
differs markedly from the externalization needed to rationalize actions.
Intimacy itself is an interior condition made powerful by comparison
to the vastness outside. Finally, feelings are another part of the inte-
rior life of the human that require protection from the outside. In other
words, the brain itself would seem to be structured to promote, pro-
tect, and mediate relationships between inside and out, making the
desire to erase such an inherently important condition a questionable
one. So instead of making boundaries disappear or nearly so in the
case of the glass curtain wall, it would be logical to make the bound-
ary even thicker. The thick edge is more able to effectively respond to
the differing pressures and needs of inside and outside. And as soon
as inside and outside edges become entities in their own right, this
sponsors a new place in-between, capable of its own special form of
occupation. The dense matrix of liminal space within the thick walls
of the French Hotel, the urban house of a member of the royal court,
is an evocative example of a different form of existence that contrasts
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with that led within the public figural rooms that these surround. The
highly particular labyrinthine network of connectivity in both plan and
section encourages relationships both licit and otherwise to be more
freely entered into than do the limited and controlling axial routes
within the public realm.20 The configurations within these thick walls
speak to a freedom of choice and consequent vitality that could never
be present in those limited figures. Martin Heidegger noted the cat-
alytic potential of these edges when he wrote, “A boundary is not that
at which something stops but, as the Greeks recognized, the boundary
is that from which something begins its presencing.”21

Much of the same literal and metaphorical ambiguity is also pres-
ent in the more ephemeral structure of the porch. Is this part of the
landscape, an extension of the room, or a place all its own? As the
porch oscillates between interior and exterior as well as between fig-
ure and ground, it further explains the nature of the edge. Edges sep-
arate things and yet they also bring things together. Thus, the appar-
ent contradictory constructs of continuity and discontinuity are able
to be present at the same time and place. With this comes the ability
for the human to be part of the larger network of political, social, and
ecological systems while at the same time being removed and protected
from this excess complexity to reflect on how best to engage it. Are
there other forms of porch, and might other constructed edges perform
similarly? Like the boundaries found in nature, these thick edges of
architecture bring together the different ecologies of human artifice and
nature to produce a third system: a liminal microclimatic place capa-
ble of mediating inside and exterior environments. Perhaps this form
of the edge finally provides the unrestricted passage linking inside and
out that has been an elusive goal of architecture for so long. Now,
however, it is possible to imagine a richer and more equal relationship
between human artifice and natural process as humans freely move
physically and imaginatively between their own intentions and the con-
flicting environmental, political, social, and psychological matrix.

CONCLUSION

Ground has always been a crucial part of human existence. In almost
every discipline, in different form, it is the common reference among

Groundwork 87



people and the world that makes shared thought and action possible.
The ability to connect to a larger world is a direct consequence of the
ability to effectively engage the ground and bring this within human
comprehension and action. Ground is where human artifice and natu-
ral process commingle for the benefit of both. Our myopia and mis-
representation of something so essential seems inexplicable. The reduc-
tive representation of ground within architecture, urban planning, and
even landscape architecture representation is just as strange. Possible
explanation for the suppression of ground is complex and mostly
beyond the scope of this essay. However, our ability to contend with
one of the inescapable facts of being human, our mortality, tells much
about how the ground is valued. When intellectually and emotionally
capable of acknowledging their finitude, humans have looked to the
ground for solace and support. Its patterns of repetition go on forever
and thus contrast with any form of figure, which already having
reached a state of conclusion, resists significant intervention and
growth. But when culture is unable or unwilling to reach a productive
rapprochement with its mortality, then ground, in all its manifesta-
tions, becomes an unwelcome reminder of the problematically short
span of individual human existence.22

Irrespective of causes for this difficult relationship to ground,
humans cannot continue to be blind to its opportunities. By question-
ing assumptions about the relationship of ground to human existence
such as those embedded within the figure–ground drawing that polar-
izes a relationship between things that are mutually dependent, it is
possible to come to a better understanding of the value of the ground
in human terms. By finding imaginative means to represent what has
been invisible for so long, humans can at least bring the ground to
attention as something worthy of consideration. Within architecture,
once the ground is revealed and its structure made visible, it is possi-
ble to give the ground a voice equal to that of the products of human
artifice. At this point architecture can open to and take into its domain
a rich world that can augment what architecture is capable of. In being
open to the ground, architecture will also discover a wealth of means
to deal with intractable problems of its own. The consequence of this
intense engagement is the effective reattachment of humans to the
many worlds that support them.
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Site Citations: The Grounds of Modern
Landscape Architecture

Elizabeth Meyer

INTRODUCTION

Site works, site specific, site-inflected, site-readings, site-seeing, site
response, site conditioned, site interpretation. Contemporary landscape
architecture is replete with such phrases. For many, a site’s character-
istics are not simply circumstances to be accommodated or mitigated.
Instead, a site’s physical and sensual properties are sources for design
expression. Site concerns permeate the design process, leaving their
compartmentalized role in preconceptual design analysis. These repo-
sitioned site concerns challenge the modern divide between rational site
analysis and intuitive, creative conceptual design: design as site inter-
pretation, and site as program, not surface for program.

Landscape architects introduced to writings and works by Carol
Burns, Julia Czerniak, Robert Irwin, George Descombes, Sébastien
Marot, or Peter Latz cannot imagine a design process without site
immersion. How could one design for a site seen only in photographs
taken by someone else? Impossible. Site analysis, at a large scale and
recorded through detached rational mappings, has given way to site
readings and interpretations drawn from first-hand experience and from
a specific site’s social and ecological histories.1 These site-readings form



a strong conceptual beginning for a design response, and are registered
in memorable drawings and mappings conveying a site’s physical prop-
erties, operations, and sensual impressions. Recent reemphasis on site
intersects with other interests and developments in the design fields,
from sustainability to phenomenology, from regionalism to smart
growth, from feminist critiques of modernization to green politics, from
postmodern skepticism about meta-narratives such as master planning
to site-specific art.

Given the pervasiveness of contemporary writing about site, it’s
curious how little reflection there is on the history of site in modern
landscape architecture. Granted, there has been significant scholarship
on the importance of site in pre-nineteenth-century landscape theory.2

This essay, part of a larger project of recovering modern landscape
architecture theory, extends such site stories into the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries in America. Site-reading and editing were central
to establishing landscape architecture as a discipline separate from
architecture, engineering, and horticulture. Counter to the historical
narratives that reduce landscape practice to stylistic debates about the
picturesque and the beautiful, or the formal and informal, I have found
the written record of park reports, treatises, journal articles, mono-
graphs, and design primers replete with designers’ positions about site.3

These sources substantiate the significance of site in modern landscape
design theory and, as such, in differentiating landscape architecture
from other disciplines.

Awareness of this history provides a lens for contextualizing con-
temporary practice, understanding how landscape architecture emerged
as a new profession, and partially explaining why landscape architec-
ture struggled to maintain recognition as a fine art. In a nineteenth-
century culture in which site specificity resonated at several levels—as
an index of cultural and political identity as well as a source for artis-
tic inspiration—site matters established landscape architecture as a cen-
tral activity. Conversely, site matters marginalized landscape architec-
ture a half-century later when a contrasting set of criteria such as
abstraction, objecthood, uniqueness, and universality characterized
modern art and design. In brief, site matters defined the core of land-
scape architecture, but they did not always contribute to its perceived
artfulness by others.4
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NINETEENTH-CENTURY LANDSCAPE GARDENING
PRACTICE AND THEORY: SITE AND PROFESSIONAL

IDENTITY

One detects in both the writings and works of nineteenth-century land-
scape practitioners in North America that the act of visiting a site and
interpreting its essential character was fundamental to their conceptual
design processes. Site structure joined, and at times supplanted, build-
ing structure as the armature of the designed landscape. Site concen-
tration differentiated the nascent profession of landscape architecture
from other fields.

There is a large spirit of inquiry and a lively interest in rural
taste….but the great mistake made by most novices is that they
study gardens too much, and nature too little….the fields and
woods are full of instruction….And yet it is not any portion of the
woods and fields that we wish our finest pleasure-ground scenery
precisely to resemble. We rather wish to select from the finest syl-
van features of nature, and to recompose the materials in a choicer
manner.…Let us take it then as the type of all true art in landscape
gardening—which selects from natural materials that abound in
any country, its best sylvan features, and by giving them a better
opportunity than they could otherwise obtain, brings about a
higher beauty of development and a more perfect expression than
nature itself offers. 5

A. J. Downing identified the fundamental skills required of the land-
scape designer: the eye of a connoisseur who discerns, as well as the
hand of an improver who alters the best features of a site. This con-
noisseur-as-creator preserved desirable features but also arranged and
recombined those features, sometimes editing out or destroying others,
to reveal found natural beauty. Landscape design, for Downing,
required an astute ability to read and interpret found sites before cre-
ating sites. This attitude toward the found site permeated the design
literature accompanying the inception of landscape gardening, and
later, landscape architecture, as a profession in nineteenth-century
America.
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If in researching the history of site one only reviewed landscape
design theory book titles, it would be apparent that site, at various
scales, figured prominently. For instance, Downing’s A Treatise on the
Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening, Adapted to North Amer-
ica (1841), “…probably the most famous American nineteenth-century
treatise on garden design,” suggested that European landscape garden-
ing theories must be modified for a new nation’s sociopolitical values as
well as a different continent’s physical geography and climate.6 One of
the first texts to define the role of a professional landscape architect in
American town design was Horace W. S. Cleveland’s Landscape Archi-
tecture as Applied to the Wants of the West (1873), which framed site
more narrowly than Downing, at the scale of region.7 Cleveland
addressed developers, speculators, and public officials who were build-
ing new towns in a region made accessible by rail. Appealing to their
sense of profit, he argued that the existing terrain—wooded ridges and
stream valleys—could be a public armature around which the devel-
oper’s speculative grid was arranged and from which it gained value.
Later, Wilhelm Miller’s The Prairie Spirit in Landscape Gardening
(1915), building on new scientific theory about plant ecology while
appealing to regional pride, called for specifying native Midwestern
plant communities instead of imported horticultural species and
hybrids.8 American Plants for American Gardens (1929), co-authored
by Edith Roberts and Elsa Rehmann, described eleven garden types
based on plant communities found on eastern sites, from Maine to Geor-
gia.9 Their explicitly ecological perspective explained the relationship
between soils, moisture, light, plants, and time in the creation of sites,
underscoring their successional nature. Miller’s and Roberts and
Rehmann’s sites were not stable spaces, but dynamic systems. These four
texts, representatives of a genre, demonstrate how varied site scales and
concerns were—from the social and economic to the geological and eco-
logical, from the scale of the city, region, and continent to the specifi-
cation of plant species, from the spatial to the temporal.

THE CENTRALITY OF SITE THEORIES IN 
NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICAN CULTURE

Nineteenth-century landscape architects gleaned much of their design
theory from that of eighteenth-century European practitioners such as
Thomas Whately, Uvedale Price, and William Gilpin. Frederick Law
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Olmsted, Sr., encouraged his apprentices to read these original sources
in addition to Downing, who translated that European theory into an
American idiom. All these theorists described and admired landscapes
characterized by site structure, and experienced sequentially through
unfolding, layered, veiled, and atmospheric spaces; they were less con-
cerned with extending a building’s geometry into the designed land-
scape than amplifying the site’s latent character. The translation of
these site-nuanced theories to another continent, another century, and
into an urbanizing society, raised fascinating questions. What did it
mean to transpose a site aesthetic from one place to another?10 Were
the designers who read Gilpin, Price, and Whately looking to make
landscapes reminiscent of the ones they described? Or were they learn-
ing to read a site, and to appreciate its particularities, in the manner
of Gilpin, Price, and Whately?

These questions were examined in American art criticism familiar
to landscape architects, such as that of John Ruskin, Asher Durand,
Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Horacio Greenough. For instance, Ruskin’s
admonition that landscape painters capture “the specific, distinct and
perfect beauty” of elements in a site, and suggestion that “the highest
art is that which seizes this specific character, which develops and illus-
trates it, which assigns to it its proper place in the landscape” res-
onated with landscape architects as well.11 Asher Durand’s essay on
Landscape Painting in The Crayon, expounded both site-specificity and
site editing as part of the artistic process.

I would urge any young student in landscape painting, the impor-
tance of painting direct from Nature as soon as he shall have
acquired the rudiments of Art.…Let him scrupulously accept
whatever she presents him, until he shall, in a degree, have become
intimate with her infinity, and then he may approach her on more
familiar terms, even venturing to choose and reject some portions
of her unbounded wealth.12

Thus ideas about particularity and specific sites filtered into land-
scape architecture practices. One approach interpreted known aesthetic
theories, such as the pastoral or beautiful and the picturesque, as lenses
for finding whatever was particular on a site and amplifying it through
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design. Another sought existing sites with the proper ground forms and
woodlands/meadows to support these known aesthetic categories; the
existing site was an armature or frame upon which to drape or con-
struct known aesthetic characters. Deciding how particular or general
it should be, or how much of the site to preserve or alter, varied from
practitioner to practitioner, but the range of debate was narrow. How
did landscape architecture reveal the site? Which site was revealed: the
one at hand, or the ideal one? These questions came into increased
focus concomitant with the sectional conflict leading to the Civil War
and with the rise of the modernized city, as specific sites, rather than
transposed idealized landscape types, came to be associated with spe-
cific cultural, national, and regional identities. The shift away from
transposed landscapes, as exemplified by Olmsted, Sr.’s early works, to
specific regional sites, such as those valued by Jens Jensen or Horace
W. S. Cleveland, was partially explained by the meaning of specific
sites to different generations and regional communities.

Gradually, landscape architects weaned away from an English form
of Picturesque aesthetics as they invented another, more contaminated
by, or intermingled with, cultural, scientific, and artistic trends of their
own time and place.13 Through the lens of site, one can demonstrate
how landscape architecture intersected with broader cultural themes,
and how this clustering of shared interests situated landscape archi-
tecture in a central place within American cultural production. Critics
of the day underscored the prominent role of landscape design. For
example, Ralph Waldo Emerson, who, in lecturing on the relationship
of landscape and national identity in 1844, described landscape design
as “the most poetic of all the occupations of real life, the bringing out
by art the native but hidden graces of the landscape” and the “fine art
which is left for us, now that sculpture, painting, and religious and
civil architecture have become effete, and have passed into second
childhood.”14

New languages and techniques for describing sites in maps, diagrams,
and paintings reinforced this cultural currency and influenced how land-
scape architects and their clients valued particular plots of land. 
Landscape painters, scientists, and cartographers produced new images
that altered and, at times made more particular, the site-reading capac-
ity of landscape architects, their consultants, and their clients. Painters,
aware of the public’s knowledge of natural history, especially geology,
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rendered individual plants, rocks, and terrain—Ruskin’s vital truths and
beauties—with great precision, while at the same time taking artistic lib-
erties to reassemble, distill, compress, or intensify those elements to
improve on the overall composition.15 If landscape painters provided
landscape architects with clues to the relationship between site-reading
and creativity, then geologists’ studies of land formation processes such
as glaciation, erosion, and deposition provided both artists and land-
scape architects with additional lenses for appreciating and understand-
ing specific sites. A geological cross-section, such as one included in the
1861 Central Park report, depicted deep structure below the surface.
These theories and representations offered landscape architects, espe-
cially those in the northern states shaped by glacial processes, new
vocabularies for understanding their canvas and medium: the earth’s sur-
face. Previously valued for its visual, surface qualities in texts such as
Downing, these geological sites had sectional form, structure, depth, and
content which a designer such as Frederick Olmsted, Jr., could reveal
through design subtractions or additions.16 The intermingling of aesthetic
discourses and conventions with geological knowledge reinvigorated and
at times transcended aesthetic categories such as the picturesque, pas-
toral, and sublime. This disciplinary contamination also enabled the
translation of those eighteenth-century European design codes into
American design dialects that valued particular local regional sites for
their aesthetic beauty, geological uniqueness, and historical associations.
Geological descriptions underscored the vastness of North American nat-
ural history. Such associations imbued sites with cultural and historical
significance that undergirded regional and national identity. While the
public’s geological literacy persisted, this scientific lens enriched the site
readings and practices of both designers and their clients.17

Later, ecology as well as geology enriched landscape architects’ abil-
ity to read and alter a site. For Miller, Jens Jensen, O. C. Simonds,
Rehmann, and Marjorie Cautley, plant ecology was to vegetation what
glaciation theory was to rocks.18 It gave landscape architects a differ-
ent vocabulary for composing plants—and for understanding their rela-
tionship to one another and the environment—than the language of 
natural, irregular, and informal.19 Unlike the taxonomic disciplines of
botany and horticulture, ecological thinking emphasized relationships,
not parts. One knew plant communities, and spatial layering and strata,
in relationship to particular soil types, moisture gradients, topographic
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settings, and orientations. Documentation of such plant groupings was
often photographic, emphasizing plants’ massing, spacing, and texture.
Accompanied by lists of indicator plants characterizing certain com-
munities, these photographs enabled the translation of scientific fact
into design vocabulary. The ecological lens for site-reading entered pub-
lic consciousness and the profession in the early-twentieth century when
popular interest in geology was waning.

One should not underestimate the importance of a literate audience
in the reception of designed landscapes. Landscape architecture was a
design practice, and yet it was also a cultural practice that projected
Americans’ desires for cultural identity into designed landscape form.
The site-reading skills and interests of politicians and cultural critics
as well as geologists, ecologists, poets, cartographers, and painters,
propelled landscape architecture into prominence as much as the tal-
ents and tenacity of its practitioners. These non-designers appreciated
landscape art and design in relationship to particular sites made legi-
ble through art, science, myth, and literature. They understood the
landscape’s particularity as meaningful in relationship to urbanization
and industrialization. Site appreciation was born of a cross-disciplinary
perspective, the likes of which were not matched until the “blurring
of boundaries” in late-twentieth-century cultural practices. That a sim-
ilar intersection of art, science, and politics recently propelled land-
scape architecture out of the margins of design practice suggests that
this reassessment might be a source for contemporary as well as his-
torical reflection.

DIFFERENTIATING LANDSCAPE AND SITE

Growing interest in site-specificity challenged early-nineteenth-century
idealized conceptions of landscape. The former valued the particular
and the unique, while the latter valued the general and repeatable.20 A
comparison of two parklike settings, one described by Olmsted, Sr.,
and the other by Cleveland, illuminates the distinction between the
terms landscape and site for nineteenth-century landscape designers.21

In his 1872 entry on public parks in a popular encyclopedia, Olmsted,
Sr., traced their aesthetic and spatial origins to private English hunt-
ing parks that were managed, in large part, by deer grazing and 
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eliminating the forest/meadow edge of its understory and shrub layer.22

The park’s spatial condition, then, was characterized by the meadow’s
ground plane slipping under the high woodland canopy. The manipu-
lated forest edge appealed to Olmsted, Sr. It allowed the pastoral land-
scape of the meadow to appear both continuous, as the trees did not
bound its surface, and mysterious, as its edges were not visible in the
deep shadows under the canopy. Olmsted, Sr., valued this park scenery
because he believed it aroused certain universal human emotions.23

When this English park scenery was transposed to new locales such as
North America, it became an idealized landscape type.

Writing in Garden and Forest (1890), Cleveland recounted a
densely layered forest/meadow edge that couldn’t be more different
from that described by Olmsted.24 The spatial edge Cleveland described
was not based on an idealized type or a distant site, but the actual for-
est/meadow edges in the various regions in which he lived and worked.
His preference for the richly layered ecotone of impenetrable perenni-
als, shrubs, and small trees along the fringe of a forest was more than
one cultivated by travel or regional identity, however. Cleveland’s advo-
cacy of the found site, his commitment to finding beauty in the actual
site without abstraction, was gleaned from the ideas of Horacio Gree-
nough and Ralph Waldo Emerson. These two critics shared a belief in
the potential of American art forms not derivative of European mod-
els, but grounded in specific, not idealized, nature and in fitting
responses to utility or function. Their writings appealed to Cleveland,
who taught his readers and clients to see regional sites as worthy
sources of landscape beauty and design form.25

Both Olmsted, Sr., and Cleveland believed certain landscapes engen-
dered aesthetic experiences and restored the spirit as well as the body;
but the actual landscapes they described are very different. Olmsted, Sr.,
idealized English landscapes with a priori formal relationships and trans-
posed those scenes to new sites. Olmsted, Sr., relied on aesthetic theo-
ries imported from Europe to see and structure the landscape.26 A plot
was valued in relationship to the degree to which it possessed woods,
meadows, and vales that approximated characteristics associated with
idealized scenic tropes of the pastoral and picturesque. A design response
revealed those latent characteristics in the actual through design tactics
of amplification and subtraction or clearing. Cleveland valued found
sites as indices of regional identity and American uniqueness. Relying
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more on Emerson and Greenough than on Gilpin, Price, and Ruskin,
he appreciated sites for their idiosyncrasies, not their generalities. His
design response was more about distilling or condensing a site’s essence
into design forms and spaces. This comparison underscores the funda-
mentally site-inflected and reception-focused bias of early modern Amer-
ican landscape theories. Landscapes meant something because of not
only their appearance, but also the associations they aroused.

SITE READING STRATEGIES AND SITE DESIGN TACTICS

If site mattered, how did designers actually work on a site? For, unlike
other landscape devotees, landscape architects were not simply con-
noisseurs or recorders of the landscape; they were simultaneously site
readers and editors. The site’s character was to be revealed through
design. That editing—through amplification, subtraction, distillation,
or compression—brought the found site’s latent qualities and phe-
nomena into clearer focus.27 In addition to changing sites, landscape
architects transposed sites.28 They created designed landscape forms
that evoked the memory of other culturally meaningful sites, such as
distant prairies or fens. They abstracted the essential characteristic of
other sites—in the form of a fragments or synecdoches—and trans-
ported them to new places.

Although the entirety of site approaches uncovered in the first cen-
tury of American modern landscape architecture cannot be thoroughly
examined in the confines of this essay, I have chosen a representative
group of site-reading strategies and site-design tactics to discuss.29 They
are site as armature or framework; site as geomorphological figure; site
as ecosystem or geological fragment; and site as temporal phenome-
non, haecceity, and subjective experience. These lenses for site-reading
and making assume that plots are not empty canvases, but full spaces,
full of nature and history, whose latent forms and meanings can be
surfaced, and made palpable, through design.30

Site as Armature or Framework

In 1849 Downing published an editorial in The Horticulturist: Jour-
nal of Rural Art and Rural Taste on the landscape beauty of new 
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cemeteries that suggested how the existing site could be a framework
upon which to build landscape art. He wrote, “The true secret of the
attraction lies in the natural beauty of these sites, and in the tasteful
and harmonious embellishment of these sites by art….Hence, to an
inhabitant of the town, a visit to one of these spots has the united
charm of nature and art,—the double wealth of rural and moral asso-
ciations.”31 According to Downing, the site’s natural beauty—in its
landform, plant groupings, and varied spaces—was the framework or
armature for the arrangement of the cemeteries’ roads, walks, and
crypts.

The idea that the site was not an empty canvas but an articulated
field, or a textile with recognizable warp and woof, was a dominant
site-reading in much of the early Calvert Vaux and Olmsted, Sr., prac-
tice. Their plan for Prospect Park is an excellent example of this site-
reading strategy. Vaux and Olmsted, Sr., conceived of a sequence of
pastoral meadows and lakes and picturesque wooded hills and vales
connected by multiple circuits for promenading and driving in car-
riages through the urban park. But the arrangement of these aesthetic
categories or idealized landscape types, the picturesque and the pas-
toral or beautiful, was site-inflected. The existing glacial landforms
were read as an armature or framework for creating picturesque and
beautiful scenery. 32

As evident in their reports to the Brooklyn Park Commissioners,
Vaux and Olmsted, Sr., understood that this landform armature con-
tained latent qualities needing amplification and editing to reach the
site’s potential beauty, charm, and effect. They wrote, “A mere imita-
tion of nature, however successful, is not art, and the purpose to imi-
tate nature, or to produce an effect which shall seem to be natural and
interesting, is not sufficient for the duty before us.”33 Later, Vaux and
Olmsted, Sr., explained how they applied this design principle by mag-
nifying and making “more distinct” the natural features, and by deep-
ening and heightening existing depressions and hills.34

There were norms in picturesque and pastoral theory about the
character and effect of its scenery, but nothing explicit about how
those individual scenes were combined. Vaux and Olmsted, Sr.,
arranged spaces in relationship to the parcel’s latent structure, not
according to fixed compositional principles. The park’s plan was
based on the overlay of idealized landscape types transposed onto a

Site Citations 103



particular landform armature. As evident in a diagram of the park
plan inserted into an 1844 topographic map of Brooklyn, the result-
ing form was a composite of the general and the particular, idealized
nature, and this specific site’s topographic peculiarities.

One can find similar site sensibilities in other designers’ works, such
as Dumbarton Oaks in Washington, D.C. There, Beatrix Farrand over-
laid a sequence of interdigitated terraced geometric rooms and sloping
paths amidst planting drifts onto the ridges and swales of a Rock
Creek Park tributary. For Farrand, this Piedmont topography was a
framework for the plan and section of the terraced architectural gar-
dens and the sloping wild gardens. Farrand explained this concept in
a 1922 letter to her client: “The whole scheme for the north slopes of
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1844 Hassler Map of New York Bay and Harbour, demonstrating the overlap of
the park’s picturesque areas with the topographic ridge running along the center
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the property should properly be studied from the ground itself rather
from any plan, as the contours and expressions of the ground will con-
trol the plantations more strongly than any other feature.”35

An interdigitated reading of the Dumbarton Oaks plan—ground as
one part geometrical terrace and one part textured surface—counters
the usual description of the plan as a transition from architecture to
nature, from order to the wild. Rather there are two systems of order,
two frameworks or armatures: one, the geometry of the house and the
other, the geography of the site. These two fields of order intermingle,
creating a complex tapestry of landscape form and experience that cov-
ers the parcel from wood to house.

Cleveland’s town planning proposals contribute to this site-reading
tradition. In Landscape Architecture as Applied to the Wants of the
West, he proposed that forested ravines form a city park framework
within and around which to arrange town streets and blocks.36 He crit-
icized the practice of plotting a town grid on flat land, siting the back
of private lots along perimeter ravines, and relegating the steep wooded
slopes to marginal roles in the city. Rather, he imagined the ravines as
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town planning armatures, as central parks lined by public streets, as
sources of civic identity. As in the work of Olmsted, Sr., Vaux, and
Farrand, one discerns in Cleveland a design practice wherein the site
is not circumstantial, but a topographic framework or scaffold for
assembling designed landscape forms and spaces.

Figuring the Site

With increased knowledge of glacial processes came more refined
lenses for reading topography as figure as well as surface framework.
This was especially true in New England, where geologists Louis Agas-
siz and Nathaniel Shaler’s scholarship on land formation was popu-
larized in public lectures and magazines.37 Through their work, one
could read the land’s surface as both a continuous undulating surface
and an articulated field with thickened conditions, glaciated moments,
or figures that could be named and delineated. Such ability to read the
landscape’s surface geologically influenced landscape architects such as
Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., who hired Shaler to teach courses in the
Harvard landscape architecture curriculum.38 Agassiz and Shaler’s
influence can be discerned in the geological references made by Olm-
sted, Jr., when describing the Wellesley College campus.

In 1902, Olmsted, Jr., advised President Caroline Hazard on cam-
pus expansion scenarios. His report began with a confession: “…for I
must admit that the exceedingly intricate and complex topography and
peculiarly scattered arrangement of buildings somewhat baffled me and
that I came away with a less clear and comprehensive grasp of the
whole situation than I could wish.”39 One imagines that, for this young
designer who was then involved in the planning for Washington, D.C.’s
monumental core, Wellesley College might have appeared disordered
and informal. But, Olmsted, Jr., was fluent in multiple form languages,
as his site description demonstrates:

Wellesley College has in its grounds a peculiar endowment…the
landscape beauty which often attaches itself to the type of glaciated
topography there presented when it is fortunately accentuated by
the distribution of trees. It is a landscape not merely beautiful, but
with a marked individual character not represented so far as I know
on the ground of any other college in the country….acre after acre

106 Elizabeth Meyer



it is being defaced and altered by man’s occupation, until at last in
its perfection it will be very rare indeed…And so this type of land-
scape with its peculiar kind of intricate beauty and significant
expression of geological history must under ordinary occupancy be
a vanishing type.40

Olmsted, Jr.’s letter described the various landforms on the campus
and suggested how building construction could amplify the site’s exist-
ing character and figure its topographic forms rather than erase them.41

The 1910s Norembega Quad by Cram, Day, and Klauder and the 1921
Arthur Shurtleff (aka Shurcliff), Olmsted, Jr., and Cram campus mas-
ter plan applied this site tactic. They both figured select geological for-
mations through the siting of building clusters around specific topo-
graphic figures. Olmsted, Jr.’s site description illuminates how
geological knowledge led to new ways of both reading and designing
the site. It demonstrated that increased scientific knowledge about site
reinforced and supplemented aesthetic preferences. Additionally, this
case study reveals that complex, curvilinear, and irregular forms were
not seen as informal counterpoints or foils to architectural forms and
order. Rather, new hybrid orders of architectural geometry and site
topography/geology were evident at multiple scales, as framework
guidelines, master plans, site plans, and building massing.42
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Site Fragments

Olmsted, Jr., valued the site of Wellesley campus as an endangered,
regional landscape type. Through preservation—paradoxically ensured
through construction—its glaciated landforms could stand for a larger
regional landscape that was encroached upon by suburbanization. This
notion of one landscape element signifying the whole, or broader site,
is a third site-reading strategy and site-making tactic, one that occurs
when development threatens to erase regional sites. Utilizing a site
fragment to refer to a distant whole was not a new idea in the nine-
teenth century.43 What was different, however, were the ways that geo-
logical and ecological sciences altered and informed how a site frag-
ment was found, defined, and valued, and then how that fragment was
grafted onto a designed landscape. The impact of these sciences on the
site vocabulary and meanings of landscape architecture can be eluci-
dated by comparing sections of two parks: Central Park, by Vaux and
Olmsted, Sr., and Columbus Park, Chicago, by Jens Jensen.

The primary public sequence into Central Park from the south
through the Mall and Bethesda Terrace culminates in a vista across a
lake to the most rustic place in the park, the Rambles. As one enters
the upper terrace along the flanking stairs the close-up profile of a large
rock outcrop looms in the foreground. The sequence transforms a cir-
cumstantial element into a significant figural event.44 When the park
was designed, the designers had access to geological cross-section maps
of Manhattan which enabled them to expose rock through a process
of subtraction to reveal even more of the site’s deep structure.45 Since
the outcrop was by its very definition incomplete, a mere glimpse of
the deep structure below, it was understood as a fragment of the larger
site structure. Framing and foregrounding the outcrop also highlighted
the striations of its surface, formed by glacial grinding. A touch of the
sublime was injected into the landscape through both the outcrop’s
actual size and its grain, which registered the processes of its forma-
tion.46 Appreciation of the rock fragment tapped into aesthetic (pic-
turesque, pastoral, and sublime), as well as scientific categories. From
the Bethesda Terrace, two site references were juxtaposed.47 A fore-
ground outcrop, a revelation of the site’s actual subsurface geology,
was juxtaposed with a transposed idealized landscape background.48 A
park visitor was transported and grounded at the same time.
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Geological mapping enabled Vaux and Olmsted, Sr.’s regional ref-
erences within Central Park (1857) through the device of the outcrop
fragment. Fifty years later, plant ecology fieldwork provided Jensen an
analogous opportunity at Columbus Park (1916). Fascinated with the
regional landscape of his adopted home, Jens Jensen learned to read
it from University of Chicago Henry Cowles, a scholar of plant com-
munities.49 Jensen read the Midwestern landscape as a mosaic of plant
communities from which a designer could extract fragments to repre-
sent the whole.50 Within Columbus Park, Jensen assembled a prairie
landscape mosaic of meadow, woodland edge, and prairie river, each
part of which was distilled into its essence and conveyed in fragmen-
tary form.51 Distillation and fragmentation of site types resisted and
acknowledged the scale of the transposed prairie, a vastness threatened
by the spread of cities and industrial agriculture.52

In Jensen’s design, the wooded rise in the northeast corner of the
park was the source of two springs and a rill that flowed into a con-
structed prairie river recalling the slow-moving waterways that mean-
dered through gently sloping prairie meadows while cutting deep into
their limestone substrata.53 The siting of this river fragment provides
clues to Jensen’s site-reading and site-making design strategy. From this
west-facing bluff, park visitors would look to the horizontal expanse
of a central prairie meadow illuminated by the setting sun. This west-
ern prospect, framed by woods with a detailed foreground of wetland
grasses and perennials, was a key component of many of Jensen’s land-
scapes. For him, it captured the repetition of the horizontal line and
the vastness of the sky that characterized the Midwestern American
landscape.54

Jensen’s commitment to creating a design practice that evoked, dis-
tilled, and compressed regional site qualities through an array of plant
communities and habitats was not unique. Similar positions were taken
by others, such as Wilhelm Miller in The Prairie Spirit in Landscape
Gardening (1915), Frank Waugh in The Natural Style in Landscape
Gardening (1917), and O. C. Simonds in Landscape Gardening (1920);
Elsa Rehmann and Edith Roberts in American Plants for American
Gardens (1929); and Marjorie Cautley in “Planting at Radburn”
(1930). Their ecological knowledge allowed them to see a mosaic of
sites within the region. These plant communities and their habitats were
categorized into types that could be distilled, compressed, and 
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fragmented through design. In categorizing plant communities by site
types, these publications translated scientific theories into site practices
applicable to the scale of gardens and parks.55

Site as Haecceity or Phenomenal, Temporal Experience

Site as framework, site as figure, and site as fragment: each of these
design strategies attends to the physical characteristics of a site. What
about other aspects, such as the effect of early morning light on 
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Figure 5.4. Context map. Jensen’s Columbus Park plan inserted into geology map
of Chicago, demonstrating the location of the beach ridge along which the prairie
river and eastern terrace were constructed. (Arial Geology Map, Illinois Riverside
Quadrangle, April 1902, Geologic Atlas of the United States. Department of Inte-
rior. U.S. Geologic Survey. Chicago folio #81, 1894. Scale 1:62,500.)



undulating surfaces? Or consideration for the emergence of a wild-
flower color-field that quickly disappears into the background of a
meadow? These temporal moments, episodic contrasts, or haec-
ceities56—individual, singular events that intersect with the places and
things where they occur—are often site-specific. Two identically shaped
and dimensioned spaces, built in different regions, have very different
qualities given temperature, wind, light, and resultant microclimates.
The importance of these nonphysical, phenomenal characteristics in the
landscape has always been noticed. How could they be ignored?57 Cap-
turing, distilling, and condensing a site’s temporal qualities is another
way that site-readings lead to site-makings.

Throughout Siftings (1939), Jensen wrote eloquently about the non-
visual experience of the Midwestern landscape. One passage recounted
a haecceity at his home.

It was early morning when he called me to the open door….There
was a peculiar light over this little sun opening, caused by the
reflection of the sunrise. The clearing was bordered by a simple
composition of hardwoods with a few hawthorns, crab-apples,
and gray dogwood scattered on the edge. The light had added an
enchantment to this simple composition….Many years have gone
by since then, many mornings and many evenings, and I have
watched the clearing. I have seen it on cloudy days and in full sun-
light, in the starry evenings and on dark nights and moonlight
nights, but I have never seen it the same.58

Columbus Park’s bluff commanded a prospect of the big western sky.
Such symbolic, phenomenal events were organizing tools in Jensen’s res-
idential gardens as well as his public parks. Significant rooms, activities,
and spaces oriented toward a sunset, a sunrise, or a moonrise. In a 1930
interview, Jensen relayed that these phenomena were as much the “raw
materials of the garden” as topography and vegetation.59 When Jensen
planted red maples and sumac between a terrace and the setting sun to
capture the intense glow of their back-lit autumn leaves, or noted the
deep shadows cast by a grove of red cedars in moonlight, he was read-
ing and making sites.60 Unable to recreate the physical scale of a prairie
meadow, Jensen created a language of fragments and phenomena as a
means to “portray its soul.”61 Granted, Jensen’s view west should be
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appreciated for its cultural meanings as well as its formal and phenom-
enal qualities. The western sky and prairie were symbols of regional
identity and indicators of national expansion. Again, site meanings and
matters intermingle cultural, historical, and ecological references. Sub-
jective and experienced mix with the scientific and observed.

Jensen’s built work and writings are, perhaps, the best early-twen-
tieth-century example of a site practice wherein phenomenal, tempo-
ral moments are consistently distilled into significant landscape places
and experiences.62 His work demonstrates spatial strategies that are in
the service of manifesting time.63 Once again, considering the designed
landscape through the lens of site-reading and site-responding practices
is a more effective mechanism for surfacing richer languages of land-
scape form and space than the terms formal and informal. Through
the distillation and condensation of a site’s ephemeral phenomena,
landscape architects expand sit-reading strategies from the formal to
the experiential, away from the landscape object to the landscape sub-
ject, expanding the spatial to include the temporal. It is perhaps not
until works such as Sea Ranch by Lawrence Halprin, Robert Irwin’s
site-specific art, and Michael Van Valkenburgh’s gardens in the latter
half of the twentieth century, that this type of designed landscape as
site-reading reemerges in such a powerful, yet subtle form.

Generalizations about Late-Nineteenth-Century to Early-
Twentieth-Century Site-Reading Practices

Although the site-reading practices outlined here are not exhaustive,
they do suggest that reading and altering sites were central issues for
landscape architects during the period of intense modernization of the
American landscape. Individual attitudes varied about how much of a
site should be edited or altered, but one can discern a site-inflected bias
in the most prominent modern landscape practitioners. These individ-
uals were knowledgeable of their collective identity as a discipline that
re-presented site through design. They made this identity contempo-
rary through their translation of the writings about art and the found
landscape by Gilpin, Ruskin, Durand, Greenough, and Emerson. They
enriched the meaning of their designed landscapes by intermingling
these aesthetic codes with new scientific theories for reading sites, such
as glaciation and plant ecology, which appealed to societies seeking
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cultural forms that reinforced desires for unique regional and national
identity. These lenses allow site meaning to be created as much through
the enactment of social rituals, or the experience of temporal moments
within them, as in design forms themselves. In other words, these mod-
ern, designed landscapes were sites of immersion and subjectivity. They
required reciprocity between a viewer’s experience and the apprehen-
sion of their artfulness. As these strategies demonstrate, unlike other
fine art disciplines, the art of landscape design did not reside solely in
the object; this characteristic was a source of disciplinary uniqueness,
and an obstacle to the recognition of the discipline’s formal invention
and compositional codes. I believe this, among other factors, margin-
alized landscape architecture during the second half-century of its exis-
tence as a profession in the United States.

TWENTIETH-CENTURY CHALLENGES AND CHANGES:
FROM SITE PRACTICES TO STYLISTIC CHOICES

Despite the varied site-based design practices that flourished during the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, written criticism often
described the landscape through reductive stylistic codes. Throughout
the 1890s, essays in Garden and Forest advocated for more complex
thinking about the aesthetic debates concerning the “best style” of gar-
den and landscape design. Rejecting the simplification of design to a
choice between formal and informal, writers from editor Henry Stiles
to Charles Eliot, Jr., presented alternative terms for describing land-
scape forms and spaces. In fact, after reading the articles and reports
written by designers, in contrast to historians’ writing about the
period, one realizes that, for American landscape architects, the terms
formal or informal were not the dominant categories for describing
design landscapes before the 1890s.64 Site concerns such as how to
interpret, edit, amplify, or transpose sites were more pressing design
concerns than were issues of style.

Still, outside the readership of this small, but influential magazine,
the audience for landscape appreciation was changing. Influential
books such as Reginald Blomfield’s The Formal Garden in England
(1892), a treatise on the garden as an outdoor room predicated on
the plan geometry of architecture, reduced landscape design to one of
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two styles: geometric or formless. It is not until the so-called for-
mal–informal or architectural garden–wild garden debates between
William Robinson and Reginald Blomfield during the 1890s that style
became such a highly charged landscape design issue, wrapped up as
it was in both matters of nationalism and professionalism. These
debates, carried out in books and journal articles, exemplify a shift
in aesthetic preferences, but they were not solely responsible for the
turn of events. As landscape criticism and garden history became more
limited by the formal and informal nomenclature, site-inflected works
were less likely to be seen and appreciated. Concurrently, landscape
architecture as a discipline was viewed as less of a modern design
practice. For those versed in visual arts vocabularies, complex, frag-
mented, overlaid forms and figures resulting from the intermingling
of the natural sciences such as ecology and geology with art were con-
strued as irregular, informal, and inconsequential. Arrangements
resulting from reading and interpreting site clues through editing,
amplifying, distilling, and condensing were rendered invisible, arbi-
trary, and lacking by other artists, designers, and some of the public.
Style matters replaced site matters.65

Site practices were also limited by influential exhibitions and pub-
lications associated with changing architectural trends. When Henry
Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson’s The International Style (1932)
took up the issue of site, it reduced landscape design to less than a
choice of style:

Natural surroundings are at once a contrast and a background
emphasizing the artificial values created by architects. Choice of
site, and the arrangement of buildings upon the site: these are the
prime problems of the international style in relation to natural sur-
roundings. As far as possible the original beauties of the site
should be preserved. Mere open spaces are not enough for repose;
something of the ease and grace of untouched nature is needed as
well.66

This extraordinarily influential book, more manifesto than catalog,
reduced site-reading and editing to site selection, nature preservation,
and functional site planning. Site was in service of architecture.67
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TWENTIETH-CENTURY LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURAL
MODERNISM AND SITE THEORIES

One treatise associated with mid-twentieth-century landscape architec-
tural modernism, Garrett Eckbo’s Landscape for Living (1950),
responded directly to the marginalization of landscape architecture
implicit in contemporary architectural theories. His book connected
site practices directly to architectural practice, and in doing so reposi-
tioned landscape architecture in a collaborative role with architecture.
For Eckbo, the site did not exist prior to human occupation and need.
Rather, “…the site only exists, in its visual and spatial relation to peo-
ple, through the introduction of the building which establishes a per-
manent relation between people and site. The building and site are one
in fact and in use.”68 Eckbo’s site theories were quite different from
nineteenth-century landscape architectural writings that often empha-
sized the differences, not the connections, between architectural and
landscape design.

Eckbo suggested that site strategies connected buildings and their
inhabitants to nature. He made a profound and prescient criticism of
contemporary architectural practices: that they often preclude this con-
nective or mediating act by reducing the parcel to a visual landscape,
a detached, albeit pleasant scene. Eckbo contextualized his arguments
with a reference to a James Marston Fitch article:

The Architectural Forum in November 1948 gives us perhaps the
most recent summary of advanced architectural thinking on the
esthetics of a building technology which, while it increasingly
opens up the building to the landscape with the open structure and
the glass wall, at the same time seems to increase the gap between
man and nature by its increasingly precise and complete control of
climate and habitat indoors. Never before in history has there been
such a contrast between this potentially absolute control over inte-
rior climate, and the potentially complete transparency of glass
walls and doors separating indoors from outdoors.69

Eckbo redefined landscape architecture as site-space design or land-
and-building design, a mediating practice between architecture and
nature. Instead of reducing the outdoors to an image framed through
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a ceiling-to-floor picture window, he advocated for indoor-outdoor
spaces that created a site. His site-space strategy was primarily a means
to connect architecture to its place, not so much a reading of place as
a vehicle for the generating design forms or experiences.

In Landscape for Living, the term site planning enters into our
site discourse.70 Unlike the reductive and instrumental functionalist
associations that this term has today, for Eckbo, site planning would
overcome the divide between engineering, architecture, and landscape
architecture.

We are on the threshold of realizing that our concepts of architec-
ture (including creative engineering) and of landscape design (or
landscape architecture) are in reality two halves, or two sides, of a
greater art. This is, or will be, site-space organization, of spatial
continuity at the truly functional scale of site, neighborhood, and
community….The bridge from the three formally separated spatial
arts that exist, to the expanded concept of site-space form which is
implicit in our thinking, is site planning as it is beginning to be
understood today.71

Eckbo believed that space relations were the medium that con-
nected the lived experience and the physical form of indoors and out-
doors. Despite passages about the ground, plants, rock, and water, it
is apparent that Eckbo’s site language was primarily spatial. Eckbo’s
site vocabularies, like those of his predecessors, were inflected by the
ways that the land was described in related disciplines. Geological and
ecological vocabularies evident in earlier site-readings were replaced in
Eckbo’s text with a spatial vocabulary that entered into architecture
and landscape architecture discourse through German art-historical
writings and then entered mainstream discussions of these design fields
after the 1920s.72

Site-space planning, while nominally connected to the site-as-frame-
work strategy, differed in one key aspect from pre–World War II site
practices. Eckbo’s site-space planning surfaced during a period when
multidisciplinary design practices—such as the Architects Collabora-
tive: Skidmore Owings and Merrill; Perkins and Will; EDAW; and
Sasaki Associates—increasingly tackled large, complex suburban hous-
ing, commercial headquarters, and shopping centers.73 Site-space 
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planning created a common vocabulary for such hybrid practices. It
attempted to reduce, not reinforce, distinctions between the two design
professions. In doing so, it substituted a temporal, geological, and eco-
logical site framework with a spatial, environmental, and functional
one. Later books, such as John Simonds’ Landscape Architecture
(1961) and Kevin Lynch’s Site Planning (1962) extend this functional
and structural sense of site planning. And while both Simonds and
Lynch also address more artistic and intuitive site tactics, such as
“reading and amplifying the site” and “this unsystematic, almost
unconscious, reconnaissance,” they have been primarily remembered
for their clear, rational approaches to problem solving, site analysis,
and site planning.74

FRAMEWORKS, FIGURES, FRAGMENTS, PHENOMENA, AND
THE RECOGNITION OF MODERN AND POSTMODERN ART

The vocabulary and criteria of architecture were not the only obsta-
cles to recognizing site practices as artistic and design activities. For,
unlike the nineteenth century—when landscape and site issues were
central to artistic production—twentieth-century art criticism and pro-
duction placed less value on site and the particular. Instead, a range
of other concerns, such as abstraction and invention, the autonomy of
the art object, mechanistic and technological metaphors, and stan-
dardization and mass production, served to marginalize site practices
as nostalgic or instrumental. By the mid-twentieth century, an empha-
sis on site as a marked canvas no longer positioned landscape archi-
tecture as a new and promising modern art practice. Whether con-
strued as overly nostalgic or merely analytical, site concerns no longer
resonated as strongly as the subject matter of art. Within this context,
as landscape architectural theory such as Ian McHarg’s Design with
Nature (1969) and Lawrence Halprin’s RSVP Cycles (1969) reasserted
the dynamic, fluctuating characteristics of site relative to new ecolog-
ical thought, landscape architecture was increasingly located outside
the boundaries of art. Site practices favored systems and fields over
objects, engaged experience over detached contemplation, embedded-
ness versus boundedness.
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Site concerns challenged the very definition of abstract modern art.
Building a conceptual strategy on a found condition weakened the
designer’s role as a creative genius, an individual with a unique, idio-
syncratic voice. The use of site materials to build a site work on-site
versus in a representation one step removed, such as a painting or pho-
tograph, proved problematic for landscape architecture’s recognition as
art. Since Quatremère de Quincy, J. C. Loudon, and Mariana Van
Rensselaer, critics have noted the difficulty of recognizing the designed
landscape as art given that its medium, subject, and canvas are so inter-
twined.75 Yet, more recent scholars, such as Rosalind Krauss, Mara
Miller, Kim Michasiw, and Miwon Kwon, have suggested art critics’
and historians’ biases hampered not only the recognition of landscape
design, criticism, and history, but the history of art itself.

Object-biased modern art and design criticism marginalized site
practices from the early 1900s until the 1960s, when artists began mov-
ing out of the gallery, working in site materials, and creating embed-
ded works that did not fit the criteria of modern art.76 Yet, these indi-
viduals called themselves and their work art. Eventually critics adapted
to include these site works, and when they did, many of the criteria by
which landscape architecture had been denied the status of art were
called into question. When the autonomy of the art or designed object
was no longer considered one of the major criteria for artistic appreci-
ation, site-based practices flourished (and vice versa). Given the ambigu-
ous condition that early modern site works found themselves in—of
being neither hierarchical figure nor simply existing ground, but a kind
of figured ground, or edited/amplified ground—the lukewarm reception
bestowed upon landscape design by the fine-arts gatekeepers is not sur-
prising.77 As Miwon Kwon has argued, postmodern site works chal-
lenged the objecthood of modern aesthetic theory and criticism: auton-
omy, self-referentiality, transportability, and placelessness.78

The centrality of these issues to a postmodern anti-aesthetic sug-
gests that this essay is more than a historical recovery of site practices.
It is a reaction against a limited perspective of what was construed to
be mainstream modernity, and a call for a new history of modern art,
architecture, and landscape architecture. Reframing the history of the
modern designed landscape through the lens of site provides perspec-
tive on the influential and widespread theories of site specificity in late-
twentieth-century art, landscape architecture, and architecture.
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BEYOND SITE CITATIONS

This essay represents the beginning of a larger enterprise. We need a
more complete account of site in twentieth-century design texts of all
kinds: articles, reports, and books. We look for more landscape histo-
ries that include descriptions and analyses of the actual sites where
construction occurred, as well as the strategies that different designers
invented to read and alter those sites. Such stories can underscore the
multivalent lenses through which site was found, represented, con-
strued, and constructed. They can uncover the order and intention
behind the seemingly contingent and fragmentary forms previously
deemed merely informal, open, natural, or soft. This rethinking of the
relationship of figure to field, thing to this-ness, object to void, build-
ing to landscape, and form to formlessness, provides a counterpoint to
the impoverished narratives of landscape architecture that began in the
latter part of the nineteenth century and continue, to some degree,
today.79 Such endeavors will alter how we view the past and present,
for they can enrich contemporary site-based practices by more firmly
grounding ecological and scientific analytical methods within a cultural
and historical dimension.

During the last quarter-century, diverse groups of artists and design-
ers have gathered around site practices. The very issue that defined land-
scape architecture as a separate design discipline, and later estranged it
from the fine and modern arts, is now central to contemporary dis-
course. We might well ask, why is this so? How long will it last? As is
evident in the texts discussed here, the history of site practices has ebbed
and flowed. I would suggest that there is a reason for this, beyond the
vagaries of stylistic preferences and professional differences. Site prac-
tices ebb and flow because of the reciprocity between the milieu and
conceptions of the relationship of humanity to the natural world,
between the designed landscape and the reception of the work by oth-
ers. It is not a coincidence that a profession committed to site-reading
and editing emerged within an urbanizing social formation when its
audience understood that certain sites were indices of regional identity,
and that art, history, and science were intermingled in aesthetic appre-
ciation of landscapes. Similarly, it is not a coincidence that the recent
interest in site practices parallel public interest in environmentalism and
sustainability and concern about the numbing homogeneity inherent in
standard development practices.
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Despite this revival of site practices, it is surprising how profes-
sionally compartmentalized they remain. Landscape architects read and
write sites anew, hybridizing ecological processes with human experi-
ences on marginal urban lands. They combine biofiltration strips with
parking surfaces, producing new human/nonhuman habitats; apply
bioremediation and phytoremediation to industrial landscapes, creat-
ing temporary and transitional landscapes that allow neighbors to wit-
ness site cleansing; and program urban renewal’s infrastructural gashes,
its vague terrain, with the stuff of everyday life. Sites permeate archi-
tects’ thinking and making of buildings as well. But too often their
concerns begin where the landscape architects’ end. They apply green
technologies to roofs and walls, transforming these water- and air-
repelling surfaces into porous membranes that filter, cleanse, and store
wild energies. They refer to site forms and operations, often made vis-
ible through digital media, to imagine new morphologies of space and
structure. Site frameworks, fields, figures, and processes have demate-
rialized the very divide that Eckbo found in Fitch’s 1948 article. The
transparent curtain wall’s “increasingly precise and complete control
of climate and habitat indoors” has been replaced by a thickened zone
of air and moisture exchange that responds to, and harnesses, the fluc-
tuations between inside and outside. It has been transgressed by folded
surfaces that defy emphatic boundary-making between in and out.
Contemporary buildings as well as designed landscapes are site-full.80

So, if the boundaries between shelter and site have been renegoti-
ated, and if the boundaries between designed landscapes and sites have
been reconceptualized, why are the boundaries between architecture
and landscape architecture still so parochially defined? And won’t this
DMZ of professional colonization and appropriation—without
acknowledgement or collaboration—thwart the potential of site-based
practices, not to mention the reception of those practices by a public
that lives across and between inside and outside? Could Eckbo’s 1950s
conception of architecture and landscape architecture as “two halves,
or two sides, of a greater art” suggest a bridge between?81 What would
it mean to practice site-space design, or land-building design, that did
not limit site readings to generative strategies for designing landscape
forms, processes, and spaces, or technical detailing of the two to five
feet of space and (infra)structure between interior and exterior?
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As we chronicle, and at times even celebrate, the recovery of his-
toric and contemporary site practices in late-twentieth- and early-
twenty-first-century design culture, we might probe deeper and con-
sider unraveled paths such as that sketched out by Eckbo. And we
might ponder how it is that we have come to expect so little from our
languages of landscape description and designed landscape creation,
especially from a prior generation of designers such as Downing, Olm-
sted, Sr., Vaux, Cleveland, Eliot, Olmsted, Jr., Farrand, and Jensen,
who fought so hard to craft a new discipline a century and more ago.
We might consider how those low expectations of formal and infor-
mal, soft and open, green and good, have contributed to the dumb-
ing-down and sitelessness of both landscape history and much con-
temporary landscape design practice. And we might ask why a current
generation of designers that has embraced site systems as analogs for
architectural thinking, that has moved beyond formalism and object
making in so many other areas of cultural discourse, and that has rev-
eled in the hybrid operations and processes of eco-technological
processes, continues to expect so little of the actual designed and
inhabited site space between their (formless) building and the larger
territory?

My inquiry focuses on past site practices, but it invites interroga-
tion of our contemporary condition. Sites are found as well as
invented. New directions for site practice might look less at new tools
for how to read sites, and more at finding spaces within which to imag-
ine sites. For those spaces might be as much between disciplines as
they are between surfaces, membranes, and operations.
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6

Shifting Sites

Kristina Hill
Over the last several decades, the evolving notion of the natural world
as a dynamic ecosystem has slowly but radically altered the ways ecol-
ogists talk about the patterns and dynamics of a site. Many of these
changes in theory have led to shifts in the natural sciences as dramatic
as transitions initiated by the Modern Movement in design. In short,
a wholesale reevaluation of boundaries and predictability has occurred,
posing special challenges for professions that propose site designs.

Indeed, recent work in the ecological sciences seeks to envision
landscapes as composed of shifting nodes of interaction, driven by
dynamic temporal relationships rather than deterministic trends. This
tendency to describe trends as nondeterministic has altered the scope
and type of the predictions that these scientists seek to make. A non-
equilibrium view of natural processes has literally changed the way sci-
entists think about the nature of nature; they now frequently see
change as probabilistic and multidirectional, rather than as a progres-
sive march toward clear endpoints. To the extent that the new onto-
logical assumptions of ecology will be or have already been adopted
by other disciplines and in popular culture, scientists and designers will
increasingly meet on a different intellectual basis than in the recent
past, particularly the last fifty years. As new paradigms develop and
preconceived boundaries dissolve, fields such as design and science may
find themselves in an altered relationship, making this a critical time
for those fields to take a fresh look at each other.



Mapping disciplines such as geology and geography, among others,
typically define sites as places bounded by some degree of internal
homogeneity. This definition implies that sites exist as a function of
our human ability to perceive and reify contrasts and similarities in
the features around us, such as topographic landforms, subsurface
geology, typical associations of plants, or typical patterns of human
use. The combination of perceptions and preconceptions that construct
the “sites” of science, like any cultural tool, both derive from and influ-
ence how we see and experience the world around and within us. Sci-
ence and its theories function as lenses that influence perceptions and
preconceptions, just as art does—although the methods of the arts and
sciences stem from very different epistemological origins. Not surpris-
ingly then, the new scientific assumptions of the past thirty to fifty
years have been associated with broader cultural trends; scientists’
interest in ecological diversity, for example, parallels a broader social
and political concern for human diversity. Theoretical metaphors can
cross disciplinary boundaries and inform an emergent zeitgeist, per-
haps becoming even more influential as we begin to take them for
granted.1

A new understanding of place has emerged over the last few
decades, as have the new ontological assumptions underlying what
some scientists call the nonequilibrium paradigm in ecology. These two
notions, of place and of the nonequilibrium ecological paradigm, might
seem unrelated to my colleagues in the sciences. But there are good
reasons why both designers and scientists should reflect on them now,
as a pair. As shifts occur in significant elements of the theoretical
framework of ecology, new metaphors will emerge that affect design-
ers’ conceptions of place. Like any successful metaphor, these will
probably not be perceived as abstractions for long. Successful
metaphors are rapidly reified, treated as an acceptable substitute for
reality. The central problem of reification, however, is that it encour-
ages the formation of dogmatic preconceptions, closing the window of
critical self-reflection that might open up briefly as intellectual eras
begin and end. Dogmatic preconceptions have historically posed obsta-
cles to understanding the world from new points of view, preventing
all but a few thinkers from remaining open to new insights. The first
argument for considering the idea of place, which by definition has
implied fixity,2 in juxtaposition to the idea of a world constantly in
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flux takes advantage of an opportunity to “look” simultaneously back-
ward at past thinking and forward to what may be the future of land-
scape theory.

The second reason to reflect on place and dynamics is that repre-
senting the nature of sites poses the substantial challenge of integrat-
ing diverse scientific knowledge and methods, and relating them to
proposals for human intervention. On a ridge in the Brazilian rain-
forest, a botanist may meet a climatologist sharing tea with a popu-
lation ecologist. All three could be standing by the trail as a group of
planners and designers walks by, intent on altering the urbanization
patterns that affect the rainforest. When the futures of particular
places are at stake, scientists from different disciplines often find them-
selves working from different assumptions that arise from their disci-
plinary training. The much larger epistemological gulf between science
and design makes it difficult for human cultures to intervene in the
spatial patterns of landscapes on the basis of scientific knowledge.
Confusing gaps can appear to open up in expert understanding at the
precise moment when coherent strategies are needed to respond to
change.

Third, sites evoke palpable tension between general cultural aspi-
rations, which may convey a sense of shared meaning to a broad audi-
ence (such as owning a home), and the conclusions of specialized
researchers and practitioners (that single-family neighborhoods take up
too much land, displacing other species). Consider the design of a large
urban park: should the design maximize regional biodiversity among
native (nonhuman) species? Should it entertain large numbers of peo-
ple who can afford to pay for such entertainments, and thereby gen-
erate revenue? Should it memorialize its history or surroundings? Sites
are where the future of landscapes—as seas of detached housing, or as
parks that support regional biodiversity—first becomes recognizable as
potential outcomes. Even the most widespread expressions of cultural
aspirations began in specific places. Sites allow us to preview what may
become the standards of the future.

For all three of these reasons, sites have been and continue to be
flashpoints in the theories of both science and design.
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THE NATURE OF A BOUNDED PLACE

My purpose in this chapter is first to review the major theoretical shifts
in ecology over the past several decades, with attention to their roots
in earlier ideas about landscapes and the biophysical changes that
occur in them over time. In addition, I will try to demonstrate that the
history of these ideas provides an essential intellectual point of view
for contemporary designers and for design writing dealing with the
concept of a bounded place and its nature.

Over the past thirty to fifty years, theories in the science of ecol-
ogy have been reconsidered in at least three major areas: first, with
regard to whether local ecosystems can be considered “closed” to
larger-scale flows of materials and energy or whether the influences of
these larger flows should be considered integral to local systems (I will
refer to this as the spatial scale paradigm shift); second, in the degree
to which local and regional history influences contemporary ecosystem
dynamics (i.e., the temporal scale shift); and third, in the explicit con-
sideration of physical landscape patterns as an important component
of ecosystem functioning (i.e., the pattern shift).3 These developments
have broad implications for ecologists who now think differently about
relationships between local observations and events (or local spatial
arrangements) and relationships that are neither local nor recent. Sim-
ply put, ecological scientists have replaced their expectations for
determinism and predictability with expectations of greater complex-
ity in ecosystem behavior.4 Although this has sometimes resulted in a
reduced willingness among scientists to predict the specific outcomes
of dynamic processes, it has also led to an increased ability to under-
stand fluctuating human economies as components of ecosystems.5

Moreover, these new expectations acknowledge the enormous poten-
tial influence of temporal processes without requiring them to produce
deterministic unidirectional trends, as was typical in the ecological sci-
ences only a few decades ago.6

What all these theoretical shifts in the sciences might mean for
design theory remains an open question. At the very least, collabora-
tions between designers and scientists will occur on a renewed basis as
new metaphors are sought and accepted as the basis for the develop-
ment of theory. The risk, of course, remains that new metaphors will
simply become reified, replacing abstractions that were once accepted
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as “reality” with new assumptions that leave people equally blind to
cross-disciplinary reasoning. To prevent the loss of this opportunity for
creative juxtapositions in theory—to keep new metaphors from simply
becoming new dogma—the interplay of metaphors that previously
shaped perceptions of nature and place must be better understood.

THE SPATIAL SCALE SHIFT: ORGANISM VERSUS SYSTEM,
BOUNDARY VERSUS NODE

Cognitive research has shown that metaphors are fundamental to
human thinking in everyday situations, as well as in formal theory
building.7 These abstractions appear to be vital to the human ability
to form meaningful expectations about relationships and patterns.
Metaphors do not exist in a vacuum, of course, but in the richly phys-
ical world of embodied experience. Research on human languages, and
on cognition, has shown that lived experience affects the fundamental
categories people use to describe the world.8

For example, the experience of living in a body that appears to be
separated from its surroundings by a skin has been very influential in
the development of metaphors about the nature of biological relation-
ships.9 Scientists have used two dominant metaphors to describe these
relationships. The first refers to them as forming a “super-organism,”
as if the interactions among species can be compared to the interac-
tions among individual organs within a body; the second describes
them as a system of energy flows and exchanges, as if they are com-
parable to the mechanical and electrical systems designed by humans.
Each metaphor has implications for how a scientist might make sense
of new observations obtained in the field, and each influences the
hypotheses that are used to express new expectations. Indeed, the com-
petition between these two metaphors has dominated a significant por-
tion of the debate in ecological theory over the last few decades. As
ecology enters an era in which the “system” metaphor seems to have
won the competition, I argue that the origin of this theoretical debate
lies in the human experience of embodiment, and that this origin has
also been significant for the development of theories that describe the
ecology of sites.
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Proposals by nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century biologists that
“communities” of plants and animals could be identified by their close
interrelationships, and further, that these communities behaved like a
kind of super-organism, emphasized physical and biological boundaries
observed between groups of organisms. They extended the metaphor
of embodiment to groups of interacting species, proposing a sort of
conceptual “skin” that united some species in closer relationships,
dividing them from others. Nineteenth-century botanists actually clas-
sified plant associations using nomenclature that previously had been
reserved for individual species, as if the group of plants functioned as
a super-organism that existed at a different spatial scale.10 The notion
of an “oak-hickory forest type,” for example, referred to the associa-
tion of oak and hickory trees as if it was a necessary evolutionary rela-
tionship that occurred within a particular set of climate and soil con-
ditions. At a scale larger than the human body, ecological theory used
the metaphor of the organism to demarcate a complete set of what
were then considered necessary functional relationships. In a sense, a
holistic (organismal) bias affected the way scientists and designers
talked about geographic associations among plant species.

At a scale smaller than the human body, nineteenth-century biolo-
gists identified other functional units: for example, bacteria, the nec-
essary but invisible foundation of the germ theory of disease.11 A hier-
archy of organisms began to seem like a reality, some of which were
tiny and invisible, and some of which were made up of multiple species
in necessary relationships. As a result, theories that described natural
processes as acting independently on individual species seemed to be
missing the big picture; the idea that relationships among many species
were real and necessary became pervasive, and theories were proposed
that described nested hierarchical relationships between individual
species and their community-level super-organisms.

A competing theory that plant species responded individualistically
to environmental gradients was published in the 1920s by Henry Glea-
son and was promptly rejected without significant debate.12 It resur-
faced in the works of Robert Whittaker and Margaret Davis during the
1940s and 1950s,13 although the notion that fixed plant associations
were a necessary condition was so dominant that his dissent appears
to have cost Whittaker his first teaching job.14 Davis tested the idea that
plant communities migrated as a cohesive group during periods of 
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climate change, using the laborious methods of pollen analysis on soil
cores from bogs that originated shortly after glaciers melted across the
northern Midwest. She found that plant species returned to formerly
ice-covered regions as individuals, not as intact communities. As the
theoretical hegemony of the super-organism metaphor began to unravel,
researchers rediscovered the work of others who had advocated using
the notion of a dynamic system to describe ecological relationships even
earlier than Whittaker and Davis, such as Henry Cowles.15

Well before ecologists widely adopted the system metaphor to
describe biological relationships in the 1950s, the geologist-turned-
botanist Henry Cowles was studying the relationship between the spa-
tial and temporal dynamics of windblown sand dunes and the devel-
opment of vegetation patterns on the moving dunes. Cowles
developed the first theory of dynamic plant succession, in which plants
interacted with a constantly changing environment, between 1898 and
1911.16 Geological theory had already wrestled with defining the
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Figure 6.1. A generalized model of the abundance of species along an environ-
mental gradient. Each species is represented using a curve of abundance. The dom-
inant species (A and B) are not necessarily associated with any of the less abun-
dant species, although they might appear to be if one examined the distributions
of only a few less-abundant species. If species A and B are physically large in com-
parison to the less abundant species, it might seem to human eyes that two dis-
tinct vegetation “types” exist. Studies have shown, however, that each plant species
is more likely to respond to changing conditions on such a gradient in an indi-
vidualist manner.



nature of time, describing processes such as glaciation as recurring
cycles that produced different regional landscape mosaics depending
on the depth of ice and the directions of its flow. The very idea of
naming something that took thousands of years to move a “flow”
required an audacious act of imagination; sand dune movements were
instantaneous in comparison. Two early animal ecologists who
worked with Cowles at the University of Chicago carried his idea that
living things constantly interact with a dynamic world into the “other
half” of the biological sciences, creating a crossover of theories into
animal ecology that anticipated contemporary ecological thinking by
some sixty years.17 The multidisciplinary context of Henry Cowles’s
work and that of his colleagues in animal ecology seems to have pro-
vided them with greater flexibility in conceiving dynamic relationships
between landscapes and a wide range of biological organisms, includ-
ing both plants and animals.18

This example of evolving ecological theory shows, first, the ten-
dency for humans to extend the metaphor of the organism to rela-
tionships among species, and even to landscapes themselves. I argue
that this occurred as a projection of the human experience of embod-
iment, which influenced the development of a dominant metaphor in
ecological theory. Second, this example stresses that an interdiscipli-
nary context, such as the intellectual environment created by Henry
Cowles and his colleagues, can offer significant opportunities for the-
oretical crossovers to occur between fields. The stultifying effects of
reification, in which metaphor becomes dogma, are also evident in this
example of changing theories.

As the metaphor of a mechanical or electrical system became more
common in ecological theory, the significance of organisms and species
was increasingly described through maps of the energy flows or
exchanges in which they were seen to participate.19 Boundaries between
these systems of flows were described more abstractly, on the basis of
the amounts of energy exchanged rather than the physical co-occur-
rence of different species. The idea of the site as a distinct, bounded
space in a landscape became less relevant to this system-based concept
of biological relationships, because these energy flow systems were gen-
erally described in terms of graph theory, without using geographic
dimensions. Instead, the system metaphor suggests that nodes exist
where more numerous interactions occur. In ecosystem ecology, sites
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can be thought of as nodes of interaction: a conceptual shift that places
emphasis on the processes of exchange and flow, rather than the geog-
raphy of bounded spaces.

The attempt to conceive of human settlements as comprised of sys-
tems of flows has a significant intellectual history. Patrick Geddes,
another multidisciplinary thinker from the same era as Cowles, helped
call attention to energy flows and dynamic systems in his studies on
cities and towns as human habitat. Geddes, formally trained as a
botanist in Scotland during the late-nineteenth century, wrote and
worked as a professional urban planner in the early-twentieth century.
In 1884 he wrote about the need to conceive of human societies as
energy systems;20 later, he described cities in terms of both their bio-
logical and social energy flows. 21 When Jane Jacobs took up the sub-
ject of cities in 1961, she echoed some of Geddes’s thoughts. Her
emphasis on cities as systems, and her argument that they be conceived
as problems of organized complexity,22 raised an epistemological issue
that ecologists took up in the 1970s when they considered why the
organism metaphor persisted in ecological theory.23 The crossover of
theories between urban design and ecology over the last century that
has emphasized energy flow and system dynamics strongly suggests
that the evolution of thinking in ecology and the other environmental
sciences did not occur in isolation, but rather that similar developments
were taking place in different fields at approximately the same time.24

Some proponents of the system metaphor in ecology over the past
several decades maintained a kind of conceptual ambivalence about
the importance of boundary concepts in describing biological rela-
tionships. Eugene Odum returned to the metaphor of the super-organ-
ism in his later writing, despite the fact that he was a prominent pop-
ularizer of the ecosystem concept.25 G. M. Weinberg has described the
recurrence of this metaphor as an epistemological problem related to
the representation of complexity.26 I argue that this metaphor persists
because of our tendency to conceive of our own bodies as a strictly
bounded “interior space,” in spite of epidemiological evidence to the
contrary, and to project that concept onto other biological relation-
ships.27

Like ecologists, contemporary biological scientists who study human
bodies have also reconsidered the classical notions of boundaries. The
human skin that was once considered a significant boundary no longer
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appears to be so discrete. The work of Sandra Steingraber, an ecologist
who has written about cancer and the environment, provides a case in
point.28 Her reconsideration of the human boundary with landscape has
been both poetic and radical. Steingraber suggests that humans actu-
ally incorporate into their bodies the molecules of landscapes where
their food is grown; she argues that Americans have all become the
embodiment of the Midwestern prairie, given the amount of corn syrup
consumed (an ingredient of common prepared foods that originates in
that region). Steingraber has applied ecological thinking to study the
strength of interactions between body and landscape in contemporary
American culture; she has found that the boundary between geographic
sites and the internal functions of the human body is in many ways an
insignificant fiction. The body, much like what was once conceived as
a geographically discrete site, genuinely seems to function as a node in
a system rather than a distinct entity. As the new ecological paradigms
have suggested, when spatial scales of perception shift, boundaries in
the mosaic—like those at a single site—realign or disappear.

The notion that humans are somehow separate from the flows of
energy and organisms that define ecological systems is one of the most
thoroughly reified metaphors in popular culture and has influenced the
kinds of research undertaken in ecological science.29 Boundaries appear
to have been a critical component of representations of the world that
use the metaphor of the organism to describe relationships among mul-
tiple species and physical processes. Humans seem to frequently proj-
ect the notion of “skins” onto observations of phenomena, including
landscape sites and ecological communities of species. Yet extensive
evidence shows that the human body is permeable to many kinds of
flows—of energy, materials, and organisms that can both support
health and cause disease. If scientists and others were to completely
embrace the notion of the ecosystem, the skin of the body would be
no more important to our descriptions of life than the geographic acci-
dents that define a site in an ecosystem made up of energy exchanges.
I find this interesting to note, particularly because theorists in the eco-
logical sciences still seem to struggle with describing the role of humans
in ecosystems. If theorists followed the logic of the system metaphor
to its full extent, human bodies (like geographic sites) would be treated
as nodes in energy flow systems.30 My own observation is that we
humans typically find it too difficult to suspend the feeling that,

140 Kristina Hill



because we have skins, we are separate from the flows all around us.
Yet a system-based description of biological relationships demands an
end to the persistent emphasis on the skin as a boundary, to a very
great extent, just as it calls on theories of landscape to represent sites
as nodes of interaction rather than bounded places.

If the related notions of bounded sites and bounded bodies ceased
to function as useful concepts because of a theoretical emphasis on the
open nature of systems in space, then new conceptions of demarcation
in space would be more dependent on the density (and intensity) of
biological interactions that occur over time. Adopting that basis for
demarcation and delineation would require a major shift in thinking
for design theorists, who have relied heavily on geographic dimensions
as their primary means of recognizing and reproducing important rela-
tionships. Ecological theorists have confronted this problem already,
and some of the responses they have proposed follow.

THE TEMPORAL SHIFT: CYCLES, RATES OF CHANGE,
AND THE ROLE OF HISTORY

For students of human culture, the relevance of historical events to
contemporary patterns of human settlement and human interactions
might seem self-evident. But ecological science has not always recog-
nized changes in temporal patterns as significant to the development
of explanatory theory. In part, this is because the natural sciences have
been influenced by the ontological assumptions inherent in the Law of
Uniformitarianism as proposed in the science of geology.31 This law
simply states that geological processes operating today, such as weath-
ering and soil formation, also operated in the past. It was used to
establish stable theoretical ground on which to develop hypotheses
about the processes that might have formed geologic landforms over
millions of years. It also allowed scientists to calculate, for instance,
how long it might take for water flows to carve out a canyon based
on current measurements of flow and erosion rates. The assumption
that processes observable today also operated in the past was very
important to the development of scientific theory in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, in both biology and geology, in part because it
placed new significance on the ability of tests and observations carried
out in the present to help explain the past and predict the future.
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To the extent that ecological theories emulated the theories of other
sciences, such as chemistry or physics, historical studies were some-
times described pejoratively as “just descriptive,” that is, primarily use-
ful to describe sequences of past events. The quest to identify gener-
alizations about system behavior was seen as more important in that
it would allow scientists to predict future trends or events. But in the
1970s, as ecologists began to reconsider the nature of biological sys-
tems, they found increasing evidence that deterministic equilibrium-
based concepts of ecosystem functioning were insufficient to explain
observed energy inputs and losses.32 New evidence suggested that
ecosystems were in fact “open systems”; they functioned in less pre-
dictable ways than had previously been thought, leaking energy and
sometimes even materials. The ecologist Steward Pickett has referred
to this insight as the nonequilibrium paradigm in ecology.33 In practi-
cal terms, this paradigm implies that the goal of predictability in
ecosystem dynamics over time is probably not achievable—at least not
as often as earlier ecologists might have hoped. Any predictions would
be more probabilistic than deterministic, requiring ecologists to com-
prehend probability theory as a basis for describing system behavior
through observable phenomena. It has also become clear, via a net-
work of U.S. ecological research sites as well as long-term ecological
research in other countries, that ecosystem events can produce an
enduring temporal legacy. Events that occurred three hundred years
ago, for example, can exert significant influence on the contemporary
distribution and abundance of plants and animals.

As a case in point, researchers at the Harvard Forest Long-Term
Ecological Research (LTER) site in Massachusetts have found that the
loss of topsoil from the eighteenth-century clearing of forests for colo-
nial agriculture influenced the mix of tree species that recolonized those
landscapes during the nineteenth century, when agriculture was largely
abandoned. Most original old-growth forest species returned, but not
in their original proportions. Some, like the American chestnut,
returned but were subject to new disease pathogens that prevented
them from maturing into adult trees. Research at the Harvard Forest
LTER site provided evidence for connections that environmental his-
torians like William Cronon and Carolyn Merchant have drawn
between socioeconomic trends and environmental change in New En-
gland, linking ecological dynamics not only to future ecological states
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but also to future social conditions and trends.34 This type of research
is part of a widespread reconsideration of the role of humans in ecosys-
tems. Ecologists now try to write as if human habitat alterations are
an integral process in ecosystems, effecting both disturbance and regen-
eration. The challenge of this theoretical shift is that it requires ecol-
ogists to treat human activities as similar to other “natural” distur-
bance processes, such as windstorms, insect population booms, and
fires.35 Just as theorists have found it difficult to abandon the notion
of human bodies as separate from their environments, it is conceptu-
ally and culturally difficult to abandon the idea that human actions
are fundamentally different from nonhuman processes.

Recent investigations at this, and other, long-term ecological
research centers have tried to tease apart the relative importance of
human and natural disturbances as shapers of ecosystem states, a dif-
ficult intellectual task in a field that has only recently included humans
as significant organisms for study. Although sites are now seen as parts
of larger mosaics of vegetation and topography that transform over
time, to date no clear or consistent lens has developed through which
to study humans and their influences on these landscapes. Steward
Pickett and his colleagues at the Baltimore urban LTER site have pub-
lished a couple of new models seeking to encapsulate what they have
learned about the ecology of urban ecosystems, most recently summa-
rizing their insights in terms of the metaphor of “cities of resilience.”36

Noting that their chosen metaphor of resilience intentionally empha-
sizes dynamic change over time, Pickett and his colleagues stress that
the meaning of resilience, as an ecological concept, has been modified
over the past thirty years as the nonequilibrium paradigm has come to
dominate the discourse of ecological science. In their description of this
paradigm, “resilience is the ability of a system to adapt and adjust to
changing internal or external processes…The emphasis is not on reach-
ing or maintaining a certain end point or terminal condition, but on
staying ‘in the game.’”37

This notion of nonequilibrium dynamics holds that a stable state
does not exist in living systems and, instead, that a “meta-stable” set
of conditions constantly disappears and reappears. The nonequilibrium
view of ecology has very significant implications for the idea of sus-
tainability in both human and nonhuman environments. In this new
paradigm, sustaining a particular set of conditions is less meaningful
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than adapting to a fluctuating set of contextual variables. Attempts to
hold systemwide conditions constant in a complex set of interacting
variables are unlikely to succeed, if not impossible. The relaxation of
boundary concepts in ecosystems makes constancy even more unlikely,
since these systems are now understood to be more heavily influenced
by processes that occur at spatial and temporal scales both much larger
(e.g., global climate change) and much smaller (e.g., the evolution of
disease-causing organisms over very short lifespans). As a corollary to
the relaxation of spatial boundaries, the boundaries of temporal states
are also less likely to be discrete in this new theoretical paradigm.

This temporal shift in ecological theory has important implications
for designers’ conceptions of bounded geographic sites. In the new
metaphor of open systems with no steady states, bounded places must
be seen as part of a changing context in which trends cannot be
exactly predicted, and surprises should be expected. The arrival of a
new invasive plant species, for example, could completely alter the
successional trajectory of a landscape over a period of a decade or
less. In short, contemporary ecological theory does not see sites as the
fundamental unit of prediction for future states of nature; instead, it
must consider systems that exist at both larger and smaller scales than
the site. These systems are seen as the source of future influences that
may affect the site more than its local flora or its local geomorphol-
ogy and drainage patterns.

In the past, many designers in ecological planning and design
sought to conserve the biological resources of a site by “defending” it
against external influences—essentially treating valuable sites as
fortresses to be walled off and protected from the influences of a hos-
tile matrix. But the nonequilibrium paradigm of ecology implies that
those sites should be treated as if they were desirable sandbars in a
shifting, flowing river. Preserving the sandbar would require the
designer to let the river continue to flow; on the other hand, a designer
might consider altering the watershed of the river to influence flood
levels and flooding frequency. Building a levee around the sandbar
would make no sense at all; this would only cut the sandbar off from
its source of renewal and sever its relationships to the dynamic con-
text that provides its identity and supply of material over time. As
designers take in the new paradigms of ecology, they must grapple with
the disappearance of fixed boundaries, a much greater emphasis on the
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use of temporary spatial features, and the critical significance of
processes that create flows in the matrix (or “background”) of the
landscapes in which they work.

This redefinition of the site would allow designers to continue to
treat boundaries as significant cultural features, but it would prevent
designers from engaging in a wholesale reification of those cultural
boundaries through design inspirations and interventions. My larger
point here is that boundaries should not be treated as real biophysical
phenomena, but rather, be stretched, shrunken, and re-envisioned
across multiple landscape scales. Designers must come to treat these
edge zones as dynamic, like weather patterns, and not as artifacts that
deserve permanent memorialization simply because they once existed.
In cultural terms, sites are best understood as shape-shifters, and
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Figure 6.2. A generalized model of an ecosystem, showing the different compart-
ments that are used to represent relationships within the system. These boundaries
are typically conceptual, rather than geographic. (Adapted from Ricklefs, 1990.) 



boundaries as tricksters that teach us that what we see in a moment
of time is not necessarily what matters most to the river of time.

THE SPATIAL PATTERN SHIFT:
LANDSCAPES AS DYNAMIC MOSAICS

The development of the theoretical perspective of landscape ecology—
the third and final major development in ecological theory that I pres-
ent here—in ecological theory is significant in providing a language for
the integration of spatial and temporal patterns, reconnecting the
abstract graphs of ecosystem studies to the Cartesian dimensions of
geography. By defining landscape ecology as the study of flows of
organisms, energy, and materials through space, ecological theorists
created a new conceptual bridge that can connect the contemporary
paradigms of ecology to the theoretical and practical concerns of land-
scape architecture. 

The metaphor that currently dominates landscape ecological con-
ceptualizations of landscapes is the “shifting mosaic,” a pattern that
consists of sporadic, repeated emergences and disappearances of dif-
ferent ecosystem types (vegetation or hydrologic features like wetlands,
for example). Landscape ecologist Richard Forman has explained this
metaphor by asking people to imagine looking down from an airplane
at a major city at night and perceiving the illusion of continuous light
even though many of the individual lights are in fact switching on and
off at the spatial scale of individual windows and individual sites.38

This conceptualization of dynamics within a spatial framework sug-
gests that component sites or elements may appear and disappear from
a resilient overall form. It allows ecologists to consider the nonequi-
librium notion that local sites may change while a larger landscape
retains its overall functionality—if, in the aggregate, those local
changes do not fundamentally alter functions or patterns of distribu-
tion at broader spatial scales.

Building upon the nonequilibrium paradigm of recent ecological
theory, the metaphor of a shifting mosaic relies on a probabilistic con-
ceptualization of change. It would, for example, be impossible to know
for certain which light in a city would be the next to go off or on.
But a reasonable probability could be established based on a record of
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many such events. Over time, landscape patterns can appear and dis-
appear locally yet still support the dispersal and reproductive success
of animals or plants, provided that the overall mosaic pattern contin-
ues to offer shelter from predators, an appropriate degree of connec-
tivity for movement, access to reproductive sites, and access to mates,
pollinators, and so forth.39

Understanding sites as components of a probabilistic landscape
mosaic requires that the significance of spatial and temporal patterns
be evaluated on a species-by-species basis. The truism that “there is
no habitat without specific species” applies. For example, a meadow
mowed in spring, when juvenile mice are dispersing in search of new
territory, may expose large numbers of these young animals to high
mortality rates if they are clearly visible to hawks in the absence of
tall grasses. On the other hand, an insect that lays eggs in the meadow
may find its population maintained if the meadow is not mown until
summer, after its eggs have hatched and the insects have developed
wings to fly away. Timing is critical in the mosaic, in general. At spe-
cific sites, for specific organisms, it means life and death.40

The different ecosystems within this mosaic are often described as
interspersed in a range of “grain sizes” (usually a reference to typical
patch sizes) from coarse to fine grained. They may also exist in den-
dritic patterns, grids, or ladders. An almost infinite number of descrip-
tive metaphors for observable spatial patterns could be applied at dif-
ferent geographic scales.41 The significance of these patterns for specific
species varies. Flight alone provides much of the mobility birds need
to travel from one suitable habitat patch to another; insects, however,
might follow particular zones of consistently high air temperature to
gain the benefits of updrafts, or might follow a line of flowering plants,
or might simply drift downwind. The value of different kinds of con-
nectivity within the shifting mosaic is, again, almost a species-by-
species question. Some species can be treated as similar if grouped by
characteristics such as mobility or vulnerability to predators, but over-
all, to anticipate the effects of pattern dynamics on species abundance
and geographic distribution can only produce maps of probabilistic
likelihood. The actual patterns that might occur could be quite differ-
ent from those that were expected. Resilience may be more likely if
redundant ecological systems are designed that provide a functional
backup when surprises do occur.
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The question of boundaries is very significant in landscape ecology,
since they must be described in terms that are appropriate to the size
and behavior of individual species to have meaningful biological impli-
cations. Many landscape boundaries can act as metaphorical filters,
barriers, and conduits, depending on the specific mobility and body
size (or seed size) of organisms. The key requirement here is that
designers and ecologists must not represent boundaries that operate
only at the scale of human bodies and mobility, but instead try to
understand the implications of embodiment for the dispersal ability of
other forms of life. On the same physical site, the landscape a beetle
encounters may be very different from the barriers and conduits per-
ceived by a snake, a bird, or an airborne seed. In this multispecies
sense, a very large variety of landscape patterns are contained within
a single discrete site. The multiplicity of perspectives that must be
understood in order to capture even an approximate picture of eco-
logical functions can be daunting, resulting in a kind of ecological post-
modern view comprised of petite narratives, in the sense of Jean-Fran-
cois Lyotard.42 This enormous complexity and variety can be organized
only by using some form of approximate reasoning that finds similar-
ities among the morphological characteristics and life history traits of
many species.

In the 1980s, Christine Schonewald-Cox and J. Bayless presented a
typology of boundaries that summarized the different kinds of edge
experiences organisms might perceive, focused in particular on the per-
ceptual responses of large mammals.43 In this work, Schonewald-Cox
and Bayless considered a single patch protected as part of a biological
reserve. They noted that some edges had been “generated” because of
restrictions on human uses, and others had been made more discrete
by the imposition of a reserve boundary in a forested area, allowing
timber harvests on one side and not the other. Schonewald-Cox and
Bayless’s work emphasized the need to describe boundaries to under-
stand their effects on the flows of organisms, energy, and materials that
occur in ecosystems. In particular, their efforts to map and describe the
different edge conditions that occur along the boundaries of protected
landscapes have drawn attention to the need for edges to be designed
to protect the vulnerable interiors of unusual landscapes. This point of
view has allowed landscape ecologists to combine the notions of the
“skin” and the system, but without requiring them to reintroduce the
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organism metaphor. Instead, ecologists like Richard Forman have used
the membrane of a single biological cell as a metaphor for how the
edge of a patch affects its role in a larger ecosystem.44

Digital mapping techniques developed over the past fifteen years
allow researchers and designers to represent abstract environmental
gradients as landforms using variable surfaces. Mapping the magnitude
of these variables across a Cartesian grid has expanded the options for
visualizing the mosaic in landscape ecology, transforming it into a sea
with dynamic crests and troughs. Imagining the paths an organism
might choose within this multidimensional landscape and modeling the
implications of these choices allows the movements of birds, beetles,
and other organisms to be represented more like the movements of
wind and weather, and less like chess pieces on a simplified playing
board. Instead of representing a patchwork of contrasting types, this
technology allows a landscape to be mapped as a three-dimensional
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surface formed by any continuous variable, such as moisture levels,
temperature, or an index of hostility to a particular species.

As a final example of the changes in scientific theory that could
affect contemporary design theories about sites, I would like to briefly
refer to the sweeping theoretical transformations that have occurred in
geology. Geology is especially significant to site description, which,
over the past century, often began by describing the very large-scale
processes of geology and geomorphology as a way to construct a
meaningful history of larger-scale processes that affect a local area. But
like ecology, the last thirty years have introduced an entirely new the-
oretical process paradigm to the geological sciences. This new para-
digm is also relevant because, unlike the ecological theories I have
described thus far, it is a generative theory—by which I mean that it
uses underlying thermodynamic processes to explain why large-scale
geologic processes occur.

In geology, theories describing the interactions between time and
place have changed radically since the 1970s. Simply put, in that
decade geologists were first able to provide compelling evidence that
the mosaic of large-scale landforms on the surface of the earth is con-
tinually created and recreated by the dynamics of plate tectonics. The
observation that plate tectonics appear to be driven by thermodynam-
ics—the loss of heat energy in convection currents that circulate
between the earth’s surface and its core—suggests that there may some-
day be opportunities to describe ecological dynamics in terms of their
origins or, at least, in terms of a set of simpler “driving” patterns.45

FLASHPOINTS

This essay presents a transitional moment in ecological theory. Trac-
ing recent developments using three categories (spatial scale shifts, tem-
poral scale shifts, and the shift to seeing landscapes as dynamic mosaics
that conceptually integrate spatial and temporal dynamics), it occurs
to me that the complexity of the topic derives in part from my con-
scious effort to reveal changing conceptual frameworks by alternately
thinking through both old and the new conceptual lenses. Future
designers will doubtless find it easier to pick up the current ecological
theories and run with them without looking back. But my intent, to
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try to hold a window open between the new and old theories of ecol-
ogy, encourages critical reflection on the theories themselves and the
interplay of the metaphors used to conceive them. It will be harder to
understand the cultural context of twentieth-century design after this
window closes on the past. That is why I have argued that a histori-
cal perspective on ecological theory might allow us to see simultane-
ously where we’ve been and where we’re going in the development of
theories about the relationship between site and design.

The reconceptualization of boundaries associated with the spatial
scale shift I described here will probably be a key influence on future
design thinking. As sites were once described by ecologists using the
metaphor of organisms, I expect that future designers will see organ-
isms more clearly as sites—as nodes in a network of flows that pene-
trate permeable skins (human skins, animal skins, plant skins, even soil
“skins”). Body and site overlap; as Sandra Steingraber has implied, we
are the prairie from which we eat. The comforting illusion that our
bodies can remain separate from their ecological surroundings cannot
be sustained, nor can the idea that relationships with landscapes are
unidirectional—that they may be described solely by what we do to
the landscape, without accounting for the effects of landscape on and
in our bodies. Similarly, the consequences of our actions for other
forms of life may affect us as well, as an increasing body of ecologi-
cal and epidemiological evidence suggests.46

The three conceptual categories of theoretical change described here
could also function as tools that allow historians and theorists to track
the ways in which the approaches taken by designers reflect a new
intellectual milieu. A dynamic and perhaps more kinesthetic aesthetic
is clearly in the process of developing, in a slightly delayed response
to the evolution of nonequilibrium views of the world. Sites play a
critical role in the development of this aesthetic, because sites are
where the sciences and the humanities meet. The trick lies in remem-
bering that the representation of sites in the theory of different fields
has been changing, and that these changes are significant to design.

As designers participating in a contemporary intellectual milieu, we
can no longer see sites as evidence of equilibrium states. Sites are not
what we humans once thought they were, and probably are also not
what we will come to think they are. Sites matter precisely because it
is in place that we can prop the windows open on the past and be 
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specific about what is known and how. At the same time, sites allow
us to gain insights about the ways things are changing in both the
world and our own theories by allowing us to examine the nature of
those theories in relation to human experience. The comparison of the-
ories as they change over time, in relation to social and cultural con-
texts, provides an intellectual device that can act as a periscope, allow-
ing us to peer out over the reifications that might otherwise limit our
capacity for insight. For designers, a more specific knowledge of the
major recent shifts in ecological theory can act as just such a device,
allowing us to prop theoretical windows open on the past and the
future at the same time.
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7

Contested Contexts

Sandy Isenstadt

I discovered context six months ago.1

Bernard Tschumi, April 14, 2003

Context is one of the concentric rings of circumstance comprising our
understanding of site: from lot to plot, from neighborhood to region,
from locality to landscape to climate. It implies the whole set of con-
ditions from which an architect will construct an idea of site suitable
to a specific scheme, and will include the technologies used to shape
the site, such as infrastructure and earth-moving machinery, as well as
technologies of seeing that mediate any conception of what is unique
and local at a site with images from other places. The concept of con-
text is hard to pin down because it always points to surrounding cir-
cumstances; context is the crucible in which buildings happen. Com-
plicating this, context is at once a general and a specialized, disciplinary
term. The same word appears prominently in two dissimilar realms: a
common, casual usage where it can signify a set of immediate general
conditions that help situate meaning, and a narrower professional field,
where it evokes both current debate and a history still fresh from the
1970s. But, insofar as architecture is part of everyday life, these usages
blend. Thus, as a factor in the understanding of site, context emerges
from multiple perspectives, not just disciplinary ones, and is reordered
routinely by mostly uninvestigated conceptual mechanisms.2



Important questions remain even if context is restricted to refer only
to physical fabric. How far does context go? To adjacent buildings? To
the monument down the street? To forms common to the region but
absent at the site? Is the existing context even worth consideration?
(Raising this question today in commercial-strip America invokes
decades-old debates that have hardly been resolved.) Which aspects of
context have relevance when scale or materials or use of a new build-
ing are unprecedented at a particular location? Which aspects matter
most when the context is conceived as an undifferentiated background
for a new, figural design? Also, context does not stand still: it changes,
from day to day or decade to decade, in cycles and cataclysmically.
Physical context is as much a question of when as where, as Kevin
Lynch detailed in his 1972 book, What Time Is This Place? Further,
placing an emphasis on context in a new design is tantamount to mak-
ing the background foreground; it reverses the customary view of the
architect’s role in the creation of form. Although made up of buildings,
context represents the generation of form as dictated by elements out-
side the process of design as it is often understood, having to do with
neither function nor spatial concept.

Because context can refer just as easily to surrounding fabric as to
widespread attitudes, or even to debates regarding physical fabric, the
same term ranges in meaning from built form to implied meaning to
underlying ideology. Architects, critics, historians, preservationists,
and casual observers all may use the same word but to differing ends,
their common vocalization veiling often opposed intentions. Like a
single magnet with two poles, context invisibly sets up an ideational
field and so attracts antagonists. However, greater precision in speech
will not improve communication since the basis for the term’s disci-
plinary specialization is not its specificity but, rather, its flexibility. As
often as not, an architect’s description of an existing context will soon
underpin a subsequent series of decisions to intervene in that context.
A characterization of context smuggles into the design process a set
of confirming values camouflaged as a description of existing condi-
tions and observed facts; the details of any description of context will
usually indicate whether the speaker aims to respect or reject it.
Dressed as an inventory of what is here now, the architect’s analysis
of context is often a preliminary step in the struggle for what will
come next.
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While context, the product of countless uncoordinated decisions,
continues to metamorphose regardless of anyone’s intention or inter-
pretation, the issue of context has today become contentious. In the
summer of 2001, for example, architectural journalist Herbert
Muschamp bemoaned in the New York Times the latest surrender to
context, the excuse given during the review of submissions to rede-
velop the Con Edison site in Manhattan for favoring corporate archi-
tects over innovative, but edgy, designers. Context, he wrote, “…the
idea that new buildings should fit in with their surroundings rather
than add to them, has led our architecture into the deadest of dead
ends.” Too much, or too literal a respect for context has led to a cri-
sis in the creation of form.3 In Muschamp’s case, context refers to
contemporary consumer culture. The apartment building he lives in,
he explains, is red brick, like the one it shadows, but, he says, it
“…has nothing to do with the context of New York.…It exists in the
context of matched towels, bath mats and toilet bowl covers.…It
exists in the context of suburbia.” In response to Muschamp, Dou-
glas Kelbaugh, Dean of the College of Architecture and Urban Plan-
ning at the University of Michigan, wrote The New York Times say-
ing that too much emphasis is currently placed on innovation, which
might make for good individual buildings, but creates discord at an
urban scale: “Don’t make excitement for its own sake habitual,
mandatory or, worse yet, a style. I realize it may make less-exciting
copy, but we need to hear about aesthetically compelling buildings
that also function well, fit in well and age well.” Kelbaugh under-
stands that his position may be criticized for constraining expression,
and so adds, “Contextualism need not stifle invention or creativity.”
He admits, however, that it often does.4

This essay asks in particular how the very idea of context—specif-
ically, existing built fabric, to keep the discussion tractable—has come,
even for its advocates, to stand for what is responsible but dull, for
an architecture at once observant and obsequious.

CONTEXT COMES

Although clearly subject to various interpretations, context is a crucial
concept for architecture. Despite its amorphousness, it must be
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addressed as part of the very fabric of architecture. The word intensi-
fies the act of joining, with con meaning together, and text, from the
Latin texere, meaning to join, or weave. The Indo-European root teks
also means to weave, as in wicker, or to make wattle, for wattle-and-
daub structures. The person who makes wattle is called the tekson, or
tekton in Greek, from which we get tectonic, and the master of all
things tectonic is the arch-tekton, or architect. In addition, context
takes its place in a spectrum of terms concerned with perception of
place and the creation of placefulness. Curiously, despite being central
to the making of architecture, context has not been much invoked in
architectural theory. Vitruvius hinted at it in regard to climate and ori-
entation, but his building types—villas and temples—were their own
centers of gravity, while later theories of proportion related formal
elements within a composition, rarely outside it. In the twentieth cen-
tury an outright dismissal of context was preceded by nearly two cen-
turies of Beaux-Arts design problems, which rarely indicated actual
sites. As a defining issue for architecture, context, it turns out, appears
only recently—during the 1950s and 1960s. After being irrelevant as
an issue for most of architectural history, context came suddenly to
occupy a prominent place in architectural discourse, becoming a his-
torical problem for architecture in response to the collapse of a more
or less coherent program of modernism. The issue of context arises as
a consequence of the critique of modern architecture.

In their rush toward a better society, existing built fabric often
stood in the way of modern architects. In its more polemic formula-
tions, modernism scorned traditional cities and contemporary archi-
tecture for lagging behind advances in material culture. For Le Cor-
busier, ancient architecture was admirable because it had made the
most of the constructive means of its time. Practitioners of his own
day, however, ignored the possibilities of new building techniques or,
worse, used them as an armature upon which to prink a building with
the ornamental regalia of another era. In contrast, a modernist such
as Le Corbusier insisted that architecture emerge from the tools of its
own time. Thus, some of modernism’s most memorable moments are
captured and appear in projects that gain visionary thrust in equal
measure from an innovative formal proposal and a demolition plan.
The Radiant City, for example, astonishes as much for its effortless
sweep across Paris as for its array of point towers in a park. The plan
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was drawn on a tabula rasa: not a clean slate but, more literally, a
slate that has been erased. Not shaped by the irrelevant surrounding
fabric, modernist works issued from internal matters such as structure
and program. They needed free space around them; existing physical
context was seen as a kind of confinement. The belief that modern
space was hemmed in by neighbors can be tracked from early mod-
ernists such as Le Corbusier, and his idea that form arises from the
plan, to van Doesburg’s notion of modernism as “an all-sided devel-
opment in space and time,” through later characterizations made by
historians, like the four-sided expansion of modernism that Lewis
Mumford contrasted with a Georgian “architecture of fronts,” or in
accordance with what Colin Rowe called modernism’s “peripheric
principle,” or what Vincent Scully traced as a “new sense of open
space.”5 This is a partial view, to be sure. Many modern buildings
respected their surroundings; they might be hard-edged but they were
not necessarily hostile, an attitude evident, for example, in projects by
Loos, Berlage, Asplund, and others. Further, disregard of existing fab-
ric is hardly unique to modernism. Well before Haussmann ventilated
Paris, Renaissance architects flattened districts for the sake of order
and open space. Existing physical fabric, overflowing with happen-
stance, has always conflicted with ideal forms. Nonetheless, twentieth-
century architectural modernism continued this usually hopeful, always
rationalizing impulse with gusto—and industrial equipment.

Modernism was not immune to thinking about context, of course.
Historic city centers came up for discussion at CIAM in 1945 and
then again in 1951. In 1945, while Europeans quickly set about
rebuilding districts demolished by war, Camillo Sitte’s defense of
urban fabric was first translated into English; in 1950 Robert Venturi
was already exploring a wider range of possibilities for surrounding
structures in his master’s thesis, “Context in Architectural Composi-
tion;” Paul Rudolph drew inspiration from the Gothic setting of
Wellesley College for his Jewett Center; defenders of Eero Saarinen’s
bulky American Embassy in London, built in 1956, argued that it
repeated the scale and proportion of the Georgian architecture of
Grosvenor Square; while Ernesto Rogers, designer in 1958 of Milan’s
Torre Velasca, began to speak about the importance of ambiente in
the mid-1950s, partly in response to Frank Lloyd Wright’s proposed
Masieri Memorial in Venice. By 1961 Nikolaus Pevsner noted no
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fewer than eighteen historicist impulses in modern architecture, many
due to an architect’s response to context. At that time, however, and
for a polemicist like Pevsner, deference to surrounding historical con-
text was “alarming” and “one of the least attractive developments of
recent architecture.” Whereas for Pevsner modernism represented the
triumph of functional thought, the new emphasis on a building’s exte-
rior, its public face, smothered invention with the piffle of precedent.
He labeled the first historicist tendency “Neo-Accommodating” and
defined it as friendly and fitting in. The long-term trend would be a
dead end, he wrote, because historicism, whatever motivated it,
required a “belief in the power of history to such a degree as to choke
original action.”6 When historical context becomes a building’s con-
tent, Pevsner argued, innovation dries up.

But after nearly two decades of modernist urbanism, many writers
wondered whether there might not be an alternative point of view
lodged in the parcels of existing structures that had yet to be bull-
dozed. In 1960, for instance, Kevin Lynch had turned from the mon-
umental blueprints of architects to the mental maps of taxi drivers,
while Jane Jacobs made minute observations of her Hudson Street and
the way social relations were embedded in physical fabric. “The City
in History,” a conference sponsored in 1961 by the Joint Center for
Urban Studies of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Har-
vard University, attempted to redress the lack of historical attention to
the forces of modernization in the growth of Western cities. The same
year, Daedalus published a special issue on metropolitan sprawl and
the chances of downtown revivals. The Joint Center also sponsored
Bernard Frieden’s advocacy of an incremental approach to rebuilding
cities, described in his 1964 book, The Future of Old Neighborhoods.
As a consequence, urban design was given a new sense of urgency, with
programs such as those of Cornell, Washington University, Columbia,
and Harvard first established in the early 1960s. In Italy, Aldo Rossi
and Vittorio Gregotti had begun developing morphological approaches
to the study of existing urban form while the multiterritorial Christ-
ian Norberg-Schulz revived the Picturesque-era term genius loci to
emphasize the character of an existing place.

Most significant, certainly in the American setting, was the preser-
vation movement, which quickly and forcefully drew attention to the
neglected condition of urban physical fabric. Stunned by the demolition
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of New York’s Penn Station in 1963, and outraged at the willful
destruction of civic treasures for short-term profits and machine-age
rhetoric, a coalition of citizens banded together to promote federal laws
to protect existing context. Passing the Historic Preservation Act three
years later, Congress was explicit about the need to shelter the nation’s
built heritage from postwar development, which was typically, if
loosely, modernist. Advocates of modernism were, in fact, quick to
endorse a preservationist agenda. In the 1960s, James Marston Fitch,
for example, turned his earlier zeal for modernism to fervid support of
preservation; he became one of the movement’s galvanizing figures and
a leading educator as he worked for years to establish the degree pro-
gram in historic preservation at Columbia University. When, in 1966,
Robert Venturi famously addressed the ambiguities of context, citing T.
S. Eliot’s essay, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” on the problem
of mediating “the pastness of the past” alongside the presence of the
past, the modernist remedy for the urban ailment had, in the eyes of
many critics, become more debilitating than the disease of tradition it
had set out to cure.7

Physical context received its most sustained engagement at this
point with the teaching and writing of Colin Rowe. Immediately upon
arriving at Cornell University in 1964, Rowe began teaching some of
the first urban design studios in the nation. Stylistically open-minded,
he seemed less interested in the results of student projects than in their
method, which for Rowe began with the existing urban fabric.
Engagement with context produced new forms or, more precisely, new
configurations of older forms. His theories of urban design were later
designated contextualism and summed up definitively in Collage City,
co-authored with Fred Koetter and published in 1978, though writ-
ten years earlier. Modernism had its virtues, the authors wrote in Col-
lage City, but it was not “responsive to circumstance,” it required a
clean slate upon which to write the rationalized forms of social utopia.
Modernism had managed in its time to join scientism to humanism,
a simultaneous concern both for empirical technique and poetic inspi-
ration, but the collapse of modernism revealed how incompatible
these goals had been from the start. Worse, modernism had degraded
into its components, its empiricism having collapsed into romantic but
directionless affection for the accidental, most evident in townscape
studies such of those of Gordon Cullen, while, on the other hand, its
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utopian poetry had evaporated into idealizing schemes such as those
of Superstudio or Disneyworld. But, Rowe and Koetter affirmed,
“only the middleground of an argument is of use,” and so prepared
to lay out an “alert and workable détente” between existing and new
form. Whereas Superstudio and Disney were fragmentary urbanisms
based on either prophecy or memory, theirs would be a complete
urbanism of prophecy and memory; visionary form embodied human
hope but it relied upon the common heritage and sense of commu-
nity that underpins communication. The new, they wrote, in all its
power and promise, must relate “to the known, perhaps mundane
and, necessarily, memory-laden context from which it emerges.”8 The
authors proposed to mediate the repressive mechanisms of existing
relations of power, as embodied in physical fabric, with the ambition
of a social vision, whose redemptive power lay precisely in its remain-
ing potential. Collage was the specific compositional technique they
proposed to impart both aesthetic authority and historical inevitabil-
ity to the weaving of old and new.

The genius of their working method of figure–ground studies was
its suitability to both evaluate and intervene in context. Traditional
planning was characterized by a pattern of figural space against back-
ground buildings, whereas modern planning relied on figural buildings
on a spatial field. Since figure and ground are reciprocal, the tradi-
tional city was on equal terms with the modern city. The method-
ological symmetry between analysis and design guaranteed conceptual
congruence even when old and new were visually dissimilar. Contex-
tualism did not repeat context so much as register changes in context.
A contextualist project would become an index of accommodations to
context, in contrast to modern insensitivity to circumstances such as
orientation or entry, external vectors that were overwhelmed by the
outward expansion of modern space. In short, overturning the coin of
modernist planning meant having two sides, not one or the other. Con-
textualism proposed a process to mediate between inevitable change
and existing conditions.

Heterogeneity was a broadly shared interest in the 1960s, extend-
ing well beyond architectural and urban design circles. The Civil
Rights Movement in the United States, along with studies of urban
ethnicities that would not blend, such as Nathan Glazer and Daniel
P. Moynihan’s Beyond the Melting Pot, from 1963, called greater

164 Sandy Isenstadt



attention to recalcitrant demographics that suburban idealizations had
managed to pave over in the previous decade.9 Sixties-era social move-
ments showed that the nation’s institutions were anything but a neu-
tral context for minority participation. Environmentalists argued that
the earth was no longer a passive backdrop for modern science but
an active and increasingly disenchanted partner. Echoes of context
fighting back can even be seen in Frank Herbert’s science fiction clas-
sic, Dune, from 1965, a harbinger of the ecology movement, in which
society must be reorganized in response to an environment that has
ceased to be accommodating, and context, to invert Pevsner, had
become “neo-hostile.” In art, earthworks and site-specific projects
turned context into content, by drawing the setting into the active cre-
ation of aesthetic experience. Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, for
instance, from 1970, created a striking figure by redefining existing
relations between land and water at the Great Salt Lake. His Partially
Buried Woodshed, in Kent State, Ohio, also from 1970, made the for-
merly neutral ground an active compositional element. Conceptual
artist Hans Haacke, in his installation Shapolsky et al. Manhattan
Real Estate Holdings, from 1971, showed how the very production
of art relied on an institutional context to neutralize all but the aes-
thetic connotations of a work. Even within the academy, structural-
ism, for instance, and later poststructuralism, led to the recognition
that meaning was never contained by a single term but emerged only
in relation to other terms, to a linguistic and behavioral context.
Meaning could be gathered only in the larger field of signification,
never from a single instance of it. To whatever extent Venturi was
influenced by structuralism, his model of architectural communication
was based on a sender and a receiver, who might not get the message
if its terms were without precedent. The fact that meaning and com-
munication were contingent on context was hard to avoid. For their
part, Rowe and Koetter concurred, suggesting that acquiescence to the
rape of the city, the Futurist celebration of the force majeure, was no
longer intellectually viable nor was it morally acceptable.10

In short, by the 1970s it was commonly agreed that modernism had
collapsed under the weight of its own idealism and that context, enu-
merable and specific, was one of the most promising “new directions
in architecture,” as the title of the Braziller series then had it.11 Brent
Brolin’s 1976 The Failure of Modern Architecture is representative; it
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concludes its belated exposé of modernist myopia with the rediscovery
of tradition and a new effort to “reinforce rather than undermine the
character of neighborhoods and cities.” Existing fabric, said Brolin, “is
not historical refuse,” but “an asset that should be used as a bridge to
the future.”12 The past was no longer passé, as some of the most talked-
about work of the late 1970s rendered tradition progressive. Indeed,
context, rather than history, is the more persistent, if more submerged,
term in debates regarding the autonomy and continued vitality of archi-
tectural practice after modernism. Following from Aldo Rossi’s 1966
Architecture of the City, published in English in 1972, recognition of
the integrity of existing urban fabric was transmuted into a notion of
typological history, the deep geometric memory of a culture to which
the architect has special access. History thus refers to an internal con-
text, which the architect brings to a project based on program and type
and smuggles in beneath the client’s nose under the name of precedent.
With history, precedent eclipses existing context as the primary point
of reference, keeping the problem within architectural categories and
reestablishing the modernist notion that an art should develop from its
own inner logic. History means the history of architecture, which
replaces a context given by the site with a context hidden in the prob-
lem, a context that is up to the architect to uncover, for typology is dis-
ciplinary knowledge. History, in short, trades the constraints of an
immediate spatial context for the adaptive possibilities of disciplinary
contexts, making room for an architect’s individual expression and
reasserting the profession’s autonomous knowledge of form.13 Context,
in contrast, devours autonomy.

In retrospect, 1978 presents a watershed for the issue of context.
That year, in addition to Rowe and Koetter’s Collage City, Leon Krier
and Maurice Culot published their essay, “The Only Path for Archi-
tecture,” declaring that modernism had been an historical misstep of
enormous proportion; a delusion that, somehow, took root. Cutting
through traditional cities, letting blood and space from the network of
street and square, modernism nearly wiped out civilized society, and
the time had come to reknit in sympathetic forms what remained of
the traditional city. Also that year, Rem Koolhaas published Delirious
New York, which argued that heroic figures of modernism never really
understood what modern was. Koolhaas presented Le Corbusier as
unable to see during his famous visit to New York City that moder-
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nity’s monuments were everywhere in Manhattan and only weak vision
would require a plinth to make them better appear. Its modernity lay
in its affirmative context, a setting so hungry for invention it absorbed
change like a sponge. Koolhaas called his book a “retroactive” mani-
festo, written not on a blank slate but discovered within an existing
order.14 Even Peter Eisenman, whose earlier projects concentrated on
the autonomous generation of form, to the exclusion of all else, in
1978 produced the Cannaregio project, his first work to engage in a
sustained manner with an existing site. Perhaps most important, 1978
was the culminating year of the preservation movement in the United
States, when the Supreme Court handed down its decision upholding
the New York City Landmarks Law, established the decade before to
protect “existing urban fabric.”15 As unlike as these instances are from
one another—emerging from inimitable personalities working in dif-
ferent nations with distinct media on singular problems seen through
varying historical perspectives, and soon to lead in divergent direc-
tions—each endows an existing urban fabric with unique and formally
generative properties. As it turned out, 1978 was a bad year for mod-
ernism but a good year for context, as architects began to discover
how expedient and ductile context could be.16

Roma Interrotta, also from 1978, is paradigmatic in this regard: it
reveals consensus regarding the issue of context but it also makes plain
some of the issue’s internal fissures, fault lines that would soon split
any confidence connected with context into stylistic factions. Art 
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historian and conservator Guilio Argan, then mayor of Rome, invited
twelve internationally recognized architects to imaginatively complete
that city, which, he said, had been “interrupted” in its development.
Colin Rowe’s contribution drew from his own theories of contextual-
ism, which took Rome’s built context as a series of formal cues for the
generation of new form. His design was conceived as an intervention
into a specific context, which was then redefined by his intervention.
Robert Venturi was also invited, but his submission included the mar-
quis from a casino, implying that present-day Rome had as much to
do with Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas as with Caesar himself. Venturi
took a more cultural approach to context, in contrast with Rowe’s con-
centration on physical context. At the same time, however, less con-
spicuously and without much explanation, Rowe had included frag-
ments of Rockefeller Center in his scheme. Unparalleled in both the
temporal scope and continuity of physical fabric, from antiquity to
modernity, Rome was somehow not sufficient an impetus for new form
without the leavening of invention. Formal resonance was the low
threshold that, as it turns out, contextualism required to link Rome
with Rockefeller Center.

CONTEXT CONFOUNDED

Thomas Schumacher, as early as 1971, had already observed that con-
textualism tended toward a “formal ‘shorthand.’”17 It was committed
to geometry and so became, at points, a useful but often reductive
exercise. Although a studied engagement, contextualism approached
existing context through its own formal preoccupations and thus
obscured the developmental dimensions of physical context, its ability
to corporealize social history. For the contextualist designer, urban
form could become a treasure chest of geometric possibilities, all
equally within reach despite origins centuries apart. The formal
predilections of architects can transform the typical temporal diversity
of urban context into a return to history that is nonetheless ahistori-
cal. Although O. M. Ungers was often at odds with Rowe while they
taught at Cornell, their work shares this interest in establishing a for-
mally generative method. Both distill formal complexity to geometric
essence, yielding a desktop set of operations and prototypes, a kind of
shape grammar. The power and the peril of such an approach reside
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precisely in its mechanical appeal, like limiting design to the predefined
commands in CAD (computer-aided design) programs then under
development. When used in combination, geometric operations such
as “stretch,” “mirror,” and “rotate” can generate any form, posing no
real limits to formal invention; but whether their formidable genera-
tive power, coupled with their seeming simplicity, tempt the designer
toward a self-limiting practice, remains open to question. Ungers’s stu-
dents have even joked that his “dogmatic application” of a square
module is due to an ancient demon that snarls when it sees a line start
to curve, with the resulting designs best suited for little Lego men.18 A
commitment to rationalized technique, in other words, rests on the
most irrational of foundations. Further, such formalisms risk incurring
the charge leveled at modernism: that it facilitated an overly rational-
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Figure 7.2. James Stirling, Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart, Germany, beginning 1977. Site
Plan. Stirling worked historical and typological references together at the Staats-
galerie with the surrounding context by incrementalizing elements (the neighbor-
ing gallery’s massing and scale; fragments both of classical and high-tech archi-
tecture; Schinkel’s plan for the Altes Museum) and juxtaposing them without then
trying to blend them either with each other or with the larger site. Pieces of the
building are proximate but remain distinct, related but not subservient.



ized and technocratic society, rather than fulfilling its promise to lead
to a more authentic human experience.

With the issue of physical context so conspicuously promiscuous
and, of course, ultimately ineffectual in generating new form when iso-
lated from other factors of design, confidence in existing context as a
touchstone for design began to erode. But it had become too impor-
tant an issue to ignore altogether. By the early 1980s, a number of archi-
tects may be seen measuring how far from an existing context they
might make their stand. If one could no longer ignore context, neither
need one kowtow to it. Many maintained an arms-length relationship
to built context, publicly declaring commitment to it, while renouncing
it to their muse. Indeed, at this point something about surrounding
physical fabric seems to become inimical to great architecture. Writing
in 1986 on the proposed Guggenheim addition by Gwathmey Siegel,
Michael Sorkin suggested that the former consensus on the value of
context had unwittingly fueled an unprincipled pluralism. Thinking
about context led architects to imagine they could enter the spirit of
someone else’s design work, encouraging what Sorkin called “the ethics
of occasion,” an architecture with the conscience of a chameleon.19

170 Sandy Isenstadt

Figure 7.3. Observatory Hill Dining Hall Additions, University of Virginia, Char-
lottesville, VA, 1984. Robert A. M. Stern Architects. Bridging the existing,
ungainly facilities with the demanding context of Jefferson’s architecture, Robert
Stern’s design is itself bridgelike, with strong horizontal banding and a long log-
gia level span. At first glance simply a comfortable contextual fit, the project, with
its glazed walls and interior hall first stretched taut and then plucked high into
several pyramids, reads as much as a modernist revision of the pavilions along the
university’s main lawn as it does deference to context.



Postmodernists, for instance, were quick to point to their sensitiv-
ity to context as reason for their aesthetic innovations, and the best
postmodern work, of course, did not just tattoo itself with tokens of
surrounding fabric but aimed to make memorable spaces. It worried
about craftsmanship and siting, not just fitting in. But much postmod-
ernist work was not really about a surrounding physical context at all.
Rather than a reworking of proximate form, it was more a composi-
tion with historical motifs. Similarities were serendipitous rather than
studied. Without growing from structure or function, classical motifs
referred to a generalized classicism, an architecture that represented
Architecture rather than related to the specifics of a particular place.20

As often as not in postmodernist work, echoes of existing context were
allusions to the profession’s internal history as a discipline, rather than
attempts to enrich and thicken the sense of time embedded in any par-
ticular context. If modernism was motivated by an idea of zeitgeist, an
architecture of its time, then postmodernism was an architecture of its
past; neither was an architecture “of its place.”21 Further, postmod-
ernism’s highest theoretical mode is irony, which involves a deliberate
distancing of an apparent form from an intended meaning.

Postmodernists, in other words, turn to place with tongue in cheek,
as Venturi’s Roma Interrotta entry bears out. Even when postmod-
ernism borrowed from surroundings, it did not always pay back the
debt. Themeatizing context could lead to self-reflection and a sharp-
ened awareness of contingency, the historical debt owed by the pres-
ent to the past. But, bridging the gap with an older way of building
sometimes blurred differences; it hid discrepancies that generate a sense
of passing time. If physical context embodies a narrative or temporal
dimension, then postmodernism risks clipping context to a sound bite,
or rather, a site bite. If anything, postmodernism’s at-times untenable
kitsch gave fuel to a reactive search for authenticity, equally untenable
but commonplace nonetheless.

Other aesthetic trends of the 1980s connected to the issue of con-
text but, at the same time, were careful to maintain their distance.
Deconstructivism questioned long-standing architectural virtues—firm-
ness for instance—aiming to show not merely that structure is provi-
sional despite its display of permanence, but that the very idea of struc-
ture requires silencing the unstable. However unbalanced visually,
Deconstructivist work contributed to architectural knowledge by 
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discovering how the field’s foundational metaphors required a series of
otherwise unspoken value judgments. Context, in a deconstructivist
mode, affirms with familiar forms common and sometimes invisibly
insidious values; context foregoes new knowledge in exchange for com-
fortable numbness. In his 1988 essay on the Deconstructivist show at
the Museum of Modern Art, Mark Wigley argued that the exhibited
work was fully engaged with its various contexts, not to reaffirm con-
vention, but to disclose how architectural affirmation operates, pre-
cisely by exposing what was subterranean and strange within the famil-
iar context. As Wigley put it, “contextualism has been used as an
excuse for mediocrity, for a dumb servility to the familiar,” “dumb”
suggesting here not “brainless” but “without voice” to either clarify
or ask questions.22 In Frank Gehry’s house in Santa Monica, dating
from 1978 and exhibited in the Deconstructivist show, the existing
building is not only not erased, it is thematized. Punctured and punc-
tuated, the existing house makes the new space, rather than being
made an appendage to it. The old actively creates the new. The dis-
ruption looks at first like disrespect, but becomes instead a kind of riff
on existing fabric, showing how much life was left in the old house,
which not even the most adoring observer of context had noticed
before. Rather than having the new stand against an old background,
Gehry gave the gap between the two a spatial figure. In a sense, dis-
tance from context is Gehry’s subject, measured and made present in
his design.

To summarize, since the late 1970s architects working in a wide
range of aesthetic modes and focused on divergent matters registered
some concern for context, whether or not they respected, rejected, or
inverted it in the end. For critics, a concern for context had become
so naturalized in practice as to be almost invisible. In 1982, architec-
tural historian and critic William Curtis described “an obsession with
streetscapes at the expense of individual buildings,” clearly evident in
the mid-1970s urban morphologies of Leon and Robert Krier.23 A 1986
article from Inland Architect began, “To call oneself a contextual
designer is the most characteristic statement of architectural faith, ide-
ology, and commitment made today.” Several years later, in 1992, an
issue of Lotus started off, “Contextualism has become such a wide-
spread attitude as to have a practical effect on the greater part of con-
temporary architecture.”24
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For some, deference to context came to appear as a kind of salva-
tion for contemporary architecture. Writing in 1994 in Progressive
Architecture, Thomas Fisher described present-day pluralism as a sign
that various values are rising in importance. Signature styles that tran-
scend program and place are artifacts of modern practice, Fisher
explained, but come to be replaced by greater attention to “the con-
tent, context, climate, and culture of a place.” What appeared to be a
professional lack of direction turned out to be a new kind of respon-
siveness to place, what Fisher called “architecture after style.” The
undermining of autonomy is a healthy condition, he said. John Mor-
ris Dixon, editor of PA, agreed. Dixon saw diminished autonomy in
the design process as ultimately beneficial, even for monumental proj-
ects, in which architects had been traditionally the most free. He wrote,
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Figure 7.4. Gehry House, Santa Monica, CA, Frank Gehry, 1978. 



“As ever our monumental projects become increasingly intertwined
with their settings, architects should accept the shared decision mak-
ing that they represent.”25

However positive the development, though, such views imply the
sense that close attention to context precludes the making of great
architecture. Thus, at the same moment some architects and critics
embrace the concern for context, others reject it directly, as if the rejec-
tion of surrounding fabric were somehow the necessary first step
toward architectural invention. Rem Koolhaas, for instance, said that
his design for La Villette aimed to produce new “fields” of social
encounter, incongruous juxtapositions of function, which would open
up a kind of individual freedom precisely by their refusal of existing
cultural forms. The final theorem of his squib on “Bigness” was “inde-
pendence of context”; in regard to his 1989 competition entry for the
French National Library, Koolhaas, writing in the most internalized of
all genres—the diary—said, “But can such a container still have a rela-
tionship with the city? Should it? Is it important? Or is ‘fuck context’
becoming the theme? Beginning to note signs of conviction.”26 Or, as
an article in Progressive Architecture put it more delicately in regard
to a beautiful but unwarranted monumentality on the part of several
architects, including Koolhaas: “Forget context.”27 Too much respect
for context, as both Muschamp and Kelbaugh seem to agree, places
limits on artistic expression, as if a blank canvas might insist that any-
thing pictured upon it must reproduce its own proportions.

At root is a common view of the creativity driving artistic practice.
Although nearly two centuries have passed since Byron set the stan-
dard, the true artist is still an individual innovator, feeding on insights,
not catalogs, limits, or rules. Creativity cracks open old habits; mak-
ing breaks with convention seem a necessary and intoxicating first step
toward new work. The true artist, in short, is autonomous: unwilling,
perhaps even unable, to collaborate with other artists, cautious clients,
or, by extension, adjacent buildings. Beyond the individual artist, cre-
ativity turns on the question of whether authentic creative acts are still
possible in contemporary society; context has been described less as a
neutral backdrop than as the very infrastructure of existing authority
and relations of power. Suggesting, as Venturi did, that existing con-
text is “almost alright” is akin to approving of everything from bad
taste to social injustice. In the culture industry described by Adorno
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and Horkheimer, spontaneity is calculated and individuality mass pro-
duced so that submission to consumer capitalism feels like an eman-
cipatory freedom to choose. In this view, to be contextual entails more
than simply agreeing to formal limits; it means complying with a soci-
ety that puts up with the junk it puts up. At the social level, resisting
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Figure 7.5. Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Washington, D.C., Maya Lin, 1982. Maya
Lin’s design for the Vietnam Veterans Memorial is rigorously generated from its
imposing context, although Lin’s respect for context appears at first glance to be
disrespect, as many critics at first complained. Where other objects on the National
Mall are white, the Memorial is black; where others go up, it goes down; where
others are certain and assuring, it is ambiguous, disquieting. Although it looks like
nothing else on the Mall, the design visibly engages its surroundings’ physical con-
text because its inversions are so precisely calculated, its respect for prominent local
features, like axial relations, are respected but rewritten in a minor key.



context becomes a political act; context is the substance against which
a negative dialectic pushes in pursuit of a more just society.

An example of this position appeared in the June 2001, issue of
Architecture magazine. Deborah Berke’s renovation and addition to an
existing building in New Haven, a modest and by all accounts unam-
bitious building, is rendered subtly demoralizing in a commentary by
K. Michael Hays. Hays brings the deadweight of contemporary con-
sumer culture to bear on a deliberately ordinary building. His charge
is less about the building itself than the diminished expectations of
everyday architecture that surround it—a veil, he implies, that let one
more confirmation of the culture of affirmation slip in, while our crit-
ical radar was locked on more explicit threats. Precisely because it
seeks an intellectual reflexivity absent elsewhere, critical theory has to
be suspicious of an outspokenly unassuming project like everyday
architecture, whose ambition shows up in its humility and the decision
to forgo a wholesale socially transformative practice for retail accom-
modations to everyday life.28

The conflict between creativity and context hints at a current
moral dilemma between goodness and freedom. To be good is to act
on behalf of others—selflessly—to make the world a better place. This
involves knowing the needs of neighbors in some detail. To be free,
on the other hand, means to choose one’s own path, regardless of oth-
ers. Being free involves turning inward, rather than outward. “Good”
architecture comes from culture and accommodates it; it looks to con-
text for rules to live by. Rules are anathema to a “free” architecture,
which must follow its own sometimes naughty behavior to a truth so
dense it bends current culture toward itself, a view of artistic practice
that does not imitate life so much as it transforms life. As opposed
to the experiments of an unfettered imagination, context is part of the
public realm; it works like Freud’s reality principle, in which reality
is constructed from constant comparisons between one’s own behav-
ior and the responses of others. To subscribe to social reality means
to some degree to conform to its precepts, so that the architecture of
selfhood is built up from the countless do’s and don’ts of others, like
so many bricks in a wall. Thus, calls to context sound like the ther-
apist’s voice, acknowledging past trauma but urging us to find some
compromise between desire and reality, talking us down gently from
the heady but dangerous ledge of delirium. The issue of context sets
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up a contest between memory and speculation, between an architec-
ture that either reinforces old habits or scans for future directions.

CONCLUSION

Around 1978, context was an issue taken up by a wide range of prac-
titioners and critics. Design attention given to a building’s context was,
if not exactly progressive, at least not antagonistic to the possibility of
architectural creation. That context became an issue in the first place
attested to a field—a domain already cultivated, offering both struc-
ture and opportunity and resting on a deep history—that lay beyond
the rubble of modernist ideals. Today, the issue of context inflames
passions in two separate camps. What has changed less than the value
placed by architectural discourse on paying attention to existing phys-
ical fabric, is context itself. Once a potential answer for almost all
designers, it has calcified as a mandate for some and a vacuum for
others, an issue that either confirms the continuity of society itself or
siphons off personal expression and so hobbles the forward march of
formal invention.

In this sense, the question of context is kin to that of style, which
loomed large in the nineteenth century as a result of published
accounts of archaeological discoveries and the cult of ruins. At that
time, architects were positively obsessed with the issue of style,
although their fluid movement between styles hints at a certain lack of
commitment as well. Style, then and now, was a fossil of invention; it
implied a deadening of design inquiry. Part of modernism’s disciplinary
success was that its reconfiguration of design values and process dis-
placed previous generations’ preoccupations. Modernism transcended
style in its own accounts; to its critics it merely produced an airless
version of style. But whether transcendent or indulgent, modernism’s
collapse, as outlined in the preceding pages, revealed that style, like
context, was really an attitude toward history; at different points both
terms described a legitimate foundation for subsequent change as well
as a force running counter either to progress or authenticity.

That the issue of context is as much about history as about adja-
cency helps explain why it appears subject to greater debate in the
United States than in Europe. Whereas the United States faced its
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preservation issues in the mid-1960s, European countries had rebuilt
quickly some twenty years earlier, in the aftermath of World War II,
without protracted debate. Several American modernists took sober
note of the opportunities opened up for new architecture in Europe by
wartime bombings, and worried that the built fabric of the prewar
period would grow back over blasted blocks before modern architec-
ture could take root.29 But European cities not only had scope and
depth of historic fabric, they also lacked the cycles of “creative destruc-
tion” typical of American development practice. Cities such as Cologne
rebuilt not just a lost monument like Penn Station, but an entire his-
toric core. The historic fabric was still fresh in cultural habits and its
reconstruction was feasible even with the depleted resources available
in the years immediately following the war; indeed, with industrial
capacity diminished, rebuilding the past made sense in terms of the
modernist mandate to match architecture with the state of contempo-
rary production. With history woven at various levels in the built fab-
ric of many European cities, working with the past has not seemed to
pose much of a barrier to design, as suggested by architects as diverse
as Jørn Utzon or Carlo Scarpa, who was active in restoration efforts
immediately following the war and whose later unprecedented formal
inventions began, precisely, with precedent. Such figures have in recent
years been understood as “critical regionalists,” a rubric that appro-
priates their work for an ongoing history of modernism, as a means
of assimilating modernism to a generalized notion of place, rather than
allowing that they work in dialogue with existing contexts. With Roma
Interrotta, Argan had simply touched upon a professional issue of
much popular interest in Rome, a place where the richness of the pres-
ent is architectural history. Further, the issue of context arose in the
United States just at the moment that architectural theory also blos-
somed, in part, as Michael Hays describes it, as a result of the per-
ceived illegitimacy of spontaneous cultural production. The incipient
issue of context was thus caught up implicitly as part of the bour-
geoisie’s reproduction of itself.30

In the United States today, taking up the issue of context implies a
formal profile, directing attention to the past by directing it toward
existing surroundings, especially in comparison with site, a more gen-
eral term without a specific formal trajectory. Architecture needs a
more robust or at least a bidirectional notion of context; it requires a
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wider range of relations to context than the dichotomy between
responsible, good architecture and freely expressive architecture—a
dichotomy that serves only a few outspoken ideologues. When com-
pared with other terms architects use to conjure ideas of the local and
specific—like place or position, or spot or station, or even frame or
land, as well as site—it becomes apparent that context is the only one
that is not also a verb. It links to matter and fixed form, but not to
action. To site a building takes geometric account of existing condi-
tions such as exposure to weather, relation to services, distribution of
public and private spaces in relation to patterns of surrounding access,
and so on. “To site” is to relate what will be to what currently is,
without, however, setting any limits on formal invention. The action
of siting is not hampered by any mandate regarding how it will occur,
neither in regard to the order in which aspects are considered, how
seriously they will be taken, nor what will delimit the forms finally
generated. Also, a building’s siting has little effect upon the weather it
responds to, in contrast to context, which is always affected by new
construction. Similarly, “to place” something betokens an intervention
in the physical world, an action that will result in a new and specific
configuration of spaces, at the same time without determining those
specifics. To place a person is to recall clearly, to put someone in their
proper order in memory; “to place” insists on moving from the gen-
eral to the specific, to narrow down options to a single choice. Design
is like this, narrowing from the field of possibility to unique and par-
ticular form. Conversely, “to space” means to set up an interval, an
emptiness between actions or things that then becomes integrated in a
larger rhythm. Contextualize is a verb, of course, but it means relat-
ing something to a larger setting, so the direction of energy is, as
expected, one way, toward an accounting of specific features in rela-
tion to an existing context. In the case of a building, “to contextual-
ize” implies a set of responses to a given context that will be visible
in the new design. The issue of context, as described in this essay,
addresses the new in terms of the existing. What, then, is the term for
thinking through existing fabric, the sphere of the present, in terms of
what is to come? And what storm—Walter Benjamin called it
progress—continues to propel us away from visible context toward a
future we can never see?
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The Suppressed Site: Revealing the Influence
of Site on Two Purist Works

Wendy Redfield

THE IDEAL SITE AS SUPPRESSED SITE

Proceeding in the manner of an investigator in his laboratory, I
have avoided all special cases, and all that may be accidental, and
I have assumed an ideal site to begin with.1

Charles-Édouard Jeanneret, Urbanisme

Many of the works of great modern architects show a tremendous
awareness of local conditions and a care for siting in the design
process. Yet the portrayal of these works as “siteless” objects or uni-
versal propositions by historians as well as designers themselves has
obscured this fact. The quotation above—intended by Le Corbusier to
qualify and frame the theoretical proposal, “Une Ville Contemporaine
pour 3 Millions d’Habitants”—succinctly epitomizes an inherent bias
against site in the ideological foundations of modern architecture. To
“assume an ideal site” clearly removes site matters from the design
process; it negates the meaning of site as a particular location. The
decision to “avoid all special cases” suspends the consideration of site
until after the architectural construct has become virtually manifest.



This approach places emphasis on idealized, abstract composition as
the primary design vehicle that is only later accommodated to specific
circumstance. In the words of Reyner Banham, Le Corbusier “elabo-
rates first a solution-type, in the abstract, its real life application can
wait.”2 Another foundational premise of modernism, equally antago-
nistic to serious site theorizing, is the goal of proposing universal
strategies in place of local or regionally developed traditions. From De
Stijl to Futurism, the rhetoric of the early-twentieth-century manifestos
that provided the theoretical basis for modernism and characterized
the subsequent analysis of its works is pervaded by a tendency to favor
the universal and the abstract over local variation and specificity.3

As a result, a significant disconnection exists between the received
understanding (and influence) of many modern works as established
by mainstream histories and their full value and meaning. Le Cor-
busier’s houses and villas of the 1920s, comprising his so-called Purist
phase, offer a pertinent example. A first-time visitor to these buildings
situated in and around Paris is surprised by how skillfully they are
woven into their complex, surrounding neighborhoods. Nothing pre-
pares one for the adroitly choreographed connections made between
these starkly modern buildings and their contexts, for, despite more
than a half-century of scholarly examination of these works, the influ-
ence of site has been largely suppressed or ignored. Even the physical
surroundings of Le Corbusier’s best-known projects of this period—
Villas Savoye and Stein, and Maison Cook—have received little atten-
tion.4 Since interest in Le Corbusier is hardly waning (judging from
the recent spate of publications on the architect), there can be only
one explanation for this omission: site has been thought to be irrele-
vant.

This assumption results in part from Le Corbusier’s own publica-
tions of the period, which rarely addressed specific site conditions and
their role in his design process.5 During his early career, Le Corbusier
was developing the formal language and theoretical priorities for his
vision of the future of architecture. His Parisian houses, portrayed as
prototypes for unlimited transposition and transformation, coincided
with his prolific publication of manifestos in the journal L’Esprit Nou-
veau and his investigation of idealized (siteless) house and city typolo-
gies.6 Intent on formulating essential principles and prototypical
arrangements, Le Corbusier idealized the early Parisian houses. He
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published them carefully framed—cropped of idiosyncratic detail (Fig-
ure 8.1).7 

To propose these buildings as universal types, any unique aspects
imposed by the personality of clients or particular site conditions were
expunged from published images. Clearly, Le Corbusier’s attempt to
universalize his work has a self-promotional aspect. Portrayed as unin-
formed by and unresponsive to their unique setting and program, proj-
ects are represented as potentially reproducible for an unlimited num-
ber of other clients, on an unlimited number of other sites (Figure 8.2).
This prototypical cast applied to what were in fact highly customized
projects is epitomized by a Le Corbusier sketch depicting multiple
“Villa Savoyes” in a suburban, cul-de-sac arrangement.8

The apparent dismissal of context and site in the representation
and reception of Le Corbusier’s work can also be traced to a broader
tradition stemming from Enlightenment-inspired Neoclassical and

The Suppressed Site 187

Façade Façade Rez-de-chaussée haut Étage

Figure 8.1. Plans and sections of Atelier Ozenfant from the Oeuvre Complète. The
Oeuvre Complète—the authorized, but not (as it purports) comprehensive record
of Le Corbusier’s professional output—documents the houses of the 1920s in a
deliberately objectified manner. Plan drawings float on the page, with no reference
to even the most immediate site elements of sidewalk, street, and adjacent build-
ing; site plans are virtually nonexistent. Photographs emphasize interiors, carefully
staged with only the barest of architect-selected furnishings. The few exterior pho-
tographs focus on the building alone, any hint of the surrounding site omitted
wherever possible. Even the layout of the two façade drawings above (the north
elevation on the left, the east on the right) doesn’t allow one to understand the
corner condition of the site. To properly relate the two façades to each other
around the turn of the corner, they would need to be shown in reverse order—the
east to the left of the north elevation.



visionary architecture. In this genre, ideal form linked inextricably to
a “rational” language of pure Euclidian geometry assumes primary
importance. Any forces that might taint or alter the ideal are regarded
as secondary and regrettable. In the dominant, received strain of the
Beaux-Arts tradition, buildings were designed to retain their idealized
compositional form even after being ascribed a specific site.
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Les 4 compositions: 1) Exemple maison La Roche  2) Maison à Garches  3) Maison à Stuttgart  4) Villa Savole

Figure 8.2. “Les 4 Compositions.” The Oeuvre Complète entry entitled “The Five
Points of a New Architecture,” is illustrated by a drawing captioned “Les 4 Com-
positions,” which portrays Maison La Roche, Maison à Garches, Maison à
Stuttgart, and Villa Savoye as freestanding composition types, labeled with verbal
descriptions of their distinct formal characteristics and an assessment of their vary-
ing degrees of design difficulty. La Roche (in contrast to the others) derives its
idiosyncratic, picturesque configuration from responses to a highly complex and
dense urban site, though this is belied by the absence of any drawn or captioned
site description. Again, the building floats in isolation, as if its particular location
could (and should) be anywhere or everywhere. 



The Neoclassical plinth provided Beaux-Arts–trained designers one
technique for staging the perfected architectural object on a tabula
rasa, unhindered by the corrupt and varying ground; plinths deformed
to the vagaries of the site so that buildings could retain their ideality.9

This strategy of reestablishing and perfecting the ground plane as a
prerequisite to architectural design prefigures and acts as corollary to
Le Corbusier’s use of piloti as an architectural device allowing free-
dom from topographic circumstance. The rez de chaussée understory
of Le Corbusier’s early buildings, propped on their thin piloti, acts as
a spatial—or negative—plinth; it epitomizes the modernist restatement
of Neoclassical poché mass as undifferentiated, homogenous, ever-
flowing space. Both, however, are built on the same ideological foun-
dations, and both express the same sentiment with respect to site: it
does not matter.

In addition to this Enlightenment-based preference for idealized
compositional arrangements that must be freed from the site’s speci-
ficity, the revolutionary and utopian cast of early modern architecture
emanating from the Futurists invested “the new” with intrinsic value;
and the site, because it always contains the traces of its social and nat-
ural histories, can never be new. Its inherent inclusivity stands as tes-
tament to the organic cycles of growth and decay and change and accu-
mulation that modern architecture—with its visions of a new
age—sought to obliterate. In “Hapticity and Time: Notes on Fragile
Architecture,” Juhani Pallasmaa writes:

In its quest for the perfectly articulated autonomous artifact, the
main line of modernist architecture has preferred materials and
surfaces that seek the effect of flatness, immaterial abstractness
and timelessness.…Abstraction and perfection transport us into
the world of ideas, whereas matter, weathering and decay
strengthen the experience of time, causality and reality.…The
architecture of the modern era aspires to evoke an air of ageless
youth and of a perpetual present.10

Pullasmaa’s argument regarding the atemporality of modern archi-
tecture finds a fitting corollary in the modernist suppression of site.
The ideals Pullasmaa ascribes to modernist architecture that detach it
from “time, causality and reality” also detach the architectural 
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construct from its unique and specific place; modernist architecture
prefers an “ideal site,” which is to say, no site at all.

Moreover, the phenomenon of site suppression is not limited to the
way Le Corbusier’s work has been framed. It runs deeper; character-
izing the nature of modern architectural historiography generally. By
and large, historians have tended to overlook issues of site, showing
little interest in the field, the urban ground, or the typical building.
Rather, history has privileged the special contributions of “heroic”
architects. Vernacular histories have only recently received any expo-
sure.11 Typical urban patterns and structure have also escaped notice,
precisely because they are not exceptional conditions (Figure 8.3).

In the larger historiographic context that suppresses the ground in
favor of the object, it is particularly revealing to observe the biases
against addressing questions of site and urban typology written into
the Corbusian literature. Projects such as Atelier Ozenfant, Maisons
La Roche-Jeanneret, Maison Ternisien, and Maisons Lipchitz and
Miestchanninof, among others, have extraordinarily rich and complex
urban sites that inevitably exerted consequences on their designs. Yet
if these sites get mentioned at all, they are usually referred to only as
being too “tight,” “awkward,” or “cramped” to allow the full real-
ization of a Purist architectural language; it is often implied that the
projects were compromised by the limitations imposed by their sites.

Villa Savoye offers one notable exception. This project is often set
forth as Le Corbusier’s masterpiece of the period: his first opportunity
to fully achieve his aesthetic aims, since its “open site” provided none
of the limitations imposed by more densely inhabited plots. Notice, for
example, Sigfried Giedion’s cursory treatment of site by way of intro-
ducing the Villa Savoye: “Previously [to the Villa Savoye], Le Cor-
busier’s houses had been built on rather cramped plots, in more or less
close proximity to their neighbors. The site of the Savoye house, on
the contrary, was completely isolated.”12 The implied suggestion is
that, as a site characteristic, “isolated” is good and “cramped” is not.

At Villa Savoye, historic maps and aerial photographs reveal the
creation of the site as an apt stage for the house: originally a wood,
it becomes an agricultural field, and finally, under the architect’s hand,
a “clearing” in the midst of a newly planted grove of trees.13 This type
of site—the one recognized and appreciated by modern histories—is
clearly subservient to and created for the enactment of an architectural
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Figure 8.3. Le Corbusier’s Plan Voisin with a portion of Paris razed and replaced
with tower blocks. Le Corbusier’s theories on the modern city further confound a
thorough examination of his treatment of sites within the city of Paris, in partic-
ular. His idealized urban design proposals (which almost always involved razing
large urban sectors—proto-urban renewal—and erecting tall discrete towers in
open parklike terrain) suggest an incompatibility of Modern architecture and tra-
ditional urban structure. These projects have indelibly marked Le Corbusier as
anti-urban—unconcerned with the complexity of accumulated conditions of the
urban ground. The social and political context in which these projects were con-
ceived is frequently overlooked. At the time the Plan Voisin was developed, tuber-
culosis ran rampant in Paris, and the only known cure was exposure to the sun.
Le Corbusier observed the deleterious effects on health of the modern city and
wanted to make unsentimental proposals to open up the city to his “sun, space,
and green” as a remedy. In fact, the growing public sentiment to pursue the kind
of urban clearing suggested in many of Le Corbusier’s early proposals was stopped
only by the timely development of an effective tuberculosis vaccine.



idea. In “Concluding with Landscapes,” J. B. Jackson raises this issue
of valuation of different site types by comparing the monumental,
designed landscape associated with the Renaissance (which he labels
“Landscape Two”) to the vernacular one (“Landscape One”). He
argues that designers and historians are very familiar with Landscape
Two:

Artists and architects and landscape designers spend much time
studying it, and they copy it in their professional work; and all of
us who write about it travel to Europe to see it at
firsthand.…Unlike Landscape One, which mixed all kinds of uses
and spaces together, Landscape Two insists on spaces which are
homogenous and devoted to a single purpose. [Landscape Two]
makes a distinction between city and country, between forest and
field, between public and private, rich and poor, work and play; it
prefers the linear frontier between nations rather than the medieval
patchwork of intermingled territories.14

Jackson identifies the modern bias—stemming from Renaissance
ideals—against sites with complex, layered histories and the inclina-
tion toward newly recreated sites fashioned to a singular architectural
purpose. The vital received urban site of Le Corbusier’s Maisons La
Roche-Jeanneret (and other works prior to Savoye) derives its com-
plexity from mixed authorship. Such sites—resisting categorization—
are unfamiliar and therefore unvalued. This leads to their suppression
in publication and analysis, thereby reifying their unfamiliarity, and
undervaluation. Could it be, in fact, that it is not the building itself,
but Villa Savoye’s site typology—site as constructed, neutral tableau—
that has led the building again and again to be proclaimed in the his-
tory books the “masterpiece,” the canonical example, of Le Corbusier’s
Purist phase?

Le Corbusier’s propaganda proved extremely effective. With it, he
managed to detach built works from their specific sites for the pur-
pose of producing universalized, canonical images—apt illustrations
of his stated aesthetic ideal.15 However, looking more carefully, and
with a broader lens, at Le Corbusier’s early work—at what he did,
not what he said—supplies evidence that a vital part of this history
has been missed, that modern architecture has been at least partially
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misrepresented by dominant historical narratives. Efforts to under-
stand Le Corbusier’s “universal grammar of design” and to catego-
rize his vast body of work (categorization is what history craves) has
left a vital part of this history unwritten. Le Corbusier’s Parisian
houses of the 1920s display a powerful but unheralded view of mod-
ern architecture and the city—of the relationship between buildings
and their sites—which provides a valuable counterpoint to his grand
utopian schemes and written manifestoes of the same period. In these
small but bold works, the architect demonstrated a radically modern
architecture at ease in a traditional urban setting. He pursued an
incremental urbanism in which repeatable building types adjust to
changing times and conditions without negating or wholly replacing
what came before. He introduced startlingly new forms into the urban
fabric of Paris, creating an aggressive but fluent dialogue between old
and new, building and urban structure, figure and field. In both spa-
tial and temporal terms, these buildings are exceptional and they
belong.

To make the case that the ideological framing of modernism has
suppressed site as a matter for serious theorizing, it is necessary to
demonstrate the site’s relevance in the conception and design of mod-
ernist-built works. In other words, it is necessary to establish that there
was in fact something to suppress. The section that follows aims to
expose how the ideality of Le Corbusier’s early works is reconciled and
enlarged by the particularity of their physical, typological, and cultural
contexts. Atelier Ozenfant (1922–1923) and Maisons La Roche-Jean-
neret (1923–1925), two notable examples from Le Corbusier’s Purist
period, serve to demonstrate the various levels on which his houses
engage their urban sites. In these buildings, Le Corbusier created for-
mal responses to particular neighborhood patterns, alternately rein-
forcing and subverting them. He adapted traditional Parisian building
typologies to particular site and program conditions. He unified the
series of works with a consistent architectural language that transcends
specific location but remains deeply rooted in the conceptual milieu of
the avant-garde discourse of Paris at that time. These three categories
of site influence—physical, typological, and cultural—together created
a unique field of play: an environment of architectural possibilities
which could not have emerged in quite the same way anywhere else,
or at any other time. They are situational.
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THE PHYSICAL SITE

Atelier Ozenfant and Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret engage their respec-
tive Parisian neighborhood locales in very different ways (Figure 8.4).
On the cusp between two dissimilar urban conditions in a fairly jum-
bled sector, the Atelier Ozenfant assertively and explicitly engages its
physical site. By contrast, the relationship of the Maisons La Roche-
Jeanneret to their more uniform surroundings is stealthy, subversive,
and opportunistic.

The Atelier Ozenfant—located in the 14th Arrondissement—has a
highly visible profile and plays an important civic role belying its mod-
est domestic program. The house sits on a pivotal threshold in this
area marked by dramatic scalar, programmatic, and temporal opposi-
tions. Le Corbusier responded to the site’s embedded dialectics (insti-
tutional/domestic, monumental/diminutive, old/new) by devising subtle
deflections and extensions that allow this small building to mediate
between extremely divergent urban conditions along two distinct axes:
one front to back, the other around the turn of a street corner.

The house/studio stands in a small, triangular-shaped block imme-
diately north of the city’s seventeenth-century fortifications (now
replaced by the extensive grounds of the Cité Internationale Universi-
taire de Paris). Its neighborhood’s small cluster of houses is sandwiched
between two very large pieces of civic infrastructure: the Réservoir de
Montsouris (across the Avenue Reille to the north) and the Hôpital
Université de Paris (just to its south). The Parc de Montsouris, built
between 1868 and 1878 on a former quarry, borders the neighborhood
to the east.16

A site section taken longitudinally through the building reveals the
startling transition in site circumstances from back to front (Figures
8.5 through 8.7). Cramped, dark, and compressed at the rear of its
lot, the house appears to open telescopically toward the broad and
comparatively unencumbered terrain of the Avenue Reille.17 The stu-
dio—located at the northeast corner of the lot and facing both
streets—thrusts visually out into the space of the large avenue. This
important interior volume is almost fully exposed as the totemic fig-
ure on the exterior, with the rest of the house effectively serving as
poché to frame this one pure space.
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The Réservoir de Montsouris, though rarely if ever mentioned in
analyses of the project, seems to have exerted a profound influence on
its design. The interior studio space provides a view out and across
the Avenue to the Réservoir’s retaining wall beyond. The horizon from
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Figure 8.4. View of building façades facing the Seine on Ile St.-Louis, Paris. The
urban field of Paris—the larger context for many of Le Corbusier’s Purist works—
is remarkably uniform, punctuated by the rare, outstanding exception: Eiffel’s
Tower, the Arc de Triomphe, Nôtre-Dame. Rules of urban building—not unlike
expectations of social comportment—are clear and rarely broken. Buildings con-
form by law and convention to standard heights, widths, forms, and materials. City
fabric is an assemblage of standard building types, interior plan arrangements,
façade compositions, cornice heights, and fitments refined over centuries. Use of
repetitive types and elements extends to the street furnishing, planting, ground sur-
facing, and lighting. Street proportions are maintained by consistent building set-
backs, sidewalk dimensions, orientation, lot sizes, and configuration. Buildings and
streets construct a uniform ground—a larger whole—where layered thresholds
between public and private—shared and individual—choreograph and maintain a
civic decorum. With the exception of important institutions, exterior expression sug-
gests little about interior diversity. Behind the veneer of sameness, however, lies a
variety of block and neighborhood types diverse in scale, program, and character.
To varying degrees, Parisian neighborhoods derive their local character from the his-
toric precincts on which they are built, the era of their construction, and their rel-
ative proximity to the city center, the Seine, or the original city fortifications. 
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the studio level meticulously aligns with the top of the Réservoir wall,
bringing the two—studio and réservoir—into a direct, even parallel
relationship. With the oft-mentioned nautical fitments of the studio
space (ship’s ladder, etc.), one might even imagine “sailing” across the
Avenue and onto the surface of the Réservoir.18 In this tiny building,
the studio space stands up to the monumental scale of the Avenue and
the Réservoir beyond. Indeed, this transparent box of air and light is
a fitting if diminutive corollary to the enormous box of water across
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the street. In their shared geometric and elemental purity, each belongs
equally to the civic realm of Paris.

As the Ozenfant house turns the corner from the Avenue Reille to
the Rue du Square Montsouris, it acts as a gate to the small domestic
island of artists’ studios and houses huddled together in this otherwise
fairly institutional sector of the city. Le Corbusier’s management of this
pivotal corner site makes a graceful transition from the large scale and
monumental character of the Avenue to the small, largely pedestrian
Rue du Square Montsouris. A site plan of the house reveals the archi-
tect’s restrained but adroit resolution of this complex urban corner.
Atelier Ozenfant sits assertively poised on the threshold between two
entirely different spatial and urban conditions (Figure 8.8).

Each of the atelier’s two primary bearing walls “belongs” to the
adjacent street and respective family of party walls (Figure 8.9). Placed
at the turning point of the two streets is a single, square corner col-
umn (see Figure 8.1). Belonging equally to the small street and the
broad avenue, this third distinguishable structural element provides the
centerline for a façade composition that, by wrapping around the cor-
ner, renders the overall building form coherent, resolved, and sculp-
turally autonomous. Ozenfant’s upper-level, two-story studio window
and its first-floor band window extend across both north and east
façades, further easing the corner transition.

At the same time, a more dynamic compositional play “customizes”
each face of the building to its primary street (see Figure 8.1). The
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Figures 8.5 through 8.7. North-south site section of Atelier Ozenfant, facing west;
photograph of reservoir towers; photograph of Atelier Ozenfant. The ground level
of the lot sloped down almost a full story from the rear boundary to its Avenue
Reille frontage. The original section drawing titled “Proprieté de M. Ozenfant
(Montsouris). Coupe” (Le Corbusier Foundation document #7824), gives meticu-
lous dimensions and detail, but only of the building envelope and its interior; the
original ground line is not shown, nor any adjacent site conditions. The spatial
(and roof) profile of the house, in contrast to the original ground line, slopes up,
an effect created by the sectional opening of the double height studio beyond the
mezzanine loft at the back and accentuated by the up-sloping profile of the saw-
tooth skylights facing north. The dark, contorted garage, gallery, and studio mez-
zanine hug the cramped back corner in service of the double height space in front.
From the street, the studio proposes a modern, factory-aesthetic analog to the sur-
veillance towers that punctuate the Réservoir’s cornice at regular intervals. Simi-
lar in scale, material, and character, the Atelier lacks only their peaked roofs and
decorative flourishes.



north façade is sheer and taut, stepping right up to the sidewalk’s edge
like its neighbors on the Avenue. With the exception of the slightly
projecting ground floor lintel, it creates no spatial threshold with the
street. On the right upper half of the façade, an opaque panel, punc-
tured only by the tiny square window lighting the library loft, balances
the brittle transparency of the large studio window. This loft provides
an elevated view of the Réservoir, the water surface of which would
be visible from this vantage point. A long, horizontal ground floor win-
dow that begins on the north façade is interrupted by entry doors and
a garage opening, before it reaches the end of the east façade. At the
roofline, original sawtooth skylights once modulated how the house
met its two street conditions. Along the monumental avenue they
increased the building’s apparent height and scale, perceptually adding
a fifth floor to match adjacent elevations. On the east façade the sky-
lights appeared as mere projections from the roof plane, bringing the
scale down to more closely match the smaller, lower buildings on the
Rue du Square Montsouris.
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Figure 8.8. Site map of the Atelier Ozenfant. Avenue Reille, close to 60 feet wide,
accommodates two lanes each of traffic and parking and an 18-foot-wide side-
walk (10 feet paved walking area, the rest for locust trees). Avenue Reille is bor-
dered to the north by the three-story retaining wall enclosing the enormous Réser-
voir de Montsouris. The Rue du Square Montsouris is a mere 10 feet wide,
cobblestoned and uneven, lined by the lushly fenced front-yard gardens of two-
to three-story houses. In contrast to Avenue Reille, its 2-feet-wide sidewalks are
barely navigable.



The most significant transformation around the corner involves Le
Corbusier’s creation of an entry court that gives depth to the east
façade on Rue du Square Montsouris (see Figure 8.9). This face of the
building recedes from the sidewalk by approximately 10 feet, con-
tributing to a zone already existing in the overall pattern on this 
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Figure 8.9. Site plan of the Atelier Ozenfant. The west party wall of Ozenfant lies
perpendicular to Avenue Reille. The southeast party wall of the house deflects from
the dominant geometry to run perpendicular to the Rue du Square Montsouris, a
tiny street that slopes up and away from the Avenue at an angle. The varying
geometry of Ozenfant’s walls, as they respond to the site, results in the plan’s odd,
trapezoidal shape.



residential street; each house on the Rue du Square Montsouris has a
small front-yard garden/driveway. Ozenfant’s 10-foot zone accommo-
dates a small, fence-enclosed entry court containing a planter and a
voluptuously sculptural spiral stair (I will return to these later) lead-
ing to the primary entrance to the house on the first floor. Since the
garage entry on the Rue du Square Montsouris has long been aban-
doned, the small court (with its original planter) has been overtaken
by potted trees and flowers; it completes the lush character of this
street, barely containing its bursting vegetation. The Ozenfant house
reinforces its existing urban site conditions by integrating and resolv-
ing two divergent street typologies. The distinction between the large
avenue and the smaller street addressed by Atelier Ozenfant registers
succinctly in the building’s two façades, and in the different spatial
thresholds each creates to its respective street frontage.

If the Atelier Ozenfant’s site strategy may be best characterized as
assertively reinforcing existing urban orders, the Maisons La Roche-
Jeanneret demonstrate an altogether different approach by quietly sub-
verting and exploiting the dominant pattern of the surrounding neigh-
borhood. In this project, Le Corbusier expanded his role as architect
by acting as quasi-developer and realtor in the gradual acquisition of
several distinct properties that ultimately comprised the La Roche-
Jeanneret site. Located in the interior of a block in the fashionable res-
idential Auteuil District of the 16th Arrondissement, this double resi-
dence was designed for Raoul La Roche, and Albert Jeanneret and his
new wife Lotti Raaf.19 Since Le Corbusier was instrumental in select-
ing and to some degree defining the extent of the building lot, this
building’s siting carries special significance in revealing the complex
influences of site on his design thinking during this period. 

In contrast to the Ozenfant house, which integrates and thus rein-
forces existing site conditions, the genius of the Maisons La Roche-
Jeanneret siting lies in an inversion of the surrounding normative block
pattern. By gradually acquiring lots to create an unorthodox and, in
conventional real-estate terms, “undesirable” site, Le Corbusier rein-
vented a common service alley to create a monumental, frontal
approach to the Maisons (Figure 8.10). The other houses on the typ-
ical block establish an uninterrupted perimeter façade along the nar-
row streets. Each house can be approached only obliquely (not
frontally), and is inevitably seen as one of a series; private gardens
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extend inward behind this impenetrable layer. Maisons La Roche-Jean-
neret, located at the east interior end of the block in a cul-de-sac, is
surrounded by the lush vegetation of neighboring gardens. By cleverly
appropriating the fence-enclosed rear gardens belonging to immedi-
ately adjacent properties, Le Corbusier creates a modest entry allée—
reminiscent of the long, symmetrical entry lanes associated with clas-
sic villa siting. The approach to the house thus becomes a retreat from
the dense urban surround: a journey into a quiet, verdant oasis.

The two parts of the house—an elevated gallery and a grounded
side wing—further emphasize the monumentality of the approach. Le
Corbusier treats the gallery—on axis with the long entry lane—as the
sculptural face of the house, while the side wing operates as “street
fabric.” The gallery—preferred object and inaccessible destination—
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Figure 8.10. Site plan of the Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret. The Auteuil neighbor-
hood, located on the western edge of Paris, is in an area bounded by the right
bank of the Seine to the east, and the Bois de Boulogne to the west. Extremely
uniform and almost entirely residential, its fabric comprises relatively homogenous
materials and building types, consistent with the era of its development. All four
streets bounding the block of the Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret are relatively small
and, for the most part, of equivalent urban significance. In this neighborhood,
blocks tend to be ringed with a uniform outer “wall” of houses; there are no front
yards, stoops, or notable transitional elements elaborating a spatial threshold at
the street. On the block’s interior this uniformity and impenetrability is replaced
by a mixture of varied building depths, small service buildings, and a residual but
lush porosity created by backyard gardens and small access alleys.
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Figure 8.11. North–south site section of the Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret with First
Floor Plan (for reference). The light court on the south façade began as an inden-
tation for an existing acacia tree leaning well into M. La Roche’s lot at the canopy
level, but rooted on the property of M. Sorel, the rear neighbor. To accommodate
the tree, a glazed indentation at the first floor above ground was originally
designed as conical in shape—approximating the varying diameter of the acacia’s
canopy. In the built work it assumes an orthogonal form. On the ground floor,
the glass in plane with the outer wall defies the rules of the jours de souffrance
by facing directly onto the Sorel property. On the gallery level a recessed glass-
lined balcony breaks the privacy laws in spirit, if not in fact. On the second level,
at M. La Roche’s library loft, the windows lie perpendicular to the exterior façade,
providing ample (if legal) views of M. Sorel’s garden.
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Figure 8.12. East–west site section of the Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret with First
Floor Plan (for reference). The west light courts are situated over the back half of
the ground floor twin garages, Mme. Raaf’s studio, and the concierge kitchen of
M. La Roche. Although labeled “terraces” on the plan, these exterior rooms clearly
are not intended to be occupiable toit jardins. Rather, they allow light and air to
penetrate the house from the rear. At the first-floor level, the neighbors appear to
have prevailed: there are only small windows on the lateral walls of the court, and
a high parapet in the plane of the exterior wall blocking views. On the upper two
floors, however, the lining of the light court indentation is totally glazed, provid-
ing full access to light, air, and the occasional illicit view.



“floats” free of the ground and the rest of the building, whereas the
side-house wing is workaday, compact, and efficient. This side wing is
outfitted with curbs, drains, planters, entry steps, door mats, canopies,
garage ramps, boot scrapes, and hose bibs—all compressed into a con-
tinuous, narrow, concrete threshold. The house has the tough, prag-
matic look of an industrial building, regulating everything that enters
and exits: people, water, cars, and utilities. Yet these prosaic acts of
accommodation assume an impressive elegance. For all their simplic-
ity, these humble elements are raised to the level of ritual. Compared
to the monumentality and sculptural autonomy of the gallery’s lifted
curve, they speak poignantly of the imperfection and transience of
daily life.

The unorthodox assemblage of partial lots comprising the site
posed major challenges for the fenestration of the building. Jours de
souffrances—French privacy laws—prohibited windows on exterior
walls adjoining neighboring properties.20 The embedded nature of this
internalized site, virtually surrounded by neighboring properties, left
only the east and north walls facing the entry lane available for open-
ings. Since these were insufficient to supply adequate light and air to
the building, Le Corbusier exercised great creativity and even a little
deviousness to overcome the legal and physical limitations of this site.

He solved the problem by providing two light courts, excavated
from the principal L-shaped building volume. The design of the first,
on the south façade, accommodates an existing acacia tree (Figure
8.11). Extending the full height of the building, this court co-opts the
neighbor’s light, air, and greenery to enrich the La Roche residence.
The second court, on the west façade, employs a similar strategy to
illuminate and ventilate the La Roche dining and bedroom, as well as
the entire Jeanneret-Raaf residence (Figure 8.12). Two conjoined roof
terraces—one each for the La Roche and Jeanneret domains—cut
halfway into the width of the residential wing, starting at the first-floor
level. By covering nearly fifty percent of their overall floor areas with
skylights, Le Corbusier illuminated the shadowy rooms on the ground
floor below. By lining their walls—now recessed from the property
line—with glazing, he provided light from the north, west, and south,
and cross-ventilation to the upper floor of the La Roche and Jeanneret
residences.
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The combined effect of the light drawn in from the court excava-
tions and the views offered by the toit jardin (covering the entire roof
of both houses) extends the experiential landscape of the house well
beyond its legal site boundaries. Perceptually trespassing the lot lines
and built envelope, the building claims the neighbors’ gardens and all
else within the block as its domain.21 The houses lining the outer edge
of the block are effectively appropriated as a wall for the “villa
precinct” within. The benefits of this siting strategy are immediately
legible from the first view of the house at the beginning of the entry
lane. The feeling of expansive territory introduced at the initial
approach penetrates the interiors by virtue of the well-placed roof ter-
races. Views into the neighboring gardens render the zoning restric-
tions utterly ineffectual. By reading and fully internalizing the logic of
the block, Le Corbusier constructed an opportunistic site condition for
the Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret. He reverses the dominant hierarchy
of the typical block of this sector, making the back the front, the pri-
vate public, the undesirable the most grand. Poaching off the opulence
of its bourgeois neighbors, this site strategy clarifies the block struc-
ture through contrast and completely reinvents the nature of an urban
dwelling in this sector of Paris.

THE TYPOLOGICAL SITE

It is in the past that the axial laws of the work of art are found,
time alone proving their durability, their sine qua non.22

Amèdee Ozenfant and Charles-Édouard Jeanneret, Aprés le Cubisme

The preceding quotation identifies a recurring theme in Le Corbusier’s
architectural work: the definition of typological standards from which
all specific works are derived. By 1922, prior to beginning work on any
of his commissioned Parisian projects, Le Corbusier had designed three
ideal house types—Maison Dom-ino (1914–1915), Maison Monol
(1919), and Maison Citrohan (1921–1922)—and had formulated his
“Five Points of a New Architecture.” The construction methods and
formal strategies embodied in these ideal formulations constitute the
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basis for many of the houses he designed subsequently. Each can be
seen as a version, transformation, or synthesis of one or more of these
types, adapted to particular conditions of program and site.

Reyner Banham identified the vernacular Parisian studio apartment
as one of the principle arrangements used by the “the younger archi-
tects to develop a new architecture.…” This traditional plan configu-
ration clearly provides the typological basis for the Atelier Ozenfant,
as well as its idealized predecessors, the Maison Citrohan and Maison
d’Artiste (Figure 8.13). As Banham describes:
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Figure 8.13. First floor plan of Maison d’Artiste. The vernacular atelier and the
Neoclassical French Hotel are two distinctive domestic types specific to Paris. Par-
ticularly influential in Le Corbusier’s work, the atelier found reinterpretation in
the Maison Citrohan and Maison d’Artiste of 1922, shown here. Le Corbusier’s
fascination with type has been well documented and analyzed by historians and
critics (indeed it was one of his own favorite subjects in his early writings). How-
ever, this literature has been bracketed by isolation from larger historical context.
In most cases, Le Corbusier’s ideal projects—his “invented types”—are presented
as if plucked from the air; his work and design thinking are rarely discussed as
belonging to a broader continuum of typological histories. However, a close exam-
ination of the two houses studied in this essay reveals not only their basis in Le
Corbusier’s idealized types, but also their connection to a more long-range typo-
logical lineage rooted in their site: traditional Parisian house plans.



The existence of the type dates back to the previous century, when
it could often be found in its pure form of a long, narrow house,
its dimensions fixed by the normal dimensions of a Paris building
plot. Since it was usually hard up against other buildings on either
side, its windows were all on the ends, those on the more northerly
end usually being amalgamated into one single expanse of glass,
often two stories high and spreading from wall to wall to light the
studio. The two-story studio can also be taken as a given feature,
often with a storage or sleeping balcony across the back of it,
reached by a spiral stair or cat ladder…23

Le Corbusier’s transformation of this standard Parisian vernacular
did not involve many steps. The overall spatial arrangement of the
Maison d’Artiste, the location and size of wall openings, the partial
mezzanine at the rear, even the asymmetrical disposition of openings
on the façade seem to be directly influenced by the vernacular type.
As applied to the Ozenfant site, the Citrohan plan prototype fuses with
the Dom-ino structural model, yielding an independent structural
frame that frees up the disengaged walls as “free façades.” A more
conventional application of this type on its corner site could have
emphasized the linear studio-house layout, and the north-facing
Avenue Reille frontage. This, however, would have greatly compro-
mised the entry to (and culmination of) the Rue du Square Montsouris.
Instead, rotating the east enclosing wall to align with houses on the
Rue du Square Montsouris serves to pry open the typical box, result-
ing in a studio space greatly transformed from that of the original type
(see Figure 8.9). Unlike the uni-dimensional character of the typical
studio (primarily front lit with the loft to the back and two blank sides)
the Ozenfant studio space becomes fully three-dimensional, lit from
two fronts as well as from above by skylights. It sports two distinct
lofts (the back mezzanine relating to the Avenue Reille, the front
library loft relating to the Rue du Square Montsouris), each paired in
plan with its own large studio window. A staged photograph of the
interior (published in the Oeuvre Complète) reinforces the doubling of
studio-type diagrams where not one, but two drafting tables stand in
an “L” configuration at the center of the cubic volume.24 Each desk
faces its respective window, emphasizing the superimposition of two
identical diagrams, one at right angles to the other.
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Maisons La Roche-JeanneretHotel d'Uzes

Figure 8.14. Main level plan of Hôtel d’Uzes, Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, and dia-
grams depicting a three-stage transformation: from typical Roman courtyard
house, to French Neoclassical Hotel, to the Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret. (1) The
Roman courtyard house is an altogether internalized composition; its main land-
scape figure—the court—is singular and interior to the plan. (2) The French Hotel
plan bisects this Roman court  and flips its wings to the exterior, creating two dis-
tinct house realms, each with its own exterior room: a front court and back gar-
den. (3) The Maisons’ two wings (found back-to-back in the typical French Hotel)
rotate away from each other 270 degrees. The La Roche gallery, a version of a



A similar process of typological transformation and accommoda-
tion to specific site conditions can be traced for the Maisons La Roche-
Jeanneret. Here, the modifications to traditional Parisian building types
are a bit more complex, filtered through Le Corbusier’s own prototype
variations before culminating in the situated, built work. Maisons La
Roche-Jeanneret present a composite of two of Le Corbusier’s proto-
types. M. La Roche’s gallery employs the Dom-ino structural model
with an adjunct wing wall in addition to the piloti; the residential side
wing employs conventional bearing wall construction, akin to Maison
Citrohan. The double height space of the major living area in the Cit-
rohan prototype serves as the precedent for the three-story La Roche
entry hall, which until very late in the design process divided the two
house precincts. In final revisions, M. La Roche’s dining room and bed-
room shifted across this hall to the Jeanneret side, but the hall remains
the grand entry to the La Roche residence.25

The frontal relationship of the Square du Docteur Blanche entry
court to the gallery wing façade presents another instance of typolog-
ical transformation by recalling the court-to-house entry sequence of a
typical French Hotel plan. The Hotel, a common Parisian aristocratic
house type and one prevalent in the historic Auteuil district through
the nineteenth century, has a six-square plan (two rows of three rooms)
fronted by an urban court and culminating in a rear garden.26 A gate
at the street gives onto an urban court—the cour d’honneur—which
provides the foreground for the formal street façade of the house and
the exterior landscape associated with the front three rooms. The rear
three rooms of an Hotel plan relate to a garden at the back. The
Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret exhibit an analogous set of relationships
between two wings, an urban court, and a garden (Figure 8.14).27
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Hotel’s frontal wing, faces the cour d’honneur (here the Square du Docteur
Blanche). In a somewhat perverse move, the gallery becomes the final destination
rather than the entry point. The building entry at the critical joint between the
two repositioned wings, and can be read either as a gap or a place of overlap.
The residential wing (akin to the three rear rooms of a Hotel) rotates sideways,
relating to a rear garden in section (instead of plan) since the Maisons’ private
toit jardin shifted vertically to overtake the roof of the domestic wing.



Taking full advantage of his limited building lot, Le Corbusier’s toit
jardin establishes a sectional relationship to the domestic wing directly
below. From the space of this elevated garden, one occupies the tree
canopy provided by the neighbor’s rear gardens all around, and 
particularly to the west (see Figure 8.12). These same gardens also act
as the house’s rear garden in plan, providing light, air, and greenery
by virtue of Le Corbusier’s cleverly excavated second-floor, glass-lined
terraces.

Tracing connections between Le Corbusier’s idealized prototypes and
traditional urban building typologies, and discerning how these are in
turn transformed by the particular sites of built works, serves to greatly
enhance an understanding of his design thinking. Far from merely
implanting preconfigured, ideal types into a range of diverse site con-
texts (as his publication of the Four Compositions suggests) Le Cor-
busier’s process was one of rich dialogue, interplay, and mutual influ-
ence between ideal type and specific circumstance. The absence of site
information in the critical documentation of these projects makes it
impossible to comprehend these works as situational—both with respect
to physical location, and to historical, typological continuity. The typo-
logical site, as well as the physical site, has been suppressed by modern
historiography. This is a significant omission, for at the very crux of the
concept of type is the search to provide a framework for recognizing
connections between works from different time periods and locations:
to identify that which is essentially consistent amid superficial variations.
The concept of type offers a way to think about architectural history
that writers of the history of modern architecture sought specifically to
deny. There is a link between the suppression of site and the suppres-
sion of typological connections over different time periods in these his-
tories that seek to portray modern works not as developmental, but as
revolutionary. Again, the emphasis rests on what is new, what is singu-
lar, and what is utterly divorced from all contexts of time or place.

THE CULTURAL SITE

The houses of the 1920s are situated within a contemporary Parisian
avant-garde discourse and, in particular, within the framework of ideas
extending from Le Corbusier’s friendship and collaboration with the
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painter Amèdee Ozenfant. Together they invented the Purist aesthetic:
a combination of Futurism’s celebration of technology and mass-pro-
duced objects, and a particular variation on Cubism’s explorations in
destabilizing the traditional spatial/temporal field. This conceptual
milieu reinforced Le Corbusier’s fascination with the evolution of stan-
dard types and provoked his growing interest in a streamlined,
machine aesthetic. It also influenced the identification and development
of his “Five Points.” 28

The Purist effort in painting to deemphasize the predominance of
the figure and to create greater ambiguity, transparency, overlap, and
equivalence between it and a residual field, led to similar manifesta-
tions in Le Corbusier’s contemporary architectural works. In this early
stage of his career, his language was essentially pictorial. By rendering
walls made of structural frame and infill as continuous and undiffer-
entiated white or color-washed planes (tableaux) he created an appar-
ent lightness and ephemerality. He was intent on abstracting con-
stituent architectural elements to promote increasingly subtle
demarcations of individual spaces and distinctions between inside and
outside. He rarely simply opposed interior and exterior—whether as
the threshold between rooms or between enclosed and unenclosed
space. Rather, he composed his plans, like his paintings, with edges
that oscillate between figure and ground. Even a distinction as impor-
tant as indoors/outdoors received ambiguous definition. In the paint-
ings, relationships between the frame and his objet-types give vestigial
spaces a figural quality (Figure 8.15).

William J. R. Curtis provides important insight into the similar
compositional strategies of Le Corbusier’s Purist paintings and his
architectural plans of the same period: “Remember the rectangular
outline [of the painting’s frame] filled with curved parts later; it is to
recur in architectural plans.…To compare the way in which curved
partitions…have been set in the overall rectangular frame of the build-
ing, is to realize that Le Corbusier treats the plan as a sort of paint-
ing composition.”29 The “rectangular frame of the building,” how-
ever, does not mark the outer boundary of the spatial composition of
Le Corbusier’s urban works. In fact, things get really interesting when
the intense play of forms that create charged residual spaces on the
interior of the building tumble out beyond the exterior walls to engage
the realm of the street and surrounding context.

The Suppressed Site 211



At Atelier Ozenfant, stray objet-types dramatically break out of the
enclosing walls to engage the broader site. The exterior spiral stair in
the entry court can be read as creating at least three distinct dynamic
relationships between interior and exterior, between building and site.
In the first, the exterior stair works in conjunction with the interior
spiral stair linking the main living floor to the studio space above. The
first-floor plan of the house is the most overtly figural; suggesting bot-
tle, book, and guitar fragments (from Le Corbusier, the painter) as the
origins of undulating partition walls. The only pure and complete
curvilinear form within the bounds of the exterior walls, however, is
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Figure 8.15. Jeanneret, Nature morte à la pile d’assiettes, 1920. By using the S-
curve of a piano, bottle, open book, pipe, guitar (or curving wall partition), Le
Corbusier insinuates the pictorial plane (or architectural space) on either side into
a resonance and reciprocity impossible to achieve with a strictly orthogonal com-
position. His conception of modern space is not the neutral and homogenous “spa-
tial flow” achieved by the slippage of orthogonal planes pursued in De Stijl, nor
is it the even more reductive Miesian play between a grid of points and corre-
sponding planes. Le Corbusier dismantles clear spatial oppositions, employing the
play between straight and curved edges to create a series of charged residual and
fragmentary spaces. There is ultimately the sense of being in or out of the over-
all composition, but between the two lies a series of extended and ambiguous
thresholds—not a simple line (or wall) at all.



the circular plan of the interior spiral stair (shown on the étage level
plan drawing, see Figure 8.1). This stair begins its journey firmly
lodged inside the building, hugging the east wall of the original Cit-
rohan studio box. As this wall rotates outward—pulled by the cant of
the Rue du Square Montsouris—the spiral stair appears to mobilize;
it seems to spin down and out into the street space below, where it
remanifests as the entry court stair. In this reading, the low enclosing
wall/fence of the exterior court presents a rippling continuation of the
original east studio wall, deformed and fragmented by violent dislo-
cations but remaining firmly attached to the spiral stair in its new loca-
tion. Reciprocity exists between the internal and external stair forms;
they are the same figure found in different locations (both in plan and
section) at the same time. Similar notions of spatial displacement and
temporal simultaneity are a recurring Cubist preoccupation.30

In a second dynamic relationship, the spiral stair engages the larger
urban surround as the figural terminus of the Rue du Square
Montsouris. Walking northwest down this street, the stark, white cylin-
drical stair form provides a compelling reference and focal point. When
nearing the end of the Rue, the spiraling sculptural element redirects
the gaze vertically. This connection between a long horizontal path and
a curved terminus is akin to that established between the entry lane
and curved gallery façade at La Roche-Jeanneret, with one key differ-
ence: at Ozenfant, the culminating figure provides the point of entry
to the house, which is promised but ultimately withheld in Auteuil.

The Atelier Ozenfant also operates as a “gate” between the mon-
umental Avenue Reille and the smaller scale houses along the Rue du
Square Montsouris. Figural elements adjacent to the site are appro-
priated to reinforce this reading. Here, again, the exterior spiral stair
plays a prominent role. It relates to an existing building (in place since
the time of the original design) situated on the opposite corner across
the street. This building turns its corner with an opaque, sensuously
cylindrical turret (Figure 8.9). The Ozenfant spiral stair and this tur-
ret together create a loosely matched pair of cylinders describing a
quasi-symmetrical entry portal to the residential street beyond. Like
the Ozenfant stair, much of the neighboring turret’s sculptural plastic-
ity derives from a continuous stuccoed surface. Its more traditional
wall shapes the interior space of the house using conventional poché
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to define a clear boundary between inside and out. It is neither a dis-
crete element outside the house envelope proper, nor does it partake
in the decidedly modern spatial collage at play across the street. How-
ever, the purely formal correspondence between the elements is strik-
ing, given the stylistic disparity between the two buildings. In a con-
vincing demonstration of modern architecture’s ability for site
responsiveness in a traditional urban neighborhood, similar basic form-
types make connections despite extremely divergent time periods and
stylistic language (Figures 8.16 and 8.17).

Ozenfant’s double-height studio, crowned by sawtooth skylights,
also exhibits Purist spatial dynamics that extend beyond the building
proper. Strong reverberations between this glass-enclosed room (with
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Figures 8.16 and 8.17. Photograph of Atelier Ozenfant’s spiral stair, and plate from
L’Esprit Nouveau showing primary volumes, Ancient Rome and secondary artic-
ulation of cylinders. Le Corbusier’s fascination with pure type-forms was appar-
ent in all his creative efforts in this period: Purist painting, writings in L’Esprit
Nouveau, and his early Parisian architecture. In the guise of ushering in the New
Age (and closing the door on historicism), he in fact constructs a powerful link
between a modernist aesthetic of pure geometrical forms and, as William Curtis
describes it, the “…grand vista of Classical thought extending back through Boul-
lée and Ledoux to Alberti and Palladio.…”31

Figure 8.16 Figure 8.17



its rooftop projections) and the Réservoir (with its repetitive crystal
towers) conjure up a large-scale urban still life composed of otherwise
disparate, disjointed elements: reservoir, turret, avenue, rue. The tight,
intense, but graceful elements of the Atelier and its site extensions
bring all these pieces into synchrony, harmonizing an otherwise frag-
mented urban moment. In this way, specific adjacent urban elements
are insinuated into Le Corbusier’s Purist collage; they become part of
the composition, even though they preceded it. This co-optive
approach is similar to the way site elements and patterns were recog-
nized and exploited at the Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret. There, how-
ever, the site strategy was internalized and subversive; here it is
assertive and overt.

In the Auteil neighborhood of Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret, a con-
tinuous perimeter wall of houses surrounds the block to create a heavy
frame for the Purist still life within. Here, the house fragments as a
means to engage particular site elements. It becomes a malleable vol-
ume, to some degree inarticulate in and of itself and only completed
in relation to other site features and conditions. The house alternately
projects into the site (to frame a view) and recedes from it (to inter-
nalize an exterior aspect of the site, such as light, a singular tree, etc.).
In the case of the gallery’s balcony, a small projection affords oppor-
tunities to break through the building’s outer wall and simultaneously
inhabit building space and site space (in this case, the important cour
d’honneur, where public and private space merge). The house volume
undulates, inviting spatial overlap with the neighbors’ gardens. The
play of curvilinear walls and orthogonal frame in this project does
not occur primarily within the bounds of the house as a contained,
cubic volume as with most of the Purist houses (Maison Cook or Villa
Stein, for example). Indeed, in this house the great majority of inte-
rior partitions are not curved but orthogonal. It is the picturesque
movement and shifting of the exterior walls themselves that play
against the orthogonal frame of the block and the street grid gener-
ally (see Figure 8.7).

Most notably, the gallery of M. La Roche, designed to house his
growing collection of paintings by Bracque, Picasso, Ozenfant, and Le
Corbusier (among others), has a curvilinear form that extends the build-
ing’s orthogonal envelope outward to engage the site. This element was
initially conceived as a grade level terminus to the strongly axial
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approach along the entry lane.32 By lifting the gallery up on piloti, Le
Corbusier offers glimpses of borrowed greenery beyond (underneath the
structure), creating the illusion of infinite extension on a site that is actu-
ally very compact. This important change also makes the white convex
curve of the gallery visible from the beginning of the Rue du Docteur
Blanche approach. Had the two-story gallery remained on grade, one’s
prospect along the lane (which gradually slopes down 6 feet to the
house) might have skimmed over its roof. This form would have
appeared as gradually rising from the ground into view as one neared
the building, rather than providing a constant visual reference from the
entrance to the block’s interior. Also, had no distant view been provided,
the perceptual effects of the gallery’s mathematically precise proportions
would have been greatly altered. Calibrated to the slight topographic
variation of the ground, the skillfully placed gallery appears as the ulti-
mate and hierarchic destination. In this way, the Purist composition of
the Maisons extends beyond the building’s envelope to engage the entire
block in a play of ambiguous figures and charged fields.

A SEARCH FOR NEW HISTORIES

Action of the work (architecture, statue, or painting) on its sur-
roundings: vibrations, cries or shouts (such as originate from the
Parthenon on the Acropolis in Athens), arrows darting away like
rays, as if springing from an explosion; the near or distant site is
shaken by them, touched, wounded, dominated, or caressed.
Reaction of the setting: the walls of the room, its dimensions, the
public square with the various weights of its façades, the expanses
or the slopes of the landscape even to the bare horizons of the plain
or the sharp outlines of the mountains—the whole environment
brings its weight to bear on the place where there is a work of art,
the sign of man’s will, and imposes on it its deep spaces or projec-
tions, its hard or soft densities, its violences or its softnesses. A
phenomenon of concordance takes place, as exact as mathematics,
a true manifestation of plastic acoustics.…”33

Le Corbusier, “Ineffable Space”

216 Wendy Redfield



The preceding passage from “Ineffable Space” reveals that Le Cor-
busier’s understanding of the formative role of site is at odds with the
way architectural historiography has cast his work. The reciprocity he
describes—the “concordance” resulting from a mutual influence of
work and site—succinctly characterizes his siting of Atelier Ozenfant
and the Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret. The many reverberations
between these works and their settings are by no means accidental.
Rather, they go to the heart of his view of the role of art in the world.
Still, even as Le Corbusier acknowledges the importance of site to the
creation of a work of art, his writings construe this relation hierar-
chically: the “action of the work” assumes primacy over the “reaction
of the setting.”

Nonetheless, the design of these houses establishes a balance
between the unique work of art and its complex ground—a concor-
dance between ideal and real, between a new architectural language
and established use patterns and urban structure. Atelier Ozenfant and
Maisons La Roche-Jeanneret exemplify the extraordinary subtlety and
skill with which Le Corbusier sited many of his Purist villas. As such,
they offer relevant models for architects who grapple with similar
dilemmas today: how to reinforce continuity in dense urban contexts
without resorting to ersatz contextualism, how to explore new archi-
tectural languages and new material assemblies without objectifying
buildings and isolating them from their larger ground. The examples
shown here, among others, provide an important reminder for con-
temporary architectural practice: the simple idea that a building is
located in only one spot in the world—and that this site should mat-
ter. Disassociating buildings from the particulars of their sites produces
architecture that is universal only in the shallowest and most alienat-
ing sense. Le Corbusier recognized the importance of the dialectic
between work and setting and of a balance between specific and uni-
versal.

Few cities or buildings are more thoroughly documented than Paris
and the works of Le Corbusier. Maps and aerial photographs of the
sectors of Paris where Le Corbusier’s projects are located are as read-
ily available as are the ubiquitous, published versions of the building
plans, sections, and elevations. Yet, no documentation exists of this
architect’s work as it relates to its urban site. This simple, yet huge
omission in the otherwise endless sea of information and speculation
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on Le Corbusier is astonishing. It demonstrates the pernicious obsti-
nacy of a narrow framing of subject matter, which goes hand in hand
with the modern concept of categorization. Categorization tends to dis-
tinguish and isolate, rather than relate. The “phenomenon of concor-
dance” referred to by Le Corbusier occurs in the interstices between
building plan and city map. It is here that the story of the “action of
the work” on its surround is recorded, and where the “environment
brings its weight to bear.” Severing this connection between work and
site when documenting buildings ultimately serves to produce the
impression that a connection does not exist—that the site does not
matter.

Several important questions emerge from the realization that the
history of these houses (and of perhaps most works of modern archi-
tecture) has been incomplete. Why, culturally, would we suppress site?
How does this type of history serve ideological purposes? To what
extent does it make architectural works appear simpler, more teach-
able? Must the idea of typology necessarily be antagonistic to site? And
also: What have been the consequences of the suppression of site for
architectural theory and practice?

History often replaces its own subject matter; it begins as a com-
mentary on something more tangible (in this case, the built architectural
work) and quickly becomes the prevailing referent. Subsequent criticism
often tends to refer more to preceding histories than to the original
objects of historical attention. Thus critical omissions quickly become
institutionalized and perennial. Some of the most cogent attacks on mod-
ern architecture and its legacies would perhaps have been more accu-
rately leveled against the historic interpretation of works than on the
works themselves. In many ways, such critiques have served only to fur-
ther concretize the erroneous notion that all modern architects were
unconcerned with site, and that modernism itself is antagonistic to the
concept of site.

Thankfully, material evidence exists in the world—the projects
themselves—that pleads further study, documentation, and theoriza-
tion. Such an effort requires new ways of writing history. New, more
precise, working definitions of site terms need to be established.34 The
recognition of identifiable and repeatable site typologies and strategies
needs to be made. A methodology of architectural analysis, akin to the
one briefly modeled here, must be developed to include site issues such
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as topography, surrounding built fabric, relative scale, and threshold
conditions, among many others.35 Above all, certain false assumptions
must be abandoned: that modern architecture is inextricably linked to
a modernist conception of the city (and that it is incompatible with
traditional urban form); that what counts as modern is defined by an
irreconcilable break from the history of forms and ideas preceding it;
that the manifestation of real projects in the world—and the departure
from the ideal this manifestation necessitates—results in something
lesser, more base. These myths create the context for site suppression
and should at the very least be reconsidered. In doing so here, I intend
to challenge architectural history to account for what it has previously
missed.
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9

Neighborhoods Apart: Site/Non-Sight and 
Suburban Apartments

Paul Mitchell Hess

INTRODUCTION

Notions that suburbs have little spatial pattern or are composed solely
of single-family housing tend to overwhelm our ability to see particu-
lar suburbs in all their cultural, social, and physical complexity. Indeed,
ideas of suburbia or of the suburbs refer to a particularly generic spa-
tial and temporal domain that is difficult to connect to conventional
notions of site. Individual suburbs are real physical and historical
places, but images and ideas of suburbia tend to be without place or
time, and thus without site. The term suburbia covers all suburbs, as
if they have all the same qualities and can substitute for each other
across urban areas and historical periods. There is no contrasting con-
cept of urbia as a generic description of city centers.1 It is the suburbs
that are “placeless,” with a “geography of nowhere.”2 Single-family
subdivisions, shopping centers, office parks, and freeways float in a
dimensionless landscape of “sprawl.” They are generic elements in a
disorganized, chaotic, and unbounded landscape.3

Opposed to the vastness of sprawl, the idea of suburbia is also tied
to a very local spatial domain, to a particular type of site: the detached
house in its yard. Historians identify both house ownership and low



development densities as central aspects of the American “suburban
dream.”4 People consistently identify suburbs as a place for raising
children and characterize suburbs as being made up of single, detached
houses. The linkage of these concepts is so pronounced that, in the
United States, the freestanding, single-unit house is almost always
referred to as a home. A particular building type is thus conflated with
a setting of domesticity and nurturing. The implication is, of course,
that to live in a structure other than a freestanding house is in some
sense to be homeless. Although increasingly anachronistic in terms of
both family structure and (sub)urban development patterns, these
images continue to persist.

In large part we remain sightless about suburban landscapes. Exam-
ining their development and planning enables us to see the complexity
of suburban areas and how our notions of site depend on our frame of
reference. This chapter focuses on three sites in the Puget Sound region
of Washington State to illuminate the unseen spatial and cultural logics
of suburban development. These Seattle-area sites are interesting because
they contradict conventional notions of suburban sites and settings by
containing large concentrations of apartments. Far from being chaotic
and disorganized, these postwar places are highly planned, regulated,
and engineered. Far from being without site, they contain multiple and
overlapping sites. Far from being anomalous, they are common and inte-
gral parts of the suburban and postsuburban landscape. Although this
essary is focused on Seattle, apartments and attached housing of all types
constitute an important part of the postwar suburban landscape across
the United States, and studying these areas has wider implications for
how we see and don’t see suburban landscapes more generally.5 This
chapter argues that placing multifamily housing outside or toward the
periphery of our vision of suburbia has implications not just for how
we see suburbs, but for how we plan and build them.

PUGET SOUND APARTMENT CONCENTRATIONS

The central Puget Sound region of Washington State has patterns of
overall growth and suburbanization similar to that of many other met-
ropolitan areas in the West and Sunbelt. Between 1960 and 2000, the
population of the urbanized area containing the central cities of Seat-
tle, Tacoma, and Everett has grown from about 1.1 million to 2.7 
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million people.6 Most of this growth has been in the suburbs: 35 per-
cent of the urbanized population lived outside the central cities in
1960; by 2000, even with some central city annexation, 69 percent
lived in a vast urbanized region covering more than 700 square miles.

The growth of multifamily housing in the region, including both
stacked apartments and condominium units and side-by-side units
(“plexes” and “townhomes”), has similarly followed national trends.
In 1960, attached units made up less than 10 percent of the housing
stock in the urbanized area outside the central cities. In 2000, attached
units accounted for 34 percent of the suburban housing stock and con-
tained more than a quarter of the suburban population. This multi-
family housing is not uniformly dispersed throughout the region; it is
located in about one hundred small concentrations averaging less than
400 acres in area.7

In aggregate, the total area of these apartment concentrations make
up only 8 percent of the land area of the suburban region, but con-
tain 20 percent of its population. Dismissed as part of sprawl, the
resulting gross population densities exceed those found in all but a few
neighborhoods in central Seattle. Like these older Seattle neighbor-
hoods, most apartment concentrations contain neighborhood retail
stores and civic facilities within a short, walkable distance of their res-
idential areas. Ten to thirty percent of their population is made up of
people who do not identify themselves as white, making them as eth-
nically diverse as neighboring cities. Together, these characteristics—
medium housing densities, mixed land uses, and diverse populations—
reflect conventional images of urban, not suburban, neighborhoods.

SUBURBAN MAPPINGS, MISSING SITES

Multifamily housing sites are missing from most conceptions of sub-
urban landscapes partly because conventional ways of measuring and
understanding urbanized areas have obscured their identification. The
high densities of apartment concentrations relative to surrounding
areas of detached houses, for instance, are not captured by the 
common mapping tools used by planners and academics. Census tracts,
forecast analysis zones (FAZs), and transportation analysis zones
(TAZs)—standard geographic units of analysis used for mapping—are
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simply too large to capture the spatial patterning of suburban devel-
opment. Although social scientists often treat and even refer to census
tracts as neighborhoods, suburban tracts surrounding Seattle average
almost 4 square miles in area—a much larger territory than that usu-
ally associated with walkable urban neighborhoods. At this scale, maps
of the region show few tracts outside the cores of the old, central cities
with residential densities higher than ten people per acre, but this is
only one picture.

Remapping the urbanized area using much smaller geographic units
of analysis—census blocks—shows that small spots of higher density
appear scattered across both urban and suburban areas. The number
of people living in areas above ten people per acre increases two and
a half times from 520,00 using tracts to 1,246,00 using census blocks.
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These differences result from the ways the patterns of urban and sub-
urban development interact with the mode of measurement and analy-
sis. This occurs in at least two important ways. First, tract boundaries
generally occur along large roadways that also tend to run through the
middle of apartment concentrations. Thus, census geography systemat-
ically breaks up areas of higher-density housing into several tracts. Sec-
ond, because tracts are large compared to suburban concentrations of
apartments, they also contain large areas of other uses, potentially
including low-density housing, commercial areas, and undeveloped
land. When averaged together, these uses result in very low densities.
In combination, apartment concentrations as a regular recurring part
of suburban landscapes literally disappear from maps.8

Neither mapped pattern is inherently correct. Rather, comparing
these mappings leads to new questions and understandings. Undercut-
ting categorical statements about one area being more or less dense
than another, differences in the spatial patterning of density become
more evident. In more central areas, adjoining urban blocks tend to
be similar in density, thus maintaining consistent densities across large
areas. This translates as higher-density census tracts. In suburban areas,
large differences in density occur between blocks and within the same
census tract. In this limited respect, received ideas of the heterogene-
ity of the city and the homogeneity of the suburbs are reversed: meas-
ured using particular units of analysis at particular scales, suburban
development is more heterogeneous than urban development. It is only
when development is measured within the block, at the parcel level,
that densities and other characteristics of development are obviously
more varied in older, more central urban areas.

The key point is that the location of boundaries, the size of spatial
units of measurements, and the methods of measurement affect the
types of patterns that are understood. Patterns are not independent
from the tools we use to measure them.9 When census tracts are
assumed to capture the most salient difference between urban and sub-
urban residential densities, the resulting maps conform to and reinforce
common images of the nature of suburbs and their almost exclusive
association with detached houses. In so doing, these maps allow the
images to go unquestioned.
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APARTMENT CONCENTRATIONS AS SITES: JUANITA,
CROSSROADS, AND KENT EAST HILL

Looking at apartment concentrations as sites, we see that they, too,
have boundaries. These boundaries may not be precisely defined on
the ground, but how we mentally map them strongly affects how we
see these places. The areas of Crossroads in Bellevue, Juanita in Kirk-
land, and East Hill in Kent are three of the largest and most mature
examples of compact multifamily development in the suburban cities
surrounding Seattle.10 Treating apartment concentrations as the locus
of neighborhoods highlights them as an integral part of postwar devel-
opment. As mature examples, these places demonstrate many of the
characteristics rapidly developing, but not yet fully present, in many
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of the younger, often more anonymous multifamily areas found
throughout the region.

Juanita, Crossroads, and Kent East Hill are substantial places pre-
senting a similar combination and arrangement of land uses at odds
with common images of suburban residential landscapes. Within a rel-
atively compact area of about one square mile, the areas have three
concentric rings of development with three different primary land uses:
commercial, multifamily, and single family. At the center of each lies
a retail area providing basic services such as supermarkets, drugstores,
dry cleaners, video stores, banks, barbershops, hair salons, restaurants,
and a variety of other small shops. The commercial centers vary greatly
in size and configuration from a small cluster of about 30 stores in
Juanita to a string of shopping plazas and commercial strips with over
110 stores in Kent East Hill.11

Located in a band around each retail area, multifamily housing
dominates land use. Juanita contains over 2200 multifamily housing
units. Crossroads and Kent East Hill each contain over 3400. In all
three cases, this housing stands within a half mile from the center of
their respective retail areas. Gross population densities within this area
range from twelve to thirteen people per acre, similar to those found
in the older streetcar-era neighborhoods in the region.12

In Crossroads and Juanita the ring of multifamily housing is sur-
rounded by a further ring of detached houses. In Kent East Hill, the
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third ring of development consists of small farms, large-lot houses typ-
ical of the suburban–rural fringe, and a few small single-family subdi-
visions. Institutional and community facilities such as parks, churches,
fire stations, and schools, can be found anywhere in these three zones,
with elementary schools located within areas of detached housing.

This arrangement, a retail center surrounded by two rings of
medium- and lower-density residential land uses, creates neighbor-
hoods providing a range of daily services, and the numbers of apart-
ments establish a population dense and large enough to support these
services. Total populations in Juanita, Crossroads, and Kent East Hill
exceed 5300, 7000, and 7300 people respectively. These aggregations
of people and housing units situated close to daily convenience serv-
ices are typically associated with more urban, prewar neighborhoods.
Juanita, Crossroads, and Kent East Hill, however, resemble many oth-
ers apartment concentrations in the suburban areas of the Puget Sound.
They must be seen, therefore, as a common type of site, a part of, and
not anomalous to, suburban development.

SITE SEQUENCING

These types of sites emerged, not as separate or distinct areas, but as
part of the general suburbanization of the region dating to the late
1950s and early 1960s. Juanita began as a park and resort area on
Lake Washington with a small amount of retail located at a main inter-
section by 1960. As was common in the pre–World War II period,
some single-family development occurred with separate individual and
institutional actors subdividing land and building houses over a num-
ber of years. By 1965, though, Juanita began to take on its present
pattern. A small shopping center was built north of the main inter-
section, and subdivisions were constructed in a ring of land located at
the edges of the area, away from the new commercial development.
By this time, housing construction took place along with land subdi-
vision, with one builder constructing dozens or scores of houses. The
remainder of the 1960s saw continued small-scale commercial devel-
opment in the center, and the undeveloped land between the commer-
cial area and the outer ring of single-family housing began to be filled
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in with multifamily housing. The amount of development increased
after 1970 and was mostly complete by 1980.

In Crossroads, the development sequence was similar, but the pace
of infill more rapid and the scale larger. The origins of Crossroads are
closely connected to one of the region’s first large-scale housing sub-
divisions, Lake Hills, located near the city of Bellevue.13 By the late
1950s, Lake Hills consisted of over 3000 houses on new curvilinear
streets to the south and east of Crossroads. By 1960, the discontinu-
ous road network along the public land survey section lines was com-
pleted to create the crossroads that gave the area its name. At this time
the subdivision’s developer established the modest beginnings of the
shopping mall, and the first apartment complex was also constructed.
By 1970, the formerly outdoor mall had been enlarged and enclosed
and large areas of multifamily housing were established, with most
complexes in place by 1980.

In Kent East Hill, the process skipped the phase of single-family
subdivision, going directly from a rural landscape to an area of rela-
tively dense commercial and apartment development. Located on a
plateau above the nineteenth-century agricultural town of Kent, the
East Hill area was in use as either pastureland or orchards before
urban development. By 1960, as is common in suburban fringe areas,
a few single-family subdivisions were established with a dozen or so
new lots accessed by straight cul-de-sac streets built directly from main
service roads. These lots were filled with owner-built houses over the
course of several decades. In contrast, retail and multifamily develop-
ment proceeded rapidly, starting just before 1960 and continuing apace
through the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s.

In all three cases, commercial and residential development is closely
linked and mutually supporting. The closest spatial link exists between
multifamily development and retail areas. In all cases, multifamily
housing was developed immediately adjoining retail uses. Single-fam-
ily houses, where they exist, are placed behind multifamily develop-
ment and away from retail uses. Generally, these patterns were estab-
lished first with single-family housing, then with retail services, and
last with multifamily housing. Thus displaying a common underlying
logic, the separate types of development within the sites are compara-
bly patterned and sequenced both spatially and temporally.
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DEVELOPMENT AND DIVISION

A close correspondence to historic land ownership and division illus-
trates the fundamental social logic of this land use arrangement. Dur-
ing most of the first half of the century, lot patterns were fluid as indi-
vidual landowners speculated in the sparsely settled land at the outer
fringe of the region’s few cities. Parcels were subdivided, aggregated,
and resubdivided in new patterns of paper plats that legally established
streets, lots, and blocks, but were often never developed and had lit-
tle actual impact on the land. By the 1920s, average lots size ranged
from 10 to 30 acres in the three areas, certainly large by urban stan-
dards, but small considering that substantial development did not
occur until decades later. In contrast, very large, section-sized lots
owned by railroad and lumber companies, cities, King County, or
Washington State were located just outside of the areas later developed
with apartments and stores.

In the postwar period, these sites were attractive to vertically inte-
grated companies seeking to mass produce entire “communities” with
economies of scale, which could not be achieved on small, scattered
sites.14 In Crossroads, for example, the company that developed the
Lake Hills subdivision acquired several square miles of contiguous
land. In Juanita, where the land was already more finely divided when
postwar development took place, single-family subdivisions took place
on smaller lots than in Crossroads, but followed the same pattern with
subdivisions occurring on the largest lots, located furthest from exist-
ing roadways. The relatively small amount of detached housing in Kent
East Hill is also partly explained by older lot patterns. With truck
farms serving the Seattle market, land in the East Hill area was dedi-
cated to agricultural use and was more finely divided than either
Juanita or Crossroads. In addition to its longer distance from the
region’s core city, these lots were less suitable for the large-scale sin-
gle-family development practices of the early postwar period.

Multifamily development did not strongly reshape land division
patterns. Rather, such development occurred on lots that already
existed before World War II or on simple divisions or aggregations of
these lots. The largest multifamily complexes developed on lots almost
20 acres in area, with average sizes more in the range of 3 to 4 acres.
The size of these lots fits into a gradient of predevelopment lots that
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corresponds to current land uses. The smallest lots found along exist-
ing roadways were eventually dedicated to retail and commercial uses.
The largest lots, the locus for single-family development, were located
furthest from existing roadways. The medium-sized lots, located in
between, were used, with little modification, for apartment develop-
ment.

The temporal sequencing of single-family, retail, and apartment
development, the spatial arrangement of these uses relative to each
other, and they way that these patterns fit with existing land division
patterns begins to tell the story of how integral apartment areas are
to the production of postwar suburban landscapes. Juanita and Cross-
roads started as neighborhood commercial centers serving an existing
market of newly established single-family subdivisions. Commercial
uses were located on main roads where accessibility was greatest. The
development of large, protected subdivisions took place on large lots
located away from these roadways. Multifamily complexes were built
concurrently with commercial development, but occurred on less acces-
sible medium-sized lots that were seen as too small and too close to
commercial uses for single-family housing. In Kent East Hill large lots
suitable for postwar subdivisions did not exist, but apartment devel-
opment was nevertheless relegated to an area around a growing com-
mercial center. In all three areas, multifamily zones provided a larger
market for the retail stores and acted as a buffer between single-fam-
ily subdivisions and commercial development. These areas of higher-
density housing do much more than contradict the image of low-den-
sity, single-family suburbia; they act as a shield that actually helps
create the protected zones of detached housing so central to the image.

APARTMENTS APART

Apartment areas were integral to the production of postwar suburban
landscapes, but they were rarely treated as integral parts of neighbor-
hoods. Instead, each complex was conceived as an independent site
with minimal connections to surrounding development. Their design
reinforced their treatment as compounds, and the resulting inward-
oriented environments remain unknown to anyone other than their res-
idents and the people who service or visit them.15
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There are several basic configurations of suburban multifamily
housing in the United States, with a basic division between side-by-
side plex-units (or townhomes) and stacked apartments (including con-
dominiums). However, they share many characteristics and can be seen
as generic “housing products.” Townhomes are one- or two-story units
attached in rows with individual ground-level entrances. Garden apart-
ments, the most common form of suburban multifamily housing, are
typically three stories tall with walk-up units. Stair entrances located
at several points along buildings each provide entry to six units, two
per stair landing. Through-units, spanning the full depth of the build-
ing, occur in both types. Living rooms and other internal formal spaces
are placed away from parking lots and sometimes overlook shared
lawns at the “back” of the buildings. In Juanita, Crossroads, and Kent
East Hill, some complexes have up to 400 units, and housing densi-
ties range from about 10 units per net acre in the lowest-density town-
home developments, to more than 35 units per acre in some garden
apartment complexes. Average net densities are about 20 units per
acre.16

Complexes have private parking and driveway systems that pene-
trate deep into the interior of the very large blocks on which suburban
multifamily housing tends to be located. In contrast to single-family
subdivisions, where gateways mark entrances and legally public streets
are treated as a private realm, these private systems can feel anonymous
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and public because meeting unrecognized people is a common occur-
rence in large complexes. Nevertheless, driveways do not connect
between complexes and, configured as either loops or as a main feeder
road with branching cul-de-sacs, all traffic enters and exits complexes
at one, or at most two, points along public streets. In large develop-
ments these public–private connections may be busy enough to warrant
their own traffic signals. Although they rarely have sidewalks, these
entrances are used by pedestrians as well as vehicles.

Little apparent relationship exists between building sites, building
types, or the type of driveway and parking systems used. Buildings,
driveway systems, and shared open spaces each take up, roughly, one-
third of lot areas. Small apartment buildings seem to be strewn hap-
hazardly across the site. Fences typically mark lot lines, although dif-
ferent developments with people of similar socioeconomic status may
be open to each other. Otherwise, design decisions seem to bear no
relationship to the conditions of adjoining parcels. One suspects that
apartments were designed by people who saw a property diagram but
never visited the site or considered its context. Rather than pooling
green spaces, units in one development overlook the parking areas of
the adjoining development. Units next to parks orient toward small
internal spaces with parking lots placed along the park.
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APARTMENTS APART AND A PART

The treatment of multifamily complexes as independent sites with lit-
tle connection or regard to surrounding development reinforces a
stereotypical image of sprawl as disorganized and disconnected, in that
complexes are treated as abstract development modules plugged into
public street systems with no indication of any kind of area planning.
However, the strict arrangement of land uses, especially in Juanita and
Crossroads, into retail, medium-density multifamily, and low-density
single-family zones is just too neat and too similar to zoning princi-
pals and twentieth-century neighborhood planning models to accept
this interpretation. Ideas based in town planning must be seen as guid-
ing the design and development of these places, working in conjunc-
tion with land division patterns and development practices. In combi-
nation, these reflected prevailing cultural attitudes about what
constitutes appropriate housing environments for families.

The development of zoning as a legal and standard planning tool,
for instance, was closely tied to both suburbanization and protecting
single-family areas from other uses.17 The landmark 1922 Supreme
Court decision establishing the constitutionality of zoning, Euclid,
Ohio v. Amber Realty, specifically mentioned apartment houses as
“parasites” that “take advantage” of the “residential character” of sin-
gle-family districts in reasoning to support the decision. Spreading
throughout the country, a hierarchy of zoning practices assigned the
most preferential status to single-family zones. Courts in many states
accepted that apartments may and should be used to buffer single-fam-
ily residential areas from nonresidential uses.18 The spatial arrangement
of land uses found in the three areas under discussion clearly reflect
these zoning principals.

During the same period that zoning was established as a standard
planning tool, this land use arrangement of employing apartments to
protect single-family areas from other uses was also central to neigh-
borhood planning models, particularly Clarence Perry’s 1929 neigh-
borhood unit proposal.19 In simplified terms, Perry proposed that res-
idential neighborhoods should be organized around elementary schools
and other community facilities and that they should be bounded by,
rather than divided by, major roadways. Intended to be a flexible con-
cept, the geographic area of a neighborhood unit could correspond
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both to the number of households needed to support the school and
to the urban location and density of housing types used. Neighbor-
hood units could be composed of all kinds of housing types, includ-
ing very dense multifamily buildings. The most commonly seen and
copied formulation of the concept, however, appears in a classic dia-
gram of the principle in which the neighborhood unit describes a 160-
acre area strongly oriented toward single-family housing. Neighbor-
hood retail uses and apartments also appear, but they sit apart from
the single-family core and its central school. In particular, retail stores
with apartments behind are pushed to the edge of the neighborhood
and located along the major roadways, especially at intersections.
Apartments and stores, although perhaps necessary, are physically
placed at the edges, peripheral to the vision of neighborhood life.

The neighborhood unit remained a powerful planning model and
was still in use by the vast majority of professional city planners in
the United States until at least the late 1960s, forty years after it was
first proposed.20 King County was no exception. Although not men-
tioned by name, the short King County comprehensive plan of 1958
clearly relies on the concept. In the plan, the “ideal neighborhood” is
described as “made of a group of families.” The “ingredients” for a
neighborhood are “a rather solid pattern of homes, linked by quiet
streets and centered on an elementary school….A small neighborhood
shopping location may be spotted near the edge of the neighbor-
hood.”21 The much more ambitious 1964 plan also relies on the con-
cept, which is embedded in its illustrations and text. In the residential
development policies, for instance, the plan states that “stable resi-
dential areas should contain pleasant homes” and that “residential
areas are best formed in elementary school neighborhood units which
are bounded by prominent physical land features, major elements of
the circulation system, and other more intensive land uses.” In con-
trast, the plan states that multifamily areas “shall always be located
functionally convenient to a major or secondary arterial highway” and
that they may be “logically developed adjacent” to shopping areas. 22

These policies emphasize a particular vision of the neighborhood unit
in which single-family zones are seen as the center of a stable com-
munity life, and multifamily and commercial development are seen in
more functional terms and as linked.
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These planning ideas, and the ideals they encapsulate, closely fit the
suburban apartment concentrations around Seattle once one shifts the
boundaries of how they are looked at and defined as sites. The major
difference between the conventional neighborhood unit and the depic-
tion of apartment areas offered here is not in their overall land use
patterns, but rather in how their centers are defined. Treating retail
areas surrounded by apartments as the center of analysis relegates sin-
gle-family housing and associated schools to the periphery—exactly
opposite from the neighborhood unit concept. Treating intersections
where retail uses cluster as centers simply combines the corners of sev-
eral neighborhood units across large streets. Using a more urban
notion, it treats major commercial streets as focal points where peo-
ple and activities come together rather than as the dividers of neigh-
borhood units. Indeed, many apartment concentrations are found
where arterial streets meet along national survey grid lines, precisely
where the corners of four 160-acre neighborhood units would adjoin.
The pattern varies a great deal because each area has an individual
development history, but, as a general organizing principal, apartment
areas strongly conform to a sort of inside-out neighborhood unit
model. Analogous to using different census boundaries to measure sub-
urban densities, redrawing the boundaries of suburban planning mod-
els, in effect turning them inside out, opens up new questions about
how suburban sites are conceived and perceived.23

STREETS AND AUTOMOBILES APART

Street networks reinforce the separation of single-family housing; they
show that multifamily and commercial concentrations were not con-
sidered as a focus of community activity. In single-family development,
the subdivision process encourages new public streets to access the rel-
atively small lots required for separately owned detached houses. Over
time, developers learned to minimize the amount of land devoted to
expensive, non-revenue-producing roadways, and by the late 1970s
most subdivisions were built with loop- and cul-de-sac-type street sys-
tems that created no through routes and few if any blocks. Multifam-
ily and single-family zones frequently meet along fenced, landscaped
boundaries in the middle of the resultant superblocks, but, whenever
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possible, entrances to subdivisions are placed well away from those of
multifamily housing, often on entirely different arterial streets.24

Suburban apartment and retail development utilizes large lots that
do not require subdivision and are not, therefore, subject to one of the
main tools of development control. Lots are accessed directly from
arterial streets, and developers, as a rule, do not create any new pub-
lic streets at all. As a result, in Crossroads and Kent East Hill some
commercial and multifamily lots extend a full quarter-mile into blocks.
In Kent East Hill one block measures 138 acres, and even though the
area contains a huge shopping district with thousands of housing units,
the current block structure originates from before 1960 when the area
was still in agricultural use. Only one new public through street was
built in more than forty years of development in order to access new
apartments. Likewise, in Crossroads the two blocks containing the
majority of stores and multifamily units measure almost 200 acres.
Only in Juanita, where single-family development takes up a larger
area, are blocks smaller, averaging about 15 acres. Still, this is six times
larger than average block sizes found in older Seattle neighborhoods
developed at similar densities.

As with the strict patterning of land uses, sparse street networks
reflect planning models as well as development interests. In the nine-
teenth century, critics started to attack the American tradition of lay-
ing out cities with an orthogonal grid of streets and lots, as monoto-
nous and unnatural, even unhealthy. By midcentury, curvilinear street
patterns suggesting romanticized rural landscapes were adopted in
some higher-income, planned suburbs such as Olmstead’s plan for
Riverside, IL, but most subdivisions continued to rely on grids. This
began to change in the 1920s when automobile traffic became a part
of daily life and fine grids of streets were subject to a new criticism:
they were seen as inherently dangerous. Urban grids allowed through
traffic almost everywhere, with small blocks creating huge numbers of
intersections and an attendant potential for traffic collisions.

In 1929 two solutions were proposed to this perceived problem,
one by members of the Regional Plan Association of America, and one
by the Russell Sage Foundation. The first, Perry’s neighborhood unit,
was based on the creation of protected neighborhood areas within a
much larger grid of wide streets.25 The other was Clarence Stein and
Henry Wright’s model neighborhood of Radburn, NJ.26 Stein and
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Wright pushed the separation of neighborhood areas and traffic fur-
ther than Perry, placing their housing away on cul-de-sacs that pene-
trated true superblocks. The roadless block interior was used for park-
land, community facilities, and a pedestrian walkway system entirely
separated from auto traffic.27 For the most part, however, ideas from
Radburn were only partially applied during the massive wave of sub-
urbanization that took place after World War II.

Beginning in the mid-1930s and extending into the postwar period,
the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) publicized the plan of Rad-
burn as an important model. The FHA worked directly with develop-
ers to redesign subdivisions; because it indirectly influenced developer
financing, it was very influential.28 The promoted designs however,
were so stripped down so as to make the connection to Radburn
almost unrecognizable. Central ideas—providing community parkland
and protected pedestrian networks—were dropped entirely. The FHA
advocated large blocks and curvilinear streets to create better com-
munities and, significantly, to yield large cost savings in comparison to
traditional grids. As shown in Juanita, Crossroads, and Kent East Hill,
one result is the use of the old rural roads as the basis for new sub-
urban superblocks.

These enormous superblocks do protect single-family development
from through traffic, but outside of these protected zones, they are
places to move automobiles, not to build neighborhoods and commu-
nities. Areas that concentrate people and activity arguably should be
supported by the most well-developed infrastructure, but instead, the
superblocks with multifamily housing and commercial uses have skele-
tal street systems compared to areas of low-density single-family hous-
ing. Despite continual road widening, traffic congestion here is
endemic.29 Even though large numbers of people live right next to retail
centers, indirect walking routes, discontinuous sidewalk systems, and
wide, heavily trafficked roadways discourage walking. Analogous to
the normalization of block sizes that has occurred in some urban areas,
detailed studies of informal pedestrian paths in these places show some
modification of the block structure.30 In spite of the hostile environ-
ment, a surprising number of residents do make “the land use–trans-
portation connection” by walking between multifamily areas and the
retail centers.31 Carved into the ground—in, around, and through

240 Paul Mitchell Hess



fences, retaining walls, and other pedestrian barriers—their paths illus-
trate the deficiencies of the formal street system.

SIGHTING SUBURBAN APARTMENTS
AS NEIGHBORHOODS

In terms of both land use patterns and street systems, suburban apart-
ment concentrations illustrate a close correspondence between early-
twentieth-century planning models, the application of standard plan-
ning tools such as zoning, and the interests of mid- and late-century
developers. Planning and planning ideas helped shape the development
practices evident in these places, but they did so in close conjunction
with developer interests and cultural attitudes. As such, suburban
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apartment concentrations must be seen as integral to how suburban
landscapes are built and structured. They belie ideas of suburban land-
scapes as disorganized or as dominated by single-family residential
uses. The almost singular emphasis on protecting single-family areas
from traffic and “nuisance land uses” helped create concentrated areas
of apartments and retail stores between such protected zones. These
medium-density, mixed areas share many attributes associated with
urban, not suburban, neighborhoods.

Unlike their more urban counterparts, however, these places were
conceived as edges, not centers. They have a tightly structured neigh-
borhoodlike land use program, but despite the best attempts by resi-
dents, they remain largely disconnected places. Compared to their urban
counterparts, the land use mix is coarse, the size of their parcels is enor-
mous, and the street and block systems resemble areas that are still rural,
albeit with wide, heavily trafficked roadways. They might be termed
resultant neighborhoods: ones that were never planned, designed, or
developed to work as cohesive places. In other respects, they should not
be called neighborhoods at all. The term neighborhood is generally
reserved for areas that are recognized as distinct places based on special
character or identifiable group of inhabitants.32 One of the most strik-
ing aspects of suburban apartment concentrations is precisely their invis-
ibility. Their existence remains hidden by institutionalized modes of pro-
fessional analysis, by development practices, and by planning models.

Recognizing these places is important for a number of reasons.
Increasing the density and mix of land uses in suburban areas has
become a key goal of smart growth policies in many parts of North
America. Juanita, Crossroads, and Kent East Hill suggest that many,
albeit unnoticed, suburban places already exist with substantial densi-
ties and housing and stores in close proximity. Since these places likely
do not create the kind of transportation and social benefits that smart
growth policy hopes to achieve, they suggest furthermore that attain-
ing goals of reduced auto congestion and enhanced walking, bicycling,
and public transit will require more than pursuing abstract notions of
density and mix. New planning tools will be needed to create finer-
grained street networks, complete sidewalk systems, and improve con-
nections between development parcels. These are essential elements of
community design missing from the zoning and subdivision regulations
used to shape suburban development.
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Despite smart growth policies, the types of development patterns
evident in suburban apartment concentrations continue to be repli-
cated. They can be seen in master planned development, where the
arrangement of land uses, the configuration of street systems, and the
design of building types are much more tightly controlled by a single
developer than is possible with government planning tools applied to
separate development proposals that take place over time. These pat-
terns even show up in New Urbanist communities, despite their stated
objectives of integrating land uses and connecting streets. A band of
apartments immediately adjoins the rather conventional suburban
shopping plaza in Kentlands, MD, for example. These apartment
buildings are neither historicist in architectural style, nor are they
located on the well-connected street system belonging to the more pre-
dominantly single-family areas. Despite other important innovations in
Kentlands, this concentration of multifamily housing replicates mid-
century suburban models with apartments kept apart from single-fam-
ily zones. It is necessary to understand the origins and social logics of
these models to both change new patterns of development and redesign
old ones to create connected neighborhoods.

The advocates of New Urbanism have gone a long way toward
bringing issues of community design into the fore of suburban devel-
opment to help achieve these ends, but much remains to be done.
Rather than implementing New Urbanist principals in large develop-
ments at the far edges of metropolitan areas, we need to look more
closely inside the enormous existing areas of already urbanized sub-
urbs. Juanita, Crossroads, and Kent East Hill offer three large and
mature examples from the scores of other apartment concentrations
found in the urbanized region around Seattle. Similar forms exist
across the country. These are significant places, partly because of the
substantial numbers of people living in them, and partly for what they
say about suburban development practices, suburban lifestyles, and our
images of suburbia.

All these places could be improved as neighborhoods and commu-
nities, but first we need to refine our images of the suburban land-
scape. Suburbs are more than a dimensionless realm without site and
more than the locus of single, detached houses. Redescribing suburban
sites as complex, multiple, and overlapping allows for the revised
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understandings necessary to improve areas of multifamily housing and
shape them as neighborhoods. This effort to see suburbs in a new way
takes a first step in acknowledging that roughly one-third of suburban
Americans in metropolitan areas call their apartments home.
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aspatial term of place used to refer to very poor areas housing ethnic or racial
minorities and often associated with drugs, unemployment, and crime. Thus,
like suburbia, the term has strong social and political stereotypes attached to
a generic environment.

2. E. C. Relph, Place and Placelessness (London: Pion, 1976); James Howard
Kunstler, The Geography of Nowhere: The Rise and Decline of America’s
Man-Made Landscape (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1993).

3. P. Blake, God’s Own Junkyard: The Planned Deterioration of America’s
Landscape (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1979).

4. K. T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1985); R. Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias:
The Rise and Fall of Suburbia (New York: Basic Books, 1987); R. Harris,
Unplanned Suburbs: Toronto’s American Tragedy, 1900 to 1950 (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins Press, 1996).

5. According to U.S. Census data and definitions for urbanized areas of over
one million people, almost 36 percent of the housing units outside central
cities are found in some kind of attached unit. Although these attached units
contain smaller households than average, they house just under one-third of
suburban Americans. 

6. U.S. Census of Population and Housing, 1960 and 2000, data for the Seat-
tle and Tacoma urbanized areas. The 1960 data is the first to use the defi-
nition of urbanized areas that is still in use. The extent of what constitutes
the urbanized area has changed over time. The Seattle-Tacoma-Bremerton
Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Area contains about 3.5 million peo-
ple.

7. A. V. Moudon and P. Hess (2000). “Suburban Clusters: The Nucleation of
Multifamily Housing in the Suburban Areas of the Central Puget Sound,”
Journal of the American Planning Association 66(3): 243–264.

8. See P. Hess et al. (1999). “Measuring Land Use for Transportation Research,”
Transportation Research Record 1674: 11–31 (1999). Note that using blocks
brings these area/boundary issues down to a smaller scale, but does not elim-
inate them. These issues would also apply to social characteristics. To the
degree that certain social, economic, ethnic, racial, or household structure
groups are also associated with apartment areas—something almost certainly
true—our understanding of suburban social segregation will be affected.

9. In geography and spatial statistics this is called the modifiable areal unit prob-
lem. It has been long known in these fields, although it is rarely dealt with

244 Paul Mitchell Hess



explicitly. In architecture, urban design, and planning, the problem is rarely
acknowledged at all. 

10. Data used to understand these areas include property atlases and aerial pho-
tographs available for five- to ten-year increments over a period of more than
four decades. Field data on physical form and design features was collected
in association with previous research by P. M. Hess, “Pedestrians, Networks,
and Neighborhoods: A Study of Walking and Mixed-Use, Medium-Density
Development Patterns in the Puget Sound Region,” Ph.D. dissertation, Uni-
versity of Washington (2001).

11. Juanita is currently being developed as a “mixed use” center, but that is the
subject of a different mapping of contemporary suburban landscapes.

12. P. M. Hess, “Pedestrians, Networks, and Neighborhoods: A Study of Walk-
ing and Mixed-Use, Medium-Density Development Patterns in the Puget
Sound Region,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Washington (2001).

13. Bellevue, incorporated as a city in 1952, is now the state’s fourth largest city
in terms of population (about 110,000 by the 2000 census) and is the region’s
second largest employment center after Seattle.

14. M. R. Wolfe, Locational Factors Involved in Suburban Land Development
(Seattle: Department of Urban Design and Planning, University of Washing-
ton, undated); M. Weiss, The Rise of the Community Builders: The Ameri-
can Real Estate Industry and Urban Land Planning (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1987).

15. The way these complexes are designed and laid out within sites is almost
invisible in the planning and design literatures. Carl F. Horowitz, The New
Garden Apartment: Current Market Realities of an American Housing Form
(New Brunswick, NJ: Center for Urban Policy Research, 1983), (twenty years
ago!), is an exception. Their design origins lie in the great experiments in
new suburban form in the years before the Great Depression. It is notewor-
thy, though, that Clarence Stein’s design for Radburn, for example, is incom-
parably more famous in how it influenced single-family subdivision, than is
the design for Baldwin Hills Village in Los Angeles, arguably the founding
type for garden apartments (and for which Stein was a consulting architect). 

16. Note that the densities of these development types are understated compared
to their urban counterparts where streets are public, and, therefore, net den-
sities include only buildings and their associated open spaces.

17. R. Fischler (1998). “The Metropolitan Dimension of Early Zoning—Revisit-
ing the 1916 New York City Ordinance,” Journal of the American Planning
Association 64(2): 170–188.

18. D. R. Mandelker, The Zoning Dilemma: A Legal Strategy for Urban Change
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1971).

19. C. A. Perry, “The Neighborhood Unit,” in Neighborhood and Community
Planning, Regional Plan of New York and Its Environs vol. 7 (New York:
Russell Sage Foundation, 1929).

20. T. Banerjee and W. C. Baer, Beyond the Neighborhood Unit: Residential
Environments and Public Policy (New York: Plenum Press, 1984).

21. King County Planning Commission, Comprehensive Plan for King County,
Washington (Seattle, 1958), 3.

Neighborhoods Apart 245



22. As discussed in the introduction, the term homes is still a euphemism for sin-
gle-family housing. King County Planning Department, The Comprehensive
Plan for King County, Washington (Seattle, 1964), 111. My emphasis.

23. The variation in the pattern occurs because each apartment concentration has
a different development history. One significant overall difference with neigh-
borhood units is that the densities of typical suburban single-family areas
developed after WWII can rarely support a school in such a small area. Also,
and not incidentally, planning for schools has been institutionally separate
from county and city land use planning, making coordination difficult.

24. Within the superblocks, the separation of single-family and apartment zones
is reinforced by strict landscaping ordinances required for multifamily devel-
opment. These ordinances create physical barriers and visual screens between
the two uses. See K.-J. Kim, “Regulatory Impacts on Suburban Residential
Form: A Case Study of Bellevue, Washington,” Ph.D. dissertation, University
of Washington (1992).

25. Although often attributed to Perry, the neighborhood unit idea was actually
formulated earlier, with a fully articulated version by William E. Drummond
Johnson some 20 years previously. See D. Leslie (2002). “Origin of the
Neighborhood Unit,” Planning Perspectives 17: 227–245.

26. C. S. Stein, Toward New Towns for America (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1966).
27. Note that Radburn closely paralleled the neighborhood unit in the arrange-

ment of large streets framing protected areas of houses and community facil-
ities. Rarely acknowledged in the planning and design literatures, Radburn
has apartments located at the back of commercial facilities at the main cor-
ner of the superblock that was developed. European modernists also pro-
posed superblocks for similar reasons, though they applied this “new” sys-
tem of circulation to neighborhoods with much greater density than
American reformers.

28. K. T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1985); M. Weiss The Rise of the Com-
munity Builders: The American Real Estate Industry and Urban Land Plan-
ning (New York: Columbia University Press, 1987).

29. W. Kulash et al. (1990). “Traditional Neighborhood Development: Will the
Traffic Work?” Development 21(4): 21–24.

30. A. Siksna, “A Comparative Study of Block Sizes and Form,” Ph.D. disserta-
tion, University of Queensland (1990); P. M. Hess, “Evaluating Pedestrian
Environments: Proposals for Urban Form Measures of Network Connectiv-
ity, with Case Studies of Wallingford in Seattle and Crossroads in Bellevue,
Washington,” Master’s thesis, University of Washington (1994); A. Siksna
(1998). “City Centre Blocks and their Evolution: A Comparative Study of
Eight American and Australian CBDs,” Journal of Urban Design 3(3):
253–283.

31. In good weather, daytime walking rates vary from 30 people per hour walk-
ing into the small center of Juanita, to over 100 people per hour walking
into the large, but relatively compact center in Crossroads. See P. M. Hess
et al. (1999). “Neighborhood Site Design and Pedestrian Travel,” Trans-
portation Research Record 1674: 9–19. These walking rates are about one-
third of those found in older, urban neighborhoods in the region with simi-

246 Paul Mitchell Hess



lar residential densities and retail uses. The “land use transportation con-
nection” is a commonly used phrase in the planning literature. This litera-
ture has not, however, examined these kinds of places. Examples where the
phrase is used just in the title include T. Moore and P. Thorsnes, The Trans-
portation/Land Use Connection (Chicago: American Planning Association,
1994); R. Cervero and J. Landis (Fall 1996). “The Transportation–Land Use
Connection Still Matters,” Access 7: 2–10;  P. W. G. Newman and J. R. Ken-
worthy (1996). “The Land Use–Transport Connection: An Overview,” Land
Use Policy 13(1): 1.

32. S. B. Flexner and L. C. Hauck, eds., The Random House Dictionary of the
English Language, Unabridged (New York: Random House, 1987).

Neighborhoods Apart 247



The Twin Towers, World Trade Center, New York City.



10

Study Areas, Sites, and the Geographic
Approach to Public Action

Peter Marcuse
This essay takes up three related concepts: site, study area, and area
of concerns. The first two are in common usage in architecture and
urban planning; the third is not, and this essay argues that it should
be—indeed, it should be the starting point for professional involve-
ment in any project. As commonly used, site simply refers to the
bounded piece of property on which a particular project is to be under-
taken;1 the extensive ramifications of the term, suggesting meanings
and implications that go far beyond this common understanding, com-
prise the subject matter of this book. This essay, however, focuses on
the other two related terms. For urban planners, a study area is gen-
erally defined in terms of a given geographical unit—a neighborhood,
street, or zoning district, usually selected on the basis of a problem
presented by the client—poverty, blight, conflicting proposals, conges-
tion, environmental quality—that is then given a geographical defini-
tion. I use the term area of concerns here to denote the set of prob-
lems a given project is intended to or should address. “Area of
concern” may be read as a “potential study area,” but leaving open
the question of whether it should be geographically defined. I say
“intended to or should” deliberately, because I conclude with a nor-
mative statement of the appropriate approach for professionals in deal-
ing with sites and study areas, an approach that may frequently differ
from that in common planning practice, and I use the approach taken



in planning for the World Trade Center site as an example of what I
mean.

The three arguments made here are:

1. A study area should be defined for any project not only from
the inside out—that is, not only from a viewpoint concerned
with the development of the site and asking what factors out-
side the site need to be studied to ensure a successful project—
but also from the outside in—that is, asking what concerns in
the community in which the site is located may be addressed
by a project on that site.2

2. A study area is only for convenience defined as a geographical,
a physically bounded, area. It should be defined so as to
include the areas of concerns of the community for which the
project, and its alternatives on that site, may be relevant. The
initial step for professional action is the definition of the rele-
vant areas of concerns, which should then be translated into
one or more study areas only for methodological convenience.

3. The determination of appropriate areas of concerns is both a
technical matter (how might the site practically be used?) and
a normative matter (what are the most important concerns a
project at that site might address?). The resolution of the nor-
mative issues can largely rest on the ethical commitments of
the design professions.

Architects and planners face somewhat different situations, in these
regards. Written from the point of view of a planner, this essay
addresses issues faced specifically by planners and architects in the pub-
lic employ. Whether the normative approach suggested here has appli-
cability in the private sector also will be taken up at the end of the
discussion.

The parameters used to determine what should substantively be of
concern in defining study areas for purposes of intervention remain
markedly under-theorized, even though they have a significant effect
on how sites are developed. For architects, the area of concern is often
simply named the “site,” defined as the parcel or lot owned by a
client: a geographically bounded, legally defined piece of physical
property. I argue here that an a priori focus on neither site nor study
area should be accepted without serious examination, and that the
criteria for the selection of either deserve much greater attention in
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both professions than they usually receive. I end with the preliminary
suggestion that in determining a study area for a particular site, pro-
fessionals should begin “from the outside in,” and I outline a set of
criteria appropriate for planning practice, which may apply in paral-
lel if not identical fashion to an architect given a site to develop for
a client.

The two concepts—site and study area—are certainly related, but
their relationship is complex. In some cases, the definition of a site
may begin with a given physical location, and a study area may then
follow from the determination of a particular physical, social, or eco-
nomic impact (for example, if contextual design is important, a study
area may be defined by the surrounding buildings; if the proposed
development may pollute, the area over which pollution may be
expected). In other cases, the process may begin by the definition of a
study area based on the geographic locale in which a particular prob-
lem exists, and only then of a site, a particular location, where the
problem may be best addressed (for example, if pollution in a partic-
ular neighborhood is the concern, the neighborhood will be the study
area, and the source of pollution thereafter determined as the site for
action). But, as one examines even these conventional approaches in
more detail, difficulties arise. If starting from a given site and work-
ing to determine the study area, how broad a context should be con-
sidered? What in the context warrants study: Height of buildings?
Building form? Social characteristics? History? Aspects of all these
things, within the practical limits of funding? The possibilities are open
ended, and each may require a quite different formal definition of a
study area. If starting with the study area, even the point of departure
often remains cloudy; few problems are confined within clear-cut
boundaries, and even if they are, the causes may well lie outside those
boundaries. Pollution, perhaps heaviest at point A, will have effects in
a gradient around that point, making the borderline difficult to define.
The cause may well be outside the affected area, across a river,
upstream, or somewhere else quite far afield. Further, the definition of
the causes of the stated problem may dictate quite different study
areas: if the problem is health, or inadequate housing, or unemploy-
ment, its cause may lie in a hospital, a school, a job market—quite
removed from the location of those experiencing the problem. Study
area is as complex a concept as site.
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Surprisingly, the concept of the study area is hardly explored in the
planning literature, even though most planning projects begin by its
use. Most planning studio presentations in most planning schools
throughout the country—I dare say throughout the world—start with
the presentation of the facts about the study area, and zero in from
that to the specific object of the studio. Yet one looks in vain through
the index of any standard planning treatise for the term “study area.”
One does find references such as “the surrounding residential area,”3

or “the relevant physiographic features,”4 or claims that the scope of
a land use survey should depend on “the size of the area, the size of
the planning staff, and the time available,”5 or “the targeted neigh-
borhood”6—the selection of the target coming (perhaps understand-
ably) from some source other than a study. Provisions in many zoning
codes require formal notice to be given to all those within a quanti-
tatively specified linear distance from the parcel for which a change is
requested, but those requirements are concededly arbitrary rather than
performance-based. They are not predicated on any conceptualization
of an area of impact. In the many treatises on data collection and use
for planning, one might expect to find detailed discussion of the area
for which such an effort should be made, but one does not. At best
one finds suggestions to start by defining “the areas…[that] the deci-
sion makers can control.”7

The following list attempts to categorize briefly some alternative
ways of defining a study area in general use by planners today, trying
to make explicit the concepts adopted (usually implicitly) and how var-
ied the results might be if one definition is selected over another.

By legal jurisdiction—either governmental boundaries or area
of formal power, as with a quasi-governmental organization
(although few problems mesh neatly with such lines, and
few such areas are homogeneous, so that their use as units
of analysis will tend to conceal significant differences within
them)8

By topography, as with a flood plain or wind shadow (although
these vary over time and intensity)

By the boundaries of a physical ecosystem (but such boundaries
are generally very wide and their limits vary with the issue
and are essentially arbitrary)9
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By present (and/or predicted) users of a given or proposed facil-
ity (with the obvious danger of circularity)

By the level of intensity of a given problem (with establishment
of an arbitrary cut-off)

By the concerns of a particular interest group, such as a real
estate board or a neighborhood association (often internally
contradictory)

By socially accepted definitions of neighborhood or community
or urban or metropolitan area or region (bearing in mind
that such definitions are essentially arbitrary, even if
grounded in quantitative models such as the Shevsky-Bell
social area analyses so popular in the 1950s, and that their
use often creates a self-fulfilling prophecy, as well as failing
to deal with those aspects of the problem outside the thus
defined boundaries)10

By the availability of data (thus census tract lines frequently
determine the precise locations of study area boundaries)11

By the preconception of the planner, or the ambition of the
architect or developer (the most frequent, if the truth were
told?)

By the location of the stakeholders (although this nebulous con-
cept is often circular—if stakeholders are sought within the
study area, and only within the area, then how can the
study area be defined by the stakeholders?)

The definition of a study area can be seen as a subset of the prob-
lems involved in trying to define a problem or formulate a solution to
a problem, in geographic terms. The first difficulty lies in establishing
the criteria by which the relevant geographic boundaries are set. The
second lies in the usually implicit and hidden assumptions being made
about the nature of the problem and its confinement to such bound-
aries. Pierre Bourdieu addresses both of these issues in philosophical
language, first suggesting the importance of social space, and then
questioning its role vis-à-vis physical space:

The structure of social space shows up as spatial oppositions, with
the inhabited (or appropriated) space functioning as a sort of
spontaneous symbolisation of social space. There is no space in a
hierarchised society that is not itself hierarchised and that does not
express hierarchies and social distances, in a form that is more or
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less distorted and, above all, disguised by the naturalization effect
produced by the long-term inscription of social realities in the nat-
ural world.12

The danger lies precisely in ignoring the implications of the natu-
ralization effect for social space, by assuming that an area of concern
can be intuitively (i.e., “naturally”) defined in geographic terms: the
assumption that social space will always be congruent with some phys-
ical space. As a result, hierarchical relations of physical space are
ignored, almost always at the expense of those at the bottom of the
hierarchy.

It follows that the definition of the concerns to be addressed, or
the area of concerns, must precede the definition of the study area, not
the other way around.

As I write this, the World Trade Center in New York City is per-
haps the most talked about site in the world,13 from the point of view
of architects and planners.14 The definition of the areas of concern to
the various agencies dealing with this site makes a fascinating study in
the benefits and pitfalls associated with defining areas for purposes of
planning and design. We may assume, probably counterfactually, that
each line drawn around a geographic area for planning and policy pur-
poses marks the result of careful study—that it can be treated as a
study area, and even perhaps a delineated area of concern for treat-
ment. A review of the process would make it appear that the logic has
gone from site to study area to area of concerns. The difficulty is that
various geographic areas have been identified for a disparate set of
treatments, each apparently based principally on the physical relation
to the site, with one or more study areas identified only thereafter.
None of the extensive documentation of the planning process gives any
indication of exactly how geographic boundaries were drawn, what
studies led to them, and how the concerns they were supposed to meet
were defined. The steps in the process leading to boundary definitions
are simply elided in almost all cases. Nothing is presented to suggest
that the various boundaries drawn for different purposes—the juris-
diction of different public bodies, the area in which investment will be
subsidized or city zoning procedures overridden, where residents are
entitled to compensation for loss—have been in fact subject to study.
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Figure 10.1. Study Areas and Communities in Lower Manhattan. 

Figure 10.2. Study Areas and September 11 Program Areas. 



Consider the following three maps. The first (Figure 10.1) shows
the boundaries of the generally recognized communities in lower Man-
hattan, areas conventionally understood as having a common charac-
ter. These boundaries are at two scales. At the neighborhood level, grey
tones show the commonly recognized residential neighborhoods,
defined partly by ethnicity (e.g., Chinatown, Little Italy), partly by the
commonly recognized dominant usages (e.g., City Hall, Financial Dis-
trict), and partly by geographically defined image (e.g., Soho, Tribeca).
Apart from these latter two, the boundaries among neighborhoods blur
more than such lines would suggest; thus Chinatown is expanding into
Little Italy, the limits of the emerging residential district have yet to be
firmly established. At a slightly larger scale, the map shows the bound-
aries of the lower Manhattan Community Boards, the legal subdivi-
sions created by the city as the basic unit of government in the city
charter. These boards serve to advise the city government on issues of
land use and public services in their respective areas, and play a sig-
nificant role in political decision making in the city. As such, they
would serve as a natural set of study areas for purposes of any activ-
ity affecting lower Manhattan.

The second (Figure 10.2) shows the boundaries of areas established
by a variety of agencies dealing with planning and reconstruction after
September 11, generally guided by the Lower Manhattan Development
Corporation. It depicts formal and legally binding eligibility areas for
the implementation of various governmental programs. The map also
shows the legal jurisdictional boundaries of both the Lower Manhat-
tan Development Corporation and the Port Authority of New York
and New Jersey. Figure 10.2 does not show eligibility for Federal Emer-
gency Management Administration’s Mortgage and Rental Assistance
Program (which has a component extending over all of Manhattan).
It also omits other FEMA programs and specific Small Business Admin-
istration programs that are simply not geographically confined, but
instead extend to all those affected by September 11, no matter their
location.

Figure 10.1 and Figure 10.2 use different graphic conventions to
show the World Trade Center Site, the World Trade Center “Project
Site,” and the Primary and Secondary Study Areas, all designated by
the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation and shown in its
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement. The lines defining the
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site and the two study areas were clearly not drawn to reflect either
common neighborhood definitions or political boundaries (in Figure
10.1) or the planning and implementation of the governmental pro-
grams already underway centered around the aftermath of September
11 (in Figure 10.2).

Figure 10.3, prepared by New York New Visions, a voluntary group
of architectural, design, and planning professionals that came together
immediately after September 11, 2001, to assist in the replanning effort,
shows the regional impact of September 11 and the centers that this
responsible professional group considered necessary to take into con-
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sideration in such an effort. This describes the regional context in which
the World Trade Center site was and remains embedded. Neither the
definition of the site nor of the study areas makes it possible to take
into consideration any of the impacts on the region nor these regional
centers.

But what should be the areas of concern for the World Trade Cen-
ter site, and how should they be defined and bounded—if indeed geo-
graphical definition is appropriate? The answer is by no means obvi-
ous. One can perhaps list the considerations.

The World Trade Center complex occupied 16 acres at the edge of
the Financial District in lower (southern) Manhattan. Clearly much
more than those acres is involved in everything that happens there.
Defining the area of concern affords a fruitful opportunity to look at
the issues involved in any reuse proposal. It turns out that multiple
areas of concern exist because multiple concerns are involved, some
congruent, others not, all operating at quite different levels. Let me
enumerate a few.

PHYSICAL CONCERNS: BEYOND THE PARCEL

We start, almost automatically, with a physical definition of the imme-
diate area of concern, which will, in any possible approach, be part of
both the limited physical site for action and the study area: Ground
Zero. Sixteen acres? But even that is not so simple. From an engi-
neering point of view, the platform on which the buildings stood
depends for its strength on supports located outside those 16 acres.
The pedestrian bridges crossing West Street, one boundary of the area
of concern, were essential components of the Center. The utility infra-
structure radiates out in almost all directions. Had the area of concern
been as it was before the World Trade Center was built, the water-
front might have provided at least one clear edge to the west; that can
hardly be maintained today, now that Battery Park City has been built.
So the definition of the area of concern, from an engineering stand-
point, must be much more than the limited 16 acres the building com-
plex actually occupied. In fact, as time progresses and more informa-
tion becomes available, the boundaries of the physically impacted area
change: one building, formerly considered not at risk, and therefore
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not within Ground Zero, was deemed so unsafe as to require demoli-
tion as late as September 2002. An exact delineation of a physical area
of concern can only be established after substantial further investiga-
tion; such a physical definition can only be hypothesized at the begin-
ning. The important thing is not to assume a definition at the outset,
but to see what physical area of concern emerges from the exploration
itself.

Significantly, the newest coalition of civic groups concerned about
the future of the World Trade Center site has named itself “Beyond 16
Acres.” In its meetings this coalition’s area of concern seems limited
to lower Manhattan, but that limitation raises sharply the question of
what the boundaries of the real area of concern should be. The Civic
Alliance comments on the Draft Environmental Impact Study,15 and
even more explicitly its comments on the Draft Scope for the DGEIS,
make many of the same points raised in the following section, although
in a more limited fashion.16

HISTORICAL CONCERNS: TEMPORAL LIMITS

It is conventional to look at the history of an area of concern when
beginning its analysis. The history here is fascinating and goes back a
long way. The area was originally a Native American village, then part
of a thriving port, then a center for the electrical industry and a home
for a disparate mixture of immigrant workers, predominantly Arabic,
before it was cleared for the World Trade Center in 1970. It abutted
a set of piers, part of the busiest port in the world in its day, which
were obliterated when fill from the excavation of the area was dumped
in the Hudson. During the period of the Twin Towers’ existence, the
area was the western anchor of the Financial District. On September
11, 2001, it was the scene of one of the worst atrocities ever to occur
on United States soil, outranking, for instance, Pearl Harbor by almost
10 to 1 (although paling by comparison, for instance, with the mas-
sacres in Rwanda, or the slaughter of native Americans in the early
days of the nation’s settlement).

What aspect of this history remains relevant today? Without doubt,
the atrocity of September 11 cannot be ignored. Perhaps a memorial
is appropriate, perhaps a monument, or an archive, or a reproduc-
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tion—some way of communicating the story of those who died there.
Certainly something. Ghosts reside there, and they will not go away.
An open memorial competition held in late 2003 generated 5201
entries; a winnowing process undertaken by a group of prominent
jurors resulted in a selection meeting a number of these possible objec-
tives. The program called for a memorial confined to the actual limits
of the World Trade Center itself. Since what happens on that site
clearly has repercussions for what could happen adjacent to it, the rigid
site definition of the competition had to be sprung, and such “off-site”
factors as underground transportation access and above-ground sun-
light and shade brought into play.

How about the rest of the history, going back in time? The Ara-
bic character of the prior residents and users carries a symbolic
weight today. They were displaced by actions of the state, with essen-
tially no compensation, certainly not for disrupted lives, jobs, net-
works, and attachments. Can this be woven into the considerations
to affect the area’s reuse? What about other earlier residents, and ear-
lier users? The port-related functions of the area of concern had crit-
ical importance in the first decades of the twentieth century and in
much of the nineteenth; they comprise part of the history of the area.
Should they be respected today? Are they part of the “historical area
of concern?”

Again, the answer cannot be given at the outset, or in the abstract.
First, an understanding of the issues that the project raises as well as
the issues it can address must be reached; only then can a determina-
tion of the relevance of its history be made. The historical area of con-
cern thus depends on what the historical exploration actually reveals,
how people today relate to various parts of the past, and the possi-
bilities of incorporating these views. The boundary of the historical
area of concern needs to remain open until the exploration has been
undertaken. The definition of the area of concern in time is as impor-
tant as its definition in space, and the two are linked.

PLANNING CONCERNS

What of the planning history of the World Trade Center? It surely
involves examining the original proposed site for the project, on the
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East River. Other buildings (and parks, open spaces, and highways)
exist there now. Again, ghosts surface. An alternative history of the
World Trade Center, what might have been and where: these consti-
tute a counterfactual, but nonetheless, relevant area of concerns.

Politics have been critical in the development processes leading to
the configuration of the area of concern. If religious ideology counts
as “political,” politics arguably produced the area of concern in its
present state. Politics certainly produced the Twin Towers; the story of
Governor Nelson Rockefeller’s role in the center’s development has
been graphically told. Today, intense political interests abound. Much
of the political leadership of the city (and perhaps of the state and
nation) is committed to a very rapid reconstruction schedule—as a
symbol of the resilience of the city, and presumably a reflection of the
effectiveness of their leadership. But the parameters of the area of con-
cern in which these political interests are vested extend beyond the 16
acres of the World Trade Center itself. There is talk of the revitaliza-
tion and reconstruction of the Financial District as a whole, an area
of variously defined limits, certainly including damaged buildings in
the vicinity of the 16-acre parcel, but probably other office buildings
as well, such as those needing to be upgraded to Class A status or con-
verted to residential uses if the Financial District is to be developed to
its maximum. Where to draw the line?

MARKET CONCERNS

When we come to the economic definition of the area of concern, the
difficulties multiply. No doubt a critical opening question is what the
demand for space in any of the various possible developments of the
16 acres might be: what we might call the area of concern as private
real estate. (While the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey is
the owner of the title to the land, its lease to a private development
group for 99 years in July 2001, makes the latter effectively the real
party in interest in ownership.) To properly assess the area of concern
as private real estate, the market for real estate (including both demand
and supply sides) must be appraised. How large is the area of concern,
thus considered? When David Rockefeller, as president of Chase Man-
hattan Bank, undertook the construction of his 53-story modern office
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tower on the eastern side of the Financial District in 1955, he was
intensely interested in the way this building would be affected by the
overall development of the entire district. He thus considered the con-
struction of the World Trade Center, at the western end of the Dis-
trict, to be critically relevant to his own area of concern to the east.
By the same token, his building on the eastern end should be consid-
ered within the real estate area of concern of the 16 acres to the west.

Further, as a matter of a competitive real estate location, within
what property market must this area of concern be considered? It is
certainly competitive with midtown Manhattan; indeed, the entire
effort resulting in the construction of the Twin Towers can be
explained largely as an effort to gain ground in the competition with
midtown. Metrotech Park, in Brooklyn, has benefited substantially
from the loss of World Trade Center office space; certainly placing it
within the same market as this is written. So, for that matter, are
Stamford, CT; Jersey City, NJ; and White Plains, NY. The firms that
quickly relocated their offices from the World Trade Center to these
locations after September 11 are unlikely, at least in the short or
medium run, to be looking for space again at or near the 16 acres.
To the extent that private businesses and private developers will be
involved in the reuse of the World Trade Center area of concern, the
real estate market at least as far afield as these cities must be consid-
ered part of the private real estate definition of the area of concern.

Other aspects of the economy of the area of concern—specifically
in relation to employment, job creation and growth, tax-paying abil-
ity, and contribution to the economic health of the city’s workers—
produce yet another definition of the area of concern as economic loca-
tion. People (over 50,000 of them) did work within the 16 acres, and
presumably at least some (perhaps not the same ones), perhaps
100,000 or more, were quite directly involved with activities there. The
Fiscal Policy Institute did a careful study on the distribution of those
jobs. The three big categories are finance, services, and retail—the first
highly paid (on average), the latter two lowly paid. So the employment
area of concern contains at least retail, service, and finance jobs. Those
extend well beyond the 16 acres, beyond the Financial District, and
even beyond lower Manhattan to the rest of Manhattan as well as the
other four boroughs (as Fernando Ferrer tried to argue during the last
Democratic mayoral primary, garnering 48% of the vote in the
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process). For those in finance, the job area of concern extends well
into the suburbs of New York City, as far as Stamford, suburban New
Jersey, and Westchester County.

Thinking about the area of concern in these terms raises yet another
issue, generic to many of the definitions discussed here. There are loca-
tions competitive to the 16 acres—whether one looks at them as
employment areas with a concern about the holders of the jobs lost or
as areas affecting real estate (or, as cultural areas of concern involving
the cultural past or present to which the 16 acres relate)—and cer-
tainly there are other important locations if the concern lies with a
reassertion of democratic values and democratic communication. Com-
petitive locations exist in all cases. Considering the World Trade Cen-
ter as a historic area of concern, for example, the recent and even not-
so-recent past could be preserved, recalled, and engaged in other
settings. Many major monuments (the Vietnam Veterans Memorial
being the latest national example) and many commemorative institu-
tions (for instance, Holocaust museums) do not get physically sited
where the events they present actually occurred (although in most cases
those actual locations memorialize their histories as well). In fact, the
World Trade Center historical area of concern only partially depends
on location; immigrant communities that once existed there now reside
elsewhere, the workers that perished there lived elsewhere, the public
servants who died in the rescue operations came from fire stations and
other bases located elsewhere. In each case, the specific history of the
events at the World Trade Center area of concern can also be dealt
with at other locations—fire stations, police stations, hospitals—
located elsewhere. With the real estate area of concern, midtown Man-
hattan, Metrotech, and the Jersey City waterfront equally constitute
areas of concerns of financial jobs; the entire city comprises an area
of concerns for employment of service and retail workers. A compre-
hensive view of any project for the 16 acres must take into account,
and include within the scope of its studies, alternative and/or supple-
mental locations.
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SOCIAL CONCERNS

Loss of lives, loss of jobs, and loss of homes are some of the most
egregious consequences of the attack on the World Trade Center. Many
programs undertaken by the Lower Manhattan Development Corpo-
ration address the consequences. Figure 10.1 shows the eligibility areas
used to determine who may benefit from the assistance programs
specifically geared to small business. Similar geographic boundaries
have been established for programs directed at residents whose homes
were destroyed by the attack, and still other boundaries delimit where
people are entitled to assistance for job loss. However, most of those
who lost their jobs lived far outside any of the areas included on Fig-
ure 10.1, and even outside the study areas depicted on Figure 10.2.
Geographic definition of eligibility for various remedial programs may
facilitate administration of those programs, and it may reduce the need
to examine each case on its own merits, but it does not make a great
deal of sense where the concern being addressed is not geographically
limited. Perhaps abandoning the idea of geographically defined study
areas for social concerns would be the better way to go in such cases.

DEMOCRATIC CONCERNS

The final area of concern I want to consider here (although there are
surely others) is that of democratic consideration and decision mak-
ing. The processes of open and participatory planning, of democratic
decision making, focus—in ever-changing patterns—on specific loca-
tions, around which the communicative and conflictual processes of
civil society and public life swirl and congeal. For the World Trade
Center in particular, this comprises a critical aspect of the area of con-
cern today. Is it to be defined by a group of the thirty largest devel-
opers in New York, meeting in closed session with the mayor? Is it to
be deemed an area of concern for review by the city’s planning com-
mission, or does that group function, as its chair has recently told its
members, merely to deliberate and consider, but not to plan or sug-
gest? Are the key participants simply the title owners to the property
and the lease-holders (and their sub-lessees and their sub-sub-lessees)?

Perhaps the ultimate and most important concern that should be
considered in defining the areas of concern of any project for the World
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Trade Center site should be its nature as a democratic focus—as an
opportunity to exercise the full breadth and depth of democratic life,
with all its glories and all its warts. What will be built there, in phys-
ical terms, is certainly important. But in the end, how the outcome of
the rebuilding process will be seen, used, appreciated, or rejected ulti-
mately depends largely on how people feel about the process by which
it gets realized. Every area of concern is socially constructed, not phys-
ically determined. Certainly the World Trade Center site and its sur-
roundings today are not defined in the public consciousness simply as
a physical location, but also as an area of social concern—of concern
with history, with real estate, with employment, with democracy. The
limits of these concerns are also socially constructed, not physically
determined. Openness to examining these aspects of any proposed
project on the World Trade Center site, viewing them as subjects of
democratic decision making rather than as involving issues that can be
arbitrarily limited to one or more specific geographic location is criti-
cal to any proper planning or design approach.

The World Trade Center development project provides but one
instance of the complications involved in defining sites, study areas,
and areas of concern for a particular project. Two other examples, one
involving the national urban redevelopment program, the other involv-
ing contemporary empowerment zone legislation, consider the effects
of the geographic definition of a site or project area, when implicit
assumptions are not carefully thought through, producing quite unex-
pected consequences.

When first authorized in 1949, the urban redevelopment program
defined areas eligible for Title I assistance as needing to be “blighted”
and “predominantly residential.” The boundaries of Title I sites were
thus determined by conditions within the sites themselves; a broader
study area was useful only to establish that boundary. This rigid geo-
graphic limitation came under attack from two directions. Some peo-
ple criticized the predominantly residential focus; those critics, like
Robert Moses in New York, became adept at defining and redefining
a blighted area to conform to whatever goals they wanted to achieve.17

Others wanted to broaden the scope of the program beyond clearance
to include rehabilitation and consideration of other reuses; among
them were the drafters of the Workable Program requirement, which
for the first time, required consideration of the entire city as an area
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of concern, establishing the need for rehabilitation or clearance on the
basis of a citywide survey of conditions.18 In practice, the attempt to
promote consideration of a serious study area before embarking on
renewal turned out to be “a well-known farce.”19

The evolution of the study areas required by federal legislation after
the adoption of the Workable Program requirement would make a fas-
cinating study. They varied from those requiring, in the late 1950s,
General Neighborhood Renewal Plans, intended to define areas for
action but instead developed after such areas were already (somehow?)
established;20 to requiring Community Renewal Programs in 1959,
reincarnated as Neighborhood Development Programs in 1968; to ask-
ing for Community Action Programs in the antipoverty period of the
late 1960s; to the establishment of Model Cities Neighborhoods in the
Model Cities legislation of 1966. I would suggest that a careful study
of the legislative language would find no guidelines for how to
approach the beginning of the effort to define areas eligible for treat-
ment under that legislation; they provide a definition of the eligible
treatment area, which becomes, ipso facto, the study area.

The consequence of this approach can be seen in the latest prog-
eny of this line of legislation: the empowerment zone provisions.21 They
include a very specific definition of the areas eligible for empowerment
zone designation, based on census statistics dealing with poverty. Not
coincidentally, African-Americans are represented disproportionately in
90 percent of the areas designated as empowerment zones. The con-
ceptual correlation between the designation of eligible areas and a rig-
orous definition of the ghetto is sharp, and the overlap with definitions
of an underclass is also strong. The rigid establishment of geographic
boundaries by internal criteria, without allowing for use of a study
area that would factually establish the parameters of the problem to
be addressed and the location of the resources necessary for its treat-
ment, is crippling. This view of how an attack on poverty ought to be
carried out within an artificially geographically defined area results in
further strengthening the walls of the ghetto, making the areas initially
equated in practice with ghetto conditions even more of a ghetto.22
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CONCLUSION

The very definition of the geographic area to be examined or treated
constitutes a critical element in the determination of what will ulti-
mately be done there. In good planning practice, that area is deduced
from analysis of a study area, whose own boundaries, however, are
too rarely conceptualized. In legislation, the relevant geographic area
is generally simply defined by quantitative demographic or economic
criteria, without reference to a broader examination of the locus of the
problem or the resources for its treatment. For architects, the area of
concern is often simply the parcel owned by the client, sometimes with
one eye on immediately surrounding physical structures. And yet little
attention is generally given to the method of defining the area that
should substantively be of concern. Though the definition of that area
can make a major difference in the result, the conceptualizations
involved are very much under-theorized.

Discussion of essentially similar problems in various branches of
planning and social science literature include the following.

The process of determining scope in environmental reviews is
probably as close to a technically mandated requirement for
defining a study area as can be found now in practice.23

The discussion of what groups or areas to include in cost-bene-
fit analysis and other evaluation procedures raises similar
problems.

The importance of scale, receiving increasing attention in the
literature of geography in particular, is directly related.24

The age-old but ongoing and quite unresolved issues in the def-
initions of urban, region, and metropolitan area raises these
questions also.25

Is it possible to generalize, then, from these diverse approaches to
a very complicated question? How should a study area be defined for
any particular site, or any particular project? Or, in the terms used
here, how should the areas of concern for a project be defined, as they
provide the basis on which study areas will subsequently be deter-
mined?

I believe at least two major alternatives can be outlined. One begins
at the site and works from the inside outward; the other begins on the
outside, with the affected community, and works inward.
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Certainly the most prevalent in practice is to begin from the inside,
with the site—the location of the projected action—and work outward.
The client owns a particular piece of land, or the City Planning 
Commission is acting to deal with a particular problem or proposal
that affects a particular location. Multiple sites might be examined for
the location of a particular project (a home, a business, a museum, a
waste disposal facility), and external factors may weigh heavily in a
choice. But when it comes to a selection among the possible sites, the
evaluation proceeds from the inside out: Does the location of that site
meet the client’s needs? Will there be adverse effects on surrounding
areas that must be considered from the point of view of the project?
(The editors may mean this by “area of effect.”) Are there impacts on
the site from the outside that must be considered? (The editors may
mean this by “area of influence.”) If so, the study area must encom-
pass the locations outside the site that may impact it; but it will be
the impact on the site, the impact seen from inside, that will count.

The alternative begins by looking at the site from the outside, to
evaluate the function it performs in the broader community. What are
the greatest needs in the community, and how might a project at the
site best assist in meeting them? What is the best potential use for the
site, or sites like it, in terms of community needs? Are there major con-
cerns about the number of jobs created, temporary or permanent? Is
the identity of the community a concern, and how might alternative
proposals affect it? Is the tax base a key concern? How will alterna-
tive uses relate to the general plan for the community, or should the
plan be modified because of the potentials of the site? If there is pub-
lic investment involved, is this the best use of those funds (an impor-
tant question for private clients also).

Defining a study area by looking in from the outside presents the
most difficulties. At least four obstacles will arise: the definition of
community, the scope of the task, the weighing of alternative concerns
against each other, and the client’s wishes. Each obstacle (except per-
haps the last) can be overcome in practice.

First, definitions of community abound. These are an issue of scale,
and depend on the magnitude of the project and the formal tools avail-
able to decision makers to influence it. Rarely will the realistic scale
be larger than the city, although for very large projects it well might
be. In any case, the feasible scale for examination must be limited by
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the public jurisdictions in authority. That authority may be actual and
formal or potential and informal (a state generally may have major
influence over what happens within a city, but only exercises its full
powers in very rare instances). The practical definition of community
thus must be largely political and significantly legal.

Second, the difficulty of the scope of examination within the study
area must be taken into consideration; there is no point defining a
study area so large that resources are not available to examine it. What
can be done will of course vary according to each case. The best way
to begin is with a scan: a quick overview of the possibilities, the con-
cerns that stand out, what logic and experience suggest would be
important, what existing pressures have highlighted. Scanning, which
has a long tradition in planning theory and public administration,26

should cover potential issues, as well as an initial feasibility review of
what can be usefully examined. Even if it is only possible to call atten-
tion to the factors not being examined, this at least should always be
done.

Third, concerns conflict: one party’s environmental concern influ-
ences another party’s real estate value; some prioritize jobs over open
space, others do not; some are concerned with through transportation,
some with local traffic pacification; some want market rate housing,
others subsidized. Balancing competing concerns is the subject of
innumerable discussions in planning theory and public administration.
One approach sees the planner/designer’s role as seeking consensus.
The approach of involving all stakeholders might be seen as a means
of achieving consensus, but might well simply be a way of clarifying
where the power lies and going with it. And of course the very deter-
mination of legitimate stakeholders already prejudges the outcome:
Over what area of concern are stakeholders to be invited?

There is an answer to these questions, at least for professionals con-
cerned with the ethics of their work. The Code of Ethics of the Amer-
ican Institute of Certified Planners (AICP), for instance, states:

A. A planner’s primary obligation is to serve the public interest.
While the definition of the public interest is formulated through
continuous debate, a planner owes allegiance to a conscientiously
attained concept of the public interest, which requires these special
obligations:
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1) A planner must have special concern for the long-range conse-
quences of present actions.

2) A planner must pay special attention to the inter-relatedness of
decisions.

3) A planner must strive to provide full, clear and accurate infor-
mation on planning issues to citizens and governmental deci-
sion makers.

4) A planner must strive to give citizens the opportunity to have
a meaningful impact on the development of plans and pro-
grams. Participation should be broad enough to include peo-
ple who lack formal organization or influence.

5) A planner must strive to expand choice and opportunity for all
persons, recognizing a special responsibility to and for the
needs of disadvantaged groups and persons, and must urge the
alteration of policies, institutions and decisions which oppose
such needs.

6) A planner must strive to protect the integrity of the natural
environment….27

The concerns that obligate planning and planners thus are not
determined by the particular constraints of the site, but by the need to
see it as part of an area of long-term concerns that includes related
decisions elsewhere. Decisions as to what area of concern should be
taken as a study area, and who the relevant stakeholders are, must be
taken from the outside in, with a particular eye for the interests of dis-
advantaged groups, environmental quality, and the other requirements
of professionally ethical conduct.

That leads to the fourth obstacle, which may realistically present
the greatest difficulty in the proper definition of a study area: the
wishes of the client. Not many private clients will take interest in look-
ing at a site from the outside in, beginning with an analysis of the gen-
eral problems of a community for which that site may play a role.
Most clients have concern for the feasibility of a particular project: the
private sector mandates profitability; in the public sector the nature of
the problem to be addressed generally comes from public decision
makers. A professional may therefore be caught in a dilemma: either
follow the wishes of the client, or follow the dictates of the Code of
Ethics. With a private client solely concerned with self-interest, the
dilemma can come down to taking the job, using such influence as the
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professional may have to broaden the concerns of the client, or reject-
ing the job altogether. In the public case, the choice should not be so
difficult. Any public agency should be concerned to look at the wide
scope of issues affecting any given project, or that the project might
affect; certainly the ethical obligation of comprehensiveness would dic-
tate this for a planning agency. The earlier statement by the then Amer-
ican Institute of Planners, forerunner of the AICP, holds:

The professional planner owes faithful, creative, and efficient per-
formance of work in pursuit of his client’s interest, but also owes
allegiance to a conscientiously attained concept of the public inter-
est and a primary commitment to maximize opportunity and
expand the extent of choice available to those restricted by social,
economic, personal or other constraints. When a professional
planner considers that planning policies, instruments, organiza-
tions or institutions are not in the interests of those intended to be
served by the planning process, he must strive diligently to ensure
that they are altered to reflect such interests.28

The obligation is not to succeed, but to try, diligently.
Apply these ideas to the lower Manhattan case: The community

whose interests are involved here is very broad. To begin with, we have
the national community. Viewed comprehensively, what happens at the
site of the direct physical damage invokes the national interest prima-
rily because the events that occurred there had supra-local, national,
and indeed international origins. It is, in a sense, coincidental that New
York was involved. The goal was clearly to make a statement about
the United States’ power, in this case financial power, and the World
Trade Center simply provided the symbol of that national/international
relationship. This has particular relevance to decisions affecting the
memorial and the extent to which (or the way in which) the site is
used to confront that supra-local issue. But that national/international
interest is barely reflected in the competition guidelines for the memo-
rial established by the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation.
Instead, the entirely legitimate concerns of a much narrower commu-
nity—those who lost persons close to them in the attack—takes pre-
eminence, to the significant exclusion of broader interests.

Study Areas, Sites, and the Geographic Approach to Public Action 271



At the more local level, the state of New York does not have a dis-
cernibly separate interest in the definition of the area of concern here.
As legal “parent” of the city, the state (and indeed the federal gov-
ernment) may well wish to assist the city in a matter of grave diffi-
culty. That presumably benevolent interest should entitle the state
merely to see that its contributions are not wasted; it does not give the
state any separate interest from that of the city in what happens at the
site. Given this logic, the governor’s extensive involvement in decisions
affecting the site is inappropriate. The legitimate concerns of the state
are no different from those of the city, and should be subsumed under
those of the city.

Taking the city of New York as the community whose concerns
should represent the beginning of planning for the World Trade Cen-
ter site—taking the city as the study area—is appropriate. Such a def-
inition is only geographic as a matter of convenience; almost all the
concerns relevant to planning for the site are found or represented
within the territorial limits of the city. For example, the concerns of
those connected to individuals who died in the attack on September
11 are important for what happens on the site. Most lived within the
city of New York. But that hardly bears on the nature of their inter-
est; almost as many of those killed lived in New Jersey as in New York.
Yet by examining interests within New York City, the parallel inter-
ests of those without will also surface.

The question of appropriate public investment (and encouragement
of private investment) poses a major issue in planning for the World
Trade Center site. What study befits that question? The state hardly
seems a major concern: the suggestion by Governor Pataki to use fed-
eral funds directed at September 11 issues to fund a rail route between
New York City and Schenectady was laughed out of serious consider-
ation. On the other hand, some months before September 11, 2002,
Senator Schumer had convened a committee of thirty-two to examine
the long-range potential of investment in subcenters in New York City,
locations outside downtown Manhattan where major centers of busi-
ness activity might be supported, such as Jamaica in Queens, the Hub
in the Bronx, or central Brooklyn. What happens in lower Manhattan
clearly has relevance for what happens in those other locations. The
precepts of the AICP Code of Ethics are:
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Special concern for the long-range consequences of present
actions

The inter-relatedness of decisions
Expanding choice and opportunity for all persons, recognizing

a special responsibility to the needs of disadvantaged
groups and persons

If the precepts are to be followed, the study area must encompass
these locations outside downtown Manhattan and permit inclusion in
the planning of considerations of how investment at the World Trade
Center site would affect employment at these other locations, who
would be affected, what their needs were, and so on.

The best way to define this area of concern, however, is not solely
in geographic terms. The national interest is not circumscribed by
geography. Those affected by the individual deaths of September 11
are not geographically identifiable. Nor are those who lost their jobs.
Looking broadly at the community in which the site is located, the
interests of the disadvantaged cannot be essentially geographically
described, although they may live or work in geographically concen-
trated areas. Each of the lines drawn around specific geographic areas,
as shown in Figure 10.1, reveals the inadequacy of the geographic basis
for defining a particular area of concern. The geographical definition
is merely shorthand for an economic, social, or psychological concern.

Area 1 is the site itself, the area of direct physical damage. Even it
cannot be defined ab initio, for the extent of physical damage needed
detailed examination. Determining whether a given building (for
instance the Deutsche Bank building immediately to the south of the
World Trade Center site) was within an area of demolition and clear-
ance, rather than repair and rehabilitation, required extensive investi-
gation, and was in fact only resolved, some two and a half years after
September 11, 2001. Thus, Area 1 concerns extent of direct physical
impact; that performance criterion must determine its boundary.

Reviewing the areas drawn by the Lower Manhattan Development
Corporation, FEMA, the city, and other concerned groups, reveals
that the setting of boundaries stems from, and is a surrogate for, the
confrontation with social, economic, physical, and individual concerns
not in fact circumscribed by, although perhaps concentrated in, geo-
graphic space. Even concerns most logically linked to particular loca-
tions (e.g., residents of lower Manhattan) could alternatively be
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defined as residential concerns linked to the negative effects of Sep-
tember 11. If Area 1 in Figure 10.1 represents a cut-off for consider-
ation of those concerns, then the bias of the designation becomes
clear: on one side of the line, compensation, on the other, none. The
distributional effect, the impact on “the disadvantages” that are sup-
posed to be a special responsibility of planners, is dramatic. In this
particular case, a gradient of incomes and “advantage” moves from
the World Trade Center site to the northeast, and the line designat-
ing Area 1 favors the better-off contained within at the expense of
those less well-off outside. A serious study area taking as its concern
residential difficulties must be much larger than Area 1, and should
arguably include all those within the city whose residential security
has been affected by September 11. If such an area needs geographic
definition, that can be done only after the broad area of concern has
been examined. Even then, the examination will disclose that some of
those affected lived outside the city: many in New Jersey, some in
Connecticut, and a few well beyond the borders of the state of New
York. Their concerns also need to be included.

The same analysis will show that, for each of the other areas out-
lined in Figures 10.1 and 10.2, the definition provides a weak substi-
tute for an analysis and a set of policies that would be generated from
beginning with a much wider study area. The secondary study area
shown in Figure 10.2 includes Chinatown and those of its residents
affected by September 11. One type of impact stems from location:
much of Chinatown, due to its position, directly felt the smoke and
ashes following the attack, and all of it suffered from the ensuing dif-
ficulty of access. Others suffered—were affected—in ways less loca-
tionally specific: jobs lost, breadwinners killed, markets gone. The
issues that define the secondary study area also make it appropriate to
define a much larger study area in which all those similarly affected
can see their concerns addressed.

The transportation hub proposed for lower Manhattan, Calatrava’s
new winged design, is the most dominant feature of the planning thus
far detailed and involves a huge investment: two billion dollars. A key
component provides direct rail link to JFK airport. As far as is known,
the study area used to arrive at the current proposal considered pri-
marily the possible paths through Queens to the East River, the pos-
sible crossings of the river, and the connection to other transit lines at
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Fulton Street and the site itself. But looking from the outside in, the
first question would be: What is the appropriate role of a transporta-
tion hub at this site? An examination of the transportation network in
New York City and its region would raise questions such as: Is the site
a better location for a terminus of a JFK line than midtown Manhat-
tan? With limited funds, is a Second Avenue line a better investment
than a JFK line? How do either compare with an upgrading of the
subway system as a whole, or with bringing LIRR lines into Grand
Central Terminal, or upgrading commuter rail to New Jersey, Westch-
ester County and above, or Connecticut? This study area should be
regional and should consider the range of geographic impacts of these
alternatives, not just the impact on the site itself or on the primary
and secondary study areas.

Practically, many of the concerns inevitably involved in this project
either conflict or, given limited resources, require prioritization, so that
a useful listing of areas of concern can guide study and implementa-
tion. Again, The Code of Ethics of the AICP provides guidance. Para-
graph 4, quoted earlier in this section, stresses citizen participation,
which would be important in cases just such as the World Trade Cen-
ter. Such participation has in fact taken place, through massive out-
reach efforts by the Civic Alliance, the Municipal Arts Society, and
many other private volunteer civic groups. The Lower Manhattan
Development Corporation has also held various public hearings, of
much more limited scope, and is not bound to take into consideration,
much less abide by, any of the resulting areas of consensus. Formal
participatory processes provided for in the charter of the city of New
York—its Uniform Land Use Review Procedures, hearings before the
City Planning Commission and the city council, and so on—legally
have no binding force under the legislation creating the Lower Man-
hattan Development Corporation. Similarly, the City Planning Com-
mission has not shown itself particularly desirous of getting involved,
except very belatedly and then only to limited questions of street con-
figuration within the site itself. Nevertheless, the right way to define
areas of concern for a project such as this, and priorities among them,
would certainly call for a broad and effective process of citizen par-
ticipation.

The result, in the World Trade Center case, would begin with a
map similar to Figure 10.3, prepared by New York New Visions
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shortly after September 11, 2002, to show the real extent of the places
affected by that event and needing to be considered in any planning
to deal with its consequences. Looking from the outside in, this would
be the starting point.

How then should a study area be defined, using the general prin-
ciples set out in this essay and the lessons from the lower Manhattan
case? The process should begin with a consideration of the concerns
affected by a project, looking at the site from the outside—that is, its
position in the wider community or communities in which it is located
or which it affects. An orderly scan of alternatives should be under-
taken. Priority should be given to those concerns, goals, and values to
which the planning and design professions are dedicated, including the
interests of the disadvantaged, environmental protection, and social
equity. Participation in that scoping process should be as widespread
and democratic as possible. A study area can then be defined that per-
mits adequate consideration of the concerns identified and evaluation
of their relationship to what is proposed for the site. For that purpose,
the boundaries of a study area should not be taken as more than a
convenient way of looking at concerns that in many cases may not be
geographically bounded at all. Definition of a geographic study area is
simply a surrogate for definition of the concerns to be studied.

The concerns of a site, viewed from the inside out, should not dic-
tate the study area. Conversely, the concerns of the community in
which a site is located should determine what area involving the site
should be studied, viewing the site from the outside in, and even before
that, what areas of concern should be taken into consideration,
whether geographically defined or not. Broad and effective public par-
ticipation can help determine those concerns; for professionals the
interests highlighted by professional ethics—for the disadvantaged,
environmental protection and social equity—should have prominence.
In the planning of a project, it should always be remembered that the
boundaries of a geographically defined study area serve simply as sur-
rogates of convenience for the analysis of the human concerns found
within, but often also without, those bounds.
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11

Defining Urban Sites

Andrea Kahn
How does an urban site gain design definition? What delineates its
boundaries? How does it engage its surrounds? What determines its
scale? This essay works through the problem of site definition as a nec-
essarily indefinite task, especially when looking at terms of site defini-
tion in urban design. As used here, urban site makes double reference
to both the whole city and limited sites within it, since even the small-
est urban design intervention always speaks to the project of city-build-
ing writ large, and defining applies to both a process and its outcomes.
At issue are means of site definition in urban design as well as the site
knowledge they produce.

In design discourse, the qualifier “urban” attaches to the concept
of site to no significant effect. This should not be the case. When rep-
resenting urban sites, or relationships between sites in urban situations,
designers draw on concepts, terminologies, and graphic conventions
that pertain to all kinds of sites, in general. Common terms (place,
ground, context, scale, location, boundary, etc.) remain largely indis-
criminate with respect to differences in setting or settlement conditions.
Without benefit of language expressly applicable to urban sites, their
definition, as a subset of sites in general, remains tied to notions of
property and ownership, to a physically delimited and containable par-
cel of land. A site is defined as urban adjectivally, based either on geo-
graphic milieu (an urban design site refers to a limited place within an
already established urban area or to an urban area in its entirety) or
physical size (urban design sites are presumed to be larger than archi-
tectural sites and smaller than regional ones).



To frame a site in explicitly urban terms, I use examples from New
York City to lay out an operationally based definition concerned with
what a site “does” in the city rather than what (or where) it “is.” Then
I turn to the role of representation in the site definition process. Finally,
I conclude by offering up new terms to address the complexity inher-
ent in urban sites. These terms provide conceptual tools applicable to
urban analysis as well as urban design. By representing sites as having
multiple boundary conditions and multiple scales, they frame a new
conceptual model for describing, interpreting, and analyzing places
slated for urban design intervention.

DEFINING URBAN SITES

The point is not that drawing boundaries is somehow impermissi-
ble…but that the permeability of those boundaries has to be con-
stantly reasserted; more than this, that the space in which they are
drawn is not a simple plane. Each side folds over and implicates
the other in its constitution.1
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Two drawings, a 1713 anonymous plan of the ideal Renaissance plan
of Palmanuova, and a sixteenth-century Leonardo da Vinci sketch of
Milan, register an often-overlooked but significant distinction in the
way designers define site limits as well as how they understand site
scale. The Palmanuova plan depicts the urban site as a clearly bounded
place. In this walled enclave intended to be impenetrable to attack, the
city is described as a fixed object in an open field. The drawing’s cen-
tered composition, inset textual inscriptions, and heavy dark lines
enclosing fortifications reinforce the reading of a city figure afloat in
empty space. The plan strongly delineates inside and outside. Inside
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the walls of this city rendered as discrete object, everything sits care-
fully contained in its proper place.

In stark contrast, da Vinci’s sketch swirls with the movements of
many trajectories crisscrossing an unbounded space. Radiating lines
activate the drawing’s surface, projecting an image that extends out-
ward beyond the edge of the page. Neither the bird’s eye view at the
bottom nor the plan above inscribes full enclosure. This drawing,
which depicts a set of active interrelations, makes it impossible to
locate the edge of the city. What lies inside its boundary and what lies
outside is unclear. The limits of this urban site cannot be pinned down
in the horizontal or the vertical dimension. Its boundaries remain
porous, its figure incomplete.

Comparing these historical images illustrates an important difference
between an idea of site linked to conventional notions of place and one
disentangled from notions of limited location. The single Palmanuova
plan conceives the city as stable and rigidly bounded. The composite
sketch of Milan shows an active setting with permeable limits, an urban
site comprised of many overlapping spaces. In Leonardo’s image no bor-
der divides site from situation. Rather than equating boundary with a
line of separation, this sketch encourages viewers to ask how an urban
site is linked to its outside. Instead of creating divisions that frame sim-
ple enclosures, as Palmanuova does, the looser and more porous image
of Milan offers an alternative conception of site limits and scale. It cap-
tures the complexity found in actual urban situations.

Consider, for example, a high-density residential project on a large
lot extending north from 56th to 72nd Street, on Manhattan’s Upper
West Side. Understood narrowly as legally owned property, this site—
developed by Donald Trump—obviously has a fixed boundary line.
However, since the urban impact of his development reaches well
beyond the edge of his parcel, when considered in urban terms, the
significance of this legal perimeter diminishes greatly. Trump City’s
urban site includes not only the ground under the residential towers,
but also those areas affected by their construction. For instance, a sub-
way station three blocks to the east required renovation to accom-
modate the expected load of thousands of new commuters, and a
waste treatment facility eighty blocks to the north in Harlem was built
to bear the infrastructural burden of Trump’s high-density towers.
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Forcing changes to New York City’s subway and sewage systems, the
property limits of the Trump site are hardly impervious to the many
forces that ultimately establish the project’s urban condition. Adopt-
ing an operational definition of the site—based on how it works in,
with, through, and upon its urban situation—alters the understand-
ing of Trump City’s “limits.”

Treating urban sites as operational constructs recasts their bound-
edness. Instead of demarcating simple metes and bounds, defining
urban site limits requires accounting for co-present, but not necessar-
ily spatially coincident fields of influence and effect. Urban sites encom-
pass proximate as well as nonproximate relations, physical as well as
nonphysical attributes.2 As settings for interactions and intersections
that transgress abstract property divisions, urban sites are conditioned
by, and contribute to, their surroundings. 

Times Square, in New York, easily fits such description: a place
whose identity is comprised by interactions between a global circuit of
entertainment (the Disney Corporation, Condé Nast), a metropolitan
crossroads of commercial developments (Broadway and Seventh
Avenue), and a local district of direct and imaginary engagements
(Broadway shows, Madame Tussaud’s Wax Museum, ABC’s Good
Morning America, the minimal remains of an erstwhile thriving sex
industry). The specificity of this urban site is construed through an
array of co-present but not coincident operations. Its reality—or, more
accurately, its realities—are constituted through the experience of rad-
ically shifting programs in constant interaction. What defines Times
Square as an urban site is a function of the crossings of spatial net-
works, each with its own degree of spatial extension. The determina-
tion of its boundary—or again, more accurately, its boundaries—
depends on how far afield these networks, and their influence, reach.
As an urban site emplaced in numerous local, global, metropolitan,
and regional settings, Times Square is tied into diverse scaling processes
at one time. While it provides a particularly vivid example of the mul-
tiscaled site, urban sites—wherever they are located and whatever their
size—will be similarly constituted.

Hell’s Kitchen, lying just two blocks to the west, operates at just
as many scales. The area is at once a residential neighborhood, a
commercial district, and a nodal intersection of transportation 
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infrastructures. It is the locus of a national highway system (entering
midtown Manhattan through the Lincoln Tunnel); regional, cross-
country, and international bus lines (arriving at and departing from
the Port Authority Terminal); a metropolitan public transit system
(subways and buses); global speculative ventures (proposed large-
scale development on the far West Side); citywide commercial mar-
kets (specialty food shops, restaurants catering to immigrant taxi
drivers); local communities (Hell’s Kitchen neighborhood, with its
own association). Numerous fields of operation converge at this one
place, each involving different scales of activity. As such, the scale of
this site cannot be characterized as singly or simply urban. Rather,
this place operates at local, metropolitan, regional, national, and
global scales. As an urban site it is scaled through a set of dynamic
functions created by fluid interactions between many differentially
extensive processes.3

Embedded within, and constitutive of, so many framing contexts,
such multiscalar urban sites open to diverse interpretation.4 They are
saturated with difference, permeated with irreducible diversity: het-
erological, to borrow a term from Mikhail Bakhtin.5 They offer up
myriad dimensions for consideration (economic, social, historical,
physical, political, haptic), each of which situates the site within a
web of specific associations. In terms of their limits and their scales,
urban sites present designers with shifting and potentially conflicting
identities. As such, they are best characterized as resulting from “a
matrix of forces, impossible to recoup and therefore impossible to
resolve.”6 They are crisis objects that destabilize our certainty of the
real.7

Urban sites are dynamic rather than static, porous rather than
contained, “messy” like da Vinci’s Milan sketch rather than “neat”
like the ideal plan of Palmanuova. Defining them in design terms thus
does not come down to establishing some unique identity of a lim-
ited physical place, but quite the opposite. It involves recognizing the
overlay and interplay of multiple realities operating at the same time,
on the same place. How designers give definition to these multiva-
lent and multiscalar urban design sites, however, remains an open
question.
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REPRESENTING URBAN SITES

However forcefully the real and the represented world resist
fusion, however immutable the presence of that categorical bound-
ary line between them, they are nevertheless indissolubly tied up
with each other and find themselves in continual mutual interac-
tion, uninterrupted exchange goes on between them…8

Given an operational definition of urban sites as multiscalar, heteroglot
settings for interactions and intersections, how do designers think
through their complexity and multivalence? This question raises the
issue of site study and with it the means, methods, and modes of site
definition processes. As in any design process, ideas of site come
through making. Designers confront the challenge of defining urban
sites through a creative process of representation.

The artifacts of this process, representations such as drawings and
models, do not simply illustrate what designers think about (in this case,
the city); more profoundly, they reveal how designers think. The iden-
tities of an urban site can be construed many ways. Mappings can pres-
ent each “reality” separately and attempt to position each in relative
terms as a function of shared descriptive and analytic parameters (scale,
drawing type, categories of information, etc.). Or they can project a
heterogeneous urban condition by utilizing representational techniques
that actively combine distinct parameters. By bringing different realities
into contact and establishing methods to chart their interplay, the
process of site representation works as the staging ground of site think-
ing. It is a place of assembly and a point of departure for constructing
relations between and across different forms of site knowledge.

In common usage, representation is a word loaded with meaning; it
has political, philosophical, symbolic, and aesthetic dimensions, visual
and nonvisual connotations. Even in the relatively focused vocabulary
of design, representation is a term subject to misunderstanding. Used
as a noun, it refers to things made. Used as a verb, it refers to a process
of making. But these two meanings still do not make the full extent of
representation’s role in site definition apparent. Representation is a con-
ceptual tool that orders understanding of the multivalence of urban
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sites. It is a means of literally thinking through their many realities—
presencing as well as positioning them in relative terms.

Site representations propose working hypotheses for comprehend-
ing and testing working definitions of urban site. To grasp the full
import of this idea, one first has to recognize the expansive potential
of representation: that in the most profound sense, representation is
not about depicting reality, but about making knowledge. For design,
it is a mode of conceptual operation, a process of knowledge forma-
tion. More than simply amassing and organizing facts, figures, and
impressions of a given condition, the descriptions and analyses that
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Figure 11.4. Giambattista Nolli, Rome Plan, 1748.

Figure 11.3. Rodolfo Lanciani, Forma Urbis Romae, Plate 15, 1893–1901.



designers produce actually generate the knowledge necessary to engage
a given condition as a site. Site representation is not a matter of get-
ting a reality right as much as a matter of constructing forms of knowl-
edge that can cope with multiple realities. In this sense, site drawings,
models, and discourses are never mere second-order redescriptions of
some preexisting condition as much as they are evidence of thought in
formation, a thought about what the urban site might be.

At the most basic level, representation gives definition to the urban
site because it is a process in which different ideas of site settle down
or settle in—perhaps an idea found through urban history, as in
Rodolfo Lanciani’s Forma Urbis Romae mappings or, perhaps a idea
based on city form, as shown by Nolli’s well-known figure–grounds of
the same city. Each mapping proposes an identifiable site reality,
because each operates as a distinctive mode of site thinking. To ask
which of two representations depicts the real site is meaningless, just
as it makes no sense to ask which of two ways of thinking is correct.
Distinct site representations produce different artifacts, but each arti-
fact instantiates a similarly dialogic and creative performance, an
“experiment in contact with the real.”9 Site representations construct
site knowledge; they make site concepts manifest by design.

FIVE CONCEPTS FOR URBAN SITE THINKING

For urban design, site concepts matter. More than merely discursive,
they act as powerful tools to structure site thinking. Yet, without lan-
guage to discern between different kinds of sites, the ways designers
represent and engage with urban sites cannot be situationally derived.
Generic concepts only allow for generic site thinking. But design dis-
course has no specifically urban site concepts on offer. The five new
terms outlined in the following sections conceptualize sites in mean-
ingful ways for urban design.

Mobile Ground

Much of urban design, as a field of design action, involves framing
constructive conversations among different interests and agents in the
city. To be effective, designers at work on projects with urban aspi-
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rations must account for and negotiate between many players
invested in the future of a particular locale: workers, owners, neigh-
bors, and builders; politicians, developers, and bankers; preserva-
tionists, ecologists, and economists, to name but a few. Each inter-
ested party construes the urban design site according to its own
terms, adopting its own preferred modes of representation.* They all
claim to know it, but one player’s knowledge rarely conforms to the
knowledge held by others. Different lenses filter these understandings. 

As concerns shift back and forth between various takes on the same
place, these oscillations define a variable field where the constructed and
the real are not opposed.10 They inscribe a mobile ground where urban
sites are understood as dynamic and provisional spaces, as points of
departure to parts unknown rather than places of arrival of fixed
address.11 Conceiving of urban sites as mobile ground foregrounds their
provisional condition, reminding designers that sites remain subject to
change beyond their control. On mobile ground, urban design actions
are best considered in strategic terms—focused on framing urban rela-
tions and structuring urban processes.12 Mobile ground describes a space
of progression, slippage, and continual revaluation, where diverse real-
ities tip over, into, and out of each other. It is where site boundaries and
site images shift, bend, and flex, depending on who is looking. 

Site Reach

The issue of scale is key to the definition of urban sites, influencing how
designers understand the context of their work and how they define the
geographic extent of their areas of concern.** Because urban sites par-
ticipate in many differently scaled networks at once, talking about an
urban scale, as a singular measure or the attribute of some entity,
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*  “Multifamily housing sites are missing from most conceptions of suburban landscapes partly
because conventional ways of measuring and understanding urbanized areas have obscured their iden-
tification. The high densities of apartment concentrations relative to surrounding areas of detached
houses, for instance, are not captured by the common mapping tools used by planners and academics.
Census tracts, forecast analysis zones (FAZs), and transportation analysis zones (TAZs)—standard
geographic units of analysis used for mapping—are simply too large to capture the spatial patterning
of suburban development.” P. Hess, “Neighborhoods Apart.” 

**  “The definition of a study area can be seen as a subset of the problems involved in trying to
define a problem or formulate a solution to a problem, in geographic terms. The first difficulty lies in
establishing the criteria by which the relevant geographic boundaries are set. The second lies in the usu-
ally implicit and hidden assumptions being made about the nature of the problem and its confinement
to such boundaries.” P. Marcuse, “Study Areas, Sites, and the Geographic Approach to Public Action.”



obscures the multiscalar condition of urban sites. Urban locales regis-
ter on multiple scalar networks, in some cases at different times, in
other cases simultaneously. Site reach measures the extent, range, and
level of interactions between a localized place and its urban surround-
ings. It gauges vicinities of exchange and intersection between places,
reciprocal and nonreciprocal relations, inscribed within and contribut-
ing to co-present urban spatial networks. For urban design, the con-
cept of site reach proposes a much-needed alternative to a conventional,
nested, and hierarchical model of scale that identifies different scales
with differently sized territories, and as such obscures the multiscalar
condition of urban sites. Urban sites are constructed by a complex over-
lay of distinct but interrelated uses, boundaries, forms, and temporal
sequences. In any given locale, variously scaled interactions establish a
unique set of linkages to other places. The reaches of a site depend on
the spatial and operational extension of those associations and con-
nectivities that tie it to other places. By situating any limited place
within the space of the city as a whole, site reach reinforces the fact
that any urban design intervention, no matter how limited in physical
scope, participates in a project of city-building writ large.

Site Construction

Although considered a predesign activity, site analysis inevitably pre-
figures and reflects design intentions.* The logics and values structur-
ing initial site observations are always and already prescribed by ideas
about the future modifications imagined for a place, and conversely,
the analysis process initiates a way of thinking about place that res-
onates through all subsequent phases of design.**
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* “As often as not, an architect’s description of an existing context will soon underpin a subse-
quent series of decisions to intervene in that context. A characterization of context smuggles into the
design process a set of confirming values camouflaged as a description of existing conditions and
observed facts; the details of any description of context will usually indicate whether the speaker aims
to respect or reject it.” S. Isenstadt, “Contested Contexts.”  

**  “Site analysis, at a large scale and recorded through detached rational mappings, has given
way to site-readings and interpretations drawn from first-hand experience and from a specific site’s
social and ecological histories. These site-readings form a strong conceptual beginning for a design
response, and are registered in memorable drawings and mappings conveying a site’s physical prop-
erties, operations, and sensual impressions.” E. Meyer, “Site Citations.”



In urban design, more often than not, sites are actively produced. Site
construction is a site study process that yields a designed understanding
of site through consciously selective viewing. The site definitions it pro-
duces are distinct from the design decision that results in establishing
project boundaries (the determination delimiting where design actions
physically take place).13 This site study method embraces design agendas
and asserts the interpretive basis of any site viewing process. 

To define a site as urban, the process of site construction accounts
for multiple fields of influence and effect, each with distinct spatial lim-
its that in concert construe a territory of design concern. It recognizes,
but does not attempt to reconcile, heterogeneous urban orders and log-
ics. By not oversimplifying site complexity, this method of site study
initiates and supports nonreductive urban design actions. These site
analyses underscore the multivalence of urban sites, making of it a key
issue for urban design attention. Regional, metropolitan, and local
architectural; moving or static; large and small scale; close and distant:
each vantage point brings different aspects of a site to light and each
way of organizing site information (politically, economically, formally,
historically, spatially, etc.) results in a distinct site configuration. Indi-
vidually, these expose a predilection toward some combination of the
city’s myriad characters.* Drawn together, the many approaches begin
to approximate the multivalence built into the urban landscape. Rather
than conceive of sites as having one single bounding condition, site
construction posits that site boundaries shift in relation to the posi-
tion—the physical location and ideological stance—of their beholder.
It dispels the illusion of the city as either containable or controllable
by hypothesizing the urban situation as a porous and shifting space.14

Unbound Sites

Any design action for a limited site in a city is at once influenced by,
and has consequences for, the city as site. The impossibility of isolat-
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*  “Part of preparing a place to become a site involves the formation of new narratives. Familiar to
anyone who observes real estate development is the narrative onslaught that begins almost immediately
as developers and real estate brokers tout the benefits, for example, of their proposed apartment build-
ing, its compatibility with urbane lifestyles, and its prestigious address. Planners and designers are com-
plicit in this process. Their presence indicates a seriousness of purpose and even inevitability to the proj-
ect. Their reports and images portray and publicize the new place. The first act of real estate development
is the narrative remaking of the site.” R. Beauregard, “From Place to Site.”



ing one urban locale, operationally, from its surrounds, lends urban
design its inherently public dimension, and acknowledging this public
dimension prompts a critical reassessment of how site boundary is typ-
ically understood in design. Irrespective of whether rights to a limited
development parcel are privately, publicly, or jointly held, design
actions in urban contexts have consequence beyond narrowly con-
strued limits of legal metes and bounds. The unbound site uncouples
the definition of site boundary from notions of ownership and prop-
erty. It views site limits as open to configuration according to various
forms and forces of determination.* Rather than drawing a line
between urban and site (equating boundary with a line of separation)
urban designers need to ask how many ways sites are linked to an
“outside,” to spaces, times, and places beyond their present and imme-
diate control.** Defining site boundary in terms of a single property
line produces a circumscribed figure, contained, isolatable, and con-
trollable (the site defined as entity under design control). Designers
need instead to recognize border porosities and to treat scale as a meas-
ure of boundary permeability. In this sense, the urban site is unbound
by virtue of its having many different structuring limits simultaneously
in play, not because its boundaries are simply effaced. Urban sites are
comprised of multiple fields (areas under design control, areas of influ-
ence and areas of effect) each delimited according to its own opera-
tional horizons.15
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*  “Grounds operate with great nuance. They resist hierarchy. There are no axes, centers or other
obviously explicit means of providing orientation. Single, uncomplicated meanings are rare. Instead,
there are open networks, partial fields, radical repetition, and suggestive fragments that overlap, weave
together, and constantly transform. Within this textural density edges, seams, junctures, and other gaps
reveal moments of fertile discontinuity where new relationships might grow. Relationships among
grounds, are multiple, shifting, and inclusive. They engage the particular and the concrete rather than
the abstract and the general.” R. Dripps, “Groundwork.” 

**  “Over the past thirty to fifty years, theories in the science of ecology have been reconsidered
in at least three major areas: first, with regard to whether local ecosystems can be considered “closed”
to larger-scale flows of materials and energy or whether the influences of these larger flows should be
considered integral to local systems (I will refer to this as the spatial scale paradigm shift); second, in
the degree to which local and regional history influences contemporary ecosystem dynamics (i.e., the
temporal scale shift); and third, in the explicit consideration of physical landscape patterns as an
important component of ecosystem functioning (i.e., the pattern shift). These developments have
broad implications for ecologists who now think differently about relationships between local obser-
vations and events (or local spatial arrangements) and relationships that are neither local nor recent.”
K. Hill “Shifting Sites.”



Urban Constellation

Context is what the site is not. Yet urban sites exist and participate in
many contexts.* How, then, to define the confines of urban sites? The
traditional idea of context implies that sites derive definition from their
larger situation. Seeing a site “in context,” however, depends on main-
taining a clear distinction between inside and outside, thereby obscur-
ing the difference between the boundaries of a building lot and the
limits of an urban site. 

At once a concept and a process, urban constellation blurs the line
between context and site by demarcating site interactions across mul-
tiple fields of urban operation. It refers to a dynamic relational con-
struct—formed by myriad interactions between variable forces (physi-
cal, social, political, economic, etc.) animated across multiple scales (as
embedded in local, metropolitan, regional, and global spatial net-
works)—and the process through which that construct is defined. The
process of urban constellation involves integrating knowledge of local
place-based urban characteristics with knowledge of larger-scale spa-
tial logics that underlie contemporary urbanism in all its forms. It
problematizes the received idea of context as some outside, impassive
backdrop. 

Constructing urban constellations is not simply a matter of enlarg-
ing the contextual frame through which a particular place may be
viewed. Rather, the concept of urban constellation requires that design-
ers situate their urban sites in multiple contextual, or scalar, frames
simultaneously. Constellations foreground context itself as a variable.
Further, by projecting site and context as mutually implicated in the
other’s constitution, urban constellations reinforce understandings of
site as a relational construct.
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* “Few cities or buildings are more thoroughly documented than Paris and the works of Le
Corbusier. Maps and aerial photographs of the sectors of Paris where Le Corbusier’s projects are
located are as readily availaable as the ubiquitous, published versions of the building plans, sections,
and elevations. Yet, no documentation exists of this architect’s work as it relates to its urban site. This
simple, yet huge omission in the otherwise endless sea of information and speculation on Le
Corbusier is astonishing. It demonstrates the pernicious obstinacy of a narrow framing of subject mat-
ter, which goes hand in hand with the modern concept of categorization. Categorization tends to dis-
tinguish and isolate, rather than relate. The ‘phenomenon of concordance’ referred to by Le Corbusier
occurs in the interstices between building plan and city map. It is here that the story of the ‘action of
the work’ on its surround is recorded, and where the ‘environment brings its weight to bear.’” W.
Redfield, “The Suppressed Site.”



DEFINING THE INDEFINITE

The concepts outlined in the preceding sections consider urban design
sites as relational constructs. In so doing, they oblige relational site
thinking. They invite designers to consider how urban design sites dif-
fer from architectural ones on more than simply locational or dimen-
sional grounds, emphasizing that limited locales in cities incorporate
urban processes, systems, and logics that qualify and extend to the city
as a whole.

In lieu of adopting topology (or topography) to generate schematic
site representations, these new concepts set up a site definition process
grounded in tropology.16 Slippages in meaning between the terms inten-
tionally figure urban sites as dynamic and processive. Their purpose is
not to stabilize meaning, but to challenge the very idea of a stable
urban site. These tools frame a new conceptual model for thinking
about, and thinking through, urban sites. They construe the process of
urban site definition as one of defining the indefinite. Instead of defin-
ing site in a narrow lexical sense, these concepts activate gaps between
sign and meaning to characterize urban sites as spatially elastic and
temporally provisional. Each recasts received ideas of boundary and
scale in a slightly different way, yet all rebound around the same under-
lying point: that for urban design what matters is gaining under-
standing of the city in the site.
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12

High-Performance Sites

Carol J. Burns

DYNAMIC ROLE OF THE SITE IN BUILDING

Not fixed or static, the role of the site in the design disciplines has
altered over time. This essay, an exploration of the changing status of
site in design and construction of buildings, assumes the site to be both
material reality and a cultural construct. As a material reality, the site
endures in lowly earthiness, but as a living form it regenerates con-
tinuously in triumphant potency. As a construct of culture, the site is
comprehensible only insofar as it is touched by human practices. We
know the site because we make and shape it, socially, economically,
and politically. Both of these viewpoints, realist and idealist, inform
my argument, which traces three fundamentally dissimilar renderings
of site in architecture. The first characterization of site is that of source
for building materials and energy for construction. The second depic-
tion is that of repository for building materials and energy imported
from far afield. Finally, drawing on an emerging environmental impe-
tus, the site is portrayed as linked interdependent systems combining
intrinsic and extrinsic resources. These versions of site have risen to
importance, respectively, in three different eras: the first beginning in
prehistory and continuing today; the second beginning with industri-
alization and modernism; and the third beginning in the present time,



characterized in developed economies as postindustrial. Though dis-
tinctly dissimilar, each version retains its currency today. Examining
them provides insights into the dynamic status of the place of site in
design disciplines as ascribed within changing social norms and pro-
fessional values.

SITE AS A SOURCE OF MATERIALS AND ENERGY 
FOR BUILDING

For centuries, local sites provided the materials used in construction.
Materials were limited to those readily available in nature: stone, clay,
wood, straws and grasses, sod, masonry, concrete, and elemental met-
als. Some basic chemical transformations had been understood for
thousands of years, including, for example, brick and tile from clay
and concrete from cement, lime, and aggregate. However, few such
transforming combinations were in use before the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury.1

Transportation was difficult and expensive prior to industrializa-
tion. Therefore, construction materials typically came from locations
on or near the building lot. The immediate or proximate site served
as stock for basic material supply. The plot provided space for stock-
piling and storing materials both preceding and following extraction
or harvesting. The construction site—the area disturbed and trans-
formed by building the structure—served as the platform for building
fabrication. The energy for building—fuel for construction as well as
human food sources—was limited and came, similarly, from the imme-
diate area.

Autochthonous construction, using materials and building practices
at hand, has remained remarkably unchanged for centuries. Techniques
developed through trial and error, were handed down through craft
and tradition. Construction, transportation, and craft all took time and
evolved slowly.

The effort invested in making anything—a city, a house, a piece of
furniture—was too significant to waste. The cost of materials was a
greater component of economic value than the direct labor costs of
building. Every artifact therefore was used, reused, and adapted until
it wore out, and even then the parts were recycled. This mode of pro-

298 Carol J. Burns



duction conformed to the economic pattern of traditional societies: cir-
cular consumption sequences in which parts fit into interlocking
wholes, each necessarily as efficient as possible. Vernacular buildings
surviving to the present provide striking material evidence of deep
abiding connections between places and human artifacture.2

In the vernacular approach, the operations of a building also func-
tioned as an integrated system. Dynamics between building and site
provided input for the building system, with the building fabric medi-
ating between internal and external climates. Each aspect of the phys-
ical building fabric—the orientation of elements, the weight and thick-
ness of walls, the size and placement of windows—fits together in
interlocked relationships with processes of nature bearing on the site,
including the sun, the wind, atmospheric pressure, and precipitation.
Slow in production, simple in operation, the building and the site func-
tioned as one integrated system. This simple design was intended to
optimize the potential for comfort and habitability, though these were
difficult to attain within the limits of available knowledge and tech-
nique.

This model—direct integration of site and building materials and
energy—persists widely today. It depicts the available approach to
building for the still-significant portion of the world’s population that
has not undergone industrial modernization. Within developed
economies, these local rudimentary practices inform small-scale oper-
ations and structures, including the self-help programs supported by
government in many emerging economies and, to a degree, the do-it-
yourself ethos of renovation in North America. Fundamental aspects
of this basic knowledge inform but do not fully comprise what is later
described here as high-performance sites.

SITE AS A DEPOSITORY OF MATERIALS AND ENERGY
FOR BUILDING

In the late-nineteenth century, an explosion in new technologies and
materials began to transform architecture and construction. Materials
and composites invented during this period include steel and reinforced
concrete. Development of new materials continued to accelerate in
pace, including a plethora of synthetic and sheet goods in the 1950s
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and continuing to the present day with new and expanded categories
such as reinforced plastics, new adhesives, and alloys and metals
including titanium. These goods typically require considerable trans-
formation and processing. With origins in elementary matter extracted
from the earth, construction materials increasingly take form and
shape through industrial processes.

The development of new construction materials has depended on
related parallel advances in transportation technologies. The harness-
ing of steam power in the early-nineteenth century brought with it
mechanization, urbanization, the factory system, and product
economies of price. Raw goods shipped by rail and steamboat supplied
producer and consumer markets within and across regions. In the
immediately ensuing phase of industrial revolution, electric power
accompanied mass production, mass consumption, and the continual
search for economies of scale.3 Production and consumption of new
construction materials depended on more elaborate transportation net-
works.

Though the building site remained a platform for construction, the
source of materials and the site of fabrication for building components
multiplied and dispersed. Specific geographic areas took on specialized
roles, some as the source for resource extraction, others as the locus
of processing, and still others as the location of labor for assembly or
fabrication. The materials and components of buildings were gathered
and assembled from across numerous sites of accumulation prior to
delivery to the construction site. Concurrently, material production
became rationalized with respect to standard building systems, and the
formulation of building codes became more uniform. Thus, mecha-
nization in conjunction with seemingly unlimited access to fossil fuels
superseded the locally based handcraft approach of producing build-
ing materials and components. The direct labor cost became a greater
component of economic value than material costs of construction. Pro-
duction of goods and materials for all sectors occurred easily and,
arguably, to excess.4

The invention of machinery for heating, cooling, and ventilating
buildings led to innovations in controlling the interior environment in
ever-larger structures, including new building types, such as the sky-
scraper. However, by the time of the Modern Movement in Europe,
as Reyner Banham describes, the use of this new technology for
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“improved environmental quality was most ruthlessly sacrificed on the
altar of a geometrical machine aesthetic and the honest expression of
everything.”5 The vernacular model of differentiated structure to
mediate between interior enclosed space and exterior site space was
repudiated, for ideological rather than practical reasons.6 Le Corbusier
said, “Every nation builds houses for its own climate. At this time of
interpenetration of scientific techniques, I propose: one single build-
ing for all nations and climates.”7 Le Corbusier’s advocacy of what
came to be known as the International Style carried into the build-
ing’s interior climate as well: “The buildings of Russia, Paris, Suez or
Buenos Aires, the steamer crossing the Equator, will be hermetically
closed. In winter warmed, in summer cooled, which means that pure
controlled air at 18 degrees C. circulates within forever.”8 Admitting
that “Le Corbusier’s position of unrivalled esteem among architects
makes him too convenient a target for criticism,” Banham posits Le
Corbusier as

no worse than the rest of his generation….The whole generation
was doubly a victim; firstly of an inability of its apologists and
friendly critics to see architecture as any more than a cultural
problem, riding upon a conventional view of function that had not
been related to twentieth-century needs; and, secondly, of its own
(apparently willing) submission to a body of theory more than half
a century behind the capabilities of technology, still preoccupied
with problems—such as the use of metal and glass in architec-
ture—that had been propounded…and effectively solved by an
earlier generation.9

With this as introduction to Le Corbusier’s concept of machines à
habiter, Banham examines in detail the mechanical and environmental
dimensions of several buildings by Le Corbusier, along with his aware-
ness of environmental problems, characterizing them as a “machine-
age aesthetic.”10

Developments in technology for control of building environments
proceeded in a series of piecemeal solutions responding to piecemeal
problems, evolving so that buildings today, worldwide, have mechan-
ical systems to mediate between human beings and local climate, pro-
viding for habitability and comfort. Building mechanical systems often
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must compensate for factors in a building’s orientation or fabric—poor
siting or excess glazing—that have not been designed from an envi-
ronmental viewpoint. This approach prioritizes invention and propa-
gation of sophisticated “state-of-the-art” equipment. Increasing mech-
anization, including the invention of computer controls in the 1970s,
reinforces the commitment to sealed interior building environments.11

The site, exteriorized from the experience of the building, is also repo-
sitioned in sensibility and social norm. This site has become a source
of discomfort.

Buildings have become more technological, as an increasing portion
of building cost, often as much as 50 percent, goes toward mechani-
cal systems, rather than toward the fabric of enclosure—structure,
walls, and roof. Emphasizing mechanical systems and functional inde-
pendence, the currently prevalent model of building depends on a lin-
ear metabolism, by which fossil energy goes in and waste and energy
are expelled. The building operates as a collection of different unre-
lated systems.

For market-based buildings designed by architects, conventional
design processes tend to reinforce the tacit understanding of the site
as a source of discomfort. Methodologically, designs are schematized
and developed sequentially from architect to engineer to subconsultant.
The process of design, having become more specialized and splintered,
delivers buildings that, designed as if isolated from their sites, consume
more energy. Among those designing different aspects of the building,
the architect has remained focused on the appearance of things.12

BUILDING WITH SITE: HIGH-PERFORMANCE DESIGN

Many today—including building owners, contractors, environmental
groups, professional designers, and research institutes—question the
performance level of typical development and construction practices in
relation to the environment. The critique of standard practices does not
call for a return to traditional construction as that would address nei-
ther practicalities nor ideals. Though vernacular architecture does the
best with material at hand, in comparison with “modern urban stan-
dards of scale, amenity, safety and permanence…vernacular architec-
ture is often unsatisfactory.”13 Rather, energy- and resource-efficient
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projects that reap meaningful cost savings, including important bene-
fits, that are commonly known as “green” or “sustainable.” Here, the
characterization of such projects as “high-performance” speaks to a
new understanding of the relationship between building and site within
environmental design: the observance of limitedness in an economy of
means within an industrial framework.14

In brief background, the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 brought
together heads of state who committed their nations to exploring ways
of achieving “development which fulfills current needs without com-
promising the capacity of future generations to achieve theirs.”15 Three
principles of sustainable development ground this concept: considera-
tion of the “life cycle” of materials; increased use of natural raw mate-
rials and renewable energy sources; and reduction in the materials and
energy used in material extraction, transportation, product manufac-
ture and use, and disposal or recycling of waste. Though the Rio sum-
mit marks the rise of more widespread awareness of these issues, con-
sciousness of the need for an environmentally based architecture had
been growing for decades.

As early as the 1970s, following the first global oil embargoes, a
number of designers, mostly in housing and small-scale cultural and
institutional buildings proposed environmental alternatives. Pioneers
of low-technology green structures include Joachim Eble in Germany,
who designed projects in timber, and Sverre Fehn in Norway, with
projects using earth. The most notable proponent of a low-technol-
ogy approach is Paolo Soleri, working in Arizona with a concept of
arcology—a fusion of architecture and ecology that proposes a highly
compact urban form using indigenous materials—that can well be
characterized as within the first model described here, “site as
source.”

At the opposite end of the technology spectrum, architects includ-
ing Norman Foster, Renzo Piano, Richard Rogers, Thomas Herzog,
Francoise-Helene Jourda, and Gilles Perraudin came together to form
the READ Group—Renewable Energies in Architecture and Design.
The group received official recognition and backing from the European
Economic Union in 1993 at a conference in Florence.16 The landmark
eco-tech buildings to date are the Commerzbank Tower in Frankfurt
and the dome of the remodeled Reichstag in Berlin, high visibility proj-
ects both designed by Foster and Partners. Media coverage of path-
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breaking projects has had a positive effect mobilizing support as 
others follow in their wake. Various techniques used in these projects,
such as double-skin glazed façades, have been applied to other, smaller
projects with considerable success. The promise of the highly techno-
logical approach remains to be more fully pursued, particularly regard-
ing temperature control in summer and energy saving in winter.

Between the extremes of high- and low-tech design, an emerging
middle way is distinguished by well-considered combination of tradi-
tional materials and innovative industrial products. As early as the
1970s, Gunter Behnish produced buildings and urban projects inte-
grated with landscape. Stefan Behnish characterizes the position of
Behnish, Behnish and Partner this way:

There are basically two schools of sustainable architecture. The
Norman Foster school, where environmental problems are solved
by bringing in technology; and the Soleri school, which rejects
technology. We fall somewhere between these two; but my sympa-
thies are more towards Soleri. I don’t want to go back to the stone
age, or to change the way we live now—but so long as we are pre-
pared to accept that we will be warmer in summer and cooler in
winter, then I am convinced that we can achieve an acceptable level
of comfort by following the laws of nature.17

The U.S. Green Building Council has begun to suggest the direc-
tion of a middle path in the United States. This consortium of build-
ing owners, suppliers, contractors, government agencies, architects,
engineers, and others formed in 1993 with the purpose of promoting
a mainstream change in the industry toward sustainable facilities. The
group developed an uncomplicated rating system to evaluate building
practices, LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design).
Created through a consensus process, LEED is seen as a transition doc-
ument to help move the U.S. building industry toward more sustain-
able practices. Formally introduced in 2000, the system measures per-
formance relative to a series of prerequisites and credits in five areas:
sustainable sites, water, energy and atmosphere, materials and
resources, and indoor environmental quality.”

Updated regularly, it is rigorous, transparent, and easy to use.
Design team members track progress toward earning a LEED rating,
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with no need for specialty consultants. The system includes four lev-
els of performance depending on the number of credits earned, and
design teams must verify that all the prerequisites and at least 40 per-
cent of the credits have been met to get a basic rating (bronze). As
such, the system functions to promote and guide comprehensive and
integrated high-performance building design. Most of the credits are
performance based (rather than specification based, as are most build-
ing codes), meaning that they measure the degree of improvement rel-
ative to a recognized standard, rather than requiring the use of spe-
cific strategies or technologies.

Within the hierarchy of factors in high-performance design, issues
of siting a structure play a central role. In a guidebook to sustainable
design written under the auspices of one of the largest architectural
firms in the United States, the itemization of “Ten Simple Things You
Can Do” includes nine items that refer to the site (the tenth advocates
recycling).18 High-performance design draws on principles used in older
building practices. Manipulation of land features, building forms, and
exterior materials takes the climate into consideration in order to get
the most out of a site and building fabric before drawing upon electri-
cal and mechanical assistance from mechanized energy-driven systems.

High-performance design favors “appropriate technology” over
sophisticated “state-of-the-art” equipment. Sophisticated building com-
ponents now conventionally available—such as wired building compo-
nents or highly technical windows—increasingly address hybrid func-
tions, manifold demands, and complex requirements. An integrated or
whole-building design approach requires thinking about the building,
its materials, its components, and its site as a series of interlinked and
interdependent systems. In this sense, the building is conceived not as
an object but as a set of processes interacting within and across the
processes of the site. In this model, a single design refinement might
simultaneously improve the performance of several building systems.

Basic objectives of this approach include maximizing operational
energy savings, providing healthy interiors, and limiting the detrimen-
tal environmental impacts of building construction and operation.
Compelling side benefits include improvements to occupants’ health
and well-being attributed to better daylighting, artificial lighting, and
indoor air. Worker productivity-gains in a number of completed high-
performance commercial structures have been documented in measures
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that dwarf the combined capital, operations, and maintenance cost
expenses.19

Because such benefits are difficult to quantify, the full value of high-
performance buildings can be underestimated by traditional account-
ing methods that do not recognize “external” costs and benefits. High-
performance building cost evaluations should address, in some
measure, the economic, social, and environmental benefits that accom-
pany green design.

Building construction costs, similarly, do not measure the adverse
environmental impacts of construction-related activities. Today’s
design decisions have local, regional, and global consequences.
According to the Worldwatch Institute, almost 40 percent of the 7.5
billion tons of raw materials annually extracted from the earth are
transformed into concrete, steel, gypsum board, glass, and other
building materials. One quarter of the annual wood harvest is used
for construction. At the level of building operations, globally, build-
ings use about 16 percent of total water withdrawals; in the United
States that amounts to about 55 gallons per person daily. Buildings
consume about 40 percent of the world’s energy production and pro-
duce about 40 percent of the sulfur dioxide. The high cost of ineffi-
cient practices carries into the interior environment. Indoor air pol-
lution constitutes one of the top five environmental risks to public
health, found in up to 30 percent of new and renovated buildings.
Many industries have a growing appreciation that sound economic
and environmental choices are not mutually exclusive, but instead are
compatible, even  interdependent. This suggests that high-perform-
ance building practices increasingly will be market driven as the eco-
nomic advantages of environmentally sound design and construction
gain recognition and support.

Continued development of lightweight, high-strength, high-per-
formance materials offers the prospect of economy, efficient transport,
reuse, and less waste. The development of new materials has contin-
ued to accelerate in pace. Existing categories of materials have trans-
formed and expanded (such as titanium, aluminum, and ceramics).
New categories of materials have emerged (including polyaramids such
as Kevllar and Goretex, or foamed materials. A vast array of new com-
posite materials holds potential for high performance (reinforced plas-
tics, polymers threaded with glass fiber, or thin films applied to fab-
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rics). Producing the materials and fabricating them within architectural
components requires environmental and technical controls exceeding
those provided at the construction site. The trajectory of materials
development suggests a continued increase in off-site fabrication of
building components delivered to the site as prefabricated elements or
modules.

The emergence of high-performance design prompts reconsideration
of models for design decisions. The old decision model based on fac-
tors of cost, quality, and schedule, mandated the protection of the
health, safety, and welfare of society; the emerging model also consid-
ers the health, safety, and welfare of the environment. Issues of ecol-
ogy consider the local site as well as the local environment. In this
sense, light, air, and solar inputs can be deployed as building resources,
and though inexhaustible, are similar to the use of resources extracted
within the preindustrial model of building.

High-performance outcomes demand a much more integrated col-
laborative approach from architects, engineers, and other designers of
a building project. A unified, more team-oriented design and con-
struction process brings together various experts early in the goal-set-
ting process. This interdisciplinary approach, in effect, quickly coordi-
nates various types of professional expertise at the start of a project,
rather than in sequential development, making a departure from past
practices. During design development, input from users and operators
can accelerate progress, eliminate redundant efforts, engender com-
mitment to decisions, reduce errors, and identify synergistic opportu-
nities.

Within the high-performance model, the site of the building is con-
sidered reiteratively at many scales: at the scale of ecology and multi-
ple generations, at the scale of the property, at the scale of the build-
ing, and at the scale of building systems and components. These are
integrated across the site, and linked on out to regional and global
scales. Conceived not as objects, the site and the building systemically
are brought into existence together. The new methods have created a
number of different sites in design: one that is intellectual and based
on prior principals of design methods and forms; another that is based
on a site seen as ecological, but without constitution as a physical
locality; one, along with others not listed here, called the physical
site.21
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THE UNSETTLED SITE

At stake here is an understanding of architecture as participating in a
world of living systems and entities. The organization of cultural/phys-
ical systems is not reducible to a set “base” or “core” of patterns or
structures, or to such structures found “behind” contexts or settings.
Rather, in this view, order in design is embedded within dynamic con-
text. Design includes the processes by which participating components
organize local lived situations. These mutually constitutive dynamics
include processes, which are living entities, being constituted by the
very processes of living.

Dynamics regarding site performance have been articulated here in
the terminology of professional design. In further opening up this ter-
ritory for future rethinking of relationships in design, frameworks
established by theorists in other disciplines offer concepts and termi-
nology for describing and analyzing mutually empowering relation-
ships. Material can be explored within those disciplines that have artic-
ulated a mutually constitutive approach to understanding living
systems, traditionally including the biological sciences, philosophy, and
the social sciences.19 The number, range, and breadth of disciplines that
bear on this subject speak to the multiple registers of the site.

Conceptualizing architectural sites within processes of living
change, this argument begins with the premise that the site is both a
cultural construct and a material reality. The two exist in parallel, but
they are not, and never can be, the same thing. Both halves of this
double definition implicate dynamic change. They define from the out-
set that site is not settled.

As models, the notions of site outlined here—as source, as deposi-
tory, and as interdependent systems—are sufficiently at odds to sug-
gest that they are mutually exclusive. In the physical world of sites,
they can and do coexist. Duration and overlap of these notions of site
show that new developments of different times overlay those of prior
eras, without canceling or negating each other. Unlike ideology, which
moves to exclude alternative positions, the environment incorporates
contradictions.

As a relational process within a physical, spatial, and cultural
framework, a site is not a bounded, fixed, or even singular entity. In
questioning the stable ground plane as a firm site for architecture, so
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too does the object building inserted in an abstract landscape come up
for critical reconsideration. The unsettled site—conceived as the build-
ing and the site in a set of interacting processes—means that even the
most amorphous or degraded setting, including the ubiquitous com-
mercial strip, can yield meaningful content for design.20 This view of
design extends beyond production to the complete life cycle of that
which is produced.

Methodologically, this view advocates for dissolving, not reinforc-
ing, boundaries between thinkers and makers. Rather than focusing on
design or engineering of artifacts, the goal is the design of processes.
Tools for thinking and for learning therefore should be based on sim-
ulation or modeling rather than simply on representation. Through this
can be discovered new relationships with natural and social processes
and histories, including but not limited to new relationships with the
ground.

Notes
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Engaging the Field

William Sherman

FIELDS IN FLUX

In the field of physical design, disciplines evolve. As ideas change about
what design entails, the relationships between design disciplines trans-
form as well. Ever since the early Renaissance moment marking the
birth of modern abstraction, when Leon Battista Alberti codified dis-
egno as a formal operation, architecture and landscape architecture
have been defined in formal terms, distinguished from each other based
on their associated scales, and materials, of operation. Today, however,
we look at design differently, calling such distinctions into question.
We comprehend design as operating at many scales simultaneously, and
understand design materials in terms of performance rather than
appearance. A common concern for ecology has altered design think-
ing, binding disciplines together in significant new ways. The bound-
aries formerly dividing areas of design concern become places of fer-
tile cross-disciplinary invention.

Architecture and landscape architecture comprise part of this field
in flux. Designers in both areas now investigate the materials and work-
ings of cultural and ecological networks at multiple scales, challenging
previously accepted disciplinary limits. Through a close reading of the
contemporary city, new relationships between ecological processes and
cultural practices become evident. For example, environmental trans-
formation or deterioration cannot be considered as separate from
socially and economically determined patterns of land use.

More often than not, the assumed boundary between architecture
and landscape architecture has been identified with the line of the
building envelope. This gross oversimplification masks great complex-
ity. How designers construe where the building meets the land has 



profound implications. Recasting the terms of boundary definition
from the formal to the processive undermines oppositions such as the
living and the inert, the ecological and technological, the dynamic and
the static. Once these presumed antonyms have been recast as
inescapably intertwined phenomena, the limits of technology to con-
trol dynamic forces become evident. In this fluctuating territory, archi-
tects and landscape architects start to recognize that the world cannot
simply be subjugated to human will. Here, disciplines do not control
separate territories of operation: each must recognize the knowledge
offered by the other. The engine of this intellectual invention—the new
interaction between the two disciplines—is driven by a new model of
design. We are being driven to work together because the way archi-
tects and landscape architects have historically defined their respective
territories of operation does not provide to either the tools needed to
deal with contemporary challenges. From interaction between diverse
perspectives, new understandings emerge that alter both disciplines
from their limits to their cores.

In the past, explosions of knowledge associated with modernity
produced increasingly rigid institutional and disciplinary boundaries.
This was reflected in a century of ever-narrowing academic disciplines
and professional responsibilities. Today, new areas of inquiry, from
bioengineering to nanotechnology, are having an opposite effect. As
breakthroughs occur and understanding advances, fields lose their pre-
viously clear delineations, leading to new forms of professional and
disciplinary collaboration. Rigid boundaries define what it is necessary
to know based on what is already known; disciplines slide into obso-
lescence when they cease to produce meaningful invention. Pliable
boundaries suggest possibilities for what could be known; disciplines
can be reenergized in the face of new knowledge. Typically this process
is incremental, but there are times when a radical reordering occurs.

RECONCEIVING INFRASTRUCTURE

For the past hundred years, change in the design fields has been man-
ifest in formal terms. The incessant search for new form has been sup-
ported by the evolving technological apparatus of modernity. The
process of abstraction that characterizes modern thought finds a phys-
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ical analog in the vast infrastructures created to parallel and stabilize
dynamic ecological systems. These infrastructural systems replace the
temporal processes and spatial limits of a tangible place, allowing dis-
crete works of design to disengage from their local surround. As a
result, these projects stand seemingly absolved from accounting for
their cultural and ecological impacts. The essential processes that
structure human engagements with the physical world have been
reduced to a resource delivery system, reflecting a predilection rooted
in modernity for the ravenous consumption of the present tense, with-
out consequence beyond the moment. The long-term impact of our
technologically driven, consumer culture necessitates a critical recon-
sideration of the failings of this modern apparatus as a precondition
for design.

With the shift to a dynamic conception of form and a new engage-
ment with time-based processes, design has repercussions at many
scales. No work can be conceived independently of the human and
natural processes that form its context. The infrastructure that made
possible the last half-millennium of urbanization was conceived as a
one-way system providing a predictable flow of resources in lieu of
nature’s volatile processes. It delivered the stability required for eco-
nomic and cultural progress. This modern infrastructure implies
dependence, though, on a fragile premise; stability breeds reliance on
increasingly vulnerable centralized authorities. The freedom to invent
new form was thus predicated on a false sense of security.

In response to a changing understanding of design—as driven by
process rather than form—infrastructure may now be reconceived as
a multidirectional field rather than as the inherited model of a highly
centralized (figural) flow. Instead of passively expecting services to be
delivered, we now have the opportunity to take on the responsibility
for the true costs of consumption. Reshaping the relationship between
infrastructure and ecology has political and social consequences, poten-
tially leading to more equitable forms of urbanization.

This argument points up an ethical dimension to design. The dis-
ciplines of architecture and landscape architecture can actively assert
a positive common mission with respect to how a culture constructs
its world. This shift does not diminish the importance of form to
design’s endeavors. Rather, formal invention acquires a new role. It
becomes the medium through which novel ways of engaging the world
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are made manifest; new possibilities take form, constructed in support
of a web of shared values.

New modes of collaboration lie at the heart of this changed intel-
lectual setting. Ways of thinking no longer constrained by historical
assumptions about established boundaries between disciplinary or pro-
fessional knowledge foster cultural invention. In this field, the physi-
cal site has particular resonance as a simultaneously ecological, infra-
structural, and cultural construct. Inextricable from the act of design,
the site is at once a product of the imagination and a catalyst for new
intersections between and across habits of mind. This new field of
engagement provides the setting for, and is expanded through, the
essays on site collected here.
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