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Andrew Tripp Sisson

ABSTRACT

Increasingly, we are faced with the finite nature of space in the urban context.
We struggle with a desire to preserve ties to the past and our need to create
spaces that are relevant to current circumstances and contemporary social and
cultural ideas. This thesis explores the possibilities of an approach to design
which embraces both change and continuity, adding a new chapter to the legacy
of a given place. An understanding of history as a process of development run-
ning continuously from past to present, rather than as a series of specific mo-
ments in time, provides a broader view of the ways in which the past is connected
to the present. The inclusion of change as part of the past opens the way for new
changes which continue the process of development. An exploration of Richmond,
Virginia’'s Monroe Park, leading to a proposed redesign of the park, provides a
case study for this approach. A combination of historical research, analysis of
current circumstances, and design investigations culminates in a proposed design
for Monroe Park which provides continuity with the past, embraces the present,
and presents possibilities for the future.
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INTRODUCTION

Every thing, every event, every person is “historic.” To at-
tempt to preserve all of the past would be life-denying.
Kevin Lynch, What Time is This Place? (36)

Increasingly, we are faced with the finite nature of
space in the urban context. We struggle with our
desire to preserve our ties with the past and our
need to create spaces that are relevant to current
circumstances and contemporary social and cultural
ideas. The focus of preservation on safeguarding
the physical forms of the past throw these two con-
cerns into direct competition for control of the fu-
ture of urban spaces. Proposals for new design
carry with them the destruction of old forms. Pro-
posals for preservation represent lost opportunities
to participate in the shaping of our world. Cer-
tainly, there are sites where the preservation of
physical form from past eras does not compromise
the relevance of that place in the present or its ac-
tive role in the life of the city. However, in many
cases, freezing a place at a static moment in time
threatens to diminish its relevance and vitality in
the present. This situation does not mean that
there is no value in the history of the site, or that
our desire to maintain a connection to our past
should be abandoned. Rather, it suggests the need
for an approach to maintaining continuity with the past less connected to the
preservation of physical form.

This thesis investigates how explorations into a given site’s history can generate
inspiration for design which not only provides continuity with the past, but fully
embraces the present, and presents possibilities for the future. An understand-
ing of history focused on the dynamic relationship between past, present, and
future, and its implications for design, provide the foundation for this investiga-
tion. A redesign of Richmond, Virginia’s Monroe Park presents an illustration of
these concepts in practice. An understanding of the park’s past creates a

framework for identifying and addressing its pre-
sent circumstances. The proposed design for
Monroe Park seeks to bring forward the relation-
ships that contributed to its past success, rather
than the specifics of its past form, creating a new
form that expresses continuity with the past
through a restored relevance in the urban fabric
of Richmond.

Part one of this thesis presents concepts from the
fields of history, philosophy, and urban design
which provide the foundation for the approach
employed in the following study of Monroe Park.
Part two delineates the process of synthesizing
_ historical research, evaluation of present circum-
i ¥ / __ : stances, and design explorations to reveal a new
e (W | N understanding of Monroe Park. Part three pre-
e | sents a new design for Monroe Park aimed at
!! communicating this understanding of the Park

.
Monroe Park (City of Richmond GIS) and its place in the city. Taken as a whole, this

thesis highlights the site specific, and time spe-

cific, nature of this approach. The particulars of
what was brought forward in the design for Monroe Park provide one example of
how explorations into a site’s past can aid in our understanding of its present.
As a model, this approach promises applicability to a wide range of sites, with
outcomes ranging from preservation to a complete break with the past, depend-
ing on the specifics of the site and time. Regardless of the particulars of the
proposed design, an enhanced understanding of the past, and the process of
change and continuity which tie it to the present, create an aspect of depth that
helps add meaning to place.



PART ONE: FOUNDATION
THOUGHTS ON HISTORY & DESIGN

To properly reclaim and improve these sites, the first and, per-
haps, only thing we need to learn is how to look at them from a
different point of view.

-Sebastien Marot, “The Reclaiming of Sites.” (56)
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CHAPTER 1: LANDSCAPE AS LIVING ORGANISM

Thus, in reading the site as a living and dynamic organism,
the landscape architect is able to revitalize and incorporate
once abandoned sites into present and larger fields of ef-
fect.

-Sebastien Marot
“The Reclaiming of Sites” (50-51)

Life itself consists of phases in which the organism falls out
of step with the march of surrounding things and then re-
covers unison with it — either through effort or by some
happy chance. And, in a growing life, the recovery is never
mere return to a prior state, for it is enriched by the state
of disparity and resistance through which it has successfully
passed. If the gap between organism and environment is
too wide, the creature dies. If its activity is not enhanced
by the temporary alienation, it merely subsists. Life grows
when a temporary falling out is a transition to a more ex-
tensive balance of the energies of the organism with those
of the conditions under which it lives.

-John Dewey, Art as Experience (14)

Dewey’s description of life’s cycles of alienation and recovery provides a useful
way of looking at urban public spaces faced with declining fortunes. The prosper-
ity of a public space depends largely on the relationships it has with the surround-
ing area. Good relationships, both in terms of form and function, provide the ba-
sis for a strong role in the everyday life of the city, or at least that part immedi-
ately surrounding the public space. When the surrounding area changes, the na-
ture of the public space’s relationships with that area change as well. If the public
space does not adapt in order to maintain strong relationships, the role of that
place in the everyday life of the city begins to diminish. Little by little the active
role of the public space erodes, and along the way the meaning and understand-
ing of that place in the public’s perception begins to decline. In many cases, this
process of alienation and decline occurs slowly, making the individual changes al-
most imperceptible. Friends of a given place may praise that place for its ability
to endure in a changing world without seeing the many small ways in which these
changes are draining its vitality. Unless by “some happy chance” new relation-
ships are established, the cumulative effects of this process eventually drag a
place into a state of decline that prompts efforts to remedy the situation.

The question of how best to turn around the declining fortunes of a given place is
commonly met by two opposing responses. On one side, groups point to past
glory, calling for restoration efforts to return the place to its golden era. On the

other, groups point to the current state of decline as an opportunity to wipe the
slate clean and start over, promoting new visions and designs for the space. While
both of these approaches promise improvement over current conditions, each fails
to address the full range of ways in which public space can be “enriched by the
state of disparity and resistance.” Restoring a place to a previous form looks only
to past successes, ignoring the changes which brought about the current state of
decline. This focus may succeed in resurrecting past forms, but does little to ad-
dress their relevance in the present. “The scenic image stands only as a historical
sign, a mere picture,” Steen Hoyer explains, “while the experience of land moves
from engagement and change to mere voyeurism” (71). Starting over from a clean
slate looks only at the present, disregarding potential sources of continuity. While
this approach may prove more successful at addressing current needs, it does so
at the expense of the depth of meaning provided by the past. Severed connec-
tions to the past rob a site of a dimension that defines what makes “a given area
special and unique” (Marot, 48). Providing direction which will promote growth in
the life of a place, and foster “a more extensive balance of the energies of the or-
ganism with those of the conditions under which it lives,” requires an approach
which neither dismisses nor dwells upon the past. Present circumstances suggest
changes which build on what came before, weaving aspects of past and present
together so that “the change not only comes but it belongs; it has a definite place
in the larger whole” (Dewey, 154). Accomplishing this task requires an under-
standing of the variety of ways in which a place’s present connects with its past.
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CHAPTER 2: THE HISTORIAN’S VIEW OF HISTORY

Each age writes this history of the past anew with reference
to the conditions uppermost in its own time. ... The aim of
history, then, is to know the elements of the present by
understanding what came into the present from the past.
For the present is simply the developing past, the past the
undeveloped present. ... The antiquarian strives to bring
back the past for the sake of the past; the historian strives
to show the present to itself by revealing its origin from the
past. The goal of the antiquarian is the dead past; the goal
of the historian is the living present.

Frederick Jackson Turner, 1891
(Limerick, 17)

The historian’s focus on connections between past and present, as described by
Turner, provides one model for gaining a more thorough understanding of the
possibilities for recovering a given place. The historian does not view the past as
a series of isolated events disconnected from the present. Instead, these events
reveal themselves as part of a continuous process of development running from
past to present. “Every past was once the imminent future of its past and is now
the past,” Dewey explains, “not absolutely, but of the change which constitutes
the present” (324). History, viewed as a process, contains both elements of
change, distinguishing different periods, and continuity, carrying forward the leg-
acy of the past into the present. From this standpoint, the idea of a past in dan-
ger of being lost is, to borrow a phrase from historian Patricia Limerick, “an un-
subtle concept in a subtle world” (25). The static thing recognized as the past is
already lost. However, aspects of that past continue to have relevance, or at
least the potential to have relevance, in the present.
Dewey contends,

“To see, to perceive,” as
“is more than to recognize. It does not identify something pre-
sent in terms of a past disconnected from it. The past is carried into the present
so as to expand and deepen the content of the latter” (24). The historian’s un-
derstanding of history as a continuous process raises questions aimed at showing
“the present to itself by revealing its origin from the past.” How and why did
places take on a particular form? How were these places understood at the time?
What has changed and what has been carried forward over time? The answers to
these questions provide new understandings of the past, uncover sources of conti-
nuity and promote new insights into present conditions. These in turn prompt
new questions about the past and its relationship to the present. Through this
cyclical process the designer gains a more thorough understanding of both past
and present, providing a foundation from which to determine the best means of
“extending the legacy of a place toward a productive future” (Girot, 65).
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Emphasis on the physical aspects of place can obscure sources of continuity.




CHAPTER 3: CHANGE AND CONTINUITY

The ‘classic’ when it was produced bore the marks of adven-
ture.

-John Dewey, Art as Experience (144)

There are two sorts of possible worlds in which esthetic ex-
perience would not occur. In a world of mere flux, change
would not be cumulative; it would not move toward a close.
... Equally is it true, however, that a world that is finished,
ended, would have no traits of suspense and crisis, and
would offer no opportunity for resolution. ... Because the ac-
tual world, that in which we live, is a combination of move-
ment and culmination, of breaks and re-unions, the experi-
ence of a living creature is capable of esthetic quality.

-John Dewey, Art as Experience (16-17)

The historian’s approach points out the need to recognize both change and conti-
nuity in order to fully understand a place in the present. Viewed in terms of a
process of development, change becomes not so much a threat to continuity, but
rather a necessary counterpoint, a defining aspect of continuity. “Continuity,” as
Dewey defines it, “involves forces and structures that endure through

change” (323). The ability of these forces and structures to endure depends on
their ability to find relevance in new situations. Continuity does not necessarily
entail the continuation of exact forms and relationships, but rather the recreation
of these aspects adapted to new circumstances.

Resistance to change is natural. Faced with the uncertainty of change, we find
comfort in the familiar. However, change is inevitable and, in the end, desirable.
Attempts to maintain a place as it was in the past run counter to this ongoing proc-
ess of change. Clinging to the familiar, without acknowledging the effects of
change, ultimately can threaten the continued relevance of the very things we are
trying to preserve. The familiar physical forms of a place remain in existence,
while change erodes at their meaning and our experience of place. “A significant
problem arises,” Hoyer argues, “when contemporary, everyday modes of experi-
encing the land are reduced solely to the visual” (70). Accepting the reality of
change, and seeking out sources of continuity in relation to these changes, pro-
vides an opportunity to preserve meaning and experience. While any alteration to
the familiar may be met with irritation, this irritation will subside if the change re-
veals itself as a logical step in the process of development by building on past ac-
complishments. As Dewey contends, “the imaginative endures because, while at
first strange with respect to us, it is enduringly familiar with respect to the nature
of things” (269).

.

UR@aN ‘ C?Rov;'ﬂi

Many kinds of change can effect the way we understand and experience public spaces.



CHAPTER 4: PARTICIPATION IN THE PROCESS

Landscape is not given but made and remade; it is an in-
heritance that demands to be recovered, cultivated, and
projected toward new ends.

-James Corner,
“Recovering Landscape as a Critical Cultural Practice.”
a2)

The junction of the new and old is not mere composition of
forces, but is a re-creation in which the present impulsion
gets form and solidity while the old, the ‘stored,” material is
literally revived, given new life and soul through having to
meet a new situation.

-John Dewey, Art as Experience (60)

An emphasis on history as an ongoing process provides one solution to what Cor-
ner has denounced as “a depressing cultural atrophy whereby all hope for the fu-
ture is replaced by too high a regard for past accomplishments” (9). Viewed as
part of this process, our admiration demands efforts to carry aspects of these past
accomplishments forward in ways that preserve their relevance in the present.
Rather than protecting them from the onslaught of change, the designer is em-
powered to find new ways of carrying forward the legacy of these places in ways
that address, and even embrace, change. By acknowledging change, and seeking
to reveal new sources of continuity, regard for past accomplishments can be
translated into hope for the future. “The change that accompanies time is not al-
ways positive,” Marc Trieb points out, “but the linear progression of time tends to
be realistic rather than pessimistic” (37-38). By actively participating in the ongo-
ing process of development, the designer has the opportunity to promote new un-
derstandings of these past accomplishments focused on the “living present” rather
than the “dead past” (Limerick, 17).

Concern for the past does not need to translate into a lack of interest in innova-
tion. Dewey suggests that, quite to the contrary, innovation is well served by
knowledge and absorption of the past when altered by a new vision (159). Explo-
ration into a particular site’s past helps reveal points of departure for new direc-
tions, as well as points of continuity which define the way these new directions
belong. Corner reminds us that “over time, landscapes accrue layers with every
new representation, and these inevitably thicken and enrich the range of interpre-
tations and possibilities” (5). The designer’s interpretation of past and present,
becomes a process of determining what should be carried forward and what
should be changed to fully realize the potential of a site. Through this process,

the designer is able to extend the legacy of a place in ways that have the potential
to release “powers previously cramped or inert” (Dewey, 303-04). Alteration of
the familiar in ways that restore the full range of experience of a place create the
possibility of “that sudden magic which gives us the sense of inner revelation
brought to us about something we had supposed to be known through and
through” (Dewey, 170-71).
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A full understanding of how the forces of change
and continuity have shaped a place over time pre-
sents the opportunity for design responses that
bring together innovation and continuity.



CHAPTER 5: CARRYING THE PAST FORWARD

... elements that issue from prior experience are stirred into
action in fresh desires, impulsions, and images. These pro-
ceed from the subconscious, not cold in shapes that are
identified with particulars of the past, not in chunks or
lumps, but fused in the fire of internal commotion.

-John Dewey, Art as Experience (65)

Man finds himself more at home, since he is in a world that
he has participated in making.

-John Dewey, Art as Experience (159)

The nature of what is carried forward from the past, and how it is carried forward,
depends largely on the specifics of the site, and the discoveries made during explo-
ration of that site. Aspects of the past can be physical or intangible. The act of
carrying forward aspects of the past can involve processes of addition, subtraction,
or reorganization, or any combination of the three. Two overlapping goals help
guide these decisions. Elements of the past are carried forward, and presented in
a way that helps promote a better understanding of the processes that have
shaped a place over time. Lessons from the past are carried forward, and trans-
lated into means of restoring a place’s role in the life of the city. In both cases,
the concerns and circumstances of the present mix with the legacy of the past in
the creation of new forms and relationships.

Carrying forward physical evidence of the past provides a tangible connection to
the past. It taps into our desire for the familiar, offering recognizable reminders of
past forms. However, integrating these physical remnants of the past into new
designs for a place challenges our understanding of these parts and the place as a
whole. “They celebrate the familiar instead of reproducing its forms in waxy pup-
pets.” Dewey comments, “the old takes on a new guise in which the sense of the
familiar is rescued from the oblivion that custom usually effects” (140). Remnants
of the past can be left intact and partially built over, allowing the layers of a place
to reveal themselves in little discoveries. Remnants can be more fully integrated
into new designs as they are, employing aspects of collage to raise questions about
the relationship of past and present. Physical evidence of the past need not be
carried forward in its entirety. Rather, materials connected to past forms can be
employed in the creation of new forms, and old forms can be recreated with new
materials and with new purpose. Regardless of the means, the integration of past
and present gives physical presence to the forces of change and continuity, pro-
moting new understandings of the processes that have shaped a place over time.

The integration of physical evidence of the past into new designs plays an impor-
tant role in attempts to extend the legacy of a place. However, the legacy of a
place contains “successive layers, both visible and invisible.” Christophe Girot ar-
gues, “sometimes the most important aspect of a given site is almost intangible.
It is not necessarily what remains visible to the eye that matters most, but those
forces and events that undergird the evolution of a place” (63). Change over time,
in the widest variety of ways and arenas, effects the understanding, meaning, and
experience of a place. Changing relationships to a place can obscure these intan-
gible aspects, so critical to the success of a place, over time. Carrying forward the
intangible requires an understanding of the past and the change that represents
the present. The understanding, meaning, and experience of a place cannot be
carried forward as they were, but rather must be translated to account for new
situations. Understanding of the past provides clues, models of how physical form
participated in shaping these intangible aspects. Such models are useful so long
as the emphasis is placed on “salvaging the meaning while manipulating the form
according to the exigencies of circumstance” (Koetter, 77). Ultimately, under-
standing, meaning, and experience of a place are beyond the direct control of the
designer. However, the designer can reveal previously obscured relationships and
connections, both temporal and physical, through design, which promote a re-
stored role in the life of the city. As Marot claims, “the work resembles stage de-
sign in that the landscape architect stages the conditions necessary for ensuring
the participation and engagement of people in the new public spaces” (49).

Carrying forward physical evidence of the past can take
many forms. Above left, the strip of granite curb out-
side this pedestrian walkway provides a reminder of the
road which once existed. Above Right, granite from
the Richmond canal locks reused as seating in a plaza
only a short distance from the old canal. Right, monu-
ments provide one of the most obvious examples of
physical evidence of the past.



CHAPTER 6: URBAN FABRIC

Its values, its qualities as seen, are modified by the other
parts of the whole scene, and in turn these modify the
value, as perceived, of every other part of the whole.

-John Dewey, Art as Experience (136)

Memory is the result of a process of selection and of orga-
nizing what is selected so that it is within reach in expect-
able situations. There must also be some random accumula-
tions to enable us to discover unexpected relationships. But
serendipity is possible only when recollection is essentially a
holding fast to what is meaningful and a release of what is
not.

-Kevin Lynch, What Time is This Place? (36)

For, if without prophecy there is no hope, then, without
memory there can be no communication.”

-Colin Rowe & Fred Koetter, Collage City (49)

The combination of aspects from past and present described in the previous chap-
ters is not intended as a replacement for preservation or designs representing a
clear departure from the past. All three have their place in defining our cities, and
all three play a role in showing how the forces of change and continuity shape the
urban fabric. In the case of preservation, continuity becomes the defining aspect
of a place, while change remains external to that place. When change reflects a
complete departure from a place’s past, the opposite is true. The process de-
scribed in previous chapters differs in that it includes both change and continuity
as possessions of the site.

Understanding of history as a process, and explorations into the past, can play a
valuable role in choosing a design response. If a site’s historic value outweighs the
need to address current circumstances, or if the form of the site still has relevance
in the present, then preservation might be the best response. If connections with
the past have deteriorated to a point where nothing can be drawn from that past, a
fresh start may be in order. Between these two extremes exists a wide range of
responses involving different balances of old and new. Public space’s continuity of
general purpose combined with the need for public space to play an active role in
the everyday life of the modern city point to this third response.

Looking beyond the public space to its place in the urban fabric, provides another
argument for this response. Public space, through the creation of strong relation-
ships to its surroundings, has the potential to tie together, and shape the identity,
of whole areas. It provides a point of connection for the area surrounding it. By

combining aspects of past and present, public space becomes a middle ground,
capable of relating to elements more directly tied to either extreme. These rela-
tionships aid in interpretations of remnants of the past and the changes reflected
in newer elements in ways that the sharp contrast between the two cannot. In ar-
eas dominated by change, public space can provide continuity and depth. For ar-
eas in need of change, it can provide a glimpse of how the past remains relevant in
the present. The integration of past and present, change and continuity, in the
design of public space points out the larger possibilities for moving forward without
dismissing the past. In the words of John Dewey:

A sense of possibilities that are unrealized and that might be
realized are when they are put in contrast with actual condi-
tions, the most penetrating ’criticism’ of the latter that can
be made. It is by a sense of possibilities opening before us
that we become aware of constrictions that hem us in and of
burdens that oppress (346).

Public Space has the potential to act as a cata-
lyst for revitalizing urban areas. Richmond’s
Riverwalk has had this effect on the properties
in the vicinity.

Preservation, new design, and the variety of
responses in between provide a contrast of
new and old that adds interest to the urban
landscape.




CHAPTER 7: APPLICATION

One must move about, within and without, and through re-
peated visits let the structure gradually yield itself to him in
various lights and in connection with changing moods.

-John Dewey, Art as Experience (220)

Inherent to the cultivation of hopes and dreams is an opti-
mism, an openness, and a playful sense of possibilities.

-Steen Hoyer,
“Things Take Time and Time Takes Things:
The Danish Landscape.” (76)

Richmond Virginia’s Monroe Park provides an excellent opportunity to put the con-
cepts delineated in the previous chapters to the test. The decline of Monroe Park’s
condition calls out for efforts to revitalize the park. An understanding of the park
in the present and the past, and the forces of change and continuity that connect
the two, creates the basis for determining a direction for these efforts. The trans-
lation of the ideas presented in the previous chapters into a process of exploration,
and ultimately into a design response, drew heavily on the process described in
Christophe Girot’s “Four Trace Concepts in Landscape Architecture.”

The four trace concepts — landing, grounding, finding, and founding — which con-
stitute Girot's approach “each focus on particular gradients of discovery, inquiry,
and resolution” (60). Landing coincides with the designer’s first visit to a site.
Landing, as Girot describes it, “requires a particular state of mind, one where intui-
tions and impressions prevail, where one feels before one thinks, where one moves
across and stalks before seeking full disclosure and understanding” (61). Landing
“is in fact, a living manifestation of the experiential potential of the site and thus
has potent spatial and psychological effects on the subsequent thinking through of
the design project” (62). Grounding changes the focus of exploration toward re-
search and analysis. “It is a probe into the successive histories of a place” (62).
This stage of exploration helps reveal layers obscured in the current landscape and
attaches meaning to the fragments of the past still in existence. Finding is about
the discovery of aspects that make a place special. “What is found is the je ne sais
quoi ingredient that conveys a distinct quality to a place” (63). Finding is as much
about the process of discovery as it is about the things discovered. It entails re-
peated visits to a place, and can be very directed or more haphazard. In a sense it
is a continuation of landing, a search for a more complete understanding of those
initial impressions of a place. Founding “comes at the moment when the prior

three acts are synthesized into a new and transformed construction of the

site” (64). Founding is the design response that grows out of the process of explo-
ration. Girot’s approach compliments the ideas presented in the previous chap-
ter’s, providing a means of exploring the past that is firmly connected to the pre-
sent and focused on discoveries that provide direction for design.

While the exploration of Monroe Park, described in part two, did not follow Girot’s
approach exactly, it did employ his blend of direct physical experience, intuition,
and research. Prior knowledge of the park, through personal experience and re-
search into the park’s history, altered the nature of the first stage of landing.
Awareness of the park’s current problems and previous periods of success had to
be put aside to allow impressions of the site itself to take precedence in the initial
visit to Monroe Park for this study. A mixture of previous perceptions of the park
and initial impressions made during this initial visit provided direction for the con-
tinuing research that corresponded with Girot’s stage of grounding. Research into
the park’s past produced a basis for comparing the park, its surroundings, and the
relationships between the two over time. Repeated visits to the park and the sur-
rounding area added another dimension to the process of grounding. The process
of finding was carried out by continually testing the discoveries made during the
grounding process through application to design ideas for Monroe Park. The trans-
lation of research findings into design thoughts, and visualization on site of how
these design ideas would effect the park, brought new insights to the research
process. The continual back and forth between research, direct observation, and
design uncovered new layers of understanding, challenged some ideas, and rein-
forced others. This process focused on the physical character of the park and its
surroundings, particularly those aspects within the control of the designer. How-
ever, the role of these physical aspects in promoting understanding and use, and
comparisons with how form effected understanding and use in previous eras, re-
mained an important aspect of the study. Ultimately, the goal of this exploration
was to provide a direction for design that would promote the revitalization of Mon-
roe Park, giving it a presence in the urban landscape that provided continuity in its
role as an active public space.
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Exploration of Monroe Park
combined research, direct ob-
servation, and design inquiry. -~



