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CONTEXTUS: A MODERN INTERVENTION IN THE URBAN FABRIC

BY RICHARD GALLAGHER

ABSTRACT

The word "context" originates in "contextus",
which is Latin for weaving. An architectural
question arises as to how a building can so integrate
itself with a community that is it truly woven into the
urban fabric.

The Shaw Neighborhood branch of the District of
Columbia Public Library system closed in 2004. The
building at the intersection of 7th Street and Rhode
Island Avenue could no longer serve the needs of the
community. and shall be replaced by a new facility on
the same site. What are the needs of the community
that should be addressed. and by what methods? As
a civic building. what role will the new library play
beyond that of a place to find books? What are the
contexts that the new architecture will confront. and
how does this building transcend the contexts of the
present to endure as something equally valuable in
the future?
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1. Onions, C.T., G.W.S. Friedrichsen, and R.W. Burchfield. The
Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1966. p. 209.
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context construction, composition XV;
connected structure of a composition or
passage, parts immediately before and
after a given passage XVI.

-L. contextus, f. context-, pp. stem of
contextere weave together, f. com CON- +
texere weave.

[see also textile, textual, texture]1



contextu8
initially approached this journey

with the goal in mind of creating a
modern interpretation of an historic ver­
nacular in a particular urban neighbor­
hood. I had always been fascinated by
the study of history until quite recently
when I realized. through the preparation
of this thesis. that the true product of
studying history is not a gained acquain­
tance with the past. but rather a greater
understanding of the present. One's
current situation is made clearer when
considered within the context of all the
circumstances that led to it. Thus it is
history as the context for the modern
world that interests me. more than
history itself.

Frampton wrote that "historicism
can only result in consumerist iconogra­
phy masquerading as culture."2 The idea
here is that a building that attempts to
achieve an antique aesthetic simply for
the sake of fitting in will create an envi­
ronment more akin to a theme park than
an actual. working city. This does not.
however, advocate architecture that is
oblivious to its surroundings, but rather
an architecture that is sensitive to the

2. Frampton, Kenneth. "Prospects for a Critical
Regionalism", Perspecta. no. 20. 1983, pp.
147-162. Frampton argues here that, essentially.
architecture should come from the culture of a
place, not create it.

03 I 04 contextus

physical. social, and environmental con­
ditions surrounding it. The relationship
between a building and a city goes far
deeper than the fayade.

The word "context" originates in
"contextus", which is Latin for "weaving."
An architectural question arises as to
how a building can so integrate itself
with a community that is it truly woven
into the urban fabric.

The Shaw Neighborhood branch of
the District of Columbia Public Library
system closed in 2004. The building at
the intersection of 7th Street and Rhode
Island Avenue could no longer serve the
needs of the community, and shall be
replaced by a new facility on the same
site. What are the needs of the commu­
nity that should be addressed, and by
what methods? As a civic building, what
role will the new library play beyond that
of a place to find books? What are the
contexts that the new architecture will
confront, and how does this building
transcend the contexts of the present to
endure as something equally valuable in
the future?

6 Boards - graphite, colored
pencil on mat board
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