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—Olafur	Eliasson,	Icelandic	artist,	New Yorker,	November	�3,	�006
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DESIGN  + IDENtIty

Three	years	ago,	students	of	the	College	of	
Architecture	and	Landscape	Architecture	(CALA)	
launched	THERE .	The	quote	above	from	Olafur	
Eliasson	seems	to	parallel	the	trajectory	of	our	
publication.	The	first	issue	addressed	a	theme	
of	IMPORTING	SPECTACLE,	and	focused	on	
the	nature	and	issue	of	sensational	spaces.	The	
thematic	idea	of	this	issue	is,	arguably,	a	natural	
outgrowth	from	the	spectacular.	THERE 	issue	3	is	
DESIGN	+	IDENTITY,	and	is	very	much	a	response	
to	our	own	search	for	identity	in	an	ever	changing	
world.	We	editors	began	our	graduate	careers	at	
CALA	in	�004,	and	have	found	that	our	diplomas	
in	�007	will	be	imprinted	with	the	name	College	of	
Design.	Changing	our	scholastic	identity	from	CALA	
to	CDes	has	been	more	unsettling	than	most	of	us	
realized,	even	though	our	school	stands	to	benefit	
from	the	exposure	to	our	new	colleagues:	graphic	
designers,	interior	designers,	and	fashion	designers.

It	is	only	fitting	in	our	issue	on	DESIGN	+	IDENTITY	
to	address	the	design	of	our	own	identity	as	a	
journal.	What	is	in	a	name?	Our	own	publication	has	
already	gone	through	three	versions	of	its	name:	
T.here,	t/here,	t|here…	There	has	been	many	an	
argument	about	how	to	pronounce	the	word	play	
(as	two	distinct	sounds,	an	aspirated	T	followed	by	

the	word	“here,”	“theer”	to	rhyme	with	“here”	or	just	
plain	“there.”)	Like	a	child	coming	of	age	wishing	to	
inhabit	the	more	adult	form	of	her	name,	we	have	
decided	to	formalize	our	playful	nickname	into	the	
standard	English,	THERE ,	and	allow	the	word	play	
double	meaning	to	exist	in	logo	form	only.	Taking	
advantage	of	our	new	college,	we	have	formed	a	
relationship	with	ByDesign	in	the	Department	of	
Design,	Housing,	and	Apparel.	In	this	issue	we	unveil	
the	new	graphic	identity	for	THERE ,	a	more	refined	
but	still	edgy	identity	that	we	think	fits	well	with	the	
founding	goals	of	the	journal:

In	this	and	future	issues	we	seek	to	inspire	
conversation	on	contemporary	issues	relating		
to	the	changing	nature	of	our	built	environment.

And	so	it	is	within	the	context	of	global	issues	and	
regional	identity	that	we	present	THERE,	a	journal	
of	design,	issue	3,	DESIGN	+	IDENTITY.	Issue	3	is	
organized	in	a	chronological	continuum:	the	articles	
toward	the	beginning	ask	questions	and	delve	into	
the	issues	of	DESIGN	+	IDENTITY	 historically,		
and	slowly	move	toward	the	present	and	potential.		
Who	have	we	been?	Who	are	we?	And,	finally,		
who	do	we	want	to	be?

Read	on.	Identity	is	open	to	design.



Architecture’s  
Pre-Medieval Condition
Thomas Fisher
Thomas Fisher is the Dean of the College of Design at the University of Minnesota,  
and the former Editorial Director of Progressive Architecture magazine.

In 1982, the English translation of a slim book 
written by the Italian writer, Umberto Eco, came 
out, entitled The Aesthetics of Chaosmos: The Middle 
Ages of James Joyce. On one level, the book offered  
a fascinating exploration of the connection between 
the marginal drawings in the medieval illuminated 
manuscripts and James Joyce’s interest in the 
marginalia of life in works such as Ulysses. At 
another level, however, The Aesthetics of Chaosmos 
launched a powerful idea that has still received 
too little attention. Eco suggests in the book that 
modernism is really a pre-medieval condition, a 
cycling back to medieval ways of thinking and being. 

This idea runs counter to the modernist notion  
of progress. But as we look at the modern world in 
which we now live, beset with religious wars, feudal 
states, crusading ideologues, spiritual revivals, 
and rampant violence, we begin to see all sorts 
of parallels with the Middle Ages. This idea has 
enormous implications for the built environment. 
Eco’s suggestion does not mean that we will all soon 
be living in stone castles, although the fortress-like 
settings of many corporations and government 
buildings sometimes seem like them. But the idea 
does force us to re-examine the medieval period 
and to overcome the often schizophrenic view we 
have of it, as either a romantic period of knights 
and ladies-in-distress or a remarkably virulent and 
violent era full of disease and death. In fact, the 
medieval period was, like our own, one of incredible 
diversity, in which all of those things, and many 
more, occurred within an overall mind set very 
similar to one that dominates today. 

Medieval thinkers, although they sometimes saw 
themselves as the heirs to Greek thinkers such as 
Plato and Aristotle, also reacted against the classical 
sensibility of the Greeks and Romans, with its liking 
of order, consistency, hierarchy, proportion, and 
moderation. The medieval mind tended, instead,  
to prefer complexity, evident in Gothic architecture; 
to enjoy the uncanny, as Eco saw in the drawings 

Drawing by Anne Hake 
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in the margins of manuscripts; to 
like intricacy, visible in the medieval 
decorative arts; to gravitate toward 
extremity, embodied in the brutal, yet 
chivalrous knight; and to take comfort in 
the heavenly, as skylines of church spires 
in medieval cities can attest. Such a mind 
set reflected the conditions in which many 
medieval people lived in which declining 
living standards and rising lawlessness 
must have seemed complex, uncanny,  
and extreme. But that mind set also 
created the conditions in which they  
lived, as ours has today.

The medieval world had a distinctively 
paradoxical quality, in which opposite 
qualities coexisted. It was spiritual and 
yet violent, religiously united and yet 
politically fragmented, formal and yet 
informal, sustainable and yet fearful 
of nature, transcendental and yet very 
practical, conservative and yet daring. 
These apparent contradictions resulted 
from the breakdown of the imposed 
unity that they had inherited from the 
Romans. Our own era has a similarly 
paradoxical character. We, too, have seen 
the rise of religious faith and religious 

war, a unifying global economy along 
with political fragmentation worldwide, 
an improved environmental quality and 
an ever threatened environment, gravity 
defying virtual environments and ever 
more gritty physical environments, more 
conservatives and more radicals all at the 
same time. In our case, this may be the 
result of what now seems like the false 
unity we inherited from early modernism, 
in which differences of culture, climate, 
and conditions got buried behind an 
apparently uniform façade. 

If we accept Eco’s suggestion that our 
modern world has become a pre-medieval 
one, then what comes next? What 
should we, as designers, do? The answer 
is certainly not the creation of a new 

“style,” which represents the imposition of 
another false unity on the diverse world 
in which we live. Our pre-medieval world 
has nothing to do with what buildings 
and cities looked like a thousand years 
ago. Instead, it means finally seeing 
the paradoxical nature of what we do, 
recognizing that we, as designers, don’t 
solve problems so much as grapple with 
predicaments, as the psychologist Richard 

Farson has argued, and that life doesn’t 
involve progress so much as coming to 
terms with its paradoxes.

rIGIDIty aND fluIDIty

The architecture of the Middle Ages offers 
us plenty of examples of this. Consider 
the paradox of the medieval guilds, 
with their rigid authority on one hand, 
controlling almost every aspect of their 
members’ work lives, and the fluidity of 
identities within the guild on the other, 
with members having interchangeable 
roles as designers and builders. In our 
own time, we see the same mix of rigidity 
and fluidity, on one hand, in the desire 
for disciplines like interior design to 
become licensed professions, with all of 
the control that that entails, and on the 
other hand, in the trend of designers and 
builders to work more closely together in 
design-build partnerships.

The combination of rigidity and fluidity 
also becomes evident in the form of 
buildings. We see this in many of the 
Gothic cathedrals, with their strict 
adherence to the classical proportions and 
their frequent use of free-form ornament 
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and fluid curves. And we see it in the 
late 20th century work of architects like 
Aldo Rossi, who, in projects such as the 
Cemetery of San Cataldo, mixed references 
to the order and reason of the classical 
past with an eerie emptiness that creates  
a pervasive sense of otherworldliness,  
a fluid reality.

mortalIty aND EtErNIty

In both the Middle Ages and in our own 
time, life and death seems amply evident, 
whether in the proximity of death in the 
medieval period or in the frequency of 
death’s images in the media in our own 
time: car accidents, crime scenes, and war 
reports. We also see this in both medieval 
and modern architecture expressing both 
a fascination with and fear of death. That 
took the form, in the European Middle 
Ages, of cathedrals laid out in the crucified 
form of Christ, while echoing in their 
proportions and shapes, his body and 
face. Here was an architecture at once 
about death and eternal life. Santiago 
Calatrava offers a parallel in our own time. 
An architect, engineer, and artist, with an 
identity as fluid as that of the medieval 
guild members, Calatrava’s work shows 
a fascination with structural forms that 
echo those of animal skeletons, reflecting 
Calatrava’s insight that evolution is the 
best engineer. In Calatrava’s Milwaukee 
Art Museum, its skeletal frame literally 
takes wing every time the museum opens, 
as if the architect wanted to give life again 
to this bird-like skeleton of a building. 
Museums may have become the cathedrals 
of our own time, a place in which we 
go to worship greatness in the hushed 

tones once reserved for the cathedral. 
But Calatrava’s museum may be one of 
the first to explore an idea that has long 
shaped religious space: that of death and 
eternity, as it brings skeletons back to life.

local aND Global

Another paradox that characterizes 
medieval and pre-medieval life is our living 
locally, occupying particular places, while 
also living globally in the sense of our 
being affected by events of various kinds 
happening around the world. In the Middle 
Ages, this took the form of cathedrals, 
built mostly of local materials and by local 
labor, even as they connected people to a 
universal or catholic culture, with outposts 
eventually circling the globe. The same was 
true of the cathedral builders, who, while 
using local stone and sub-contractors, also 
roamed as “free masons” from place to 
place, with few of the restrictions that other 
guild-members faced. 

The Japanese architect, Tadao Ando, 
exemplifies that same contrast in our own 
time. His many religious buildings, like 
his Chapel of Light and his Chapel by the 
Water, have very specific placements and 
orientations in relation to their sites, and 
ethereal interiors whose light-washed 
spaces and simple materials have an 
almost universal quality. These buildings 
feel at once local and global, present 
and empty, very real and yet almost 
transcendent. The same could be said of 
Ando himself. Like the cathedral builders 
and like many global, architectural stars, 
he travels quite far to practice his art and  
craft, and yet he also remains very much 

tied to his native country, remaining on 
Japanese time while flying around the 
world, requiring clients to have very late 
night meetings with him. 

humaN aND DIVINE

The god-like way in which some architects 
behave also recalls the mix of the human 
and divine that pervaded medieval culture. 
God was often thought of as the “architect” 
of creation, with a transcendent vision and 
an infallible hand. The saints, popes and 
clergy, in turn, were people with varying 
degrees of access to the divine. Medieval 
architects and master builders, in contrast, 
played the role of humble servants, 
working within an evolving tradition and 
often remaining as anonymous members 
of a guild.

 In our own time, that mix of the human 
and the divine often takes a different form. 
The media, rather than the monarchy 
or the monastery, has now become the 
breeding ground for nearly divine humans, 
giving certain people, particularly people 
in the visual and performing arts, an 
almost god-like aura as the result of the 
light it shines upon them. The architect 
Zaha Hadid exemplifies this. She became 
a celebrity based on a few projects, like her 
competition-winning scheme for the peak 
in Hong Kong that never got built. Her 
fame came mostly from the compelling 
drawings she made of her apparently 
levitating designs, often viewed from high 
above and in the process of exploding, 
as if from God’s perspective and with 
His wrath. And like a mystic, with some 
mysterious power, Hadid, when she finally 

Milwaukee Art Museum, 
designed by Santiago 
Calatrava. Photos by  
Mark Lescher.
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began to build, created structures, like her  
Vitra fire station, that had such inscrutable 
forms and spaces that they seemed almost 
to defy their intended use.

SurfacE aND DEpth

Another characteristic of the medieval 
and pre-medieval mind is its fascination 
with the depth behind the surface. In 
the Middle Ages, that emerges in the 
widespread fascination in architecture 
with surface ornament and pattern 
that had symbolic and sometimes deep 
spiritual meaning. Medieval art has 
the same characteristic, with flattened 
perspectives pushing people and 
landscapes to the surface of paintings, 
even as the forms represented physical 
depth and religious images. 

Herzog & De Meuron have taken a similar 
path in their work in recent years. They 
have become the masters of surfaces, 
in a series of projects with repetitive 
patterns, like the images from books in 
the Eberswalde Technical School Library 
repeated across the building’s glass,  
like stills from a filmstrip. The surface 

expressed the depth, the contents of what 
the library contained. In other projects, 
like their Dominus Winery, the architects 
encased the building in wire-mesh gabions 
of black rocks that serve as a sun and 
privacy screen. As if some mysterious relic 
or inscrutable object, the winery draws 
architectural aficionados to it, as the ruins 
and relics of early Christianity did to people 
on pilgrimages. Of course, the question 
that arises here, as it did for skeptics in the 
Middle Ages, has to do with whether or not 
there really is any depth to such work. Is it 
a deep surface or just superficial? 

hIGh aND low art

That leads us to another paradoxical aspect 
of the medieval and pre-medieval world. 
Even as some artists, like Herzog & De 
Meuron or James Joyce, have created 
rarified work, sometime inscrutable and 
unreadable, there also exists a flowering 
of vernacular art, accessible and even 
humorous. In the Middle Ages, that mix 
of high and low art was most apparent in 
the work of people such as Peter Breugal, 
who used great technical skill and artistry 
in painting scenes of ordinary people in 

common settings engaged in the full range 
of human behavior. 

A modern example of that is the work 
of architect David Salmela, whose 
buildings find their inspiration in both 
Scandinavian modernism and vernacular 
buildings, as well in the work of American 
post-modernists. Above all, his work has 
a sense of humor that recalls medieval 
vernacular culture: be the Lokken 
house, built for a cosmetic surgeon, and 
referencing the human body and face in 
surprising ways, or the Lutz house, built 
for two musicians with windows like 
drunken notes on a score, or Wild Rice 
restaurant, built to look like a series of 
buildings constructed over time and slowly 
working their way toward perfection. At 
the same time, Salmela works mainly with 
a couple of local contractors, recalling the 
strong relationships between designers 
and builders in the Middle Ages.

hIGh aND low coNStructIoN

A higher-tech version of that relationship 
also existed in the medieval period, as it 
does our own. The cathedral builders 

Drawing by Teresa Forsberg 

	 f isher:	architecture’s	pre-medieval	condition	 7



employed the most advanced construction 
techniques of their time, pushing stone 
and glass to its very limits and sometimes 
beyond. The tracing floors on which the 
medieval masons laid out the complicated 
templates for cutting stone reveal their 
advanced techniques, in contrast to the 
traditional, vernacular construction of 
the surrounding houses and commercial 
buildings, with their timber-frames and 
wattle-and-daub walls. As in medieval art, 
so too in construction did “high” and “low” 
methods coexist, sometimes side-by-side. 

The same has occurred in our pre-medieval 
era, with Frank Gehry as the most obvious 
example in architecture. His early work 
revealed his fascination with the ordinary, 
vernacular landscape and construction 

industry, in his widespread use of chain 
link, asphalt, plywood, and exposed 2x4 
walls. In the latter part of his career, 
however, he has developed perhaps the 
most advanced construction methods 
of our time, using parametric software 
he adapted from the airplane industry 
to design buildings with complex curves 
and exploding or undulating shapes. To 
achieve such forms at the limit of what 
the construction industry can do, Gehry’s 
office has also reshaped the relationship 
between architects, contractors, and 
suppliers, eliminating shop drawings 
and bringing all of the parties involved 
in making his buildings closer together, 
in a high-tech version of what it took to 
build the cathedrals in the Middle Ages. 
Meanwhile, the everyday vernacular 
construction of our time—fast, cheap, 
and incremental in nature—continues 
unabated. That “low” art, once a part  
of Gehry’s work, now coexists with  
the “high” art of his architecture. 

artIfIcIal aND Natural

Another paradox of medieval, and pre-
medieval, culture is its love/hate of the 
natural world. The medieval monasteries, 
for example, were models of sustainable 
communities, growing and making most 
of what they needed and recycling most 
of their waste. The architecture of these 
monastic communities also reveals a 
strong desire to merge with nature in 
the buildings’ use of local materials, their 
Spartan conditions, and their nature-
inspired Gothic forms and ornament. And 
yet, despite that naturalism, medieval 
literature is full of fearful creatures, and 
tales of horror related to being in the 
natural world. Indeed, the typical monastic 
garden had a strict geometrical order, 
unlike the untamed and sometimes unsafe 
natural world just over the garden walls.  

Our pre-medieval architecture reveals the 
same ambivalence. While sustainability 
has become a goal of many architects, 
many also still produce buildings that 
stand apart from or impose themselves 
on nature in ways that recall the medieval 
monastic tradition. Richard Meier’s Getty 
Museum reveals this. It stands with its 
high surrounding walls like a fortress, 
apart from the landscape and overlooking 
it as one would a medieval city on a hill. 
And its architecture, like all of Meier’s 
buildings, emphasize their artifice, their 
whiteness and machine-like precision 
resisting the affects of weather or signs 
of age. 

At the same time, our culture reflects 
the medieval urge to harmonize or even 
merge with nature. Take E. Fay Jones’ 
Thorn Crown Chapel, a structure as 
overtly medieval as anything built in 
recent decades, with its mostly glass 
enclosure set within a forest, its tall 
wooden structure echoing the surrounding 
trees, and stone floor bringing nature 
right inside. Such a structure serves as a 
place of contemplation and celebration, 
much as the chapels and cloisters of 
the middle age offered people trying to 
understand the extremes of their own 
era: one characterized by great spiritual 
commitment and by incredible violence  
at the same time.

profESSIoN aND callING

Such extremes in our own time demand 
that we, too, contemplate their meaning, 
ideally in a built environment that 
encourages such thought and reflects 
the paradoxical nature of such a world. 
To achieve that, the design professions 
need to think of what we do less as a 
career, a way of making a salary while 
serving the needs of one’s paying clients, 
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and more as a calling, looking not just 
to the needs of clients, but to the larger, 
common good of people faced with 
predicaments and paradoxes on all sides. 
The difference between a calling and a 
career may be subtle, but it has had a 
profound effect on the public’s support 
of professionals. As some professionals’ 
incomes have risen higher and faster than 
most non-professional occupations, the 
public has had difficulty believing that the 
professions still put the common  
good before private gain. That public 
disillusionment with the professions 
has led, in the case of architecture, to 
proposals in several state legislatures to 
suspend architectural licensing laws and 
to eliminate the profession’s advantage in 
the market as we have become too much 
like just another service business. As in  

the medieval period, the boundaries of 
what it means to be a design professional 
is becoming ever more fuzzy. 

Callings, of course, can be abused, as when 
they lead professionals to envision utopias 
out of touch with the lives of ordinary 
people, as happened in the heyday of 
modernism. But, at its best, the calling 
of the design professions can help people 
envision a future better than the one we 
now face, with its four horsemen of the 
apocalypse–war, pestilence, famine, and 
death–seemingly headed our way. Such a 
better future will take diverse forms, but it 
might have certain common goals, enabling 
nations to coexist peacefully, communities 
to sustain themselves, and individuals and 
families to thrive, in mutually supportive 
ways with the natural world. 

Let’s end with a few examples of designers 
who have taken on a calling, each of them 
around one of the global threats to our 
wellbeing, be it terrorism and the global 
war it has engendered, avian flu and the 
global pestilence it represents, climate 
change and the global famine it will bring, 
and environmental collapse and the death 
at a global scale that that could engender. 

war

Daniel Libeskind has made it a kind of 
calling to use architecture to confront 
the consequences of war. In his Jewish 
Museum in Berlin, he created a building 
that looks as if it had been sliced and 
mangled, helping us understand what 
that must feel like by experiencing it in 
the body of his building. In other works, 
such as his Victoria and Albert Museum 
addition or his Imperial War Museum, he 
expresses one vision of a post-apocalyptic 
world, with structures seeming blown 
apart or rendered unstable through 
violence. Perhaps by seeing what war 
leaves behind, we might be less inclined 
to engage in it. This comes through, most 
ironically, in his design for rebuilding the  
post-9/11 World Trade Center site. He 
envisioned an open place, with building 
that seemed to still carry the scars of the 
terrorist attack there, with their walls 
sliced and indented as if by force, and yet 
with public spaces that encouraged people 
to interact and possibly become less afraid 
of each other. The irony, of course, is that 
his design has been increasingly fortified, 
with the so-called Freedom Tower, 
consisting of twenty stories of blast-proof 
concrete above which the building rises, 
as if getting ready for the war that the 
adjacent memorial should convince us  
we need to avoid. 

Drawing by noah Halbach 
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pEStIlENcE

The second horse of the apocalypse, 
pestilence, has taken the form of a 
potentially deadly pandemic of avian flu, 
considered by some in the public health 
community as the 21st century’s “black 
plague” that could kill anywhere from two 
to one hundred million people, according 
to the World Health Organization. This flu 
has arisen from the unsanitary conditions 
in which many people in the world now 
live, a predicament that John Dwyer 
of Shelter Architecture has taken up 
with his design for a “Clean Hub,” a 
self-contained structure that can provide 
slum-dwellers what they often need the 
most: access to electricity, clean water, 
and toilet and bathing facilities. The 
10- by 20-foot unit has a V-shape metal 
roof that collects rainwater, an adjustable 
array of 16 photovoltaic panels able to 
generate up to 2,640 watts of electricity, 
a reverse-osmosis water system that 
cleans water stored in a below-ground 
reservoir, showers and sinks whose grey 
water gets recycled back to the reservoir, 
and waterless, self-composting toilets. 
The building itself has impact-resistant 
stress-skin walls and secure entry doors, 
supported by a steel-tube and concrete-
pier foundation that can adjust to sloped 
terrain and poor soil. 

While the Clean Hub can serve temporary 
settlements, such as refugee camps, its 
30-year life makes it most suitable for the 
many semi-permanent slums around the 
world that lack basic infrastructure. And 
it is this lack of clean water and sanitation 
that gives rise to the transfer of disease 
from animals to humans that can lead to 
the epidemics and pandemics that now so 

threaten us. While projects like this may 
seem inconsequential, for about a $1 billion, 
we could supply enough Clean Hubs to 
provide the basic infrastructure to meet the 
UN’s Millennium Goal of improving the 
lives of 100 million slum dwellers.

famINE

The third potentially apocalyptic threat 
is famine, which, in our time, relates 
to the global warming produced by our 
over use of fossil fuels, generating record 
levels of carbon in the atmosphere. We 
have focused a lot of attention on the 
effect of this warming on the melting of 
polar ice, the rising of sea levels, and the 
subsequent flooding of low-lying land and 
coastal cities. As Oxford scientist, Norman 
Myers, has estimated, this phenomena 
could displace anywhere from 100 to 200 
million people over the next century alone. 
But rising temperatures in the centers 
of continents, or the potential drop of 
average temperatures in Europe, will also 
lead to droughts in some of the most 
productive farmland in the world, creating 
famine conditions for many. 

The connection of famine and flooding 
comes home in the work of Cameron 
Sinclair’s and Kate Stohr’s non-profit 
Architecture for Humanity, which has 
organized design talent from around 
the world to help the victims of the 
Indian Ocean tsunami and the Gulf of 
Mexico hurricane Katrina. Their work is 
noteworthy for its appropriateness and 
modesty, such as the laundry building for 
post-flood Loveland, Mississippi, that two 
graduate students at the University of 
Minnesota designed and helped build, as 
part of Sinclair’s class. As the population 

of the world grows exponentially in our 
lifetimes, from roughly 2 billion to about 
10 billion in just one century (1950–2050), 
the modest use of building materials, like 
the modest consumption of calories, will 
become essential if the earth is to support 
such a huge load of humanity. 

DEath

Never before have so many people begun 
to vie for resources at a time when critical 
ones like fossil fuel and fresh water are 
becoming ever more scarce, and when 
climate change is making the growing 
of food more difficult. This threatens to 
bring on the fourth apocalyptic threat: 
widespread death. In some ways, this 
underlies the other three threats, since 
war, pestilence, and famine each add to 
the death toll, but there is a particular way 
in which humans have brought this on 
without requiring the help of technology 
or nature. That has to do with inequality. 
At no point in recent history has the world 
been more unequal, with a very small 
percentage of humans controlling most of 
the wealth, and literally billions of people 
living in dire poverty. Inequality led to 
war, pestilence, and famine in the Middle 
Ages. And in our time, it has contributed 
to global terrorism, the product of people 
who have no hope; global epidemics, 
the result of too many people living 
in unhealthy conditions; and periodic 
droughts, stemming from the developed 
and developing world so altering the 
global climate. 

Architects such as the late Sam Mockbee 
have shown what a response from the 
design community might be to such 
inequity. His Rural Studio students 
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designed and built a range of structures  
in one of the poorest counties in the United 
States, for people who have little material 
wealth. Mockbee showed, however, that the 
community in which he and his students 
built had another kind of wealth: social 
and spiritual capital, with a strong sense of 
family and community, enabling them to 
endure other hardships. Mockbee also saw 
design as inseparable from what he called 
the “old fashion virtues,” such as justice and 
courage, hope and charity. 

DESIGN’S callING

These are the inner qualities that we will all 
need to thrive in our pre-medieval world. 
While this world very much needs physical 
shelter, with its explosive population 
growth and nearly two billion living in 
slums in years to come, it also desperately 
needs another aspect of what designers 
have to offer: the sense that we can create a 
better world in the future if we have a broad 
enough vision, an inclusive enough reach, 

and a equitable enough character. While 
design currently remains beholden to the  
people and organizations rich enough to 
commission work, the design community  
needs to take on the entire planet, and the 
entire global population as our clients, and 
find ways to practice accordingly. It is not 
just possible, but essential if we are to avoid 
the suffering that global war, a bird flu 
pandemic, a drought-induced famine, or a 
world-wide environmental collapse would 
bring. There has never been a time in which 
our design skills have been more needed 
by so many people, and more critical to our 
survival as a civilization. If Umberto Eco is 
right that we are living in a pre-medieval 
condition, then it is up to us to make sure 
what follows is a flourishing akin to what 
happened in the Gothic period, instead of 
the dark ages, this time on a global scale. 
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faShIoN’S INcompatIbIlIty  
wIth totalItarIaNISm

Totalitarian	ideology	and	fashion	make	an	ill-fitting	
pair.1	Totalitarian	regimes	are	rigid	and	disciplinary.	
They	aim	to	obliterate	individuality	and	disregard	
human	sexuality.2		As	Polish	philosopher	Leszek	
Kolakowski	puts	it:	

The	object	of	a	totalitarian	system	is	to	destroy	all	
forms	of	communal	life	that	are	not	imposed	by	the	
state	and	closely	controlled	by	it,	so	that	individuals	
are	isolated	from	one	another	and	become	mere	
instruments	in	the	hands	of	the	state.3	

In	contrast,	fashion	is	flexible,	unruly	and	
spontaneous.4	Fashion	is	associated	with	choice,	
autonomy,	originality,	experimentation	and	hedonism,	
while	totalitarianism	is	tied	to	communal	needs,	
dogmatic	thinking,	regulation	and	modesty.	Fashion	
“embodies	change	on	the	move.”5	Fashion	production	
is	often	volatile	and	has	a	measure	of	uncertainty	
built	into	it.	Since	it	is	difficult	to	predict	or	create	
fashion	by	communist	central	planning	mechanisms	
or	regulate	it	solely	through	administrative	means,	it	
would	have	clearly	antagonized	the	���0s	Hungarian	
regime	that	neither	wanted	nor	could	afford	to	
leave	anything	to	surprise	and	whose	economy	was	
considerably	weakened	not	only	with	war	damage	but	
with	the	escalation	of	the	Cold	War,	which	required	
major	investments	in	military	spending.6	

Drab aND maNNISh clothES

Communism,	in	theory,	had	an	express	goal	to	
erase	the	disparities	between	men	and	women’s	
social	standing	and	to	de-emphasize	masculine	
and	feminine	role	differences.	Although	initially	
women’s	attire	remained	gender-specific,	it	was	still	
somewhat	“mannish,”	especially	those	of	the	cadres.	
The	cuts	were	simple,	and	the	shoulders	were	wide.	
Women’s	work	clothes	were	often	shapeless	or	
had	big,	ungainly	pockets	to	allow	for	carrying	out	
their	physical	duties	and	for	transporting	personal	
necessities,	directing	attention	away	from	the	
sexualized	body	with	their	“practicality.”	Black,	grey	
and	brown	suits	were	common	because	they	did	not	
show	dirt	easily.	There	was	another	reason	for	the	
lack	of	vibrant	colors.	After	the	communist	bloc	was	
sealed	off	economically	from	the	West,	imported	
dyes	were	no	longer	available.	In	fact,	aesthetic	
considerations	were	less	likely	to	be	reasons	for		
the	duller	hues	than	scarcity.7	

commuNISt moralIty aND  
thE “DESIrING” commuNISt womaN

Dress	is	also	driven	by	the	moment,	by	the	
ephemeral	and	linked	to	the	user’s	needs	and	
feelings	in	the	present.8	It	is	no	wonder	then	that	
fashion	has	been	viewed	as	potentially	disruptive		
of	totalitarian	control.	Karl	Marx,	in	Capital,	for		
example,	talked	about	the	“murderous,	meaningless	
caprices	of	fashion.”9	As	his	tenets	were	followed	
to	the	letter	in	communist	Hungary,	the	desire	to	be	
fashionable	was	regarded	as	the	sign	of	an	empty	
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mind	and	questionable	moral	standards	and	political	
consciousness.	However,	the	over-politicization	
of	people’s	everyday	reality	and	existence	in	an	
exclusively	ideologically	driven	world	made	the	
idolization	of	material	objects	inevitable	for	many.	

The	sartorial	realm	often	becomes	a	battlefront	
in	political	and	ideological	confrontations.10	
Since	clothes	are	consumed	by	everybody,	they	
concern	everybody,	making	access	to	attire	and	
its	presentation	a	key	political	issue.	Women’s	
dress	in	Hungary	in	the	���0s	expressed	what	was	
socially	expected	of	the	wearer.	Hungarian	women’s	
officially	“asexualized”	functional	clothing	defined	
not	only	their	traditional	maternal	roles	but	also	
that	of	a	uniform	worker	standard	ordered	by	the	
state.	At	the	same	time,	communism	could	not	win	
against	the	universal	human	tendency	to	enhance	
a	basic	appearance,	nor	could	it	stop	people	from	
continuing	to	regard	clothes	as	one	of	the	most	
accurate	descriptor	of	one’s	social	standing.11	
Despite	material	deprivation,	permanent	scarcities	
and	ideological	expectations,	Hungarian	women	
used	their	ingenuity	to	keep	up	and	intensify	their	
(pre)	communist	femininity,	while	conforming	to	the	
communist	regime’s	expectations.

DrESSING DISSENt

While	it	would	have	been	dangerous	to	resist	the	
political	expectations	openly,	many	Hungarian	
communist	women	privately	took	pains	to	maintain	
their	individuality.	Their	attempt	to	dress	with	a	
measure	of	style	and	sophistication	was	a	sign	
of	their	discontent	with	the	economic	inefficiency	
of	the	regime.	For	instance,	many	women	in	
Budapest	clothed	their	bodies	in	attire	that	was	
above	their	means	and	that	would	have	been	more	
suitable	in	Western	cities.	These	women’s	clothing	
practices	communicated	a	desire	for	a	life	where	
self-expression	was	not	curtailed	by	shortages	and	
ideological	considerations.	With	their	feminized	attire,	
Hungarian	women	voted	against	the	genderless	
ideals	of	communism	and	created	an	effective	but	
safe	counter-discourse.	The	eclectic	mix	of	Western	
and	Eastern	elements	in	their	dress	mirrored	the	
ideological,	political	and	economic	tensions	of	life		
in	a	country	existing	between	two	systems.	

polItIcS of commuNISt coNSumptIoN

Hungarian	women	(un)consciously	protested	the	
totalitarian	regime	through	fashion.	By	refusing	to	
denounce	material	goods	and	the	desire	for	them,	
women	transformed	themselves	not	only	physically	
and	psychologically,	but	politically	as	well.	By	ripping	
up	the	uniform	approach	of	the	regime	towards	
women	and	their	material	needs,	women	pieced	
together	a	new	communist	fashion,	which	shared	

similarities	with	the	West.	Consumption	involves	not	
only	consuming	meaning	but	producing	meaning	
as	well—hence	the	social	significance	of	material	
culture.12	Therefore,	by	their	relentless	demand	
for	the	right	to	not	only	to	produce	but	also	to	
consume,	Hungarian	women	helped	tame	a	virulent	
totalitarianism.	With	their	alternative	dress	practices,	
they	revamped	their	ideological	identities	as	well	as	
helped	turn	communism	inside	out	in	the	process.		
Anni’s	and	Eva’s	stories	represent	two	typical	
scenarios	of	female	sartorial	resistance.	

claD IN a NEw claSS

With	her	extensive	wardrobe,	Anni	felt	she	was	
able	to	transcend	her	working	class	background.13			
Her	clothes	not	only	signaled,	but	constructed	and	
produced	her	new	middle-class	identity	as	well.		
She	is	an	example	of	Hungarian	women	who	gained	
advantages	from	the	communist	takeover,	which	

eva in 1962 in capri jeans, leather flats with a bow and an 
oversized ribbed sweater. eva’s appearance at the time was 
rather fashion-forward and daring as few women wore pants and 
almost none jeans. The jeans came from the West and she re-cut 
them several times over the years to keep them stylish. The other 
women in the picture are her friends. The picture overall shows 
that young women did their best to look fashionable despite 
the fact that they had limited choices and had to create their 
outfits from very cheap materials. The thong sandals came from 
socialist vietnam and for a long time the majority of Hungarians, 
men and women alike wore those almost exclusively during the 
summer. Photo courtesy of eva Bartha.
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made	upward	mobility	possible	for	the	working	
class.14	Anni’s	fascination	with	dress	was	rooted	
in	her	childhood	and	was	passed	onto	her	by	her	
mother,	to	whom	she	was	very	close.	Anni	was	born	
in	��4�,	so	she	was	a	war	child.	Her	father	was	a	
policeman	and	her	mother,	a	homemaker.	Because	
Anni’s	mother	was	a	skillful	seamstress	she	was	
able	to	create	presentable	outfits	for	the	little	girl	
despite	the	rampant	scarcities	after	the	war.	This	
made	Anni	feel	special	as	she	would	stand	out	
among	her	contemporaries.

In	the	���0s	when	people	began	to	run	out	of	even	
pre-war	dress	items,	children	were	ordered	to	wear	
school	uniforms.	Anni	believes	that	this	move	was	
not	intended	to	eliminate	class	differences,	but	

rather	to	cover	them	up,	which	was	indicative	of	the	
double	standards	and	the	duplicitous	nature	of	the	
regime.	Under	communism,	people’s	sacrifices	had	
to	be	hidden.	As	was	expected	of	a	good	socialist	
citizen,	Anni	was	well	groomed.	She	was	always	
clean,	her	clothes	were	tidy	and	her	hair	was	neatly	
braided.	She	was	often	more	presentable	than	many	
of	her	classmates.	Judging	others	by	their	dress	was	
so	deeply	ingrained	in	Anni	that	she	would	not	make	
friends	with	unkempt	children

SEx aND thE commuNISt womaN

In	the	1960s,	as	a	teenager,	Anni	used	dress	to	
emphasize	her	shapely	figure.	Her	outfits	at	the	
time	show	that	she	began	to	think	of	herself	as	

eva in a Poplin, sleeveless, 
navy-colored sun dress in 
1962. The dress was both 
designed and executed by 
eva. it has a natural waistline 
and a full skirt. She designed 
the white appliqué details as 
well, which made her dress 
look one-of-a kind. Photo 
courtesy of eva Bartha.
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a	sexual	being.	Her	biggest	“asset”	was	her	tiny	
waist.	Because	she	wanted	that	to	be	noticed,	she	
always	wore	tight	outfits.	Even	her	communist	youth	
organization	uniform	was	not	displayed	as	expected	
of	a	regular	cadre.15	She	put	a	twist	on	it,	which	was	
a	visible	violation	of	the	regime’s	sartorial	principles.	
It	was	tight-fitting,	and	she	often	complemented	it	
with	high	heels	and	by	leaving	her	long,	dyed	blond	
hair	loose.	

SocIal aDmIratIoN  
for thE commuNISt wEll-claD

Because	creating	a	satisfying	outfit	entailed	so	
much	work,	because	it	most	likely	involved	forgoing	
other	needs,	and	because	when	almost	nothing	was	
available,	women’s	transforming	skills	were	equated	
with	virtue,	communist	Hungarians,	who,	against	
the	odds	had	satisfying	outfits,	received	enormous	
appreciation	from	their	peers.	An	early	realization	
of	this	fact	turned	Anni	later	not	only	into	a	clothes	
horse,	but	also	into	somebody	who	used	dress	as	a	
primary	means	to	make	a	public	statement	about	her	
personal	achievement	and	successes	throughout	
her	life.		

DrESS EVokES SocIal SuccESS

As	time	went	on,	she	amassed	an	extensive	
wardrobe.16	She	would	also	change	her	clothes	
several	times	a	day.17	She	gives	one	an	impression	
that	she	was	usually	overdressed	and	over-
accessorized,	making	her	very	visible	in	a	community	
that	still	lacked	basic	living	necessities.	She	enjoyed	
her	“celebrity”	status	and	worked	hard	at	maintaining	
it.18	She	says	wryly	that	she	made	constant	demands	
on	her	mother	to	create	a	new	outfit	for	her.19	Anni	
obsessed	about	her	clothes	and	spent	endless	
time,	effort	and	money	just	to	locate	a	matching	pair	
of	shoes	or	bag	or	a	color-coordinated	scarf.	But	
Anni	was	a	representative	of	the	aesthetics	of	the	
evolving	classes.	The	former	proletariat	had	become	
the	new	bourgeoisie,	and	as	a	new	ruling	class,	
it	enshrined	its	own	eclectic	taste,	which	meant	
incoherent	style	choices,	such	as	mixing	an	austere	
suit	with	a	frilly	dress,	for	example.

Because	Anni	was	of	the	right	class	background,	
she	automatically	benefited	from	the	social	
opportunities	that	socialism	offered	to	the	working	
classes.	Although	she	professed	loyalty	to	the	
regime	in	her	actions—she	was	a	communist	youth	
organization	leader—she	insisted	on	dressing	up.20	
She	sexualized	even	the	organization’s	uniform	as	
well	as	made	a	sartorial	effort	to	be	unique.21	Thus,	
she	actively	participated	in	the	political	process	
of	renegotiating	where	the	boundaries	of	state	
intervention	should	be	and	what	personal	rights	
and	freedoms	one	should	be	minimally	entitled	
to.	It	appears	that	Anni	subconsciously	contested	

the	discrepancy	between	personal	desires	and	
public	opportunities	under	socialism.	In	other	
words,	her	ordinary	passion	for	dress	and	desire	for	
commodification	and	“cosmopolitan	chic,”	like	many	
of	her	counterparts,	contributed	to	the	softening		
of	the	grip	of	totalitarianism	and	its	eventual	
peaceful	dismantling.22			

SubcoNScIouS oppoSItIoN

Anni’s	clothing	behavior	is	paradoxical	because	it		
is	a	mixture	of	compliance	and	resistance	against	
the	contemporary	conditions.	Her	story	is	fascinating	
as	it	provides	an	example	of	non-opposition,	that	
is,	mostly	subconscious	opposition.	As	a	good	
socialist	citizen,	Anni	was	expected	to	suppress	
her	individuality	and	inhabit	socialist	dress	without	
opposition.	She	was	not	supposed	to	nurture	
alternative	sartorial	desires.	However,	her	emotions	
worked	independently	from	her	consciousness.	
Because	of	her	assertive	personality	and	internal	
drive,	and	because	she	acted	upon	not	only	her	
own	but	her	mother’s	desires	as	well,	conformity	
on	the	clothing	front	was	impossible	for	her.	
Dress	had	a	special	place	in	Anni’s	life	because	
it	demonstrated	her	upward	social	mobility	and	
was	a	constant	reminder	of	her	material	and	social	
accomplishments.23	Anni	exemplified	Hungarian	
communist	women	who	were	able	to	meet	and	
satisfy	their	sartorial	needs.24	Dress	transformed	her	
on	a	daily	basis	not	only	physically	but	emotionally	
as	well.	Her	colorful,	well-tailored,	feminine	attire	
helped	her	psychologically	counterbalance	the	
starkness	of	the	Spartan	conditions	that	surrounded	
her.	It	also	increased	her	attractiveness	and	enabled	
her	to	build	on	her	individualism.		

Anni’s	actions	proved	that	in	people’s	minds,	material	
interests	were	not	necessarily	in	opposition	to	
socialist	consciousness	and	morals,	and	that	their	
forced	suppression	only	weakened	the	regime’s	
popular	support.25	The	realization	of	this	fact	was	
inescapable	because	many	loyal	socialist	comrades	
and	citizens	acted	similarly	to	Anni	when	it	came	
to	their	appearance.	These	women’s	increasing	
consumer	demands	were	integral	in	the	introduction	
of	the	New	Economic	Mechanism	in	��6�,	which	
gradually	transformed	the	communist	producer’s	
market	into	a	consumer’s	market	in	Hungary.26		

VIEw from aNothEr aNGlE

Eva	is	a	study	in	contrasts.	Eva	was	born	in	��4�	into	
a	middle	class,	devout	Catholic	family,	and	therefore	
was	viewed	as	suspicious	and	labeled	a	“class	
enemy”	in	the	Hungarian	socialist	regime	after	World	
War	II.	This	affected	her	whole	life.27	

After	the	war,	Eva’s	family’s	situation	radically	
changed.	The	family’s	income	level	plunged,	
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especially	with	the	absence	of	the	father	who	went	
into	hiding	to	avoid	incarceration	in	a	labor	camp.		
As	time	went	on,	both	Eva	and	her	mother	found	it	
increasingly	difficult	to	keep	up	their	appearances,	
but	would	not	give	up	on	their	efforts	easily.	

wEStErN faShIoN INfIltratIoN 

Most	of	Eva’s	dresses	after	the	war	were	made	by	
her	mother.	Even	the	occasional	silver	lining	in	the	
form	of	parcels	of	material	goods	from	relatives	who	
had	left	Hungary	for	the	West	much	earlier	ended	
up	being	tarnished.	The	parcels	were	sent	to	help	
Eva’s	mother	get	by,	although	she	refused	to	ask	for	
handouts	or	reveal	her	penury.	Still,	as	Eva	recalls,	
the	opening	of	the	parcels	was	a	much-anticipated	
event,	full	of	suspense	and	excitement.	However,	
they	rarely	arrived	intact.	The	raiding	of	the	parcels,	
Eva	later	came	to	understand,	showed	rampant	
official	greed	and	corruption.	She	felt	that	the	petty	

thievery	was	symbolic	of	the	regime’s	ongoing	
psychological	assault	on	its	subjects—taking		
for	granted	that	victims	would	not	report	the		
perpetrators,	but	accept	such	incidents	with		
passivity	and	patience.	

thE tEmptatIoN of wEStErN parcElS

Another	problem	with	the	parcels	of	clothing	was		
that	most	dress	items	worn	in	the	���0s	in	the	United	
States	were	not	suitable	for	wear	in	a	Hungarian	
village.	The	fabric,	colors	and	designs		
did	not	fit	in	with	the	life	styles	or	social	environment	
there.	To	compound	the	problem,	the	hats,	cocktail	
dresses,	fine	gloves	and	frilly	children’s	clothes,	even	
if	they	were	mostly	second-hand	goods	the	relatives	
in	America	had	collected	from	their	acquaintances,	
oozed	prosperity	and	created	a	longing	in	Eva	for	
another	life,	somewhere	behind	the	ominous	Iron	
Curtain.	These	clothing	desires	caused	Eva	to	nurture	
anti-regime	sentiments,	putting	her	in	a	treacherous	
position—not	only	contradicting	the	regime’s	
demands,	but	also	waging	a	battle	within	herself.	

DrESS aS a pSycholoGIcal ShIElD

As	time	went	on,	sewing	became	not	only	a	survival	
skill	for	Eva,	but	also	a	favorite	pastime.	The	hum	
of	the	foot	pedal	of	her	sewing	machine	calmed	
her	and	transported	her	to	a	world	of	fantasy	
and	creativity.28	Sewing	became	her	own	form	of	
escapism,	which	at	least	temporarily	was	able	to	
whisk	her	away	from	her	gray	reality.	She	says	that	
she	felt	that	her	creations	transformed	her	not	only	
literally,	but	psychologically	as	well.	Her	aesthetics,	
innovations	and	abilities	gave	her	pleasure	and	
satisfaction	and	helped	her	construct	an	identity	that	
was	self	affirming	and	with	which	she	could	live	with	
in	dignity.	Dress,	as	Eva	puts	it,	was	a	psychological	
shield	that	protected	her	inner	self.	Through	making	
and	donning	her	creations,	she	could	articulate	her	
difference	and	individuality—a	potentially	alarming	
phenomenon	to	political	authority	at	the	time.

SurVIVal StratEGIES of commuNISt womaN

Since	caring	for	one’s	hair	was	one	of	the	only	
affordable	grooming	services,	most	socialist	
women	had	weekly	salon	appointments.	Hair	was	
a	flexible	medium	and	the	variety	of	hairstyles	
would	counterbalance	the	general	uniformity	in	
female	dress.	In	other	words,	a	good	hair-do	was	
an	easy	way	of	expressing	one’s	femininity.29	Also,	
most	socialist	women	did	not	mind	the	long	wait	
at	the	salons	because	it	offered	them	a	place	and	
time	for	leisure	away	from	work	and	chores.	At	the	
hairdressers,	they	could	focus	on	themselves,	talk	
about	their	family	or	their	interests,	gossip,	exchange	
beauty	tips	and	discuss	fashion.	As	a	result,	the	
hairdresser’s	salon	became	the	major	venue	for	

eva in a mustard-colored, form-fitting dress made by her around 
1964–65. The crocheted brown collar and sleeves are adding a 
feminine touch to the dress, which otherwise has a somewhat a 
mannish feel. Photo courtesy of eva Bartha.



female	networking	and	an	important	clearinghouse	
of	useful	information	as	well.	It	was	also	the	place	
where	women	brought	products	to	sell,	which	often	
included	cosmetics	or	items	they	made,	or	stylish	
fashion	items	from	Western	parcels,	or	smuggled		
or	other	illegal	goods.	

womEN’S DISSENt

When	Eva	thinks	back	to	the	���0s	and	��60s,	she	
is	still	baffled	by	the	state’s	treatment	of	its	female	
citizens.	Most	women	were	supporters	of	the	regime	
in	theory	because	it	introduced	a	series	of	political	
and	economic	measures—free	health	care,	subsidized	
child	care,	access	to	education,	and	guaranteed	
employment	and	pension—that	were	especially	
beneficial	to	women.	Despite	her	family	background	
and	the	negative	treatment	by	the	bureaucrats	of	the	
regime,	Eva	was	one	of	socialism’s	supporters.	She	
thought	highly	of	the	regime’s	welfare	provisions	
and	the	large	safety	net	it	made	available—but	she	
was	intensely	critical	and	painfully	disappointed	by	
the	neglect	over	simple	necessities	and	the	state’s	
services	for	women.	

trEatmENt of fEmalE cItIzENS

The	constant	agony	of	wearing	low-quality	shoes	
and	clothes	made	of	rough	fabric,	and	the	lack	of	
basic	hygienic	products—in	other	words,	having	
predominantly	negative	corporeal	and	clothing	
experiences—made	many	women	antagonistic	
towards	the	regime.	The	state	clearly	had	high	
expectations	of	women’s	political	commitment	and	
labor	in	both	the	public	and	private	spheres,	but	
did	not	appear	to	provide	adequately	for	their	basic	
needs	to	be	able	to	carry	out	their	required	functions.	
In	hindsight,	Eva	thinks	that	most	women	began	
to	wonder	about	the	regime’s	(economic)	viability	
earlier	than	men	because	they	were	the	ones	who	
had	to	directly	experience	its	inefficiency	while	
running	their	own	and	their	families’	daily	lives.	

According	to	Eva,	the	regime	brought	itself	down	
through	limiting	and	criminalizing	people’s	access	
to	consumer	products.	She	says	that,	by	making	
material	life	unnecessarily	difficult,	by	turning	
women	into	law	breakers	when	they	were	simply	
trying	to	provide	for	their	and	their	families’	needs,	
the	regime	gradually	and	systematically	undermined	
itself.	The	inability	to	satisfy	the	material	needs	
had	the	adverse	effect	of	turning	Hungarians	more	
materialistic.	“By	closing	the	borders	around	us,	
by	limiting	our	access	to	information	and	material	
goods,	the	regime	was	actually	harming	itself	
because	when	people	finally	were	able	to	get	out	
of	the	confines	of	the	totalitarian	regime,	they	were	
open	to	interact	with	the	world	behind	the	Iron	
Curtain	only	at	a	material	level,”	Eva	says.	She	claims	

that	Hungarian	travelers	to	the	West	also	saw	only	
one	side	of	a	capitalist	system:	bright	lights,	well-
designed	cars,	and	glamorous	shops.	They	did	not	
have	the	time	or	the	means	to	stay	long	enough	to	
experience	the	slums	or	the	exploitation	to	be	able	
to	understand	the	downsides	of	the	system	and	
realize	that	the	satisfaction	of	material	desires	did	
not	make	people	automatically	fulfilled.	

DrESS aND IDENtIty

Dress	was	significant	in	Eva’s	life	because	it	was	
one	of	the	few	aspects	of	life	that	she	could	control	
and	it	provided	her	with	a	sense	of	freedom	and	
personal	choice.	Eva	accrued	much	personal	and	
political	confidence	from	her	sewing	skills	because	
creating	a	nonconforming	presence,	and	by	extension,	
a	“unique”	subject,	was	a	personal	triumph	under	
totalitarianism.	On	a	conscious	level,	Eva’s	attitude	
to	dressing	with	individuality	and	with	a	Western	flair	
could	be	interpreted	as	a	mundane	female	desire	for	
fashion.	However,	on	a	subconscious	level,	through	
dress,	she	projected	a	defiance	of	the	socialist	
discourse	of	corporeal	uniformity	and	contested	the	
negative	treatment	she	received	at	the	hands	of	the	
bureaucrats	of	the	regime.	She	knew	that	her	dress	
sense	affected	the	sentiments	of	her	viewers,	who	
instinctively	understood	that	she	was	projecting	an	
alternative	standpoint.	

Above: This photograph, 
dating from 1962, shows 
eva in an elegant, pink, 
pin-stripped Poplin summer 
dress which is an alteration 
of an American “parcel” 
garment. She accessorizes 
it with white stiletto pumps 
and beaded jewelry. Only her 
surroundings and her casual 
watch which is not in harmony 
with her outfit gives away that 
this stylish lady is most likely 
from behind the iron Curtain. 
She even poses in her dress 
as if she was a fashion model.  
Photo courtesy of eva Bartha.
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DrESS IS commoN thrEaD

Like	Anni,	Eva	also	became	one	of	thousands	of	
disparate	Hungarian	women	who,	through	their	
sartorial	presentations,	were	instrumental	in	stirring	
up	a	consciousness	and	setting	in	motion	winds	of	
political	change.	Anni’s	and	Eva’s	clothing	strategies	
were	neither	passive	nor	unimaginative.	They	both	
tried	to	manipulate	the	societal	and	ideological	
control	on	their	appearance.	Their	dress	choices	
in	an	era	of	scarcities	mirror	their	personal	and	
social	aspirations	and	show	that	they	carved	out	
the	most	attractive	personal	appearance	they	were	
able	to	under	the	given	conditions.	Their	stories	
demonstrate	how,	through	dress,	many	Hungarian	
women	were	able	to	make	a	clear	but	safe	public	
statement	about	their	own	and	the	population’s	
dissatisfaction	with	the	material	and	ideological	
aspects	of	the	socialist	regime.	Their	small	everyday	
acts	of	alternative	dressing	transformed	them	
physically,	psychologically,	and	politically.	Both	Anni	
and	Eva,	in	disparate	ways,	were	testing	repression	
and	contesting	the	cultural	and	political	intolerance	
of	the	regime.	As	Croatian	feminist	writer	Slavenka	
Drakulic	observes:	

In	a	totalitarian	society,	one	has	to	relate	to	power	
directly;	there	is	no	escape.	Therefore,	politics	
never	becomes	abstract.	It	remains	a	palpable,	
brutal	force	directing	every	aspect	of	our	lives,	
from	what	we	eat	to	how	we	live	and	where	we	
work.	Like	a	disease,	a	plague,	an	epidemic,	it	does	
not	spare	anybody.	Paradoxically,	this	is	precisely	
how	a	totalitarian	state	produces	its	enemies:	
politicized	citizens.30

Therefore,	by	refusing	to	denounce	material	goods	
and	the	desire	for	them,	as	well	as	insisting	on	the	
right	to	fashion,	women,	like	Anni	and	Eva,	played	a	
significant	role	in	creating	a	shift	in	communism’s	
momentum.	By	insisting	on	more	humane	standards	
of	living	and	more	personal	choice,	by	changing	the	
nature	of	their	and	their	families’	private	lives,	and	by	
rejecting	the	state’s	power	over	their	bodies,	these	
women	were	pioneers	of	liberation,	and	played	an	
important	role	in	the	process	that	changed	Hungary	
in	fundamental	ways.	They	reached	their	political	
consciousness	through	their	daily	struggles—not	
through	any	indoctrination	from	an	institution	or	the	
Party.	By	their	relentless	demand	for	the	right	not	
only	to	endlessly	labor	and	produce,	but	also	to	be	
able	to	act	on	their	sartorial	desires,	and	by	trying	
to	live	a	satisfying	life,	they	helped	point	the	regime	
out	of	totalitarianism.	Thus	they	ended	up	not	only	
refashioning	themselves,	but	communism	as	well.	

Anni wears a smirk and 
a sweater jacket, button 
up woven shirt with 
mannish black trousers, 
the only type of trousers 
available at the time. The 
plastic head band and 
the transparent nylon 
scarf was very trendy in 
1963. These accessories 
were imitating the styles 
that came out of england.  
People paid exorbitant 
amounts of money to 
get such a scarf which 
was only available on 
the Black Market and 
was one of the most 
frequently smuggled 
items from Austria. Photo 
courtesy of Anni Halmi.
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1. (Lipovetsky, 1994). 

2. Only monumental figures  
of the political elite had 
individuality. Josef Stalin  
was regarded, for example,  
as a manly father figure.

3. (cited in Crawford, 1996, p. 29). 

4. Communism was a regime of 
three-year- and five-year-plans. 
Flexibility, therefore, would clash 
with overregulation.  

5. (Attfield, 2000, p. 77). 

6. Central planning is the opposite 
of market economy. Economy  
in communist Hungary was 
based on state ownership.  
The biggest problem in terms  
of fashion was trying to control  
the constantly changing demand 
side of fashion consumption. 

7. With the transformation of 
the society, working-class and 
peasant aesthetics dominated 
the culture. Although working 
class men traditionally wore dark 
colors (Berger, 1980), peasant 
styles—the aesthetic sensibility 
of the majority of the Hungarian 
population—would have allowed 
for more color and decoration  
in dress. 

8. (Attfield, 2000).

9. (Marx, 1974, Vol. 1. p. 450).

10. (Parkins, 2002).

11. (Eicher, Evenson & Lutz,  
2000, p. 292).

12. (Miller, 1987;1995; Lubar  
& Kingery, 1993; Grazia  
& Furlough, 1996; Hoskins, 
1998; Dant, 1999; Attfield, 
2000; and Buchli, 1999;  
2002; Brown, 2003).

13. I am using my interviewees’ real 
names because they gave me 
permission to use them and 
because they wanted me to 
call them by their real names. 
This suggested to me that they 
thought of their attitudes and 
actions as important historically.

14. ‘Young, able and trusted  
“cadres” from the working  
and peasant classes’ like  
Anni, were given the opportunity 
to join the ruling bureaucracy 
after thorough training (Fischer-
Galati, 1964, p. 11). Such 
people’s ‘social mobility, like 
Anni’s, ‘constitutes a type  
of recruitment of the personnel 
for given positions’ (p. 11).   

15.  Anni worked as a full time, 
professional communist youth 
organization leader at an 
elementary school for a while.

16.  Anni would have so many 
clothes because at the time 
fashion changed at a relatively 
slow pace. Official Hungarian 
fashion in which ordinary citizens 
could partake of was years 
behind Western fashion, so 
investing in dress appeared to 
be financially smart. 

17. This went against institutionalized 
socialist norms. For example, 
well into the 1960s, socialist  
fashion designers were expected 
to primarily design for the 
working woman, who did not 
need separate styles for morning, 
evening or afternoon activities 
because she worked all the  
time, anyway. 

18. Only famous actresses, such 
as Teri Torday and Iren Psota, 
who were constantly in the 
limelight, could get away with 
flamboyant styles. Although in 
Hungary people were supposed 
to be equal, the forced equality 
actually fostered a major 
star culture. Therefore, Anni’s 
insistence on glamour was a 
clear sign of “disorderly and 
deviant behavior” that was 
unacceptable of an ordinary 
comrade. By dressing well above 
her station, she was indirectly 
contesting the institutional 
boundaries of communist 
fashion elitism. 

19. Changing one’s professional, 
class or geographical 
background generally requires 
an increasing number of outfits. 
Anni was ready, at least in  
a sartorial sense, to live up  
to her new social roles.

20. A person’s dress was not 
supposed to emphasize class 
standing, but rather to tone 
it down. Also, because one’s 
dress clearly influences one’s 
behavior, wearing upscale styles 
could have been considered 
suspicious. Further, tampering 
with a uniform was especially 
problematic because it was  
a symbol of the regime’s  
power and was expected  
to be treated as “sacred.”

21. Expressing sexual notions was 
morally objectionable at the time. 
Since the working classes tended 
to have more conservative values 
than the middle classes, the 
erotic or sexual features of dress 
were expected to be suppressed. 
In the contemporary communal 
and egalitarian culture, no citizen 
was supposed to think that he or 
she was better than the others. 
Also, dressing the same way 
as the masses was indicative 
of internal identification with 
the political course and a sign 
of communist consciousness. 
Dressing in an alternative fashion 
bespoke of the opposite.  

22. The desire for Western clothes 
was a sign of affirmation of  
the West’s more productive 
economy and was indirectly 
reflective of the instability  
and ineffectiveness of the  
local economy. 

23. Dress not only reflected one’s 
finances, but conveyed one’s 
access to the existing resources 
as well. It indexed one’s social 
position in the community, 
testified to what extent one was 
able to benefit from the existing 
channels of distribution, or 
showed whether one could travel 
or use the services of a private 
dressmaker, among other things.

24. Typically, material progress under 
communism was not possible 
without kin support, which in 
turn helped strengthen the 
bourgeois family unit vis-à-vis the 
larger communist society. 

25.  Anni fully agreed with the 
goals of the regime. She 
comprehended its ideological 
implications as well. Therefore, 
her sartorial practices show that 
ideology did not get directly 
translated into the daily lives of 
socialist citizens and could not 
claim full control over them.

26. The New Economic Mechanism 
meant the partial and gradual 
marketization of the Hungarian 
economy (Crawford, 1996).

27. After World War II, members 
of the former military, factory 
owners, former government 
employees and even employees 
of the former upper class 
together with their family 
members were labeled as “class 
enemies.” These people either 
ended up in labor camps or 
were forced to move to the 
provinces where they lived under 
supervision. Class enemies were 
also fired from their jobs in the 
1950s or socially ostracized for a 
long time. 

28. This was a potentially dangerous 
state of mind as fantasy and 
dreaming tended to be outlawed 
in a culture that was based on 

“truth” and “realism.”

29. Socialist women’s hair showed  
that whatever aspect of one’s 
appearance women could have 
any control of was modified  
to create a unique self. Only 
what one had no control of  
was left unchanged.

30. (Drakulic, 1993, p. 17).



A few years ago, on my way to see Pedro 
Almodóvar’s film, Talk to Her, which was 
playing at the local indie-flick multiplex 
alongside Frida, I stopped at the public 
library to return a book. Parked in 
its lot was a minivan plastered with 
reproductions of Frida Kahlo’s paintings 
and a banner proclaiming “Vivan Las 
Artistas Latinas!” I ran across the street to 
a drug store, bought a disposable camera, 
and began shooting away, all four sides 
of the vehicle. Only when I looked at the 
developed prints did I realize that framing 
the license plate was this work’s title: Frida 
Karlo. This traveling “homenaje a Frida” is 
part of an evolving landscape of playful 
feminist post-modern kitsch. The “Karlo” 
works through design to fashion identity; 
or perhaps it is the other way around: it 
uses identity as a mechanism of design. 

In this chiasmus, one finds the legacy 
of many of the ways modernist women 
artists designed identities and identified 
designs that would forge places for 
themselves within the mutually sustaining 
idioms of body, art, and nation. In these 
brief remarks I follow three artists—Kahlo, 
Georgia O’Keeffe and Emily Carr—from 
three nations—Mexico, United States and 
Canada—through three devices they used 
to design themselves—domicile, signature, 
and photograph.

Since the Taymor film, Kahlo has eclipsed 
Georgia O’Keeffe in celebrity art-girl 
status even in the US.2 Admittedly, Emily 
Carr’s name has not achieved the exalted, 
iconic status of her two more-or-less 
contemporaneous painting sisters; but 
cross our northern border (before the 
National Guard blocks access) and you 

will find her name, her signature swirling 
red cedars, and her totemic skullcap 
anywhere Canadian art is exhibited. 
There are already so many books on each 
of these women—art books, novels, 
biographies, memoirs, plays, volumes of 
poetry, cookbooks, studies of the studies 
of each, even a comparative study of the 
three. What is the point of examining 
them further? In part, they provide a 
fruitful example of the ways in which 
modern female identity is fundamentally 
a question of sign and design. One feature 
of modernism, actually of modernity, is 
the fluidity of identity; one is (relatively) 
free to fashion a self, adorn a body, 
construct an allegiance to a place, a nation, 
a movement, a lover, an idea. Designing 
a modern identity requires rebelling 
against conformity—that quintessential 

Designing Women/Modernist Identities:
Some Thoughts on Emily Carr,  
Frida Kahlo and Georgia O’Keeffe1

Paula Rabinowitz
Paula Rabinowitz is a Professor and Department Chair  
in the College of Liberal Arts at the University of Minnesota.

Opposite page: Photomontage of Frida Karlo 
images taken with the author’s disposable camera 
representing the evolving landscape of playful 
feminist post-modern kitsch.
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modernist act. In the process, identity 
returns to its proper place and conforms 
to the strictures of style. In short, we 
recognize difference because it looks the 
same. These modernist women artists, and 
their self-fashioning, designed identities of 
presence—even as they constructed their 
works and their images to be uniquely 
signed—they inevitably became fodder for 
a marketing ploy: selling fashion, lifestyle, 
desire, even national identity. 

What has become of each artist in her 
own nation and abroad depends to a large 
extent on the complexities of nationality, 
money, politics, and many other factors. 
The incorporation of Kahlo’s imagery into 
popular United States culture occurs, in 
part, because of Mexico’s neo-colonial 
relationship to its northern neighbor as 
well as through the exoticism of Latin 
America. Her extraordinary beauty and 
multi-ethnic background, her omnivorous 
sexuality and debilitating injuries, her left-
wing politics and her critique of cultural 
imperialism, her embrace of indigenous 
peoples and internationalism, her 
self-exposure and display in her paintings 
and the many photographs taken of her, 
make her a daring, though ultimately 
consumable, emblem for female suffering 
and rebellion. In short, she is a case 
study of the designing woman, forging 
a distinctive identity through every 
conceivable aspect of design—clothing, 
housewares, graphics, photographs, text. 
O’Keeffe’s stark canvases and stripped-

down visage, her long-lived career, and 
apparent reclusion in the pristine New 
Mexico desert, make her another kind of 
desirable idol of American womanhood, 
one with definite racial overtones to 
it. Her white house, her white face, her 
white canvases, strip away all excess. The 
stubborn way Carr remains eccentrically 
Western Canadian, with her houses  
and monkeys and trees, barely entering  
the US or global cultural imagination, 
is symbolic of her nation’s strange 
relationship with the United States and 
of her region’s awkward place in Canada’s 
national imagination.

Like the bones and stones and arroyos 
O’Keeffe kept returning to, driving out 
in the hot midday sun to paint on site 
or carting these found treasures back 
to her studio, like the swirling forests 
of red cedars into which Carr motored 
her caravan or the voluptuous totems 
transported from their sites at Skidegate 
she found in the Vancouver museums, 
like her beautiful face and ravaged body 
Kahlo studied and dressed up in each new 
painting, identity is designed through 
repetition and seriality, which are at the 
heart of all genres, all collections. Each 
painter produced an oeuvre that is readily 
recognizable. Their styles were their 
signatures, found in the decoration of 
their homes and the adornment of their 
bodies as much as on the surfaces of their 
canvases and the outlines of their names. 
In their varied ways, these three North 

American women modernists constructed 
identities through careful attention 
to design features. What follows are 
mediations on some of them:

houSES

Freud called the feeling of displacement, 
the uncanny, umheimlicht—unhomelike—
a sense of rootless dissociation from that 
which is partially familiar: the mother. The 
home, the private sphere, the personal, are 
all attributed to a feminized domain which 
is cordoned off from, yet intimately linked 
to, the realm of public, social, political, 
hence historical space. Women not only 
dwell in houses, they transform these 
dwellings into homes that simultaneously 
serve as vehicles for self-expression and 
jail cells curtailing their freedom. All three 
artists are memorialized today through 
their houses. Abiquiu, O’Keeffe’s final 
home in New Mexico, has just become 
an (unaccredited) museum, connected to 
the Georgia O’Keeffe Museum in Santa 
Fe; Casa Azul, Frida Kahlo’s house in 
Coyoacan, Mexico DF, has stood preserved 
as she left it upon her death in 1954, 
an unfinished portrait of a Stalinized 
Mexican (perhaps Rivera) rests on the 
easel positioned wheelchair high; Emily 
Carr’s small yellow house where she lived 
towards the end of her life, just blocks 
from her girlhood home, remains much as 
she had left it also. 

While Europe has over four hundred single-
artist museums, there are only forty in the 

emily Carr self-portrait  
(1938–1939)

Georgia O’Keeffe, 1918/21 
Photograph by Alfred Stieglitz,  
the original photograph is in the 
collections of the Art institute  
of Chicago. 

Frida Kahlo, Self-Portrait 
with Thorn Necklace and 
Hummingbird, 1940. Photo 
courtesy of Artroots.com
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United States. For the most part, these 
are either in the ateliers and studios of the 
artists or are housed in new or converted 
buildings, like the Andy Warhol Museum 
in Pittsburgh.3 What distinguishes the 
museums of Kahlo, Carr, and O’Keeffe is 
the attention to domesticity. What we can 
see of their work space, or work, is slim; 
foremost is the sense of home life. The 
furnishings: O’Keeffe’s spare rooms with 
Noguchi lamps and Eames chairs; Kahlo’s 
colorful garden and tiled kitchen; Carr’s 
quaint wraparound porch and darkened 
rooms; these are dwelling places, designed 
to give entry into the privacy and intimacy 
of life. Even at the recently constructed 
O’Keeffe museum, with its attached 
O’Keeffe Cafe, the stress is on the homey. 
Cookbooks with O’Keeffe’s favorite recipes 
and decorative vases and stones like those 
placed strategically around her home can 
be purchased in the huge shop.

NamES

In his New York Herald review of her 
1923 show, “Alfred Stieglitz Presents One 
Hundred Pictures: Oils, Water-colors, 
Pastels, Drawings, by Georgia O’Keeffe, 

American,” critic Henry McBride “think[s] 
I must drop the ‘Miss’ since everybody 
else does.” At this point in her career, she 
has attained enough of a reputation as 
an artist, and Stieglitz has altered her 
presentation from “woman” to “American” 
so she can become, like Rembrandt, 
Raphael, Cezanne, a single name, 
unmarked by gender or marital status. 
As a figure of significance, “practically... 
famous,” she has now earned the right 
to her last name as a trademark “[to] be 
whispered about in America.”4 

Signing a name, for an artist, happens 
when the work itself becomes signature, 
when one becomes simply “Cézanne” and 
the work “a Cézanne.” For a woman artist, 
losing the “Miss” means one has moved 
from being circumscribed as a woman 
artist; O’Keeffe took this disguise one 
step further, refusing to be named. On 
Stieglitz’s advice, she never signed her 
paintings. Ungendered, deracinated, the 
images gigantic on the canvas, assert a 
singular identity. 

At the opposite end of the self-disclosure 
spectrum is Frida Kahlo, who painted her 

own body and face obsessively and signed 
her work, often writing long explanations 
and titles on the canvases in the manner 
of folk retablos, but also of advertisements 
and personal mementoes. For example, 
her 1931 Portrait of Eva Frederick 
continues, on the ribbon above the sitter, 
with the following information: “born 
in New York, painted by Frieda Kahlo.” 
According to most art historians, nothing 
more is known of this lovely young black 
woman wearing marcelled hair, a beaded 
necklace and sheer lace-trimmed blouse 
through which the dark circles of her 
aureole and nipples are visible; the portrait 
is in the collection of Dolores Olmeda 
in Mexico City. By naming the sitter and 
herself, Kahlo is linking her work to the 
great tradition of Renaissance portraiture 
in which the artist, commissioned by a 
wealthy patron, links his status to the 
elevated position of the sitter. Here 
Kahlo reverses the move, the names of 
the two women without status in the 
United States, a Mexican and an African-
American, insist on their humble presence. 
Shortly after painting this portrait, Kahlo 
would begin signing her work “Frida,” a 
spelling she had used on and off since 
the mid-1920s, to signal a break with her 
European roots. 

“If you ask a Canadian if he or she knows 
who Emily Carr was,” writes Ben nett 
Schiff, “you are likely to become the object 
of a bemused glance, as if you had asked 
an American who Georgia O’Keeffe was. 

Kahlo’s house, shared with Diego Rivera in Mexico 
City, designed by the Mexican architect Juan 
O’gorman in 1931–32. The house, now known as 
the Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo’s Home-Study 
Museum, was nominated to be a UneSCO World 
Heritage site in 2001 and is currently on the 

“tentative” list. ©Jose Luis Parella 2006. image 
used with permission.
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Carr has, in fact, been called ‘the Canadian 
Georgia O’Keeffe, the WASP Frida Kahlo.’” 
However, during her lifetime, Carr’s friend 
and editor Ira Dilworth noted as late as 
1941 that at least to some she would never 
be Emily Carr: “‘Millie Carr!’ I can hear 
some of her fellow Victorians exclaim with 
a slight gesture of scornful amazement.” 
Her childhood name remained a gesture 
by which to contain her.5 Emily Carr often 
signed her letters and paintings, M. E., as 
if to assert her individuality, proclaiming 
their originator as “ME.” As the daughter 
of a woman who named all her daughters 
after herself, with names beginning with 
the letter “E,” but who called each by 
another name, Carr may have used the 
initials (for Millie Emily) as a device to 
stake out a unique identity. M. E. Carr, M. 
Carr, E. Carr or M. Emily Carr eventually 
gave way to Emily Carr in her late canvases 
when her style and reputation were firmly 
established. Only then could she assume 
the mantel of her family name, eclipsing 
her sisters after Edith’s and Elizabeth’s 
deaths in 1919 and 1936, respectively. Her 
friend and keeper of the “facts,” Edythe 
Hembroff-Schleicher claims Carr rarely 
signed or dated her paintings, so that 
when selections were being made for her 
1944 retrospective, the two of them went 
back and retroactively signed and dated 
many of them as “Emily Carr.”6 

What we call these women, the familiarity 
by which they become household names, 
and our connection with them on a 

first-name basis suggests how they have 
become our intimates at the same time 
as their iconic names separate them from 
us, making them exceptional women. 
Emily Carr is neither Emily nor Carr, she 
seems to require both names now, though 
throughout her life she shifted among 
names and initials in a constant play on 
the sound “em” “ee.” Frida referred to 
herself often in the diminutive, inventing 
ever-smaller diminutives to name herself, 
Fridita, Friduska, Friditita, even as her 
status as “icon and devotee” (as her 
step-daughter Lupe Rivera called her) 
grew. O’Keeffe lived her whole life with 
misspellings of her name. In the first show 
of her work at 291, a reviewer mistakenly 
referred to her as “Virginia,” confusing her 
residence with her first name. 

photoGraphS

In the portrait that O’Keeffe and Stieglitz 
jointly orchestrated, Stieglitz showing off 
his technique, O’Keeffe her body, and both 
conspiring to exhibit O’Keeffe’s paintings, 
we see the beginnings of an advertising 
campaign designed to promote O’Keeffe 
as woman and as artist, and to install 
Stieglitz as curator, artist and lover. If 
O’Keeffe has become an industry, these 
images represent the first advertisements. 

When Stieglitz had first exhibited forty-five 
of the O’Keeffe Portrait in a retrospective 
of his work at Anderson Gallery, the press 
fixated on the erotica of O’Keeffe’s image. 
From the first photographs taken in 1917 

after O’Keeffe journeyed to New York 
from Texas to attend the opening of a 
show at 291 of her drawings, most of the 
photographs feature hand, face, neck and 
body of a woman, but of a woman posed 
before her own paintings (or their subjects 
[bones] or their studio [car]). Woman and 
painting—object, subject, location—echo 
one another in line and mood. Even though 
this first exhibit did not name the model, 
the public knew her identity as an artist.

Kahlo’s father took up photography at the 
urging of his second wife whose father 
had a small photography shop doing locals’ 
portraits, and it seemed a relatively secure 
line of work for an older man suffering 
from epilepsy. However, Guillermo 
Kahlo’s reputation and politics landed 
him a major assignment with the new post-
revolutionary government as an official 
architectural photographer. His four-year 
documentation (1904–08) of four 
hundred years of Catholicism in Mexico, 
published between 1924 and 1927, was 
part of the Home Secretary’s massive 
six-volume compendium of Churches of 
Mexico. Frida lived surrounded by the 
photographic apparatus: her father’s 
equipment was part of her girlhood. She 
learned to play for the camera—seduce it, 
as the title of one volume of photographs 
of her suggests—by dressing up, by 
looking head on into the lens, by clamping 
her lips shut to cover over her missing  
and rotten blackened teeth. Dressed for 
public display, a stunning master at self-

“Drawing Xiii,” by georgia O’Keeffe. 
1915. Charcoal on paper. The 
original drawing is part of the Alfred 
Stieglitz Collection.

“Odds and ends” Painting by emily Carr. 
image from the Collections of Library 
and Archives Canada.

Photograph of emily Carr (1871–1945). 
image from the Collections of Library 
and Archives Canada.
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presentation, Kahlo was a fascinating 
subject: “With an innate sense of what 
she wanted to look like, [Frida] molded 
her expression and positioned her body, 
angling her head and using her eyes to 
conjure a presence… encouraged the 
transformation of her face into an icon.”7 

Emily Carr’s iconic photographic image 
also has her staring resolutely out at the 
camera seated before a “breakthrough” 
painting, Scorned as Timber, Beloved 
by Sky from 1935. This title and her 
self-presentation as a defiant woman 
clad in her signature apparel—smock 
and skullcap—arms crossed with a look 
of barely disguised annoyance, became 
part of the Carr iconography. Like Kahlo, 
Carr is often pictured with her animals. 
In these images, she sometimes smiles. 
Carr’s reputation was based in part on 
her inaccessibility; far off in the Far 
West, trekking into its remote forests 
to paint, she effaced her body and face. 
Still her photographs present a canny 
understanding of presentation. 

Decorating, dressing, modeling, signing. 
These are not usually the aspects of an 
artist we most remember. Painters paint. 
And these women artists produced a 
huge body of readily identifiable work 
that has increasingly been recognized 
as crucial to modernism. They signed 
(marked, signaled, displayed, represented, 
sealed, autographed) and they designed 
(created, fashioned, executed, constructed, 

schemed, plotted, sketched, patterned, 
arranged) objects and identities readily 
recognizable as modern artworks.8 
Yet, as women, as women moreover 
embodying their nations, they also stand 
as something else: as icons for feminists. 
Icons design quotable identities; they  
are identifiable by and through design.  
It’s part of the trade.

1.  This essay is a condensed form 
of a manuscript completed 
with the generous support of a 
Rockefeller Foundation residency 
at the Villa Serbelloni in Bellagio, 
Italy, in 2000.

2.  In the late 1980s, Mexican 
cultural critics coined the 
neologism “Fridamania” after 
her face became an emblem 
for the massive exhibitions of 
Mexican art exhibited around the 
world. Peter Wollen, “Fridamania,” 
New Left Review (July/August, 
2003) is the most recent 
dissection of her celebrity. See, 
Paula Rabinowitz, “Great Lady 
Painters, Inc.: Icons of Feminism, 
Modernism, and the Nation,” 
in Jani Scandura and Michael 
Thurston, eds. Modernism, Inc: 
Body, Memory, Capital (New 
York: New York University Press, 
2000), p. 193–218. The only in-
depth work to discuss all three of 
these painters together is Sharyn 
Udall, Carr, O’Keeffe, Kahlo: A 
Place of Their Own (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2000). 
For what it’s worth: Google lists 

1,280,000 websites for Georgia 
O’Keeffe to 1,780,000 for Frida 
Kahlo; Emily Carr is a distant 
third at 482,000.

3.  Deborah Solomon, “For 
Individual Artists, Museums  
All Their Own,” New York Times 
(28 March 1999), Section 2,  
p. 1, 43.

4.  Quoted in Barbara Buhler Lynes, 
O’Keeffe, Stieglitz and the Critics, 
1916–1929 (Ann Arbor: UMI 
Research Press, 1989), p. 188.

5.  Bennett Schiff, “Canada’s 
National Treasure,” Smithsonian 
(March 1999): 102–111, p. 
102. Quoted as the epigraph 
to Stephanie Kirkwood 
Walker’s book. She begins her 
post-modern biography of Carr 
with the following apocryphal 
statement: “The spectre of 
Emily Carr filters through the 
interstices of Canadian cultural 
life ...” This Woman in Particular: 
Contexts for the Biographical 
Image of Emily Carr (Waterloo, 
Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier University 
Press, 1996), p. 9. 

6.  Edythe Hembroff-Schleicher, 
Emily Carr: The Untold Story 
(Seattle: Hanover House 
Publishers, 1978), p. 178.

7.  Carla Stellweg, ed. Frida Kahlo: 
The Camera Seduced, (San 
Francisco: Chronicle Books: 
1992), p. 105. For an evocative 

“memoir” about Kahlo and the 
camera, see Elena Poniatowska, 

“Diego: I Am Not Alone, Frida 
Kahlo,” in Stellweg, p. 15–20. 

8.  All synonyms from  
Webster’s Dictionary.
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Refabricating Architecturally  
and Designing ‘Damnly’:
Identity and Value in Architecture 
Ozayr Saloojee
Ozayr Saloojee is an Assistant Professor at the School of Architecture  
in the University of Minnesota’s College of Design.

eXeCUTive DiReCTOR: you’re seeing the flower of the future, 
Bruce.  But not for you. 

BOB ARCTOR: Why not for me? 

eXeCUTive DiReCTOR: you’ve had too much of a good thing. 
So get up and stop worshipping. This isn’t your god anymore. 

—A Scanner Darkly: Script by Charlie Kaufman, adapted from 
Phillip K. Dick’s, A Scanner Darkly (1997)[
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The first and essential mandate of a 
school of architecture is the conscious, 
deliberate and involved participation 
in the education of the designers of the 
future. In addition to the pedagogies 
and curricula that explore issues of 
history, theory, culture, sustainability, 

‘design,’ and a host of other topics, it is 
logical that our schools consistently pose 
questions regarding the evolving nature of 
architecture and of the architect. 

Identity and questions of ‘belonging’ and 
‘place’ in architecture are not new. They 
are constant concerns in academia and 
ongoing (and usually spirited) issues in 
the curricular discussions of all schools 
of architecture. The search for a cohesive 

framing of who we are and what we do— 
as shapers of the built landscape—has 
been a preoccupation of this field since 
the earliest manifestations of designed, 
conscious architecture and remain a 
consequence of our efforts to shape the 
environment. We look for meaning in our 
buildings and try to inscribe identity onto 
our cities. Being conscious of what this 
identity is, how it is ‘told,’ how it is ‘read,’ 
and how to ‘imbue’ should be one of the 
critical skill sets emphasized in school. 
Buildings ultimately speak, we are told, 
and we are responsible for what they say 
and how they say it. In a curious blend 
of reverse architectural engineering and 
projective foresight, students, in a way, 

are asked to be the forensic pre-cursors 
of archeologists, to be able to anticipate 
the future interpretation of the built 
environment in the contemporary present. 
Students—good students and good 
designers—are the intellectual equivalent of 
time travelers, moving comfortably between 
historical reference and future insight, 
melded into the contemporary present.

The earliest surviving treatise of 
classical antiquity—The Ten Books on 
Architecture— gave the first written 
account on the essential identity of a 
building—that of utilitas, firmitas and 
venustas—and of the role and nature 
of the architect from Daedalus to De 
Meuron. The architect was to be skilled 
in nine disciplinae (writing, drawing, 
geometry, history, philosophy, medicine, 
music, law, and astrology—the ‘order of 
the heavens’) as well as being skilled in 
fabrica and ratiocinatio (craftsmanship 
and reasoning). Classes in theory and 
history often frame the context of the built 
environment with an identifying ‘ism,’ or 
‘ology:’ modernism, structuralism, post-
structuralism, phenomenology, classicism… 
to speak to the evolution of architectural 
expression. Through historical time lines 
and theoretical terminologies, we have 
attempted to construct a type of genealogy 
of architecture—a family tree—complete 
with birth dates, marriages, adulteries, 
divorces, black sheep, and burial dates (real 
or desired). 

In book six of The Ten Books on Architecture, 
Vitruvius begins with the story of the 
Socratic Philosopher Aristippus who, 
when shipwrecked, observes geometrical 
markings on the ground and exclaims,  

“Be of good cheer! I see evidence of human 
footprints.”1 These drawings on the 
shores of Rhodes are an assurance to the 
philosopher of the presence of human 
thinking, a manifestation of intellect, 
tracings of creative expression. Embedded 
within Vitruvius’ narrative lies the curious 
dual nature of the architectural drawing: 
its explicit character as immediate 
presence and perennial value and its 
underscoring of the importance of the 
notion of identity. For Aristippus, the 
drawings were more than mere drawings, 
they were an acknowledgement of 
human intellectual capacity. He proceeds 
quickly to the gymnasium, where he 

“you must follow me carefully. i shall have to controvert  
one or two ideas that are almost universally accepted.  
The geometry, for instance, they taught you at school  
is founded on a misconception.”

—The Time Traveller. H.g. Wells.

Fallingwater, Frank Lloyd Wright, Bear Paw, PA



engages those gathered in a discussion 
of philosophy. The observed drawings in 
the sand were, in a sense, a cartographic 
context that enabled Aristippus to locate 
himself and his crew.

In our search for understanding and in 
looking to shape and guide the evolutions 
of architecture and design, we will discover 
and establish a sense of the core (primal), 
the perennial and the transient. Any 
discussion in absentia of these values— 
whether defiant or ignorant—is doomed 
to be artificial and potentially destructive. 

The French philosopher Michel Serres 
observed that:

My	body	(I	cannot	help	it)	is	not	plunged	
into	a	single	specified	space.	It	works	in	
Euclidean	Space,	but	it	only	works	there.	
It	sees	in	projective	space;	it	touches,	
caresses,	and	feels	in	a	topological	
space;	it	suffers	in	another;	hears	and	
communicates	in	a	third,	and	so	forth,	as	
far	as	one	wishes	to	go.	
	
My	body	is	not	plunged	into	a	single	
space,	but	into	the	difficult	intersections	
of	this	numerous	family,	into	the	set	
of	connections	and	junctions	to	be	
established	between	these	varieties.	
These	intersections,	these	junctions,	
always	need	to	be	constructed.2

The body is primal in architecture. It is 
the gateway to our environment, to the 
theatre of the senses; with it we can come 
to know the world around us. Gravity, 
astronomical geometries, light, and the 
body; these are the inextricably woven 
core factors that allow us in part to dream 
and execute as makers, to participate in 
architectural creation and expression. The 
range with which we acknowledge the 
instruments of our bodies, our awareness 
of the physical and directional nature of 
gravity, light, and the cosmos allows us to 
overcome intellectual and creative inertia, 
to shift from ideation to creation. These 
primal values are constant, unchanging 
notions in architecture.

Seeking the perennial in architecture, 
we look to climate, topography, our 
civilizational indices, our technologies 
even. When they change, they can do 
so in an extended slow motion (the 
Colorado carving out the Grand Canyon, 
the time-lapse photography of an Andy 
Goldsworthy clay wall) or in quick, 
violent bursts (Asia Tsunami, Hurricane 
Katrina, Pompeii). These particular values, 

whether immediate or drawn out, will 
always remain perennially important to 
architecture. When geological or natural 
disasters, rapid advances in digital or 
virtual technologies or perhaps even 
great social revolutions or humanitarian 
crises occur, architecture has the 
potential to be amorphous, possessed 
of a remarkable capacity to reconstruct 
itself around these emergent perennial 
values. Architecture is like a river that has 
at once a simultaneously deep capacity 
for both mutability and permanence. 
Regardless of transformations or shifts at 
its core (its source, well, or headwaters), 
or at its periphery (banks, margins), 
architecture must always be respectful of 
the primal and the perennial. Ultimately 
‘architecture’ will live or die as architecture, 
just as the morphology of the river will 
change—swelling, inundating, drying up.

Technology, like climate and topography, 
has been and will continue to be, a 
perennial force in architecture. Materials 
and their evident strengths and secret 
vulnerabilities, the builder’s skills, the 
nature and range of our tools, the 
seduction of the act of building and the 
lure of precision has contributed to the 
image of technology in architecture  
and in design. These simultaneously give 
us our contemporary picture of technology. 
Building technology is material assembly, 
cleverly detailed connections, mechanical 
and electrical systems, advancing material 
technologies and production strategies. 
Regardless of the sheer volume of 
information, this technology occurs with 
complete dependence on the primal forces 
in architecture—of which gravity, the  
body and astronomical geometry are but 
three. To speak of structure in architecture 
is to contend with gravity, geometry 
and the rotation of the earth. The act of 
building, inhabiting and maintaining 
buildings remains, essentially, Newtonian. 
A stair is a reaction along the field of 
gravity, allowing the body to move up 
and down—against our locomotive 
predisposition, so too, for example, is a 
column. A tunnel or a joist, or an  
arch, or a bridge or a beam are reactions 
across the field of gravity. This allows us to 
hold a roof over our head, to cantilever, to 
frame a new horizon, to build an arch or 
a vault. It allows us to build Fallingwater, 
Villa Savoye, or the Selimiye Mosque. 

These buildings (among many others) 
demonstrate a careful manipulation of 
the perennial forces in architecture, as 
well as emphasizing a deep respect for 
those critical core values. They are lasting 
consequences against the transient.

To this day, ‘high-technology’ (as opposed 
to ‘low’ technology) has a strong seductive 
power, often framed within the ‘necessary’ 
directional trajectories of practice. The 
‘digital’ offspring of technology acquired, 
for a time, near religious status. I was 
accused recently of being a Luddite 
because I did not have a Keynote or 
PowerPoint presentation for a class, but 
had, instead, two carousels of slides, which 
were, in the end, much better quality than 
any digital or pixilated approximation.  
Old horizons are not good enough— 
new worlds and newer (straighter, as long 
as OSnaps are turned on) horizons are 
needed, sought, craved. Unless critically 
challenged before accepted, wary of tech-
dogma and the promised-land of emerging 
technologies, digital technologies are  
blind to the primal and to the perennial  
in architecture. One could go so far as to 
say that it would likely consume the other 
perennial values in architecture. An article 
by William Gordon, 16 Manufacturers, 175 
Products, 7 Weeks: Reflections on Mission to 
Manila, he expresses this particular point, 
with a distinctly human consequence:

Karim	Rashid	gave	a	speech	to	the	
Chamber	of	Furniture	Industries	in	Manila	
while	I	was	there.	Seeing	Karim’s	injection-
molded,	futurist	presentation,	contrasted	
against	the	handmade,	craft-oriented	
sensibilities	of	the	Filipino	furniture	
manufactures,	gave	me	a	jolt	back	to	the	
machine-made	modern	design	world	that	
I	had	left	over	four	months	before—and	to	
the	realities	of	the	people-made	design	
world	I	now	knew.	
	
In	the	Philippines,	as	in	many	other	
developing	countries,	people	still	make	
everything.	Karim,	in	his	talk,	was	quick	
to	cast	aside	this	people-made	world	
in	favor	of	a	high-tolerance,	disposable	
worldview.	He	called	for	an	end	to	
handmade	manufacturing—to	which	the	
gathered	Filipino	manufacturers	gazed	
in	disbelief.	Theirs	is	a	world	with	few	
computers,	much	less	CNC	and	injection-
molding	machines.	Capital	and	research	
and	development	don’t	exist.	Karim	was	
talking	about	the	future	being	robotic	
weaving	machines;	in	their	world,	if	they	
want	something	made	it’s	very	simple:		
a	person	makes	it	with	their	hands.3
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This is telling, because it speaks to the 
remarkable ease with which we have 
subsumed this belief in high technology 
into our everyday language and 
bracketed, for example, our contemporary 
understanding of sustainability within 
it. Sustainability has recently become 
the phrase du jour of technological 
innovation. It has yet to be critically 
engaged and incorporated with and into 
discussions of historic, social, ethical and 
cultural sustainability. Any dialogue of 
‘sustainability’ without addressing primal 
and perennial concerns is sloganeering; it is 
a short-circuit for an important discourse. 

It is discomfiting too, that this acceptance 
of technology into our language and 
intellectual processes can occur within a 
perennial context of civilizational bearings 
that include cultures not predisposed 
to iPods, CNC Machines, and the 
Matrix. It is oddly ironic that many of 
our new technologies are becoming, in 
a way, backwards compatible—the way 
an Xbox 360 can play old Xbox games 
on it. Regardless of the platform (the 
architecture or the river again… ), the 
classical training for all computer gaming 
systems is still Nintendo. Our rendering 
preferences in Sketchup include: Edges, 
Profile Edges, Depth Cued Edges, Extend 
Edges, Endpoints, Jitter Edges—to make 
binary code resemble a hand-drawn 
drawing, which raises some interesting 
speculations about the primal and the 
perennial in the analogue and digital 
debate. This isn’t a case for arguing the 
romanticism of drawing versus the 
computer, but it does underscore the act of 
drawing itself as a sustainable technology. 
Aristippus, after all did not see a dual-core 
G5 with a 30-inch monitor. That would 
have been something from Prometheus. 
(Base model: $5,798.00 US dollars or  
about 4,581.31 euros; the cost, however,  
in drachma around 435–366 BC is 
uncertain. Aristippus’ reaction: Priceless).

New technologies are not a priori 
accumulations. These new knowledge 
sets are accrued information, accrued 
experience. Backwards compatibility 
implies a built-in mechanism that allows 
for the seamless integration and utilization 
of previous technologies (and drawing is 
a technology), without getting the blue 
screen of death. Backward compatibility  

is being able to underscore the relationship 
between elements, and not simply the 
expression of a characteristic of one of 
them. Equally important is the speculation 
of forward compatibility—of the ability of 
an infrastructure (building, city, computer, 
environment, financial model, etc… ) to 
accept input intended for later renderings 
of its current version. In the former, we 
have the history of the previous versions, in 
the latter, we have to speculate, postulate, 
hypothesize, guess. In the former, the 
data-sets are known (history) and in the 
other they must be anticipated. Responding 
to either backward or forward compatibility 
is challenging—but more so when we deny 
the contexts (and usually they are social 
and human) of the perennial. Neil Postman 
observes in The End of Education that:

Embedded	in	every	technology	there	
is	a	powerful	idea,	sometimes	two	or	
three	powerful	ideas.	Like	language	
itself,	a	technology	predisposes	us	to	
favor	and	value	certain	perspectives	and	
accomplishments	and	to	subordinate	
others.	Every	technology	has	a	
philosophy,	which	is	given	expression	in	
how	the	technology	makes	people	use	
their	minds,	in	what	it	makes	us	do	with	
our	bodies,	in	how	it	codifies	the	world,	
in	which	of	our	senses	it	amplifies,	in	
which	of	our	emotional	and	intellectual	
tendencies	it	disregards.4

 

Clayton Christensen, a Professor at the 
Harvard Business School wrote in his 
text, The Innovator’s Dilemma5 about 
the importance of understanding the 
relationships between, and knowing 
how best to leverage, sustaining and 
disruptive technologies. While certainly 
not necessarily transferable on a one-to-
one basis to architecture, it is useful to 
posit understandings of architectural skill 
sets as sustaining or disruptive; this in 
order to appropriately utilize skills and 
operational processes. The computer, now 
ubiquitous, was a disruptive technology 
and continues to serve as a platform for 
the development of newer, disruptive 
technologies. Parametric modeling 
programs, contemporary manufacturing 
practices (particularly North American 
and European) should always be bracketed 
with a deep sensitivity to and awareness 
of the primal and perennial values in 
architecture—coupled with a healthy 
respect for historical sense. 

Stephan Kieran and James Timberlake 
in Refabricating Architecture—a book 
that poses some interesting possibilities 
(and actualities in the case of their office 
in Philadelphia)—wrote of the use of 
transfer technologies and processes in 
architecture and how to re-conceptualize 
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the role of the contemporary architect (not 
as a master builder, but as a 21st century 
maestro6). It offers an initial strategy of 
how to re-think our normative use of 
these manufacturing and delivery systems 
for design. These processes are dependent 
on existing systems of highly industrialized 
and civic infrastructure, delivery, shipping 
and production. It presents a picture of 
the architect—working with integrative 
technologies—collaborating with 
consultants, contractors, material 
scientists and product engineers. This,  
I think, presents an incomplete picture 
of the architect and of design precisely 
because it’s context is primarily concerned 
with highly established systems of 
manufacturing and delivery. This context 
(designer and process) is elementalized, 
local, 1st world. An orchestra (architectural 
or otherwise) is not just about synchronicity. 
It is an equal partner to the narrative history 
of the music or the opera as well. 

Next to Refabricating Architecture, on my 
desk, sits Architecture for Humanity’s 
Design like you give a Damn: Architectural 
responses to Humanitarian Crises7; a 
book, which one immediately knows is 
fundamentally concerned about shelter—
about people, about contexts; and how 
to leverage people to assist people and 
communities, and usually those without 
highly industrialized infrastructures.

The idealized pairing of the content and 
thinking of Refabricating Architecture 
coupled with the spirit and ethos Design 
Like You Give a Damn would be a good 
place to start. On page 135, Kieran/
Timberlake write, “The real change we  
call for cannot occur, however, without  
a beginning. It is time to begin.” 

An argument for constant backwards-
compatibility, a knowledge of history— 
or the past tense—predicated on a sense 
of primal and the perennial and of a 
healthy cautionary response to emerging 
technologies allows us to know history 
as collective rather than individual; as 
global rather than exclusively local, to 
know history not as an objective reality, 
but rather as an agreed upon, shared, 
memory. It fulfills, at a core level, the 
human desire to know oneself and allows 
for the collective self-reflection and for the 
construction of a collective self. It provides 
a grand schema of change and generates 

philosophies of history. It allows points 
of reflection for understanding our past 
within the context of what sustained a core 
set of values and principles and what was 
disruptive—ultimately perhaps dangerous, 
even useful, then beneficial. History allows 
us to know the various and evolutionary 
manifestations of identity. Architecture  
as history is a record of societal aspirations 
and ideals. It is a bearer of meaning and 
details frozen, normative social patterns 
and urban morphologies. It is an archive of 
material and technique and a record of our 
primal value, our perennial principles and 
transient notions. Forward compatibility 
is usually speculation on the future until 
it arrives on our doorstep. In either case, 
context is critical, core values making 
implicit and perennial trajectories a 
necessary consideration.

Architecture is a transformative art. It 
brings existing materials together in such 
a way that what results has qualities that 
are beyond, discontinuous, in addition 
to, even alien to, the starting elemental 
constituents. What was base is now 
precious. What was once ordinary is 
now extraordinary, unique, even one 
of a kind. To taste this transformative 
process is to become introduced to the 
act of architecture, to become aware of 
architecture as more than analogue, but 
of architecture as a verb. Architectural 
education is a series of formative and 
transformative processes that seek to 
allow students to ask questions about,  
or discover, those transcendent acts that 
raise architecture out of the realm of 

‘mere construction,’ stylistic categories, 
efficient shelter, stable structure, value 
engineering and market/economic forces. 
This metamorphosis must be about both 
implicit and explicit values, yet rooted in 
a deep respect for our formative primal, 
perennial and transient principles. For 
the student, this is more than material 
investigation, but an acknowledgement  
of the body and spirit of design and serves 
as an investigative novitiate for those who 
desire to practice architecture and who 
wish to understand it as a design-ethic.8 

So, certainly, our buildings—our 
architectures—whisper, utter, mumble, 
shout, speak. We want them to speak 
clearly and articulately, but what they say 
about us, is, ultimately, up to us.
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For	the	first	time	in	my	life,	the	popular	culture	of	
America	values	urban	living	and	no	other	city	in	
America	is	as	ready	to	step	up	to	that	challenge	
more	than	Minneapolis.	Americans	are	moving	back	
to	cities	and	Americans	are	moving	to	Minneapolis.	
From	���0	to	�000	our	city	grew	by	�4,000	people	
and	is	expected	to	grow	by	as	much	as	�0,000	in	the	
next	��	years.

In	spite	of	half	a	century	of	suburban	sprawl,	
Minneapolis	has	stayed	strong.	In	fact	Downtown	
is	now	one	of	the	first	cities	in	the	country	to	have	
recaptured	all	the	population	it	lost	after	World	War	II.	
Neighborhood	shopping	streets	like	Lake	Street	and	
Central	Avenue,	and	small	corner	commercial	districts	
in	all	parts	of	town	have	come	to	life.	

More	than	$3	billion	of	business	construction	is	
underway	and	we	are	one	of	the	country’s	top	
centers	of	the	creative	economy.	A	regional	transit	
system	is	beginning	to	emerge	with	the	Hiawatha	
line,	the	Central	Corridor,	and	Northstar	Corridor	all	
converging	in	the	heart	of	Minneapolis.	We	have	
the	greatest	urban	environment	in	America,	the	
Grand	Rounds	is	the	greatest	urban	park	system	
in	America,	and	we	are	in	the	midst	of	the	greatest	
buildup	of	arts	institutions	of	any	city	in	America.

Our	city	is	growing,	and	that	is	a	very	good	thing.	But	
I	believe	that	we	are	not	just	here	to	build	the	city,	
but	to	weave	it	together,	to	restore	the	fabric	that	
differentiates	a	great	city	from	just	another	housing	
development,	office	park,	or	shopping	center.

The	New	Minneapolis	will	not	be	about	just	housing,	
jobs	or	transportation	in	isolation,	it	will	be	an	
integrated	collection	of	urban	villages	with	quality	
jobs	and	stores	within	walking	distance	of	our	
homes.	Transit	will	support	our	commercial	corridors	
and	the	economy	grows	because	we	are	stewards	
of	the	greatest	natural	environment	of	any	city	in	
America.	To	reweave	the	urban	fabric	we	have	to	
get	beyond	the	silos	that	often	isolate	our	work.	It	is	
about	how	transit,	community	development,	public	
art,	beautiful	architecture,	environmental	design,	
green-space,	a	tangible	connection	to	commerce	
and	services,	even	universal	high-speed	Internet	
access…	and	more…	all	work	together	to	create	
great,	sustainable	spaces.

Fortunately,	we	are	not	starting	from	scratch.	We	
have	in	place	a	Comprehensive	Plan	with	strong	
policies	and	values.	We	are	building	a	ten-year	
transportation	action	plan.	We	have	dozens	of	
boards	and	commissions	engaging	citizens	at	many	
levels	of	government.	We	have	small	area	plans	
addressing	local	needs.	Through	all	of	this	work,	
three	core	values	should	guide	us	as	we	build	the	
New	Minneapolis:

•		 Our	streets	aren’t	just	ways	to	destinations;		
they	are	destinations	in	themselves	

•		 Urban	villages	thrive	on	diversity	

•		 Minneapolis	should	embrace	growth,	and	guide		
it	to	create	the	city	we	want	

The following article is an 
excerpt from Minneapolis 
Mayor R.T. Rybak’s address 
at the newly renovated 
Russian Art Museum to 
a crowd of architects, 
landscape architects, 
developers, planners, and 
the general public. it was 
presented as a part of the 
great City Forum on Tuesday,  
February 28, 2006.

reweaving minneapolis
Mayor R. T. Rybak speech



ValuE #1: 
our StrEEtS arEN’t JuSt wayS to 
DEStINatIoNS, thEy arE DEStINatIoNS  
IN thEmSElVES.

In	a	city	with	the	Walker	Sculpture	Garden,	a	park	
within	six	blocks	of	every	resident,	a	booming	
riverfront	and	many	remarkable	neighborhoods,	our	
first	challenge	is	not	to	create	one	more	great	place.	
Our	challenge	is	to	link	great	places	together	and	
make	those	links	between	destinations.

Imagine	the	Sculpture	Garden	and	Loring	Park,	already	
linked	with	Siah	Armajani’s	great	bridge,	tied	more	
closely	to	downtown	via	a	better	Loring	Greenway	
being	built	next	year,	which	in	turn	connects	to	the	
Nicollet	Mall,	with	a	renovated	Peavey	Plaza	and	
Xcel	Plaza,	leading	to	the	new	Central	Library	and	
Planetarium,	and	the	Hennepin	bridgehead.

Now	think	about	Washington	Avenue:	Have	you	ever	
told	a	visitor	to	walk	down	Washington	Avenue?	But	
imagine	this	street	transformed	into	Washington	
Boulevard,	a	grand	promenade	connecting	the	
University	of	Minnesota,	Guthrie	Theater,	Center	for	
Book	Arts,	Mill	City	Museum,	Brenda	Langton’s	new	
farmer’s	market,	MacPhail	Center	for	the	Arts,	the	
Central	Library	and	Planetarium,	the	new	condos	
in	the	North	Loop,	the	Cedar	Lake	Bike	Trail	and	a	
new	Twins	ballpark.	This	link	between	the	riverfront	
and	downtown	will	be	an	unparalleled	concentration	
of	culture.	It	will	be	a	brain-way	connecting	students	
and	professors	to	researchers	at	Valspar,	to	the	
Central	Library	to	the	emerging	tech	firms	in	

the	North	Loop	and	on	to	Geek	Squad’s	World	
Headquarters.	It	can	be	a	grand	promenade	where	
residents	of	all	those	condos	opening	in	the	North	
Loop	finally	become	a	true	community	because	
neighbors	meet	on	their	walk	to	the	Twins	game	or	
the	new	Whole	Foods	on	Hennepin.

The	remarkable	concentration	of	new	attractions	
along	Washington	Avenue	make	this	an	opportunity	
we	have	to	seize,	and	in	the	grandest	way	possible.	
And	the	lessons	we	learn	here	by	turning	a	street	
into	a	destination	can	be	used	in	streets	all	across	
our	city.

To	grow	our	neighborhood	commercial	corridors—
Broadway,	Lake,	Nicollet,	Central,	Washington,	
Hennepin—into	destinations,	transit	must	play	a	key	
role.	Corridors	that	grew	and	thrived	as	centers	of	
transportation	can	have	new	life	as	places	where	
transit	and	people	interact.

That	is	why	we	are	focused	on	transit	corridors	
throughout	the	city	with	our	�0-year	Transportation	
Action	Plan.	And	it’s	why	we	are	launching	a	
Streetcar	Study	to	find	the	right	corridor	to	
demonstrate	the	transformative	power	of	a	real	
upgrade	in	local	transit	service.

images from left to right:  
A sunset view of downtown 
Minneapolis; view of 
Minneapolis from nicollet 
island; Metro Transit light rail 
Hiawatha Line passing by the 
valspar headquarters near 
the Metrodome.  
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ValuE #2:  
urbaN VIllaGES thrIVE oN DIVErSIty.

I	believe	one	of	the	reasons	cities	are	becoming	
popular	again	is	that	they	are	among	the	last	places	
in	America	where	you	can	actually	be	surprised.	
Where	in	this	country	anymore	can	you	find	a	place,	
or	store,	or	district	that	isn’t	predictable?	How	many	
chain	stores,	how	many	housing	developments,	how	
many	strip	malls	do	you	have	to	pass	before	you	
begin	to	ask:	Haven’t	I	been	here	before?	Cities	
aren’t	immune;	too	many	are	trying	to	compete	with	
suburbs	by	imitating	them.	

Let’s	say	clearly	and	without	question:	Minneapolis	
does	not	want	to	be	a	franchise.	Minneapolis	does	
not	want	to	be	“McCity.”	We	want	to	be	a	collection	
of	urban	villages,	each	with	its	own	character,	
growing	out	of	the	best	of	who	we	are…	all	of	us.	
Eat	Street,	Lake	Street,	Central	Avenue	and	streets	
all	across	Minneapolis	are	coming	alive	because	
diverse	people	are	creating	varied	businesses	that	
can’t	be	imitated.	To	continue	to	have	these	one-of-a-
kind-businesses	bloom,	we	have	to	go	even	further	
to	make	it	easy	for	immigrants	and	entrepreneurs	to	
do	business	in	the	city.

The	best	way	to	create	cities	that	can’t	be	imitated	
is	to	weave	them	around	the	natural	environment	
and	in	this	area	we	are	truly	blessed.	We	have	the	
nation’s	greatest	urban	environment	and	thanks	to	
Theodore	Wirth	and	so	many	others,	the	nation’s	
greatest	park	system.	We	owe	future	generations	to	

continue	to	expand	the	system	but	also	connect	it	to	
the	rest	of	town.	Parkways	should	no	longer	be	seen	
as	exceptions,	but	examples	with	lessons	that	can	
be	applied	to	every	street	in	town.

ValuE #3:  
Grow thE cIty, aND uSE Growth  
to buIlD thE kIND of cIty wE waNt.

As	we	build	connections	as	destinations,	as	we	find	
more	alternatives	to	moving	around	from	place	to	
place	in	a	car,	we	will	find	that	we	can	comfortably	
open	our	arms	to	more	growth.	Remember	that	the	
Minneapolis	of	streetcar	days,	the	city	where	there	
were	actually	ways	to	get	around	without	a	car,	
housed	�00,000	people.

Think	about	it:	At	our	peak	Minneapolis	housed	
���,000	more	people	than	it	does	today!	That	alone	
should	convince	us	we	have	more	room	for	more	
people.	Not	only	can	we	grow,	we	need	to	grow.	This	
region	will	have	1	million	more	people	in	the	next	��	
years	and	if	Minneapolis	wants	to	continue	to	be	at	
the	center	of	the	region,	we	have	to	take	our	share.

We	can	grow,	we	need	to	grow,	and	we	should	also	
want	to	grow.	Remember	what	made	the	streetcar	
city	of	Minneapolis	so	appealing—that	city	of	half	
a	million	people	right	after	the	war	had	vibrant	
shopping	streets,	corner	stores,	and	jobs	near	
homes	in	part	because	there	was	enough	density	
to	support	a	truly	urban,	walkable	lifestyle.	The	
energy	that	makes	street	life	so	appealing	is	almost	
always	the	result	of	having	a	critical	mass	of	diverse	



people,	enough	people	to	support	great	shops	and	
restaurants	and	jobs	and	services	in	one	place.	

One	of	our	great	challenges	in	the	next	few	years	
should	be	to	aggressively	articulate	where	we	want	
this	city	to	grow.	Our	city	plans	say	clearly	that	we	
want	to	grow	along	transit	corridors	and	our	Corridor	
Housing	Plan	is	helping	neighborhoods	visualize	
how	they	want	that	to	happen.	We	have	created	
existing	plans	that	show	how	developers	and	
communities	can	come	together	to	add	more	growth	
along	Hiawatha,	in	the	Basset	Creek	Valley,	along	
South	Lyndale,	on	the	current	site	of	the	Upper	River	
Terminal	and	other	parts	of	the	river.	A	decade	from	
now	new	growth	can	make	each	of	those	areas	
as	exciting	as	the	booming	Mills	District	is	today.	
Making	this	happen	takes	work,	which	is	exactly	why	
we	added	three	new	city	planners	to	engage	citizens	
in	areas	like	downtown	and	uptown.

Together	these	values	can	help	us	build	the	New	
Minneapolis,	but	the	values	themselves	are	not	
new.	They	are	the	values	that	were	core	to	the	city’s	
growth	during	the	first	half	of	the	century,	and	they	
are	values	you	can	find	in	the	city’s	Comprehensive	
Plan	today.	It’s	time	to	bring	these	values	to	life,	to	
take	them	off	the	shelf	and	into	action.

Toward	this	end,	I	am	excited	to	announce	tonight	
the	creation	of	the	Mayor’s	Great	City	Design	Teams,	
modeled	after	the	Governor’s	Design	Teams	which	
for	more	than	a	decade	have	engaged	volunteer	
architects	to	help	communities	across	the	state	

plan	their	futures.	In	conjunction	with	the	American	
Institute	of	Architects	��0th	anniversary,	the	Mayor’s	
Great	City	Design	Teams	will	recruit	��0	architects	
to	work	directly	with	community	organizations	on	
visions	for	our	neighborhoods.	These	architects	
would	partner	with	other	design	professionals	at	the	
Urban	Land	Institute,	the	University	of	Minnesota,	
landscape	architects,	public	artists	and	city	staff	to	
incorporate	visions	for	the	community	with	existing	
city	plans	and	initiatives,	including	the	�0-year	
Transportation	Plan	and	Sustainability	Plan,	our	small	
area	plans	and	Neighborhood	Revitalization	Plans.	
Generations	before	us	have	brought	Minneapolis	to	
the	edge	of	greatness.	Now	it’s	time	to	go	further,	
for	Minneapolis	to	claim	our	rightful	place	as	the	
Great	American	City	of	our	time.	And	we	should	
settle	for	nothing	less.	Thank	you.

images from left to right:  
The new guthrie on the River, 
designed by French Architect 
Jean nouvel; Pedestrian-
friendly block along Main 
Street near St. Anthony 
Falls; Lake and Hennepin 
intersection in Uptown area.

Below: Last day of streetcar 
service in Minneapolis.  
June 18, 1954. image 
courtesy of Minnesota 
Historical Society. 

	 rybak:	reweaving	minneapolis	 33



34	 THERE

The	Mall	of	America	has	recently	been	put	
on	the	market	for	�.�	million	dollars.	That,	
anyway,	is	the	price	quoted	in	the	recent	
upgrade	of	the	board	game,	Monopoly:	
Here	and	Now	Limited	Edition.	In	the	
�006	re-engineering	of	the	game	by	the	
toy	titan,	Hasbro,	the	familiar	Atlantic	City	
street	names	have	been	replaced	by	iconic	
landmarks	representing	��	American	
cities.	According	to	the	latest	re-appraisal,	
Mall	of	America	(MOA)	is	valued	just	
above	Saarinen’s	magnificent	Saint	Louis	
Arch	at	an	even	million	bucks.

Amid	the	hurly-burly	of	the	game’s	
sweeping	real-estate	shake	up,	Hasbro	
has	errantly	located	the	country’s	largest	
shopping	and	entertainment	venue	in	
Minneapolis,	some	three	miles	north	of	its	
actual	home	in	Bloomington,	Minnesota.	
Both	slighted	Bloomingtonians	and	
indignant	Minneapolitans,	however,	are	
obliged	to	forgive	Hasbro	this	geographic	
peccadillo.	Would	we	hold	them	to	any	
higher	standard	than	the	typical	American	
living	beyond	the	upper	mid-west?	

Bloomington.	That’s	somewhere		
in	Indiana,	right?

While	it’s	easy	to	grant	outsiders	
latitude	when	they	start	to	lump	all	
things	Minnesota	(or	Midwest,	at	that)	
into	a	singular,	iconic	locale,	one	hopes	
the	natives	can	do	better.	What’s	less	
acceptable—and	something	growing	in	
abundance	in	Minnesota—is	the	current	
direction	in	popular	architecture	and	
landscape	architecture	to	gloss	over	the	
rich	cultural	and	geographic	differences	
of	the	state,	opting	instead	to	bathe	
everything	in	a	monolithic,	super-sized	
‘Minnesota	style.’	

Before	taking	up	arms	against	every	
building	that	dons	a	costume,	a	little	
background.	Within	the	current	cultural	
practice	of	place-theming,	there	are	two	

feeling minnesota
 Phillip Glenn Koski, AIA
Phillip Koski is a principal at iota, an architectural firm in Minneapolis

“Buildings are what one might call ‘primary objects,’ necessarily 
permanent and largely impassive. We should not begin to lose 
them to the ‘communicators’—the directors and actors and 
musicians, politicians, columnists, photographers, anchor-men 
and ad-men… whom, with an undying interest in telling us what 
we want to hear, showing us what we want to see, and in keeping 
us tuned in to the collective dream, the whole physical and mental 
landscape has become as canvas to an artist.”

—Michael Benedikt, For an Architecture of Reality



distinct	modes	of	operation.	The	first	mode	
espouses	escape	from	the	real	world	to	a	
fictionalized	and	remote	place	or	time.	This	
is	the	work	of	Disney	“imagineers”	and	Las	
Vegas	resort	builders.	

Disneyland’s	Main	Street	and	Vegas’	
Excalibur	and	Venetian	Casino’s	are	
archetypes	of	this	genre	of	place-as-theme,	
what	one	can	candidly	call	“place-faking.”	
For	their	designers	it’s	an	honorable	way	to	
make	a	living,	providing	as	others	do	in	the	
popular	entertainment	industry—pulp	fiction,	
music,	video	games,	movies,	and	so	on—	
a	happy	and	momentary	release	from	the	
worries	and	tribulations	of	the	here	and	now.	

The	second	mode	of	place-theming,	as	
promoted	by	its	proponents,	is	“place-
making.”	Born	out	of	the	post-modern	
reaction	to	the	“placeless”	quality	of	the	
more	severe	forms	of	mid-century	modern	
architecture	and	urban	planning,	“place-
making”	encompasses	a	broad	range	of	
new	movements	in	design	dating	from	
the	last	two	decades	of	the	�0th	century.	
The	schools	of	New	Urbanism,	Regional	
Contextualism,	and	Historicism	now	
flourish	in	nearly	every	nook	and	cranny	
of	public	planning	policy.	Each	in	their	way	
attempts	to	reinvest	architectural	practice	
with	earlier	traditions	through	incorporation	
of	sympathetic	materials,	building	patterns,	
abstracted	symbols	and	motifs,	and	
sometimes	by	an	attempt	at	direct	mimicry.

Frequently	the	result	of	an	extended	
community	design	process	where	the	
most	persuasive	voice	tends	to	be	the	
loudest,	“place-making”	is	a	precarious	
endeavor	that	too	often	crosses	over	that	
fine	line	between	superficial	stereotyping	
and	sensitive	intervention.	Done	well,	place-
making	has	the	power	to	re-invigorate	our	
appreciation	and	use	of	locations	we	might	
otherwise	overlook.	When	place-making	
is	done	poorly,	it	can	damage	both	our	
collective	identity	and	the	delicate	bonds	
between	people	and	the	real	environments	
in	the	world	we	call	“home.”

claSh laNDING

When	dedicated	in	��6�,	the	new	Lindberg	
Terminal	at	the	Minneapolis	Saint	Paul	
International	Airport	marked	the	Twin	
Cities	entry	to	the	world	stage.	With	
its	seemingly	weightless	folded	plate	
concrete	roof,	string	of	hyper-umbrella	
canopies,	and	taught	wrapper	of	grey	
tinted	glass,	the	building’s	architects,	Cerny	
and	Associates,	sought	a	forthrightly	
modern	expression	to	match	the	thrill	of	
flight.	While	it	could	not	compete	with	the	
organic	fluidity	of	Saarinen’s	TWA	terminal,	
or	the	sculptural	bravado	of	the	LAX	
control	tower,	the	Lindberg	terminal	was	a	
respectable	achievement	for	its	day.	It	was	
transportation	modernism	of	the	elegant,		
pinstripe-suit	variety.	

And	then,	sadly,	as	it	reached	middle	age,		
it	put	on	sweat	pants.

Beginning	in	���6	the	Metropolitan	
Airports	Commission	(MAC)	undertook	
an	enormous	makeover	of	the	terminal.	
No	longer	convinced	by	the	structural	
derring-do	and	openness	of	the	original	
modernist	vision,	the	MAC	began	a	
multi-phase	program	of	expansion	that	
would	incorporate	all	manner	of	cloying	
references	to	Minnesota’s	natural	and	
cultural	landscape.	

The park at MOA formerly known as Camp Snoopy. 
image from the Metropolitan Design Center image 
Bank. ©Arnold R. Alanen, University of Wisconsin-
Madison. Used with permission.

	 koski : 	feeling	minnesota	 3�



36	 THERE

Today,	exiting	the	freeway	to	the	airport,	
travelers	are	welcomed	with	buff	colored	
concrete	walls	imprinted	with	an	artificially	
rustic,	limestone-like	pattern.	Planted	
with	a	highly	irrigated	landscape	of	cone	
flowers,	evergreen	shrubs,	and	hanging	
baskets	of	impatiens,	the	main	approach	
is	clearly	intended	to	give	off	the	air	of	
entering	a	lush,	Midwestern	regional	park;	
an	introductory	sequence	whose	result	is	
charged	with	mixed	success.	Upon	arrival	
at	the	drop-off	curb,	expectant	travelers	
are	met	by	stands	of	northern	Minnesota	
conifers	withering	in	their	steeply	raked	
concrete	planters.	

Inside,	past	security,	passengers	can	kill	
time	shopping	and	dining	at	North	Star	
Crossing.	Here,	in	the	heart	of	the	terminal,	
as	a	thousand	tropical	pothos	plants	drip	
their	waxy	green	tendrils	from	on	high,	and	
the	fake,	log	timber	work	of	the	Minnesota	
themed	venues	beckon	to	shoppers,	one	
can	easily	forget	entirely	how	magnificent	
and	exotic	and	sexy	air	travel	could	be.	
Instead,	transient	flyers	are	enticed	to	stop	
and	breathe	in	and	think	to	their	weary,	
globe-trotting	selves,	“Ah	Minnesota,		
how	woodsy!”

Adding	up	the	airport’s	sad	clumps	of	non-
indigenous	pine	trees,	the	fake	stone	walls,	
ersatz	timber	storefronts,	imported	greenery,	
and	overt	French	Voyageur	symbology,	a	

true	Minnesota	booster	can’t	help	be	a	little	
embarrassed.	It	makes	the	architecturally	
devoted	wonder,	what	was	wrong	with	
the	original	design	built	on	modernism	
and	the	romance	of	air	travel?	Why	this	
flannel-plaid	ode	to	the	North	Star	state?	
The	final	result	combines	the	vestiges	of	a	
modern	airport,	with	clip-on	north	woods	
adornments;	fine	architecture	clashing	with	
an	out	of	place	program	of	Paul-Bunyan-
meets-Laura-Ingalls-Wilder	themes.

While	the	Lindberg	Terminal	borrows	rustic	
and	pastoral	themes	in	order	to	achieve	
a	unifying	Minnesota	“feeling,”	its	failure	
as	a	real	“place”	arguably	results	from	the	
Airport	Commission’s	overly	ambitious	
mission:	to	create	an	environment	
emblematic	of	a	large,	and	geographically	
and	culturally	diverse	state.	It	is,	arguably,	
this	quixotic	challenge,	rather	than	the	
building	or	the	architect’s	attempts	to	meet	
them,	that	demands	reconsideration.

DowNtowN DISaStEr

On	a	local	level,	the	well-intended	urge		
to	contextualize	buildings	in	urban	districts	
and	neighborhoods	for	the	sake	of	
maintaining	a	“sense	of	place”	can	be—	
in	the	wrong	hands—even	more	egregious.	
Promotion	of	an	“urban”	theme,	or	a	
“historic”	theme	may	on	the	surface	sound	
perfectly	reasonable	in	the	context	of	a	
neighborhood	meeting	where	residents	
fear	the	new	and	different.	Fitting	in,	
however,	does	not	guarantee	good	
buildings,	as	Minneapolis’	Block	E	shows	
in	spades.

Located	on	a	prime	piece	of	real-estate	
linking	the	central	business	district	and	
entertainment	center	of	Minneapolis,	the	
city	block	referred	to	locally	as	“Block	E”	
was	once	occupied	by	over	a	dozen	low-rise,	
early	�0th	century	commercial	buildings.	For	
a	generation	of	residents	it	was	infamous	
for	the	rampant	crime	oozing	from	sketchy	
dive	bars	and	sex	shops	that	thrived	there.	
By	the	late	���0s,	city	officials	were	eager	
to	find	a	permanent	solution.

In	a	frenzy	of	urban	cleansing	not	seen	
since	the	urban	renewal	program	of	the	
��60s,	the	city	of	Minneapolis	acquired	
the	entire	block	and	razed	it	down	to	its	
roots.	It	then	set	about	luring	developers	
to	create	a	state-of-the-art	family	
entertainment	complex.	After	numerous	

high	profile	and	well	publicized	failures,		
the	city	came	to	agreement	with	a	Chicago-
based	developer	to	build	a	mixed-use	
facility	including	an	anchor	luxury	hotel,	
multiplex	theatre,	and	a	Hard	Rock	Cafe.	
The	renaissance	of	downtown	seemed	to	
be	at	hand.

Despite	the	$40	million	in	city	tax	revenue	
subsidy	and	investment,	the	City’s	
control	over	design	of	the	project	was	
limited.	Located	just	outside	of	the	First	
Avenue	Warehouse	Historic	District,	and	
lacking	any	sanctioned	master	plan	for	
the	area,	city	officials	nonetheless	urged	
the	developer	to	design	a	project	that	
would	“fit	in”	with	the	historic	structures	
nearby—consisting	mostly	of	massive	
brick,	mid-rise	warehouse,	office,	and	
commercial	structures	from	the	late		
��th	century	and	early	�0th	century.

The	design	of	the	completed	Block	E	
complex	is	a	salient	example	of	place-
making	that	has	crossed	the	line	from	
sensitive	contextualism	into	historicist	
stereotyping.	A	virtual	catalog	of	vaguely	
historicist	doodles,	the	building’s	exterior	
sports	strings	of	bouncing	roman	arches,	
pilasters,	Palladian	loggia,	molded	
stringcourses,	temple	pediments,	and	
projecting,	wrought-iron	Juliet	balconies.	
Across	First	Avenue,	a	street	lined	with	
the	restrained	and	muscular	brick	edifices	
that	define	the	Minneapolis	Warehouse	
Historic	District,	the	developers	chose	to	
build	a	truncated	replication	of	the	Golden	
Gate	Bridge	to	serve	as	an	elevated	
pedestrian	walkway.	

While	it	is	not	uncommon	for	contextualist	
architects	to	borrow	historic	elements	
from	adjacent	structures	in	a	unifying	
gesture,	they	are	usually	the	result	of	a	
thoughtful	and	rigorous	study	of	those	
existing	historic	buildings—their	own	
stylistic	influences,	the	prevailing	building	
technology	of	the	era,	the	aims	of	the	
original	architects,	the	culture	and	zeitgeist	
of	the	people	who	made	them,	and	so	on.	

At	Block	E,	the	designers	preferred	to	
rampage	the	history	books	of	all	western	
architecture—likely	whatever	was	at	hand,	
or	perhaps	those	examples	that	reflected	
the	predilections	of	the	developer.	While	
the	selected	ornament	and	articulation	
re-inscribes	components	of	earlier	
architectural	periods—roman	arches	with	

Minneapolis-St. Paul international Airport



projecting	keystones	for	example—they	
are,	in	actuality,	wholly	foreign	to	this	
part	of	Minneapolis.	Adding	insult	to	
injury,	these	details	are	carried	out	not	in	
the	heavy	and	solid	materials	of	earlier	
periods,	like	brick	or	stone.	Instead,	they	
are	sculpted	of	styrofoam	coated	with	a	
thin	veneer	of	acrylic	stucco.	Bathed	in	a	
rainbow	palette	that	stretches	from	tan	to	
brown,	this	plastic	exterior	is	little	more	
than	stagecraft,	carrying	with	it	all	the	
durability	and	gravitas	of	a	Legoland	castle.

As	a	piece	of	infill	architecture	bent	on	
honoring	its	urban	neighbors,	one	can	
hang	Block	E’s	failure	on	sloppy	research	
and	an	inattentive	eye.	It	may	reference	
history,	but	no	history	Minneapolis	has	
ever	been	part	of.	The	collateral	damage	
is	worse	still,	since	every	attempt	to	
invoke	the	richness	of	history	-	whatever	
the	source	-	cheapens	all	history	through	
its	cartoonish	exaggeration	of	traditional	
details,	decorations,	and	motifs.	

Sadly,	this	kind	of	cut-and-paste,		
Mr.	Potatohead	approach	is	the	norm	in	
today’s	commercial	architecture.	Drive	into	
any	new	suburban,	roadside	retail	center	
in	Minnesota,	and	you’ll	find	all	manner	
of	variation	of	stylistic	pastiche–from	
prairie-styled	lifestyle	centers,	to	Venetian	
Cheesecake	Factories	and	“Main	Street”	
strip	malls.	The	pursuit	of	a	selling,	
architectural	“theme”	dominates	all	of	the	

more	subtle	aspects	that	make	buildings	
great	places	to	be—good	daylight,	durable	
and	substantial	materials,	human-scaled	
features,	and	a	clear	and	navigable	
organization,	to	name	a	few.	

The	biggest	casualties	of	thematic	
architecture	are	those	aspects	of	design	
that	make	a	building	a	worthy	and	inspiring	
place	of	human	occupation.	Elegance,	
simplicity,	poetry,	proportion,	balance,	
harmony,	and	even	wit:	none	stand	a	
chance	against	the	over-arching	drive	
to	apply	a	sellable	surface	style	to	our	
buildings	and	landscapes.	In	essence,	we	
are	engulfed	in	a	national	quest	to	find	a	
more	interesting	slip	cover	for	the	same,	
uninspiring	boxes	we’ve	been	building		
for	decades.

back to rEalIty 

Applications	of	a	Minnesota	theme	(in	
the	case	of	the	Lindberg	Terminal),	or	a	
Minneapolis	theme	(in	the	case	of	Block	
E)	are	merely	variations	on	the	disturbing	
and	prevalent	trend	to	substitute	
place-faking	for	genuine	place-making.	
Architects	are	sadly	and	deeply	complicit	
in	this	endeavor.	While	theming	proposes	
to	give	us	something	that	has	been	lost,	it	
is	also	incapable	of	granting	us	anything	
new.	Themes,	by	definition,	are	references	
to	an	outside	idea—whether	it	is	a	place,	a	
culture,	a	historic	period,	or	a	non-existent	
and	abstract	“whole.”	For	a	building	to	

embody	a	theme	over	all	else	is	to	deny	
and	obscure	the	reality	of	the	real	places	
they	inhabit	and	shape.	

Architectural	theorist,	Michael	Benedikt,	
reacted	to	the	architectural	profession’s	
embrace	of	thematic	Post-Modernism		
with	alarm	and	insight.	Warning	in	his	book,		
For an Architecture of Reality	(���7.	Lumen	
Books,	New	York,	NY),	Benedikt	suggests	
that	when	buildings	become	themes:	

Architecture	becomes	just	one	more	
medium,	and	architects	well-intentioned	
communicators	if	not	just	entertainers		
with	shelter.

If	Minnesota	architects	are	to	create	
buildings	that	are	steeped	in	the	places	
they	belong	to,	they	can	start	by	heeding	
Benedikt’s	admonition.	When	buildings	
become	themes,	when	place-making	
becomes	place-faking,	the	quieter	joys	of	
abiding	in	fulfilling	and	artful	environments	
are	all	too	easily	subsumed	by	spectacle.	
The	path	to	making	an	intrinsically	
Minnesota	place	is	not	lined	with	log	
cabins,	flannel	sheets,	and	wild	rice.	It	is,	
most	likely,	nothing	anyone	would	ever	
expect	of	us.

Top and Above: Block e mixed retail development  
in downtown Minneapolis.
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The dollar images were 
created as a result of graphic 
design studio projects in 
2006 both at the University  
of Minnesota and the 
University of northern iowa. 

Student designers  
(from left to right) are: 
Christina Dimeo 
Matt Schroeder 
Amye Mcinnerney 
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rethinking  
cash money
By Ryan O’Malley

Ryan O’Malley is a thesis student in the Master of Architecture Program 
at the University of Minnesota’s College of Design.

Cabbage, benjamins, skrilla, Cheese… 
For	the	same	reason	the	Eskimos	had	myriad	names	
for	snow,	we	Americans	have	countless	terms	for	
our	currency.	Images	of	money	are	all	around	us.	It’s	
difficult	to	think	of	a	more	ubiquitous	artifact	that’s	
both	commonly	and	uniquely	charged	with	meaning.	

Whatever	its	appearance,	Cheddar	always	
collects	the	energy	of	what	we	imbue	it	with—power,	
security,	fear,	etc.	Still,	its	graphic	content	undeniably	
conveys	an	image	of	the	issuing	nation.

Maybe	we	Americans	don’t	notice	the	content	of	
our	jaCksons	and	hamiltons	because	there’s	
not	much	to	see.	Reviled	in	all	corners	of	design	
for	its	stodgy	layouts,	antiquated	typography,	and	
rote	recycling	of	the	same	portraits	and	buildings	
for	more	than	seventy-five	years,	America’s	
greenbaCks are	an	easy	target.	Unfortunately,	
the	recent	updates	are	more	security	renovation	
than	aesthetic	demolition	and	reconstruction.	

To	explore	how	other	countries	are	more	
aggressively	exploiting	the	opportunities	of	loot 
design,	one	needn’t	look	further	than	Switzerland.	
In	contrast	to	their	conservative	reputation	toward	
Chalupa—Switzerland	is	the	veritable	banking	
capital	of	the	world—the	Swiss	have	developed	a	
highly	visionary	approach	to	the	aesthetics	of	their	
franc	notes.	The	series	currently	in	circulation,	widely	
considered	one	of	the	most	beautiful	in	the	world,	
depicts	influential	artists	and	thinkers	like	architect	
Le	Corbusier	and	writer	Charles-Ferdinand	Ramuz	
amidst	backgrounds	that	deftly	balance	tone,	color,	
and	graphic	texture.	

In	�00�,	the	Swiss	National	Bank	held	a	competition	
to	redesign	their	dough.	Ten	graphic	designers	
were	invited	to	submit	proposals	on	the	theme	of	
“Switzerland,	open	to	the	world.	”	These	new	designs	
infused	sophisticated	iconography	with	complex,	
sometimes	provocative	graphics;	indeed,	the	winning	
entry	addressed	meaty	issues	like	AIDS	research	
and	the	gold	trade.	

As	noted	in	the	jury’s	comments	following	the	
recent	competition,	the	Swiss	believe	their	
sCratCh	should	project	a	meaningful	image	of	
themselves.	What	that	image	is,	however,	is	under	
debate—while	the	winning	entry	found	favor	with	the	
Swiss	National	Bank,	it	has	not	been	well	received	
amongst	the	Swiss	people	themselves.	(As	one	
person	observed,	“Think	of	having	a	fun	dinner		
with	friends	at	a	nice	restaurant,	and	then	handing		
to	the	waiter	a	�00-Francs	bill	representing	the		
AIDS	virus.”)

More	than	forming	a	new	graphic	identity,	this	latest	
design	makes	difficult	connections	between	local	
consumption	and	international	calamities.	As	the	
Swiss	National	Bank	implicitly	tries	to	influence	
spending	habits	and	worldviews,	key	questions	arise	
around	the	role	and	meaning	of	currency	design.	
What	should	a	currency	note	display?	How	does	the	
purpose	of	moolah	interact	with	its	graphics?	

But	first,	let’s	examine	the	origins	of	Cash.	
gouda in	the	form	of	paper	first	appeared	in	China,	
around	�0o	ad.	Gradually,	it	moved	west,	where	
Venice	first	printed	a	series	in	��76.	Paper	is	only	a	
more	convenient	form	of	value	token,	more	easy	to	
store,	carry,	and	conceal	than	coins,	salt,	or	flying	fox	
jaws	(or	any	other	commodity	historically	understood	
to	have	exchange	value).	

Even	easier	to	carry	are	credit	and	debit	cards.	
That	said,	it’s	not	surprising	that	experts	in	the	
��70s	predicted	a	paperless	currency	by	the	turn	
of	the	century,	with	paper	notes	being	replaced	by	
digital	currency.	This	hasn’t	happened.	In	an	age	of	
increasing	surveillance,	physical	yaper	provides	
an	anonymity	that	ensures	privacy;	plus,	digital	
transactions	just	aren’t	as	safe	as	people	thought	
they’d	be.	



Clearly,	hard	currency	is	here	to	stay.	But	what	
about	its	messaging?	Much	of	the	world’s	bones 
showcases	political	leaders	and	the	buildings	that	
house	them,	emphasizing	a	stable	government,	or,	
conversely,	a	powerful	new	regime.	Various	other	
themes	include	historical	scenes,	vignettes	on	
the	romance	of	industry	and	agriculture,	physical	
landmarks,	mythic	depictions	of	common	workers	
(read:	the	former	Soviet	bloc),	and	even	animals,	
mainly	birds.	In	general,	nations	use	their	duCkets	
to	sell	a	favorable	image	of	themselves—both	to	
their	citizens	and	the	world	at	large.	

The	introduction	of	the	euro	in	�00�	provided	an	
opportunity	to	water	down	diversity	in	favor	of	a	
graphic	language	that	emphasized	the	Europe-ness	
of	Europe.	Architectural	components—gateways		
and	bridges,	specifically—were	chosen	as	
sufficiently	uncontroversial,	and	composites		
of	them	(reflecting	a	generic	typology	more	than		
any	specific	architecture)	were	generated	to	
average	out	regional	distinctions.	Nothing	prophetic	
here,	but	considering	the	shaky	alliance	of	the	
European	Union	itself,	the	euro	was	an	exercise		
in	compromise.

To	say	nothing	of	the	hapless	US	dollar.	

Critics	have	long	argued	that	our	dinero	should	
better	reflect	our	identity.	Currently,	our	dosh 
paints	an	uninspired	view	of	America	through	
aloof	buildings	and	dead	white	guys	in	funny	
jackets.	Even	if	this	was	a	realistic	depiction	of	our	

country—which	it	ain’t—there’s	nothing	compelling	
about	it.	We	need	something	more	engaging,	but	
more	importantly	we	need	to	see	our	bills	as	an	
opportunity.	Ignoring	the	power	of	graphic	symbols	
is	simply	foolish,	something	no	successful	private	
organization	would	do.	Every	day,	savvy	ad	firms	
transform	the	perception	of	ruthless	corporations	
into	compassionate	enterprises,	and	this	happens	
mainly	through	visual	messaging,	often	in	print	
media.	Images	are	powerful.

With	a	nod	toward	these	industries,	we	need	
to	consider	how	our	own	print	media—our	
greenbaCks—shape	the	perception	of	the	
United	States,	contributing	to	a	global	notion	of	
Brand	America.	Maybe	it’s	time	we	employed	the	
business	model	of	corporate	identity	in	domestic	
and	international	relations,	highlighting	our	unique	
capabilities	and	products	to	promote	world	peace	
and	a	healthy	economy.

Or	not.	Either	way,	we	need	to	find	a	better	way	
to	capitalize	on	our	green.	Whether	we	do	that	
by	updating	our	historical	myths,	celebrating	our	
diverse	cultures,	and/or	raising	awareness	about	
current	and	future	issues	(like	the	Swiss)	is	an	open	
question,	and	one	worthy	of	consideration.
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Biloxi, Mississippi is a city in Harrison County, Mississippi.  
it lies directly on the gulf; and when Katrina hit, there were no 
levees or seawalls. The 2000 census recorded the population 
as 50,644, but after Katrina’s 30-foot storm surge, there is no 
official estimate of how many of those residents have stuck it out.

Right: Al and Ruby D’Orville enjoying the completed ramp.

When hurricane Katrina  

decimated the mississippi river delta  

in the Fall oF 2005, students and Faculty  

From cala reached out  

to communities  

& colleagues at the  

other end oF the river.
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cala & katrina 
Della Hansmann
Della Hansmann is a second year graduate student in the Master of Architecture 
program at the University of Minnesota.
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Students constructing access ramp for Al and Ruby D’Orville.
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As	students	in	Minnesota,	our	daily	schedules	were	
apparently	unaltered	by	Hurricane	Katrina,	so	we	
looked	for	ways	in	which	we	could	offer	support	to	
those	in	the	Gulf	Coast	region.	The	first	opportunity	
for	students	to	contribute	directly	came	during	spring	
break	�006,	when	about	�0	students	from	Cameron	
Sinclair’s	Architecture	for	Humanity	course	travelled		
to	Biloxi,	Mississippi,	to	lend	a	hand	for	the	week.	

We	stayed	at	Hands	On,	an	organization	coordinating	
volunteer	efforts	out	of	a	church	gym.	Our	students	
were	able	to	get	involved	in	a	number	of	relief	
efforts	during	the	week.	We	completed	a	detailed	
survey	of	the	entire	city	in	just	two	days,	with	teams	
of	students	pounding	the	pavement	and	recording	
data	about	each	lot.	We	also	talked	with	many	of	the	
workers	and	homeowners,	gathering	a	parallel	and	
very	human	awareness	of	the	city.	

During	the	rest	of	the	week,	students	worked	on		
the	mold	abatement	process,	suiting	up	in	Tyvek	and	
filter	masks	and	getting	a	lot	more	than	our	hands	
dirty.	The	process	was	arduous,	but	rewarding.	At	
the	end	of	the	week,	part	of	the	group	decided	to	
delay	their	return	to	Minnesota	in	order	to	complete	
an	ad	hoc	design-build	project	for	Al	and	Ruby	
D’Orville,	an	elderly	couple	who	students	met	during	
the	survey.	Students	chipped	in	to	buy	materials	and	
worked	together	to	construct	a	disability	ramp	for	

the	D’Orville’s	FEMA	trailer.	Al	and	Ruby	thanked	us	
with	strings	of	Mardi	Gras	beads,	but	the	real	reward	
was	the	happiness	that	they	so	clearly	felt	with	their	
new-found	freedom	and	pride	in	their	place—which	
had	been	one	of	the	featureless	thousands	the	day	
before,	but	is	now	something	unique.		

Students	returned	to	class	on	Monday	more	tired	
than	they	had	been	before	the	break,	but	satisfied	
with	a	job	well	done	and	a	new	perspective	on	the	
difference	architects	can	make	in	the	world.	In	the	
end,	the	project	was	such	an	enormous	success	
that	it	has	been	formalized	into	a	full	graduate	studio	
for	Spring	of	�007.	The	school	will	again	coordinate	
student	volunteer	trips	for	spring	break	and	the	
summer	term.	

We	hope	that	the	contributions	of	Minnesota	
students	in	Biloxi	will	form	the	foundation	of	a	lasting	
connection	between	the	two	areas.		We	want	to	do	
more,	both	to	fill	short-term	needs	like	Al	and	Ruby’s,	
and	to	contribute	something	lasting	to	the	ultimate	
rebuilding	of	the	Gulf	Coast.

EDITORS’	NOTE:	The	D’Orvilles	finally	moved	back	
into	their	home	in	January	of	�007.
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The following is an  
excerpt from her thesis,  
Re-Animating	Main	Street.

This	thesis	sought	to	test	the	ability	of	architecture	
to	reanimate	a	place,	specifically	the	American	
phenomenon	known	as	Main	Street.

Main	Street	has	characteristically	served	as	the	
commercial	corridor	of	typical	American	towns.	
Main	Street	is	a	phenomenon	because	it	is	not	
just	a	place,	but	also	an	event;	it	is	the	physical	
manifestation	of	a	town’s	essence.	Its	significance,	
however,	has	naturally	changed	over	the	years.	As	
the	big	box	and	malls	provide	services	that	mimic	
Main	Street’s	services,	its	role	in	our	everyday	lives	
has	decreased.

Situated	in	north	central	Wisconsin,	Medford	is	a	
small	town	that	is	home	to	4,300	people.	Located	
at	the	intersection	of	State	Highways	�3	and	64,	
Medford,	Wisconsin,	is	a	booming	industrial	and	
manufacturing	town.	Medford	is	unique	in	this	sense	
because	its	population	doubles	on	a	daily	basis	
due	to	the	hub	of	industrial	activity.	Main	Street	
lies	in	the	middle	of	the	city’s	downtown.	Medford	
has	grown	on	all	sides	radiating	from	it	(Figure	A).	
Parades,	marathons,	street	dances,	and	bike	races	

are	witnessed	and	participated	in	and	along	this	
historic	street.	Main	Street	serves	as	a	successful	
community-gathering	place	only	a	handful	of	times	
during	the	year	though,	mostly	during	these	events.	

During	the	rest	of	the	year,	the	bulk	of	daily	action	
takes	place	along	Highway	�3.	As	Medford	has	grown	
over	the	years	it	has	expanded	its	businesses	and	
retail	along	the	highway,	taking	the	community	to	the	
big	box	and	out	of	Main	Street.	The	big	boxes	provide	
more	than	just	cheap	shopping	however;	they	provide	
ample	amounts	of	parking	as	well,	which	Main	Street	
does	not	provide.	These	large	parking	lots	are	peculiar	
in	Medford	because	they	also	provide	teenagers	a	
place	to	“hang	out”	next	to	their	cars.	Since	there	is	
a	lack	of	entertainment	activities	for	that	age	group,	
they	resort	to	the	parking	lots	on	the	highway.	This	
also	brings	another	layer	to	the	highway	because	it	
serves	a	purpose	even	when	the	stores	are	closed.	
Although	not	designed	to	be	a	twenty-four-hour	
space,	the	highway	seems	to	operate	in	that	manner.	
Therefore,	this	thesis	proposes	to	reanimate	Main	
Street	by	learning	from	Medford’s	“new”	Main	Street:	
the	highway.

Figure B: Part of the inspiration for the 
design of the project came from the physical 
nature of the site, the green depicts gaps in 
the urban fabric that allowed for connections 
in the design.
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Figure A: Depicts the two sides of Main Street 
in Medford, Wisconsin, split physically and 
developmentally in half by Broadway Avenue, 
the site is indicated in blue.



proposals

01. tennis Courts 
basketball Courts  
parking lots

02. Vending machine 
space locker rooms  
[tennis Court above]

03. tennis Court / parking lot

04.  parking ramp  
bookstore  
movie theater  
restaurant / Cafe

05.  hotel / parking lot

06.  pedestrian bridge 
docks
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Figure C: The proposed plan involves a series of urban rooms.

Medford’s	Main	Street	is	peculiar	in	that	Broadway	
Avenue	not	only	splits	the	street	physically	in	half,	
but	developmentally	as	well.	One	of	the	goals	of	this	
project	is	to	extend	the	usage	and	activity	of	the	
street	to	the	almost	undeveloped,	under-utilized	west	
end	of	Main	Street	(Figure	A).	It	is	unclear	why	this	
area	has	never	been	developed	with	the	same	gusto	
given	its	prominent	location	opposite	the	riverfront.	

The	final	proposal	incorporates	a	series	of	urban	
rooms	that	have	the	ability	to	accommodate	a	wide	
variety	of	programs	and	activities.	These	containers	of	
activities	are	designed	to	enhance	connections	to	the	
existing	fabric	of	the	city,	in	order	to	create	a	holistic	
street	and	city.	The	argument	this	thesis	makes	is	that	
reanimation	can	occur	by	learning	from	the	parking	
lots	and	billboards	that	keep	the	highway	animated.	
Also,	Main	Street	cannot	be	animated	without	
inserting	a	program	that	is	diverse	in	substance.	The	
project	for	this	thesis,	therefore,	was	to	incorporate	a	
hybrid	program,	in	a	design	that	incorporated	a	hybrid	
architecture—landscape	architecture.	

to ShapE thE proJEct propoSal, I haVE 
put forwarD a SErIES of obJEctIVES IN 
rESpoNSE to mEDforD’S attrIbutES:

1.	 Facilitate	community	interaction	by	incorporating	
a	public	space	into	the	design,	as	well	as	by	
choosing	civic-minded	programs.	Main	Street	was	
founded	on	commerce,	but	in	the	days	of	the	big	
box	retailers,	it	must	distinguish	itself	from	the	
“strip”	of	the	highway.	

2.	Design	a	visual	entrance	to	Main	Street.

3.	Follow	historical	typologies	of	Main	Street	by	
reinterpreting	them	in	a	contemporary	and	/or	
conceptual	manner.

4.	Extend	the	character	of	Main	Street	toward	the	
library	and	outwards	to	create	a	district.

Figure g: Located on the opposite side of Broadway, 
a surface parking lot extends the street, a hotel is 
designed above the lot to bring visitors.

Murals along the Riverwalk
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The	concept	behind	the	design	arose	from	studying	
the	site	and	its	relationship	to	Main	Street.	The	grid	
pattern	of	the	street	gradually	starts	to	break	down	
when	progressing	down	Main	Street	from	the	south	
(Figure	B).

These	physical	gaps	in	the	buildings	on	Main	
Street	took	on	the	form	of	elegant	and	sometimes	
compressive	staircases,	but	then	broke	down	as	
one	traversed	the	street.	Whenever	these	openings	
happened,	I	saw	that	as	an	opportunity	to	provide	
links	perpendicular,	through	the	site.

Since	the	teenage	population	of	the	town	seems	to	
navigate	toward	the	parking	lots	on	the	highway,	and	
because	of	our	continual	dedication	and	love	of	the	
car,	this	project	proposes	a	series	of	parking	lots,	
connected	together	to	make	a	succession	of	urban	
rooms	(Figures	D–G).	

These	parking	lots,	however,	will	be	double-striped	
with	tennis	and	basketball	courts	in	order	to	provide	
amenities	for	the	private	residents	that	dot	the	
north	side	of	Main	Street,	but	also	to	make	a	direct	
connection	to	the	City	Park	across	from	the	Mill	
Pond.	In	this	manner,	the	parking	lots/recreational	
courts	will	cater	to	more	than	one	age	group.

The	project	is	designed	with	a	wholly	constructed	
landscape	that	is	purely	geometrical,	twisting,	
angling,	and	providing	physical	connections	at	the	
points	in	which	the	city	fabric	breaks	(Figure	C).	The	
isometric	drawing	(Figure	H)	explains	the	complexity	
of	the	design,	and	how	it	accommodates	flexibility	
in	use.	Underneath,	surrounding,	and	within	the	
constructed	surface	lie	the	programmatic	elements.

As	evident	in	the	perspectives,	the	design	of	the	
urban	rooms	not	only	allows	for	flexibility	in	the	
activities	they	can	accommodate,	they	also	allow	for	
a	variety	of	movement	systems	to	prosper	due	to	the	
ramping	nature	of	the	constructed	surface.	These	
rooms	do	not	impede	on	existing	activities	on	the	
site	like	snowmobiling	and	walking.	

In	light	of	the	expanse	of	activities	housed	in	this	
site,	including	a	bookstore,	café,	hotel,	movie	theatre,	
restaurant,	and	sporting	activities,	as	well	as	the	
double	use	of	the	site	considering	the	parking	
options,	I	believe	this	proposal	would	be	successful	
in	reanimating	Main	Street,	not	only	daily	and	nightly,	
but	seasonally	as	well.

urbaN roomS: bEforE aND aftEr
Figure D: The constructed surface rises to receive and cradle 
the tennis and basketball courts

Figure e: The surface continues to ramp up to uncover the locker 
room/vending machine area.

Figure F: The parking ramp is designed to enclose a volume  
of space that can accommodate a variety of activities.

Figure e

Figure D

Figure F



art + signs
1. illuminated elevators

2. mural walls

3. theater screen

program
4. restaurant + terraces
5. recreation, tennis + basketball courts
6. drive-in movie theater + parking
7. locker rooms + convenience store
8. bookstore + cafe

plantings and natural surface
9. alfalfa

10. serviceberry trees
11. prairie blazing star
12. honey locust trees

Circulation
13. railroad
14. pedestrian/skateboard
15. auto

16. snowmobile

Constructed surface

existing Conditions

surface-site

Figure H

	 lukewich:	re-animating	main	street	 47



4�	 THERE

Gardens have played a role in healthcare 
for centuries. With the advent of 
modern medicine in the beginning of 
the twentieth century, this historical 
role has been lost. However, there has 
been renewed interest in utilizing garden 
environments as therapeutic entities to 
enhance the process of healing that occurs 
in healthcare environments.

There has, however, been little research 
into the characteristics of these gardens 
and their impact on the process of healing. 
This capstone project utilizes the design 
of a therapeutic garden for a group 
apartment building for patients with 
HIV disease to illustrate the process by 
which therapeutic garden spaces may be 
scientifically analyzed to determine their 
safety and effectiveness for a given  
user group.

The theoretical basis is first discussed 
in terms of the emerging field of 
psychoneuroimmunology. This theory, 
illustrates a complex interplay between 
our immune systems, the central 
nervous system and endocrine system. 
It is proposed that by minimizing the 
stress response, therapeutic gardens can 
promote recovery from illness or preserve 
health. It is generally agreed that chronic 
stress leads to maladaptive changes that 
eventually impair our abilities to heal from 
illness. It is this component of illness 
that is most amenable to intervention by 
therapeutic gardens. One can theorize 
that this effect is mediated by the sensory 
inputs associated with gardens. These 
inputs can involve all sense organs, but 
it is not currently known which is more 
important. For example, is viewing a 
garden more important than the sounds of 
a garden? Where do taste, touch and smell 
play a role, if any? 

In the current example of a therapeutic 
garden for people living with HIV disease, 
it is known that stress can lead to 

increased viral replication and decreased 
effectiveness of drugs used to treat the 
disease.1 It is thus hypothesized that if 
the therapeutic garden can decrease the 
stress response in afflicted individuals, the 
health of these same individuals should be 
positively impacted.

Current therapeutic garden design 
guidelines, based on stress-response 
research, anecdotal evidence, and 
theories regarding stress reduction in well 
population groups, are utilized as a basis 
for the initial design. This project outlines 
a methodology to test these guidelines.

what makES a GarDEN thErapEutIc?

‘Healing Garden’ is a term frequently 
applied to gardens designed to promote 
healing from illness. Healing, within 
the context of healthcare, is a broad 
term, seen as an improvement in overall 
well-being that incorporates the spiritual 
as well as the physical. A Healing Garden 
may provide relief from the psychological 
distress of disease and an improved sense 
of well-being, but it may or may not alter 
the disease outcome.

A ‘Therapeutic Garden’ is more specific and 
is designed to produce a given outcome 
upon a disease process. It can be thought 
of as similar to a medication that is 
taken for a specific disease or illness. The 
Therapeutic Garden is thus less focused on 
healing in a spiritual context (although it 
may also have this effect) and more akin 
to the disease model of illness as practiced 
by most allopathic medical systems.

currENt DESIGN GuIDElINES

At present, little data exists to guide the 
design of a therapeutic garden. Instead, 
general design guidelines have been 
developed and generally accepted based on 
theories of stress reduction, encompassing 
six principles:2

1.  Therapeutic Gardens Should Provide a 
Sense of Control by Creating a Variety 
of Spaces: 

It is considered important that spaces 
within a garden be easily accessible by all 
user groups, provide for privacy, and include 
a variety of spaces that allow individuals  
to seek out spaces that best suit them.

2.  Therapeutic Gardens Should Provide  
for Social Support: 

Social support is associated with less 
stress than individuals in isolation, 
including improved outcomes after heart 
attacks and cancer.3 The occurrence of 
social interaction in gardens is supported 
by patient interviews that highlight 
talking as a primary activity in garden 
settings.4 Gardens should provide spaces 
to accommodate various group sizes in a 
setting that encourages conversation. 

3.  Therapeutic Gardens Should Provide  
for Physical Movement and Exercise: 

Exercise is associated with reduced stress 
and alleviation of depression in almost all 
population groups, but especially those 
with chronic illness.5 Gardens, because of 
their perceived pleasantness, can encourage 
exercise and movement. Gardens should 
thus offer easy wayfinding and provide 
destinations that encourage mild exercise. 

4. Therapeutic Gardens Should  
Provide for Access to Nature  
and Positive Distractions: 

Exposure to nature and natural scenes  
is associated with decreased physiological 
stress responses.6 This response is dose-
related in that the greater the percentage 
of greenery, as opposed to hardscape, the 
more likely the relaxation response is to 
occur. This relaxation response is believed 
to be ‘hardwired’ into our nervous 
systems by evolutionary responses to 
environments that favored survival.

Therapeutic Design
Steve Mitrione, MD
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5.  Therapeutic Gardens Should  
Minimize Ambiguity: 

Stressed individuals respond negatively 
to ambiguity. Studies of inpatients 
recovering from surgery showed 
increased stress levels when exposed 
to abstract paintings as compared with 
natural scenes. This is believed to be due 
to the perception of ambiguous stimuli 
as negative in stressed individuals, 
congruent with their emotional state.7

6.  Therapeutic Gardens Should Minimize 
Intrusive Stimuli: 

In order to exert their effect, therapeutic 
gardens need to minimize negative 
distractions such as noise, odor, and 
bright lights. Noise in particular can 
negate the positive effects associated 
with viewing of nature.8

prEScrIbING wIth thE laNDScapE

Creating a therapeutic landscape involves 
three steps:

1.  The process of creating a therapeutic 
landscape begins with the evaluation 
of the patient and or disease that one 
wishes to affect. This evaluation is used 
to generate potential target symptoms 
or disease processes that are to be 
addressed by the design. 

2.  After attaining a thorough 
understanding of the disease, disease 
processes, and social and psychological 
factors, the design is created based 
upon the target symptom or symptoms 
that the designer wishes to ameliorate. 
In addition, the methodology for 
evaluating the influence on the garden 
on the patient population is developed. 
This methodology is based upon the 
intent of the design and is used to 
measure its effectiveness.

3.  Once the garden is installed and 
occupied, the health, psychological and 
social parameters determined in the 
previous step are evaluated. The data 
collected are then used to determine the 
effectiveness of the design based upon 
the intended function of the garden. 
Untoward effects are also evaluated. 

hIV DISEaSE

Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 
attacks the immune system. Untreated, 
HIV disease is progressive and fatal. Death 
takes place over a period of months to 
years. Recent changes in the drug therapy 
of HIV disease has, however, created the 
opportunity to greatly extend the lives 
of people infected with HIV and in some 
cases a remission of the disease. This 
life extension has paradoxically led to 
an increase in the number of individuals 
living with HIV disease, even as the rate of 
new infections has declined. 

Design considerations based upon  
the health needs of people with HIV 
disease must therefore accommodate  
the following:

1.  Minimize exposure to potential 
infections. Chosen plant material should 
be thornless and unlikely to harbor 
potential bacterial and fungal pathogens. 
In addition, standing water should not 
be present to avoid transmission of 
mosquito-borne illnesses.

2.  The design should provide accessibility 
for people with decreased mobility.

3.  Wayfinding should be clear as 
dementia may develop in the majority 
of those afflicted.

4.  Shade should be provided to minimize 
sun sensitivity due to medications used 
to treat HIV. 

uSEr Group aNalySIS

In order to design a space that meets the 
needs of its intended users, an investigation 
into the primary and secondary users of the 
space was performed. The primary users 
of the site were the apartment residents 
themselves. This group is demographically 
described as follows:

   • Thirty single adults between  
the ages of 18–63.

   • Most of the residents HIV positive.
   • Potentially experiencing 

homelessness either currently  
or in the past.

   • Potentially suffering from  
mental illness.

   • Variably employed.
   • Variably disabled, but able  

to function independently.
   • Economically disadvantaged. 

Secondary users of the site were identified 
as social workers, case managers, and 
Clare Housing administrative staff. 

Surveys of potential residents were 
conducted before occupancy of Clare 
Housing. These surveys indicated desires 
for a water feature, areas to cook outdoors, 
flower gardens, opportunities to garden 
and spaces to socialize as well as meditate. 

Secondary users desired a space to 
hold staff meetings, hold events and 
fundraisers, and to relax.

maStEr plaN

The design is composed of four therapeutic 
spaces that each relate to a specific theory 
and mechanism for stress reduction and 
amelioration of the disease process. 

Communal Area

The communal area functions to increase 
social support. Isolation is a major 
problem for those living with HIV disease. 
Isolation can lead to depression, failure to 
comply with medical regimens, and poorer 
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outcomes. This patio area provides an 
informal area for residents to gather and 
socialize. Wall seat plantings are accessible 
and encourage residents to garden as a 
form of relaxation. 

In addition, the space can also function 
as an area for Clare Housing to hold 
fundraisers and other events to support 
its mission. 

natural Area

The viewing of nature is universally 
associated with decreased stress and a 
sense of psychological restoration. This 
space provides a place for small groups of 
people to view an area planted in a more 
natural form. Plant selection is designed 
to enhance wildlife occupying the space, 
providing additional contact with nature. 

Meditative Area

The meditative area functions to decrease 
arousal and stress. Meditative states are 
associated with positive physiological 
states of lowered blood pressure, pulse 
and circulating stress hormones. The water 
feature is designed to enhance this state 
by providing a focus, positive distraction, 
and screening out intrusive visual and 
auditory stimuli. The conifer plantings are 
designed to provide a quiet and restful 
compliment to the space.

garden Walkway

Exercise is associated with relaxation and 
induces a relaxation response. The site 
is designed to encourage walking within 
the site with positive distraction. The 
walkways are circular in layout to provide 
easy wayfinding for those residents who 
may suffer from dementia. The plantings 
are colorful and active. 

plaNtING plaN

The planting plan for the Clare 
Apartments therapeutic garden attempts 
to augment the therapeutic effects of the 
various spaces by emphasizing the design 
characteristics of the space. 

The communal space planters are 
purposely not specified. This space is 
intended to be planted by the residents 
who would choose plants to their 
liking. This would emphasize communal 
involvement in designing and working 
in the space, providing a creative outlet 
for the residents and a chance to interact 
during the planting. The trellis structure 
of the communal space would be planted 
with climbing vines such as Wisteria or 
perhaps grape vines. 

The garden walkway plantings are bold 
and colorful. The plantings are designed 
to stimulate the senses in a positive way 
and encourage movement to see what lies 
ahead. The plantings are designed for four 
season interest. The trees bordering on 
the street side of the garden walk provide 
shade and a place to rest while viewing 
the garden. This also allows residents to 
view the street from inside the garden, 
providing a safe place to “people watch.” 

The meditative space is planted with 
conifers, selected for their ease upon the 
eye and maximal enclosure due to their 
density. This creates a space that is calm 
and enclosed, facilitating the meditative 
experience of the space. 

Plan	of	Clare	Apartments	
Therapeutic	Garden:

1	Communal	Area

2	Natural	Area

3	Meditative	Area

4	Garden	Walkway

Plan drawing created by author.



Plants for the natural area are native to 
Minnesota and chosen for their tolerance 
of wet conditions associated with the 
stormwater infiltration site. The plantings 
are loosely arranged but clumped to create 
visual impact. Plants that attract wildlife 
are also prioritized as this will increase 
the sense of wilderness that the site is 
intended to imbue. 

rESEarch propoSal

The methodology for evaluating the 
Clare Apartments therapeutic garden 
will include a prospective analysis of 
various health indicators before and after 
installation of the garden. The hypothesis 
is that the installation of the garden 
will lead to an improvement in medical, 
psychiatric, and social indicators among 
the residents. 

The Clare Apartments therapeutic garden 
will be evaluated through several disease 
specific biological markers of disease 
activity, measures of mental health 
status, social functioning and quality of 
life measurements. Additionally, it may 
be useful to ascertain which areas of the 
garden are frequented most often by 
residents to determine if certain spatial 
qualities prove more successful than 
others in accomplishing the design’s goals.

towarD a NEw paraDIGm  
of thErapEutIc GarDENS

As the field of therapeutic gardens 
continues to expand in interest, it must 
begin to develop a system for research.  
As quoted recently in the American 
Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA) 
Therapeutic Garden Design Professional 
Interest Group, the chairs state: 

We	propose	a	renewed	effort	to	
encourage	academic	research	that	is	
useful	to	practitioners,	and	to	provide	
publicity	for	the	new	research	to	get	
the	word	out.	Research	is	important	to	
validate	intuition	and	to	motivate	policy	
change…	We	need	research	approaches	
that	address	current	problems.9

These same sentiments are echoed 
throughout the literature and writings of 
landscape architects interested in this field. 
And yet, there appears to be little progress 
in the answer to these calls. 

Perhaps what is missing is a paradigm 
that allows research to develop out of the 
design process. Landscape architecture 
is first and foremost a design profession, 
and landscape architects are primarily 
designers. The language of research and 
the language of design are different. What 
is needed is a process to translate design 
into research and research into design. The 
two must become linked for any progress 
to be made. 

The process I envision is cyclical and 
seamless. Research, design, and analysis 
form a continuous loop that ultimately 
leads to the development of design 
guidelines. These guidelines themselves 
are constantly in flux as new information 
is collected, new designs are created and 
analysis leads to new insights. 

The key strength of our profession is its 
willingness to collaborate. Collaboration 
is the key to making these proposals a 
reality. We must also fearlessly look at 
the outcomes of our designs in a scientific 
manner and have the courage to ask hard 
questions. Failure to do so will lead to the 
marginalization of our profession.
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Just as a building is comprised of a myriad 
of structures and systems working in 
harmony, the language we use to express 
ourselves requires the same amount of 
scrutiny and detailing that our designed 
documents possess. Through a commitment 
to this crafting of our professional identity 
we may begin to improve the trajectory 
of our architecture and the nature of our 
relationship to both the built environment 
and the public we serve. 

This assertion begs the question of how 
an entire profession rethinks the manner 
that it articulates its position in the world; 
not only the relationship between our own 
practice and academy, but to the public and 
other professions and vocations. The first 
step in reorganizing the way we perceive 
and conceive of architecture is to engage  
in it as dialogue. Louis Kahn claimed: 

Architecture	does	not	really	exist.	Only	a	
work	of	architecture	exists.	Architecture	
does	exist	in	the	mind.	A	man	who	does	
a	work	of	architecture	does	it	as	an	
offering	to	the	spirit	of	architecture…		
a	spirit	which	knows	no	style,	knows	
no	techniques,	no	method.	It	just	waits	
for	that	which	presents	itself.	There	is	
architecture.

While this premise is whimsical in nature, 
Kahn’s claim regards architecture as a 
discourse in which we engage cerebrally, 
thus fundamentally reversing the notion 
that architecture is the building itself.  
Rather, architecture is the dialogue from 

which the building emerges. Using this 
mode of thinking, architecture establishes 
itself as a language with variable levels 
of engagement. Each work contains 
its own proclamations and nuances of 
architectural discourse that demonstrate 
or reveal how the design manifests itself  
to its author or authors.

Using this concept of dialogue as a basis 
for our exploration, we may begin to 
consider each work of architecture in 
terms of its semantic tectonics.  
A fascinating way to examine this 
tumultuous dialogue is through the 
outside lens of broadcast media and 
the soundbyte, as described by political 
theorist Kathleen Jamieson. 

Acting as a method to broadcast the 
main points of a politician’s speeches 
in the pre-television era, the soundbyte 
represents a piece of history that has 
regressed into a state of ill-repute. 
Jamieson observes that while the word 
was created with a neutral intent, we 
have presently forgotten or ignored it as a 
means of efficient evaluation and libeled it 
as superficial. Although the soundbyte is 
typically appropriated in the contemporary 
political landscape, its original intent 
was the elemental distillation of a much 
deeper and substantive dialogue. This 
differentiation between the superficial and 
the substantive allows us an opportunity 
to engage the dialogues of architecture.

Architectural Soundbytes:  
The Shifting Dialogue of Design
James Wheeler
James Wheeler is a thesis candidate in the Master of Architecture program  
at the University of Minnesota’s College of Design.
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thE publIc aND thE profESSIoN

Architecture as a dialogue can be broken 
down into two concurrent discussions: the 
professional academy and the professional 
practice. Although they are subsets of the 
same larger language structure they tend 
to operate in a dialectical relationship 
similar to that between the Queen’s 
English and American English. While each 
borrows from a mutual pool of semantic 
structure, they also demonstrate distinct 
derivations from that pool. To call the 
reasons for those derivations into question, 
it is interesting to assess the structure 
of our profession through the lens of the 
concept of framing as laid out by political 
theorist and professor of linguistics 
George Lakoff. 

In his book Don’t Think of an Elephant,3 
Lakoff speaks to the psychology of the 
American political duality of conservative 
and liberal. He professes that each political 
view frames their core values and message 
to the public in a very precise and diverse 
manner. We may view the conservative as 
a strong father figure who is intimidating 
and firm and who governs in a disciplinary 
manner. In opposition, the liberal 
manifests itself as the nurturing parental 
figure which is supportive, empathetic, 
and honest. By engaging the use of certain 
language in order to frame an issue, each 
political group may alter the way in which 
we perceive the matter at hand. 

 A good example that Lakoff uses to 
illustrate framing is the issue of tax cuts. In 
the conservative linguistic framing, cutting 
taxes becomes tax relief. This immediately 
implies that taxes are a burden which 
the American people need to be relieved 
of, shifting attention away from the fact 
that taxes go to support programs which 
were originally instituted to assure our 
constitutional right to “life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness.” The problem in our 
contemporary political landscape is that 
liberals, in their confidence in the individual 
to recognize the greater truths of the issues, 
fail to state their stance as persuasively  
as conservatives.

If this is the dialogue that exists in 
politics, what are its implications for the 
dialogue of architecture? Conservatives 
are “winning” the war of the soundbyte 
because they have been able to define and 
redefine, essentially taking ownership of 
words. They have forced liberals to try to 
make arguments out of borrowed words. 
They have, in fact, been so successful that 
‘liberal’ doesn’t even belong to liberals. In 
the 2006 election conservatives used it 
as a derogatory adjective describing “just 
another liberal democrat.” The dialogue 
that exists in the building industry is of a 
similar character, dominated instead by 
developers and contractors. 

 
 

In order to reassert itself as a leader for 
positive change in the built environment, 
the profession and the academy must 
regain control of this dialogue. Despite 
the authority that it warrants, the AIA 
fails to take ownership of language in the 
same way the conservatives do in order 
to accomplish their goals. It is a near 
inversion of the powerful language which 
dominates the political landscape. Instead, 
the AIA employs a mixture of domineering 
silence and liberal idealism. It encourages 
a Code of Ethics which is not enforced 
in any decisive manner. Though the built 
environment has become more specialized, 
designers are not free from responsibility. 
We must viscerally define our commitment 
if we are to regain control of our vehicle 
of interaction with the public. As long as 
we avoid the pitfalls of our contemporary 
litigious society and the financial 
consequences, our practice may continue 
to function in any manner regardless of 
the intended public obligations of the 
Code. If the dialogue of our profession 
supposedly extends beyond an oath such 
as “Do No Harm,” and indeed it should, 
why do we not only celebrate those who 
engage in ethical and pro-active design? 
Why do we not also decry the work that 
does not prove to lead our profession in a 
substantial dialectical trajectory of moral 
responsibility to the public? 

 

 

 

 

“Chinese, English and Spanish are languages. Each has 

words and a grammar. Deaf people communicate with sign 

language. Sailors use flags. Dogs bark. If architecture is to 

be classed as a language, we have every right to ask what 

is being said and who is being addressed.”  —Tom TurnEr1

“As students in the late 1980s, we gradually came to recognize that something essential was 

missing from the educational environment in which we were to develop our professional skills, 

values, and aspirations. As we now know to have been true throughout architectural discourse 

over the last quarter-century, our graduate training was almost entirely disengaged from the 

social and professional dimensions of design. While form and formal theories were analyzed 

exhaustively, questions of social planning, technological innovation, user participation, and 

professionalism—concerns that naturally arose in our thoughts and conversations—were largely 

ignored in the studio and classroom. missing, too was any sense of architecture as a vehicle for 

opposition to the social and economic directions of the nation as a whole—a failure of vision we 

found particularly incomprehensible given the drift of American public policy in recent years.”   

— LETTEr from ThE EDITorS, PersPecta: Yale Journal of architecture no. 292
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SEttING thE StaGE

While the immediacy of contemporary 
dialogues allows them to be the first to 
be addressed, there is also the question of 
how we arrived at this point. George Baird 
argues that the pivotal turning point in the 
nature of our relationship with the public 
occurred in 1968, when there was a “loss of 
moral confidence in architectural practice 
and education.”4

With the developments of Bernard 
Rudofsky’s Architecture without Architects 
and Christopher Alexander’s Pattern 
Language the stage was set for new 
discussions to take place between the 
next generation of architects and the 
community. Despite the demoralizing 
losses of outspoken activists and politicians 
and the numerous riots in this period5, 
a bright spot was the beginning of the 
design community’s engagement in local 
conditions and an emerging dialogue of 
culturally conscious design. This emergent 
dialogue and other phenomenal occurrences 
such as the first moon landing solidify 
Baird’s assertion that the tumultuous 
impact of the last half of the 1960s was a 
significant turning point in the profession 
of architecture. It is the dissolution of 
this dialogue which would lead us to the 
contemporary landscape of architecture.

DEafENING SIlENcE

The manifestation of this anticipated 
alteration in the architectural dialogue with 
the public presented itself at Yale University 
beginning in 1967 through 1969. It is 
not apparent why this discourse has been 
withheld from current academic discussions 
in the detail it warrants, but the fact of its 
historical significance and the present lack 
of attention are cause for great concern. For 
an entire generation of architects which 
were not party to this period of history and 
have only been influenced by secondary 
effects of its removal from the architectural 
dialogue, it is a startling wake up call to the 
subversion of a dialogue of community-
conscious design.

The event of note is the cessation of 
the Department of City Planning, and 
consequent formation of the City Planning 
Forum from the Yale University College 
of Art and Architecture in 1968 as the 
direct result of the administration of the 
University refusing the racial integration 
of the Department of City Planning.6 
This led to a series of verbal and written 
altercations and the subsequent dismissal 
of a number of faculty involved in the 
split. As a result, the Forum made the 
public charge of “organized racism” against 
the University. Soon thereafter on the 
night of June 14th, 1968, a fire burned 
the four floors of student studios in the 
building. Arson, though never proved, was 
universally suspected.7

With all this unrest, all this change 
occurring, why is it not reflected upon or 
spoken about anymore? How and why 
has it been completely excluded from our 
contemporary dialogue of architecture? 
Where are the former champions of 
the cause of community involvement, 
and why do their current practices or 
curricula not address these needs which 
were lobbied for so adamantly? How 
does an emergent dialogue go “missing 
not because it had been neglected, but 
because it had been expelled?”8 How 
does a group of students reflect upon 
their education at Yale “like growing up 
in a family that harbored some appalling 
secret the adults never talked about?”9

DIalEctIcal ShIftS

In the two decades following these events, 
Baird outlines a number of neo-historical 
schools of thought which emerged, but 
none that has had the significant influence 
on practice as much as Post-Modernism. 
Charles Jencks, in The Language of 
Post-Modern Architecture, suggests that 
architecture is a language that depends 
on double-coding. It speaks to fellow 
architects and to the general public. An 
oversized door, for example, informs the 
public of a ‘main entrance to an important 
building.’ At the same time, a second code 
can speak to fellow architects who have 
moved beyond functionalism and can 
enjoy quotations, references, literary 
 



allusions, witticisms and arcane 
meanings.10 It is precisely this arguably 
superficial dialogue that Baird outlines as:

... contain[ing]	the	seeds	of	its	clear	loss	of	
moral	confidence,	at	least	inside	schools	
of	architecture…	the	tenets	of	historical	
precedent	and	of	decorative	programs		
of	expression	are	seen	as	evidence	of		
a	kind	of	moral	complicity	on	the	part	of	
the	profession	in	the	everyday	practices	
of	an	ethically	uncritical	society.11

The result of this divergence between 
practice and the academy is the emergence 
of deconstructivism in educational 
institutions and the creation of an 
environment “recalling the great battles 
between the Beaux-Arts and Bauhaus  
that typified the 1940s and 1950s.”12  
This dialogue of opposites sets the  
stage for the epoch prior to our own.

thE coNfuSIoN of laNGuaGES

And	the	whole	earth	was	of	one	language,	
and	of	one	speech.	And	they	said,	Go	to,	let	
us	build	us	a	city	and	a	tower,	whose	top	
may	reach	unto	heaven;	and	let	us	make	us	
a	name,	lest	we	be	scattered	abroad	upon	
the	face	of	the	whole	earth.	And	the	Lord	
came	down	to	see	the	city	and	the	tower,	
which	the	children	builded.	And	the	Lord	
said,	Behold,	the	people	is	one,	and	they	
have	all	one	language;	and	this	they	begin	
to	do:	and	now	nothing	will	be	restrained	
from	them,	which	they	have	imagined	
to	do.	Go	to,	let	us	go	down,	and	there	
confound	their	language,	that	they	may	not	
understand	one	another’s	speech.	So	the	
Lord	scattered	them	abroad	from	thence	
upon	the	face	of	all	the	earth:	and	they	left	
off	to	build	the	city.	–genesis	��:	�,	4–�

Our epoch is marked by a reaction 
of fear from a profession that, in the 
face of losing its identity, would rather 
shy away from the criticisms that go 
hand-in-hand with change. Rather than 
accepting that by merging our dialogue 
intimately with the public our dialogue 
might have become that much richer, 
we ultimately withdrew into insulating 
camps of practice and academy. Alberti 
said that an architect can choose fame or 
compassion and that we ought to choose 
the later. In an age characterized by excess, 
Alberti’s wisdom was largely disregarded. 
The commercialization of architecture 
and appropriation of the post-modern 
aesthetic into corporate culture and 
commercial advertising severely co-opted 
the integrity of the architectural dialogue 
in the 1980s. 

Representing	itself	as	an	aesthetic	world	
apart,	architecture	has	refused	to	allow	
itself	to	be	criticized,	either	internally	
or	externally,	from	the	point	of	view	
of	the	needs	and	values	of	the	larger	
society.	As	base	as	this	is	in	itself,	it	has	
consequences	even	worse,	for	to	refuse	
examination	by	society	is	to	renounce	
examination	of	society.	Architecture	has	
bought	a	splendid	isolation	at	the	price	
of	its	right	to	resistance.	The	ultimate	
consequence	of	the	profession’s	insularity	
and	self	inflicted	impotence	has	been	
a	massive	loss	of	credibility	within	the	
larger	society,	an	epochal	decline	in	the	
magnitude	of	architecture’s	public	role.13

The post-modern movement which prided 
itself on clever, historically referential 
play14 in the profession was met head 

on by deconstructivism; the “moral and 
conceptual opposition to the perceived 
excesses of post-modernism”. 15 In the same 
way that Ronald Reagan borrowed “Star 
Wars” as the name for his atmospheric 
missile defense system, the emerging post-
modern aesthetic was denounced by the 
academy as an empty return to the past. 

“Indeed, [the post-modernists] are seen as 
evidence of a kind of moral complicity on 
the part of the profession in the everyday 
practices of an ethically uncritical society”. 16 
Deconstruction and a revitalized culture 
of criticism found itself catapulting the 
academy on a trajectory far askance from 
practice. With the dialogue between the 
academy and the profession on divergent 
paths17 the dialogue has grown more 
discordant despite claims  
to the contrary. 

EmbEDDED youth

Seeking	inspiration	from	one’s	
contemporaries,	let	alone	from	the	
past,	is	forbidden.	Thus,	instead	
of	architectural	conversations,	we	
increasingly	have	self-absorbed	
mumblings	or	soapbox	oratory.		
And	lawsuits.	–witold	rybcynzki

The current dialogue of architecture is a 
cacophony of voices either speaking in 
mostly insubstantial shouts, or substantial 
mumblings. The result is the inarticulate 
trajectory of our profession. Although this 
is a global problem, it manifests itself in 
American architectural culture as a lack  
of embeddedness. From a linguistic

Where	are	the	former	champions	of	

the	cause	of	community	involvement,	

and	why	do	their	current	practices	

or	curricula	not	address	these	needs	

which	were	lobbied	for	so	adamantly?
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standpoint, it is the equivalent of a verbal 
interaction with someone that has an 
accent. Those accents represent a foreign 
culture which has a rich history, a dialogue 
with architecture that has spanned back 
hundreds, if not thousands, of years. 

The relative youth of America and its 
lack of an imbedded design culture is 
another reason we have failed to weave 
our dialogue together with the public 
dialogue. As an aforementioned result, 
we react and project our profession away 
from the public in ways which are both 
innovative and curious, but beyond 
direct reproach due to the foreign nature 
of the dialogue. We have, for a good 
deal of time, developed into what Neil 
Postman describes as a “technopoly.” Is 
this technocratic dialogue in architecture 
to blame for the continued shift away 
from architecture which began in the late 
1960s? There are many indications which 
would indicate as much. 

The	newest	computer	can	merely	compound,	
at	speed,	the	oldest	problem	in	the	relations	
between	human	beings,	and	in	the	end		
the	communicator	will	be	confronted	with	
the	old	problem,	of	what	to	say	and	how		
to	say	it.		–edward	r.	murrow

The reason why liberals have been so 
ineffective in American politics18 is very 
similar to ours. We both have a diverse 
number of fragmentary theories driving 
our architectural dialogue. As a result, with 
no clear voice of our epoch, architecture 
has become the equivalent of white noise: 
a voiceless dialogue. While our youthful 

nation continues to produce an endless 
supply of mumbling architects, there is 
a rising trend of the architectural accent. 
This is meant to be understood in the 
same context of the conversation between 
an English person and an American. The 
architect and the ideas are perceived as 
exotic or cultured. However, the quality or 
type of culture begins to be unimportant 
when you are living in a city that is 
struggling for identity. This global washing 
of culture is antithetical to a morally 
substantive dialogue.

lINGuIStIc rEStoratIoN

Our soundbytes as architects have become 
spectacles of shock and awe. This is not to 
say that there is not a difference between 
the StarchitectTM and Joe or Jane Architect. 
The problem is that our signal-to-noise 
ratio needs to be tweaked. The reason 
that our design methods are littered 
with superficial soundbytes is that we 
are so focused on increasing the volume 
of our ‘signal’ that we continue to ignore 
the ‘noise’ that endures, preserving the 
fabric of the dialogue upon which we 
articulate the built environment. Because 
of our inability to articulate and define 
the dialogue of the built environment we 
have settled for producing increasingly 
voluminous design in order to convince 
ourselves that that dialogue is no longer 
our responsibility.

We are in the position we are today as 
architects because when we began to 
engage in a dialogue with communities in 

the 1960s and 1970s and then regressed 
into legal-phobic specialists the bond 
of trust we had with the public suffered 
greatly. We make the false assumption 
that we can apply a blanket knowledge to 
a certain typology and somehow avoid a 
homogenous built landscape. In reality, 
with each disengaged design project, we 
have furthered ourselves from the public 
realm which we serve by falling back on 
our own geographic and experiential 
prejudices and not engaging in each 
situation in an empirical manner. We are, 
as a profession, not creating substantial 
pieces of architecture because we strive to 
be either objective or subjective, but never 
allow them to exist as a dialogue. Therefore, 
anything that stands out does so because 
this dialectic leads to the exaggeration of 
innovation and accomplishment.

The reality is that architecture manifests 
itself in different manners at different 
points in the iterative design process. We 
cannot attempt to circumvent the natural 
progression of a profession by ignoring 
the underlying dialogue in each new 
situation. ‘Noise’ is just another ill-defined 
or appropriated word. In architecture, the 
signal is only significant and meaningful if 
the noise upon which it is built and exists 
within engages in a symbiotic relationship; 
one does not thrive without the other. 

Therefore, we must find a way, as a 
profession to rebuild our relationship with 
the public through a greater commitment to 
examining and engaging with not only the 
‘signal’ that presents itself openly, but the 



underlying ‘noise.’ This requires engagement 
in the substantial public dialogues of 
outreach, volunteerism, and awareness that 
can be facilitated by the linguistic shift away 
from superficial dialogues. 

rE-ENGaGING DIaloGuES

If architecture only exists in our mind 
as Kahn claims, then the manner which 
we articulate our view of it to the public 
must be constructed and discussed with 
the same fervor and attention to detail 
that our buildings should. We must not 
only ask what is being said, and who is 
being addressed, but at the very core of it, 
what it sounds like outside of our insular 
profession and how we as a profession 
begin to breathe. By doing so, we may 
not only adjust and improve our dialogue 
so that it may be eagerly engaged in by 
professionals, academics, and the public, 
but will serve to make it a substantial one.

 NOTES

1. Turner, Tom. “Architecture, 
Language, and the Environment.” 
Garden Visit: Landscape 
Architecture Guide. 01 Feb. 
2007. 20 Dec. 2006 <http://
www.gardenvisit.com/landscape/
architecture/9.1-language-
design.htm>.

2. Deresiewicz, William. “Into the 
Fire.” Perspecta: Yale Journal of 
Architecture, No. 29. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT P, 1998 p. i-xx.

3. George Lakoff developed this 
book in part from his in-depth 
book on the same subject 
entitled Moral Politics published 
by University of Chicago Press.

4. Baird, George. “1968 and  
Its Aftermath: the Loss of  
Moral Confidence in Architectural 
Practice and Education.” Practice 
Practise Praxis: Serial Repetition, 
Organizational Behavior and 
Strategic Action in Architecture. 
Ed. Scott Sorli. Toronto, Ontario, 
Canada: YYZ Books, 2000.  
p. 20–27.

5. Martin Luther King, Jr.  
and Bobby Kennedy were  
both assassinated in 1968.  
In light of involvement in Vietnam 
and racial tensions, riots broke 
out in numerous US cities 
including Berkeley, California  
and Washington D.C.

6. See Perspecta: Yale Journal 
of Architecture, No. 29 for an 
extensive bio of the subject.

7. Deresiewicz, William. “Into the 
Fire.” Perspecta: Yale Journal of 
Architecture, No. 29. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT P, 1998 p. xv.

8. ibid.

9. ibid.

10. Turner, Tom. “Architecture, 
Language, and the Environment.” 
Garden Visit: Landscape 
Architecture Guide. 01 Feb. 
2007. 20 Dec. 2006 <http://
www.gardenvisit.com/landscape/
architecture/9.1-language-
design.htm>.

11. Baird, George. “1968 and Its 
Aftermath: the Loss of Moral 
Confidence in Architectural 
Practice and Education.” Practice 
Practise Praxis: Serial Repetition, 
Organizational Behavior and 
Strategic Action in Architecture. 
Ed. Scott Sorli. Toronto, Ontario, 
Canada: YYZ Books, 2000. p. 24.

The	current	dialogue	of	
architecture	is	a	cacophony	
of	voices	either	speaking	in	
mostly	unsubstantial	shouts,	
or	substantial	mumblings.	

	 wheeler:	architectural	soundbytes	 �7

12. ibid.

13. Deresiewicz, William. “Into the 
Fire.” Perspecta: Yale Journal of 
Architecture, No. 29. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT P, 1998 p. xvi.

14. Characterized in the 
aforementioned  
Charles Jencks quote.

15. Baird, George. “1968 and Its 
Aftermath: the Loss of Moral 
Confidence in Architectural 
Practice and Education.” Practice 
Practise Praxis: Serial Repetition, 
Organizational Behavior and 
Strategic Action in Architecture. 
Ed. Scott Sorli. Toronto, Ontario, 
Canada: YYZ Books, 2000. p. 25.

16. ibid., p. 25.

17. Rather than the parallel path  
with periodic amalgams of 
Baird’s pre-1968 era.

18. Lakoff spells this out throughout 
his elaborations in Moral 
Architecture.



Penultimate Beauty, 
Mies, Mockbee, and Maslow
Sonja Sudheimer
Sonja Sudheimer is a thesis candidate in the Master of Architecture  
program at the University of Minnesota’s College of Design.

��	 THERE



“GooD” archItEcturE

In Henri Lefebvre’s 1974 “The Production of Space”1 
he employs a dialectical approach to evaluating 
architecture. He asks questions and answers them 
thoughtfully, addressing nuances as well as broad 
themes; and through this method, his theory 
acquires depth and a level of precision. It is through 
this process of inquiry and answer that Lefebvre 
lands on two key messages:

The	production	of	space	lays	hold	of	such	
structures	[lines,	curves,	etc.]	and	integrates	them	
into	a	great	variety	of	wholes	(textures).	A	texture	
implies	a	meaning—but	for	whom?	For	some	
‘reader’?	No:	rather,	for	someone	who	lives	and	acts	
in	the	space	under	consideration,	a	‘subject’	with		
a	body—or,	sometimes,	a	‘collective	subject.’

and 

Space	commands	bodies,	prescribing	or	
proscribing	gestures,	routes	and	distances	to	be	
covered.	It	is	produced	with	this	reason	in	mind;		
this	is	its	raison-d’être.2 

According to Lefebvre, key to the understanding 
of architecture is (a) the subject and (b) the way 
space commands the subject. Lefebvre states that 
spatial without social relation is pure abstraction, 

mere “verbiage and empty words”;3 the tendency 
to separate ideas of architecture from the physical 
realm is indeed dangerous. Architecture, whether 
art, science, or curious hybrid, is a discipline 
with mass, with physical form. To discuss it or to 
contemplate it, one must repeatedly and always 
tie it back to its manifestation: tangible, visible 
mass manipulated to shape space, temperature, 
and light. Where Lefebvre’s argument weakens is 
where the dialectic practice stops. According to 
Lefebvre, exterior walls are “mere membranes barely 
managing to concretize the division between inside 
and outside.” Imbedded in this statement is the 
assumption that walls which do not bear load are 
functionless, mere decorations.4 This assumption is 
facile. Function cannot be simplified to mean only 
the redirection of gravitational forces. A building 
does not exist merely to hold itself up; it functions 
to create an environment. One might think of 
architecture as having several kinds of “needs” and 

“wants”: (a) needs it meets directly or primarily: 
security from predators and shelter; (b) needs it 
meets indirectly or secondarily: food (preparation 
and storage), sanitation, health and hygiene, labor, 
social interaction, and privacy; finally, there are  

WE ARE IN AN AGE THAT HAS BEEN CALLED POST-MODERN,  

a name that indicates a desire to step away from what was before,  

but an inability to actually do so. We are, in short neither here nor there—

neither modern nor not-modern.

Opposite: Barcelona  
Pavilion, Mies. image 
courtesy of Meredith Hayes.
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“wants” met by architecture, namely: comfort, 
thermal pleasure, entertainment, aesthetic beauty 
and recreation.

Ultimately, the goal of the architect is to design 
successful forms. The only manner to gauge success 
is by evaluation. The methodology is not to follow 
a checklist of parts, but rather to observe and ask 
difficult questions.

maSlow’S hIErarchy of NEEDS

In evaluating architecture, it would be advantageous 
to borrow from psychologist Abraham Maslow 
and imagine a hierarchy of needs. My motivation 
in employing Maslow’s hierarchy is to annul any 
competition for value or importance between 
so-called needs and wants; rather, the relationship 
is one of growth and dependence. There are basic 
needs; and there are subsequent, contingent needs. 
The contingent needs exclusively have additive 
value; they can only have value when the primary 
needs are adequately met.

In Maslow’s theory on human psychology, there 
exists a subordinate or primary order of needs 
he called “Deficit needs,” or D-needs; these are: 
physiological needs; safety and security needs;  
social needs (love and belonging), and esteem.  
In architecture, deficit needs are straight-forward: 
shelter needs to provide (a) warmth and dryness;  
(b) safety and security; and (c) privacy and a space 
for social interaction. It is fundamental to note 
that the D-needs are inherently particular and are 
formed by contextual realities such as site, culture, 
climate, subject, and purpose. The D-needs form  
the base; they are the purpose of architecture.  

image courtesy of Meredith Hayes
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An architecture that fails to adequately answer  
these demands is ultimately a failure. 

maSlow aND mIES

When one reads about Mies’ 1929 Barcelona Pavilion, 
the word one most often finds to describe its 
beauty. According to architectural theorist Michael 
Hays, “The Pavilion has been widely regarded 
as the most immaculate transcription of the 
modern spatial conception.”5 Spanish architectural 
critic José Quetglas described it as follows: “The 
pavilion is also, or perhaps above all, a beautiful 
and emotive object”6 (1980). Mies, in his Glass 
House of closed doorlessness, has given form to the 
archetype—beauty, pure. The implication is clear: 
beauty is the highest achievement in architecture. 
Quetglas, however, tempers the assertion of beauty’s 
absolutism in the closing line of his article with 
a more ambiguous line: “‘It was only made to be 
beautiful,’ is what is usually said about the Pavilion… 
And this is very true if, as the angels told Rilke, that 
which is beautiful is nothing more than that degree 
of the terrible that we are still able to tolerate.”7  
Is a terrible beauty born in the Barcelona Pavilion? 
Is it intellectual or emotional beauty? In the interest 
of brevity, I do not wish to debate the definition of 

beauty. My purpose in extracting these two quotes 
from Quetglas’ somewhat orphic article is to skirt 
past beauty, and to assert, flatly, that beauty is not 
the summit of architecture. 

The Barcelona Pavilion, to cursory inspection, fails 
to fulfill basic D-needs. It has no doors: without 
doors, there is little or no control of temperature; 
there is no safety barrier; there is little privacy. If it 
has none of the D-needs of architecture is it even 
architecture? Is it architectural sculpture? The 
answer lies in the context. The Barcelona Pavilion 
was built for an exposition; it was built not to house 
but to showcase. The Barcelona Pavilion adequately 
meets all its D-needs in that it has no needs to 
meet: its purpose does not require heating and 
cooling; locks and doors; plumbing; or even window 
treatments. The pavilion is, in a sense, exempted 
from these D-needs because they are met by other 
buildings within the larger context. The Pavilion 
is meant as an educational tool, or, to stretch 
the concept slightly, as a disciplinary intellectual 
tool. “Mies’s Pavilion in and of itself can be used to 
explain the passage of modern architecture from 
the trusted heroic years of the avant-garde,”8 here 
Quetglas illustrates the function of the Pavilion. The 
Pavilion has only one D-need, the fourth D-need, 

Barcelona Pavilion, Mies. image courtesy of Meredith Hayes.
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the need for esteem. Maslow defines the esteem-
need in terms of our human need for status, or 
recognition of achievement. The esteem need is 
manifest in Mies’ Pavilion as innovation.

Returning again to our touchstone, Maslow’s 
hierarchy, subsequent to the D-needs exist 

“B-needs,” or “being needs.” The B-needs are those 
which foster growth: (a) the cognitive need to know 
and comprehend; (b) the aesthetic, emotional need 
for beauty; (c) self-actualization or the realizing of 
one’s own potential; and, (d) self-transcendence, 
or helping others to achieve their potential. 
Mies’ Pavilion furthers the field of architecture 
in its thoughtful and highly controlled manner 
of arranging space. The Barcelona Pavilion is an 
intellectually beautiful building. 

There is, however, another level beyond beauty.  
At the apex of Maslow’s pyramid is self-actualization 
and self-transcendence. In architectural terms, 
these B-needs are apparent in design that satisfies 
both its own potential and helps others to satisfy 
their potential. In other words, design which solves 
its own immediate problems and brings other 
problems to the table as well. Mies’ Barcelona 
Pavilion does not address outside needs or 
problems. And, perhaps, this is terribleness that 
Quetglas refers to: beauty as end-stop.

mINDful aND mockbEE

An example of a mindful building is the work 
of Samuel Mockbee and the Rural Studio. The 
buildings designed by Mockbee and the Rural 
Studio have met all the contextual D-needs 
and done so in a poetic manner. In the words 
of Mockbee, a project has to be “warm, dry, and 
noble.”9 Nobility comes from the hierarchical needs 
for both esteem and aesthetic beauty. The buildings,  
however, go beyond beauty. 

According to Mockbee, “the architect’s primary 
connection is with people and place.”10 The 
connection to people is manifest in the studio’s 
focus on bringing the nobility of the architecture 
not just to the form, but also to the people whom 
the form belongs to. The work of Mockbee and the 
Rural Studio is designed and built for poor residents 
of Hale County, Alabama. In doing so, their designs 
directly address the cultural socioeconomic problem 
of inadequate housing and community buildings. 

The connection to place is manifest in the attention 
to sustainability by reclaiming “waste” such as 
salvaged car windshields, hay bales, and tires for 
use as building material. In addition to promoting 
sound environmental practice, reclaiming “waste” 
materials has the added benefit of keeping costs 
low, thereby allowing more projects to be built. 

Mason’s Bend, detail showing windshield fenestration. Above: Mason’s Bend Community Center in Mason’s Bend, Alabama.  
Photographs by Della Hansmann and Daniel yudchitz.



Overall, buildings such as the Harris (Butterfly) 
House, Bryant (Hay Bale) House, and Mason’s Bend 
Community Center achieve a level of mindfulness, 
sustaining a heightened awareness of form, purpose, 
and consequence. The Rural Studio works, in part, 
because it is not charity; it is a trade. Architecture 
students are gaining education and experience. Their 
clients are gaining warm, dry, and noble homes and 
gathering places. Created by this mutual exchange 
is, in Mockbee’s words, a “deeper energizing focus 
of the entire cultural structure where the making of 
the architecture occurs.”11

Ultimately, the goal of the architect is to design  
and build successful forms. The only manner  
to gauge success is by evaluation. Maslow’s 
Hierarchy, conceived as a tool for understanding  
the motivational psychology of humanity, is a useful 
apparatus for evaluating architecture. Beauty has 
been the oft-used standard for judging architecture; 
but other standards exist. For Mockbee, and perhaps 
for all modern-but-not-modern designers, beauty is 
not the ultimate achievement, rather the penultimate.
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Left: The Harris (Butterfly) House was designed by Rural Studio  
in 1997. The steep “butterfly” roof is both beautiful and functional. 
it channels cool breezes into the screened-in porch, creating a 
retreat from the hot southern climate. Rainwater from the roof is 
collected in a cistern and can be used for toilets and laundry. 

Below: The Bryant (Hay Bale) House was the Rural Studio’s first 
completed project (1994). The walls are load-bearing hay bales. 
The hay bales were treated with polyurethane, then stacked in 
a running bond pattern, reinforced with wires, and covered with 
stucco. The front porch features a translucent acrylic roof. The 
careful use of inexpensive materials kept the cost of the home  
to $15,000, which was provided by grants and donations.

Photographs by Della Hansmann and Daniel yudchitz.



too pErfEct: Seven New Denmarks
Bruce Mau Design
Too Perfect was a collaboration of the Danish Architecture Centre, Harbourfront Centre and the Power Plant, as part of SUPERDANISH: Newfangled Danish Culture.  
Curated by Bruce Mau Design, in collaboration with Plot. With the participation of Kontrapunkt, Nord, SRL Arkitekter, Arkitema and Plot. Commissioned by the Danish Architecture Centre.

editors’ note: Too Perfect reaches beyond the traditional boundaries of architecture 
and design. Jennifer Leonard, who worked with Bruce Mau Design on its Massive 
Change project, stated in a speech at the University of Minnesota, September 19, 2005, 

“What we’ve come to see in the last 200 years and in a dramatically accelerated pace 
in the last 50 is that design has changed its place in the order of things. it’s no longer 
about the world of design; it’s about the design of the world.” Design is not exclusively 
for the elite, and designers have a responsibility to address the most pressing issues 
of our time. Too Perfect is one example of how designers are already imagining 
possibilities to solve the world’s problems.
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DEar DENmark,

Remember	the	late	��40s?	That	was	when	a	group	
of	young	Danish	architects	and	designers	decided	
to	throw	off	the	shackles	of	tradition-bound	design.	
They	formed	a	distinctly	Danish	movement,	inspired	
by	natural	materials,	organic	forms,	handcrafting,	
and	Danish	humanism.	Worldwide,	Danish	Modern	
became	a	sign	of	being	innovative	and	experimental.	
Today	it	means	nothing—an	invisible	image.

Fifty-odd	years	later,	Danish	Modern	is	so	pervasive	
in	Denmark	that	it’s	become	a	stylistic	canopy	
blocking	the	light	necessary	for	new	developments	
to	flourish,	a	formal	straitjacket	that’s	“too	perfect.”	
Isn’t	it	time	for	a	new	generation	to	break	free?

The	Danish	Architecture	Centre	(DAC)	had	a	
hunch	that	in	order	to	cut	a	clearing	in	the	forest	for	
reinvention	and	to	return	Danish	design	to	a	leading	
position	on	the	international	scene,	it	was	necessary	
to	look	at	Danish	culture	and	tradition	with	new	eyes.	
DAC	called	in	our	Canadian	design	studio,	Bruce	Mau	
Design,	to	work	with	a	team	of	Danish	architects.

Bruce	Mau	Design	believes	that	design	has	
become	a	way	of	thinking	that	is	relevant	to	all	
aspects	of	living.	Design	allows	us	to	re-imagine	
the	way	we	live.	It	reveals	opportunities.	For	design	
to	do	that,	we	must	liberate	ourselves	from	the	
straitjacket	of	style,	and	figure	out	what	we	want	
as	effects,	as	capacity—the	human	capacity	to	plan	
and	produce	desired	outcomes.

We	would	like	to	propose	a	new	model	of	design	
that	encompasses	life	in	all	its	complexity	and	
imperfection;	a	model	that	provides	a	way	of	
responding	to	basic	questions	of	human	existence—
How	should	we	live?	Who	might	we	become?

From	the	start,	we	were	commissioned	to	conduct	
an	identity	exercise.	The	exercise:	to	rebrand	
Denmark.	To	change	Danish	design	is	to	change	
the	country’s	image,	both	inside	and	outside	
its	borders.	What	if	we	imagine	Denmark	as	
the	world’s	biggest	business.	What	should	that	
enterprise	offer	the	world?

To	answer	that,	we	formed	a	collaboration	with	
five	teams	of	extraordinarily	talented	young	
Danish	architects	and	designers:	PLOT,	Arkitema,	
Kontrapunkt,	NORD	and	SRL	Arkitekter.	Together	
we	have	traveled	from	Denmark’s	farmlands	and	
coastline	to	its	cities	and	ports,	and	we	have	
developed	seven	propositions	that	push	us	to	the	
edge	of	our	social	imagination.	Each	one	starts	with	
our	current	condition,	and	imagines	a	set	of	design	
solutions.	Then	it	claims	and	explores	the	territory	
in	between	here	and	there,	finding	in	that	middle	
ground	“pragmatic	utopias.”	A	pragmatic	utopia		
rests	on	a	triple	bottom	line	of	economic,	social,		
and	ecological	sustainability.	It	uses	argument	
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and	analysis	to	develop	its	proposition.	It	takes	
architecture	beyond	the	realm	of	buildings	and	into	
other	areas	of	life	that	we	have	the	capacity	to	design.	
It	has	universal	potential.	If	Denmark	were	to	adopt	
any	one	of	these	pragmatic	utopias,	there	would	be		
a	global	resonant	impact.

what if Denmark was the port to the New Europe?	
Superharbour	proposes	to	consolidate	all	industrial	
harbour	activity	into	one	Baltic	gate	in	order	to	
liberate	the	harbor	cities	for	new	forms	of	urban	life.

what if Denmark had an energy bill of zero?		
Hy	Society	proposes	a	design	plan	to	reduce	
Denmark’s	consumption	of	fossil	fuels	to	zero,	by	
feeding	waste	energy	back	into	the	consumption	loop.

what if Denmark farmed pharmaceuticals?	
Pharmland	proposes	that	Denmark	transform	its	
farmland	into	pharmaceutical	production	sites,	
creating	a	much	higher	yield	per	hectare	and	
liberating	much	of	the	country’s	landscape.

what if Denmark was the world’s housing factory? 

House	Express	argues	that	most	manufacturing	
industries	have	evolved	from	craftsmanship	to	mass	
production.	But	not	the	construction	industry.	This	
project	shows	how	that	evolution	could	create	
housing	for	the	global	market.

what if Denmark made parenting effortless?  

Child	Inc.	argues	that,	as	with	many	industrialized	
societies,	Danish	society	is	turning	into	a	childless	
one.	This	project	proposes	solutions	to	a	series	
of	lifestyle	conflicts,	solutions	which	will	radically	
transform	the	notion	of	caring	for	children.

what if Denmark doubled its coastline?		
Endless	Coastline	is	a	tool	kit	that	structures	tourism	
and	prevents	it	from	destroying	the	authenticity	of	a	
place,	in	part	by	increasing	Denmark’s	most	sought-
after	feature:	its	coastline.

what if Greenland was africa’s water fountain?	
New	Greenland	argues	that	lack	of	water	is	one	of	the	
world’s	most	pressing	dilemmas.	Greenland,	a	semi-
autonomous	region	of	Denmark,	has	the	natural	resources	
to	relive	a	major	part	of	the	world’s	water	stress.

To	launch	its	utopias	into	the	world	and	test	their	
pragmatism,	this	open	letter	is	formulated	as	an	
exhibition	of	propositions	addressed	to	the	people	
who	hold	the	purse	strings	and	have	the	power	to	
make	each	pragmatic	utopia	come	true.	Should	
Denmark	take	the	shape	of	the	future—or	should		
the	future	take	the	shape	of	Denmark?

SINcErEly,

Bruce	Mau	Design		
and	the	Too	Perfect	Project	Team
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Carleton University’s PhD in Architecture is an 
advanced and internationally competitive program 
that addresses the history, theory, and practice 
of architecture through insightful and exacting 
scholarship. At the Carleton University School of 
Architecture, doctoral projects will draw on the 
interrelated genetic, performative, and reflective 
aspects of architecture, design and material process. 
The program offers four fields of inquiry: 

GENEtIc rEprESENtatIoN 

There is no notion more fundamental to the study 
of architecture than representation. Architects 
produce the sensory instructions that edify builders 
and users of the constructed world. By making 
visible what is invisible, architecture is a unique 
discipline, dwelling within the competing contexts 
of its principles, its formations of the social, and 
the representation of its artifacts. Architects’ 
representations mediate between the present and 
the absent, the past and the future, the buildable 
and the unbuildable in a selected mediality. As 
essential as this notion is to the discipline of 
architecture, it remains a frustrating enigma in 
a professional milieu where representations are 
typically reduced to the functions of legal and 
scientific denotation. In a critical discourse that 
addresses comprehensively the interrelationship 
of history, theory and practice in architecture, the 
question of representation is primary. 

matErIalIty

The genuine materiality of the discipline belongs 
to the human experience of construction and the 
way buildings introduce themselves to us with 
perspicuous representations that make tangible that 
which is intangible. Establishing an indispensable 
cosmopoetic relationship between material order and 
cultural order, the practice of architecture is thinking 
“with stuff” rather than thinking “about stuff.” 
This relationship ensures that the amalgamation 
of dream and matter in tectonic events becomes 
a subjective presence, with which both user and 
architect are engaged, rather than an objective 
procedure. The details and the fabricated devices 
that make an edifice are playful demonstrations of 
cosmologically and intellectually constructed events. 
Materials are transmitted under the illumination 
of the constructive energies of a poetic making that 
incorporates and symbolizes those “factures” of 
viable enlightenment as non-linear paths leading 
us to understand the complexity of growth and 
change embodied in the civil vocation of architectural 
imagination into construction.

DEformatIoN

By way of a sequence of deforming operations based 
on composition and decomposition, weighting, 
ordering, deletion and supplementation, and 
distortion, architects make structures that organize, 
maintain, sustain, and support the places that they 
forecast. This sequence is meaningful as science and 
as poetry. The canonical attitude towards structure 
(setting an identity between spatial and structural 
units, placement and displacement) must be 
reinforced or challenged constantly, remembering 
that place, space, and structure are not independent 
presences or events and that deformations result 
from an awareness of structural hierarchy and 
architectural history. Architecture is based on 
a continuous hermeneutics of the processes of 
deformation from urban structures to material 
structures and derived from a canny tactical 
intelligence that aims to support moral conditions 
of happiness and delight. 

altErIty

The absence of form that characterizes alterity 
is proposed here as an antithesis to the myth of 
autonomous architecture. For architecture to en-
gage the periphery, the invisible, and the 
excluded, it must, reflectively, embrace and incor-
porate otherness into praxis. Through mediation, 
alterity unveils the excluded “others” that are the 
genesis of architecture. Conceptually, architectural 
identity originates in separation: of interior from 
exterior, culture from nature, the same from 
the other. Yet the “other,” broadly defined (the 

Designing  
Educational Identity: 
Architecture  
and Otherness
Thomas Mical
Thomas Mical, B Des, M Arch, MS, PhD is an Assistant Professor  
in the School of Architecture at Carleton University in Ottawa, Canada.  
The editors of THERE interviewed him about the proposed introduction  
of a doctoral program in Architecture and Otherness at Carleton University.
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Students admitted  
to the PhD program  
in Architecture, will be 
required to complete  
a total of 10.0 credits  
as follows: 

	
Completion	of	core		
Workshop	courses		
�.0	credit	

Completion	of	core		
Seminar	courses		
�.0	credit	

Participation	in	a	four-part		
PhD.	Colloquium	series		
�.0	credits	

Successful	completion	of	a	
comprehensive	examination		
�.0	credit	

Successful	completion	of	a	
dissertation	proposal	examination	
�.0	credit	

Completion	and	successful	oral	
defence	of	a	research	thesis	
4.0	credits

First Year

FALL	TERM

PhD Seminar 1 
vitruvian	exercises	i:	
Investigation	of	the	cunning		
and	graphic	intelligence	of	
architects:	i.e.,	architectural	
modes	of	research.		
0.�	credits

PhD Workshop 1 
daedalic	exercises	i:	
Experimental	mediation,	
materiality,	and	making		
0.�	credits

PhD Colloquium 
Faculties’	and	PhD	students’	
presentations	of	work	in	progress		
0.�	credits

WINTER	TERM

PhD Seminar 2 
vitruvian	exercises	ii:		
Studies	of	the	fabric	of	
architectural	theory	stretched	
within	the	marble	loom	of	
construction.	
0.�	credits

PhD Workshop 2	
daedalic	exercises	ii:		
Innovative	mediation,	materiality,	
and	making		
0.�	credits

PhD Colloquium 
Faculties’	and	PhD	students’	
presentations	of	work	in	progress	
0.�	credits

ancient past, “the orient,” nation, gender) can 
never be totally excluded. It lingers and infiltrates 
architectural thought and making as the presence 
and the effect of that which is considered outside 
the discourse of architecture. The Vitruvian 
mandate, to recognize multiple discourses, a 
towering Babel of translations, finds a parallel in 
the current demands on the architect building in 
a global market for unknown future users. The 
imperative of the “other,” is revealed analyzed 
from within the history, theory, and practice of 
architecture.

DISSErtatIoN StructurE aND rEquIrEmENtS

The dissertation will be comprised of two critical 
modes of investigation of equal importance: 
a speculative project and a research text. The 
speculative project is realized using project-specific 
(traditional and non-traditional) media as deemed 
appropriate. The form of the companion research text 
follows academic conventions and is not to exceed 
44,000 words. Students develop their research in 
consultation with a supervision committee that 
includes the dissertation supervisor (a member of the 
School’s doctoral faculty) and two other advisors. In 
addition, students will complete advanced graduate 
seminars and workshops, present their research topic 
in a public colloquium, and satisfy the requirements 
of two comprehensive examinations.

The doctoral program will have close links to the 
M Arch (professional and post-professional), MA 
(Architectural History and Canadian Studies), 
and other graduate programs at Carleton. The 
multi-disciplinary environment of the University 
offers a stimulating and diverse environment 
that presents novel opportunities for connecting 
research in architectural design with developments 
in other disciplines, such as the medical sciences, 
engineering, fine art, and digital media. The 
PhD in Architecture is intended for graduates 
of architectural and other design oriented 
disciplines who wish to pursue research through 
an architectural project. Only a few exceptional 
applicants will be accepted each year and the 
program will be capped at 10 students in residence.

aDmISSIoN rEquIrEmENt

The normal requirement for admission to the PhD 
Program in either a full-time or part-time capacity 
is an M Arch, MA, MSc, or a recognized equivalent 
in a discipline appropriate to the strengths of the 
program. A minimum GPA of B+ is required for 
course work completed at the doctoral level.

eDiTORS’ nOTe:  
in the interest of exploring the issue of DeSign + iDenTiTy 
as thoroughly as possible, we recently became aware of the 
development of a new PhD program of study at Carleton 
University in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. 

While still in its developmental stages, its creators were  
kind enough to discuss the program which will begin to  
admit students in the Fall of 2008 and will be comprised  
of a dual focus: students will both write a scholarly doctoral 
dissertation, and complete an advanced architectural design.

The first two pages are a description of the program;  
the following two pages contain answers to questions  
posed to both Mical and Frascari.
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How does the program define the nature  
of scholarship in architecture?

This is the perennial debate in 
architectural education as most 
doctoral programs have their origins in 
external disciplines, such as art history, 
engineering, sociology, and diverse area 
studies. At Carleton University, our 
proposed doctoral program draws upon 
a Vitruvian tradition of architectural 
epistemology, specifically a dialogical 
relationship between theory and/as 
design, as a sustained, rigorous, and 
historically-savvy thinking through (not 
just about) architecture—by speculation 
and demonstration (in a hybrid text 
with design). The doctoral program 
graduates will be capable of teaching and 
advanced architectural research within 
and outside sub-disciplinary boundaries 
in current architectural education. The 
real but subtle shift is in the goal of the 
doctoral education experience, from the 
conventional emphasis on accumulated 
wisdom (which is a baseline competency, 
not a goal) into a more visceral emphasis 
at Carleton on architectural cunning (from 
the Greek word Métis, the swallowed wife 
of Zeus and esoteric mother of Athena, 
not the homographic Canadian Nation). 
 
 

How will the notion of “genetic” modify the 
discourse on representation in the program?

The “genetic” in/of representation 
is for us a Janus-like modifier of the 
inexhaustible field of architectural 
representation. The genetic certainly 
accommodates contemporary work in 
algorithmic / computational driven 
design, but also harkens back to Spinoza’s 
genetic substances, whereby the more 
“real” something is, the more sensible 
attributes it has. In architecture these 

attributes, as the essence or substance 
within the image can and must be 
invented, so that to speak through 
(not of) representation, as a movement 
from the genetic to the real, genetic 
representation always appears closer to 
the mysterious process of conjuring than 
that of descriptive mapping. 
 
 

Will the program address the process of 
transition between the immaterial and 
the material? Furthermore, how does this 
intertwine with discourses about the mediated 
nature of architectural communication?

The doctoral program, as proposed, will 
engage the immaterial and material on a 
daily basis. Students will work through 
the most significant texts within one of 
the four-fold research areas while they are 
simultaneously testing and experimenting 
in the design/material laboratories a 
return to things themselves materialized 
thought, in the culture of materials (be 
they glass or pixels). These experiments 
will never be conventional design studios 
for the students who must already have 
a background in designing and teaching 
design—but the required workshops run 
parallel with the seminars, and the goal is 
to re-introduce an archaic mytho-poetic 
role for the architect as a neo-Daedalus,  
as an inexhaustible inventor. 
 
 

What kind of scholarship do you anticipate 
being generated through the study  
of deformation? Methodological, social,  
formal, et cetera?

Deformation is actually the most broad, 
and potentially the most misleading, 
of our four areas of doctoral research. 
In principle it evaluates dialogically the 
slippery and elusive relationships between 

form and structure, between the multiple 
potential meanings and effects of surface 
and depth. It is named deformation to 
express a more evolutionary aspiration 
to transform or invent new means of 
form-making, beyond simple semiotic or 
iconographic intentionality. The discourse 
of every movement in architecture can 
be read as a de-formation, in that form is 
always in dialogue with a past and a future 
anterior, situated between memory and 
desire. The ambitions for this area could 
be seen as neo-avant-garde, but there is 
also within deformation an element of 
playfulness, or a Nietzschean joyfulness, 
that will lead students to the requisite 
level of cunning (after a serious amount of 
sweat in the material / engineering labs) 
involved in deforming architecture from 
any Platonist defaults. 
 
 

Who are the “others” of architecture?  
By incorporating “otherness” are we making 
a new architecture or returning to an old 
architecture? Are these investigations aimed 
towards an architecture, or the recognition  
of something more akin to an amalgam?

This area of alterity is a complex and 
mysterious conceptual landscape prior to 
and ground for architecture, and alterity 
is where I will be personally involved in 
directing advanced speculative-analytical 
work on spatial and conceptual 
exteriorities, basically an encyclopedic 
search for the “excluded, unimagined, and 
unrepresentable” others of architecture. 
My answer to this question is of course 
to co-opt your question as the question 
for architectural research. The area 
necessarily includes work on the history 
of alterity, significant invisible presence 
in architectural history (as in the Orient/ 
West construct), the contested current 
and future concepts of alterity in 

As part of the doctoral committee of five 
faculty members, Dr. Thomas Mical (left) and 
Dr. Marco Frascari, Director of the School 
of Architecture (not pictured), with the 
committee’s aid gave us a brief of the program 
itself and then answered a series of questions 
compiled by our editors. ©2006, Thomas Mical

Q&A 
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contemporary philosophy and theology 
as architectural questions, as well as the 
most practical concern: who is the future 
client/user of architecture that we cannot 
yet know or describe? 
 
 

How should the four areas of emphasis 
complement or support one another?  
Will they?

The faculty and students have been 
working in and through most of these 
areas already, but when Marco Frascari 
formalized them within the doctoral 
program, he set in motion a streamlining 
of current and future research, pedagogy, 
and curriculum. Some of the faculty work 
in more than one of these four areas. We 
are collaborating more often across the 
years,† as opposed to settling within them 
and by this I mean it is more common 
for people to work on an issue or project 
from within their area, in collaboration or 
dialogue with someone in another area. 
Their overlap, support, and resonance 
depends as much on the doctoral students 
as the faculty, and we are optimistic there 
will be these polyvocal investigations  
and debates (easily accomplished within 
our Carceri-like building at the School  
of Architecture). 
 
 

How will the program feed new methods, 
media, and discoveries into the broader 
scholarly and architectural community? 
How could this communication be cultivated 
through the lens of “otherness”?

The architectural profession should 
certainly welcome new and innovative 
approaches to architecture as an 
intellectual, cultural, and material source 
of innovation and experimentation, 
because we need to move away from 

the commodification or triviality of 
our (single) built environment. As 
researchers, innovators, experimenters, 
and risk-takers, we are working to make 
sure our graduates will invent and lead 
long-term initiatives in the profession or 
in education. Cunning is very marketable. 
If we can continue to assume, following a 
Lacanian thread, that Architecture (with a 
big A) is always in an imaginary relation to 
the impossible real that is its goal then the 
process of thinking and making is always 
a clothing, framing, conjuring, or exposing 
of the infinite otherness of experience 
and delight, opposed to any diminished 
positivist coagulation of the material 
world. As my friend Gavin Keeney once 
said, “Architecture without critique is just  
real estate.” 
 
 

Could other design fields be observed  
or examined in regard to their ability to 
engage in this same “otherness” present 
in architecture? How do you envision 
the interaction of students and faculty 
manifesting itself in the program as well  
as with other disciplines?

Architectural thought is porous. 
Disciplinary boundaries cannot hold when 
someone is searching for the answer to an 
architectural question. Most figures in the 
history of architecture have always drawn 
upon that which is potentially within/ 
overlapping architecture, to analyze and 
imagine architecture so the modernist 
myth of the autonomy of architecture 
has always been suspect, perhaps even 
dysfunctional. We are witnessing in 
architectural education a process that 
has already occurred decades ago in 
engineering where the doctoral degree is 
increasingly seen as the entry-level degree, 
over the convention of the professional 

graduate degree. Like many Schools of 
Architecture that have started doctoral 
programs in response to this shift, we 
will gladly adopt doctoral level scholars 
in related disciplines into our teaching 
faculty. We should also keep pursuing our 
agenda at Carleton of putting our students 
and faculty outside our building/discourse, 
into a diversity of forums, media, and 
disciplines, because though it is risky, the 
benefits to the professions (educational 
and practical) could be substantial. 

 NOTE 

    † During the process of editing,  
it was discovered that there was 
a ‘y’ missing from this statement 
actually making it read as: 

“Collaborating more often across 
the ears” which Dr. Frascari 
remarked is a most stunning 
Freudian slip for explaining the 
program and its aural or area’s 
resonances. Keeping with the 
open sense of dialogue regarding 
the program, we felt it pertinent 
to include Dr. Frascari’s insightful 
comment. –The Editors
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1968. A group of researchers led by 
Nicholas Negroponte at MIT starts 
assembling the components for what 
they called the Architecture Machine. The 
project’s ambitious goal is to create a 
device that can design. Five years of work 
later, the machine occupies an entire room 
with computers, tape reels, digital drawing 
tablets, interactive screens, plotters and 
other electronic devices. Thousands of 
hours have been invested in writing code 
for the machine, including a custom 
operating system. It has the ability to 
infer three dimensional forms from 
sketches, propose efficient floor plans, and 
recognize the shapes of physical objects. 
Hidden in these seemingly mundane 
tasks is an incredible realization: that a 
computer—despite its rigid, deterministic 
nature—could exhibit seemingly 
spontaneous, yet appropriate, behavior 
when confronted with an open-ended task 
such as design. Negroponte envisioned 
a time when all designers would have a 
machine like this, which they could train 
to design according to their particular style 
and method.1 

Forty years later. Why don’t all designers 
have this type of intelligent, personal 
design assistant sitting on their desk? 
Instead of continuing along the lines 
proposed by the MIT experiment, the 
emerging software industry of the ’70s 
and ’80s focused on building computer 
applications that offered designers an 

analog of familiar studio tools.2 The 
software that designers use today for 
drafting, illustration, layout and other 
tasks employs metaphors for equipment 
used in darkrooms and on drafting tables, 
e.g. dodge and burn, cut and paste. Even 
though the development of this type of 
software may seem like a detour from 
the previous quest for a smart design 
assistant, it was a popular one. Most 
design studios today rely heavily on 
digital technology. The primary impetus 
behind this widespread adoption is the 
boost in efficiency that the software offers. 
From accurate visualization to complex 
project management to collaboration over 
networks, digital technology speeds up 
many of the tasks associated with design. 
There are a growing number of designers, 
however, who are not satisfied with only 
making the work of design more productive. 
In this growing field—which goes by 
various names such as computational 
design, parametric design and genetic 
design—designers believe that we have only 
begun to explore the potential of digital 
technology to alter the aesthetics, theories, 
and methods of design. 

In order to tap into this potential, 
designers extend common design 
applications, borrow software from other 
fields, and write their own code from 
scratch. Instead of taking commercial 
software applications at face value, some 
designers disregard the intended purpose 

of software and bend and shape it to suit 
their needs. Some are using off-the-shelf 
design applications and grafting on custom 
code that can intelligently suggest new 
forms for their designs. Others are using 
software that was originally intended 
for other industries such as aerospace 
engineering, cinematic special effects, and 
biology. Still others work in the same vein 
as the researchers at MIT, crafting new 
software that can shape designs according 
to criteria like energy or structural 
efficiency. These endeavors, which blur the 
boundary between the design and hacker 
cultures, have opened up a new realm of 
possibilities. It is in this wide-open, digital, 
virtual environment that this emerging 
culture is finding new modes of conception 
and expression.

The idea of the virtual is often a defining 
element in the philosophies of designers 
using computational methods. Architect 
Greg Lynn, in his book Animate Form, 
explains the use of this term:

The	term	virtual	has	recently	been	so	
debased	that	it	often	simply	refers	to	the	
digital	space	of	computer-aided	design.	
It	is	often	used	interchangeably	with	
the	term	simulation.	Simulation,	unlike	
virtuality,	is	not	intended	as	a	diagram	for	
a	future	possible	concrete	assemblage	
but	instead	a	visual	substitute.	‘Virtual	
reality’	might	describe	architectural	
design	but	as	it	is	used	to	describe	
a	simulated	environment	it	would	be	
better	replaced	by	‘simulated	reality’	or	
‘substitute	reality.’	Thus,	the	use	of	the	

Design Hackers
Aaron Westre
Aaron Westre is a second year graduate student in the Master of Architecture program at the University of Minnesota’s College of Design.



term	virtual	here	refers	to	an	abstract	
scheme	that	has	the	possibility	of	
becoming	actualized,	often	in	a	variety		
of	possible	configurations.3

The phrase “a variety of possible 
configurations” has a great significance to 
computational design. With the original 
intention of the term “virtual” there is always 
a space of potentialities versus a simulated 
actuality. There is never one answer for 
any given question. Designers like Lynn 
have recognized that in the virtual space 
the computer makes possible, designs can 
function much like software–that is to 
say virtual designs are generic prototypes 
which can then generate any number of 
possible solutions as informed by aesthetic, 
performative or conceptual criteria. In more 
basic terms, in the virtual realm designs are 
not simply descriptions of things to be built, 
but abstract machines which can generate 
a multiplicity of possible outcomes. Instead 
of designing a building on a specific site, 
for example, a model of a building can be 
developed in which the parameters change to 
respond to a given environment. This virtual 
nature of computational design is what 
many in the field point to as its defining 
characteristic. Some see this move toward 
the virtual as the next stage in the process 
of abstraction that has been disassociating 
design from construction since Leon Battista 
Alberti made the first foundational steps 
toward a modern profession of design in the 
fifteenth century.4

To make sense of this aspect of 
computational design a basic understanding 
of the methods that are employed is 
beneficial. Virtual designs are not “drawn” 
in the traditional sense, they are generated 
algorithmically. An algorithm is a procedure 
by which a computer transforms data 
from one configuration into another. In 
design, these data represent geometry, color, 
material or other elements. The algorithms 
which manipulate these parameters take 
on many forms. Animation procedures 
morph initial forms, shapes or textures by 
subjecting them to external forces. External 
forces could represent natural forces such 
as gravity or wind, or conceptual forces like 
traffic flows. Another class of algorithms–
called associative geometry or parametric 
design—are used to relate elements within 
a design to each other, with the result that 
when one parameter is altered (e.g. the 
length of a wall) the rest of the design will 
automatically change to accommodate 
(e.g. the spacing of windows on the wall). 
Another algorithmic approach, which 
could be called datamapping, analyzes 
information such as the demographics of 
a city or the distribution of internet links 
pertaining to a particular topic in order 
to find patterns which can then be used 
to dynamically generate structural forms 
or graphic compositions.5 Algorithmic 
strategies that take on a myriad of forms 
and new methods are being introduced all 
the time, some purely for their aesthetic 

results, and others based on ideas imported 
from fields like genetics and physics.

Just as designers undergo extensive 
instruction in manual representation 
techniques using graphite, ink, model 
building and other media, with the 
introduction of computer-generated 
design there may be a shift toward the 
teaching of a new technique: writing 
code. Many advocates of computational 
methods believe that computer 
programming should be among the 
skills that designers learn in order to 
take full advantage of the computer as 
a creative tool.6 This doesn’t mean that 
everyone who wants to explore algorithmic 
procedures needs a degree in computer 
science. There are a growing number 
of software applications that attempt 
to make the act of programming more 
palatable to designers. Some attempt to 
offer a completely new environment for 
design. Bentley Systems’ forthcoming 
GenerativeComponents blends 
programming and three-dimensional 
modeling to allow designers to explore 
associative geometry. Other applications, 
such as Processing by Ben Fry and Casey 
Reas, reduce some of the complexity of 
programming languages (in this case Java) 
by presenting the user with a pared-down 
set of commands geared toward producing 
interactive visual environments. 
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The experience Music Project (eMP) in Seattle, 
Washington (2000) was designed by Frank gehry 
using the aircraft manufacturing software, CATiA. 
Photo by Jamie Tschida.
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Programming tools can also be found in 
a place where they are often overlooked, 
the applications that most designers 
already use. Drawing, modeling and other 
applications from major vendors almost 
always allow for programmatic control 
through what are known as scripting 
languages. Generally easier to learn than 
other languages, scripting languages are 
often used to create shortcuts (known 
as macros) to reduce repetitious actions. 
They can also be used, however, to write 
algorithms which can automatically 
generate compositions and forms.

While learning to code allows designers 
to explore new creative avenues in their 
work, it could also have more far-reaching 
consequences. Networks of designers are 
already sharing code they have written to 
extend the capabilities of common design 
software. These networks resemble the 
free and open source software community, 
with members collaboratively creating 
useful software by critiquing and refining 
code shared online. Generally the code 
generated in this manner has a very 
narrow functional scope. For instance, a 
designer may write a script to automate 
the rendering of complex curvilinear 
shapes that were previously difficult to 
produce. Once shared, this code can be of 
immediate use to others who see value in 
the particular set of shapes it can output. 
Others may take this same code and 
change a few lines to produce variations 
on the original shapes. A designer-driven 
software development process like this 
has the potential to dramatically alter 
the functionality of design software, 
while requiring little investment from 
each individual involved. It also offers 
an important link between individual 
designers and software companies. 3D 
modeling applications, such as Maya,7 
SketchUp and Rhino, have extensive user 
networks which exploit built-in scripting 
capabilities of the software by creating 
add-ons that generate specific types of 
forms for use in architecture and industrial 
design. The graphical programming 
environment is continuously being 

extended through user-contributed 
code libraries derived from biology, 
mathematics, and other sources. This code 
allows other users to take advantage of 
algorithms that can foster new aesthetic 
possibilities, such as forms based on plant 
growth, cellular automata, and other 
rule-based phenomena. If enough designers 
are writing code to add a particular function 
to a software application, developers often 
incorporate the functionality into future 
updates to the application, benefitting 
other users. As more designers start to peer 
under the hood of the software they use 
everyday, a very rich ecology of amateur and 
corporate software is emerging.

There is a possibility that design generated 
with this broad range of software could 
be better suited to its environment 
and user than was possible without the 
computational power inherent in a virtual 
method. This is not because computers 
possess any sort of innate design 
intelligence. Computers need questions 
phrased in a deterministic manner, 
therefore it is a difficult proposition to 
write algorithms that offer solutions 
to ill-structured, or fuzzy, problems. 
However, the new generation of design 
software deals with this incompatibility 
by reducing very complex tasks to very 
small tasks that have quantifiable inputs 
and outputs. Tasks such as determining 
whether volumes overlap or the amount 
of curvature in a surface are trivial for 
computers to perform. Because a computer 
can perform these procedures orders of 
magnitude faster than humans, it can 
enumerate every possible solution to a 
design problem in a fraction of the time 
it would take a designer. Once additional 
algorithms are put in place to filter these 
results based on performative or aesthetic 
criteria, the results are surprisingly 
appropriate and creative responses. A 
designer can then sort through the range 
of proposals and select one for further 
refinement, or have the computer generate 
more options using the selection as a basis 
for further exploration. By repeating  
this cycle of generation and evaluation,  

a highly effective design can emerge not 
likely to have been found using other 
methods. Complex surface textures, 
high-performance acoustics and new 
graphic styles have been generated in this 
way. These advances were made possible 
not by an intuitive leap on the part of the 
designer, but by the sheer speed afforded 
by digital technology: creativity through 
brute force.

The designer is not obsolete in this 
new configuration. Despite fears of a 
push-button, instant-solution future, the 
designer’s skills of question formulation, 
solution evaluation and aesthetic 
discrimination are vital for harnessing 
computational power. Even though these 
actions are mediated by the computer, 
it is the designer who determines how 
software will function, what its limits will 
be and the ultimate value of any proposal. 
In order for this computer-mediated 
design to function in a broader context, 
certain aspects of design education and 
practice need to change. The processes 
of collaboration and critique in academic 
and professional settings need to be 
expanded to include discussion of the 
underlying computational methods 
used to generate designs. The design 
disciplines have developed conventions 
for the evaluation of designs over the 
course of many generations—a common 
language of critique. In this new virtual 
environment, however, the standard 
modes of feedback often break down. 
Often there is a misunderstanding of 
the underlying algorithmic processes 
and the unprecedented visual results 
thereof. A designer may need to expend 
some energy in explaining how software 
generates a particular design and how it 
can change by altering its parameters. If 
all participants in a discourse have an 
understanding of the interplay between 
parameters and output, a very agile design 
process can result in which a rephrasing of 
requirements quickly yields a new range 
of options for evaluation. Collaboration 
with clients could benefit from this rapid 
feedback, with stakeholders immediately 



seeing the results of actions like increasing 
the square footage of a building or adding 
features to a product. The architecture 
profession takes advantage of this process 
through the use of what is called building 
information modeling software, in which 
a building is abstracted into a database 
of interlinked properties. Computational 
design may very well represent the most 
radical use of technology ever introduced 
into the design fields. The potential impact 
of digital tools has been compared to the 
renaissance invention of perspectival 
drawing and its profound effects on 
perception and process.8 The great promise 
of computational design may be this 
propensity to alter the way we see and 
think about design. Theories and aesthetics 
are already shifting in response to this 
virtual territory. Collaboration, critique, 
practice, and education are beginning to 
evolve as well. Our identity as designers 
will morph along with the discipline, 
growing to include new proficiencies in 
computational methods such as writing 
code that allows us to expand our activities 
from the physical into the virtual. We do 
not have a self-contained, off-the-shelf 
computer to allow us to do this simply, but 
new tools are being created constantly. 
The software development community 
uses a phrase, ‘small pieces, loosely 
joined’ to describe the new philosophy of 
information architecture in a networked 
world. Perhaps we already have our 
Architecture Machine, distributed across 
digital and social networks across the 
globe. As individuals and within teams, we 
need only exercise a critical eye in selecting 
and connecting the appropriate pieces of 
this giant, yet invisible, machine. Those 
pieces can then be modified, remixed and 
redistributed to enable the next step in our 
creative evolution.
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hack your owN toolS 

Below	are	just	a	few	of	the	growing	number		
of	software	applications	that	enable	designers	
to	extend	and	customize	functionality.		
The	programming	skills	required	can	vary	
significantly	among	applications,	but	learning	to	
hack	one	will	greatly	reduce	the	learning	curve	
for	others.	Through	the	learning	process,	a	
library	of	techniques	can	be	built	up	which	can	
form	the	basis	of	a	personal	design	machine.

processing by ben fry and casey reas, 
free, processing.org

Creates	2D	and	3D	“sketches”	that	can	react	
to	user	input.	Processing	is	an	integrated	
programming	environment	in	which	code	is	
written	and	then	compiled	for	distribution.	
The	Processing	website	has	extensive	
tutorials	and	examples	to	get	you	started.

Sketchup by @last Software  
(now Google), free version available, 
sketchup.com

Ruby	scripts	can	create	and	manipulate	3D	
objects	just	as	a	SketchUp	user	would.	Go	to	
Window	>	Ruby	Console	and	start	typing	in	
commands.	Tutorials	and	example	scripts	are	
available	at	the	SketchUp	website.

maya by alias (now autodesk),  
free learning edition available, 
autodesk.com/maya

3D	objects	can	be	animated	and	warped	
through	a	variety	of	forces.	Scripting	can	
generate	complex	3D	objects	based	on	simple	
rules.	Manipulate	3D	objects,	forces	and	the	
timeline	directly	or	go	to	Window	>	General	
Editors	>	Script	Editor	and	enter	your	script.	
The	Maya	website	has	tutorials	and	examples.

blender by blender foundation,  
free, blender.org

Scripts	can	automate	form	creation,	animation	
and	communication	between	Blender	and	
other	applications.	Create	animations	directly	
in	the	3D	window	and	timeline.	Select	Scripts	
Window	under	the	Window	Type	menu	to	load	
a	script	or	create	your	own.	Download	scripts	
at	the	Blender	website.

Generativecomponents,  
bentley Systems, www.bentley.com/
generativecomponents

GenerativeComponents	is	currently	in	the	
beta	testing	phase	of	development.	The	
software	will	enable	associative	3D	modeling	
in	which	components	have	a	logical	relation	
to	other	components.	The	result	is	a	model	
which	can	be	manipulated	to	achieve	a	
variety	of	outcomes	while	maintaining	an	
overall	design	intent.	



In modern society there appears to be 
a fundamental clash between providing 
for the needs of a thriving human 
population and sustaining the delicate 
balances required by the rich diversity and 
abundance of life on the Earth. Society 
embeds in us the idea that these desires 
are fundamentally in opposition, that the 
two cannot coexist in mutual prosperity. 
The result is a society in which we try 
to minimize the damage we cause to 
our planet. Sustainable design has been 
adopted as the solution. Recently this 
ideology has begun to make a serious 
impact on the consciousness of the world, 
bringing awareness of the results our 
actions have. Unfortunately, this has also 
provided greater opportunity to ignore 
the fact that the conflict still exists. The 
end result is that humans are merely 
destroying the Earth at a slower pace.1

A few people have begun to examine 
this relationship and are responding 
to this supposed dichotomy between 
humans and nature. In the process they 
are learning remarkable things. Instead 
of accepting the ideology that humans 
always cause negative impacts on the 
rest of the world, they are discovering 
that the human presence on the planet 
can actually benefit all life. Among 
the innovators in this area are two 
individuals: William McDonough and 
Michael Braungart. They are challenging 
the way our society has chosen to think 
and act. More than just a sustainable 
design methodology, they are seeking 
systems that truly enhance and enrich 
lives, businesses and the planet. They 
challenge the notion that a prosperous 
economy and healthy ecosystem have to 
conflict.2 Understanding the importance 
of natural systems is essential to the 
prosperity and survival of humans. They 
see potential for humans to integrate and 

benefit the ecosystems around them. The 
process of design is the key to achieving 
this potential and can transform the 
twenty-first century into an era where 
both humans and nature flourish.3

DESIGN that NourIShES

Imagine a world where commuting to 
work did not pollute and did not consume 
energy. This is the goal of sustainable 
design. Now imagine the same activities 
actually producing energy and cleaning 
the air, helping more life to live. This is 
the ultimate goal of nourishing design 
and what McDonough and Braungart 
feel is possible. In the twentieth century 
one of the greatest advancements in 
our understanding of nature was the 
rediscovery of its interconnectedness 
with humanity. The issue that nourishing 
design raises is to consider our presence 
on the planet and its potential for good. 
Design offers a way of thinking that can 
allow us to take action.

why DESIGN?

The past century has primarily solved 
problems through technology and 
science. Much has been learned, yet the 
way technology is used often creates 
unanticipated consequences. Gas engines 
make transportation faster, and more 
convenient. However, an increasing 
quantity of non-renewable fuels is 
required. Even as scientists make engines 
more efficient, more cars clog the roads 
causing air pollution, water pollution, and 
reduced quality of life. Sustainable design 
offers to lessen these side effects, but 
the result is the same dead-end process. 
Technology itself is not the problem; it is 
the way it is used. Design can help us think 
about what we are doing, not just how. 
McDonough and Braungart call this the 
“next industrial revolution.”4

a DESIGNED INDuStrIal rEVolutIoN

The next industrial revolution is a new 
way of thinking and working that offers 
tantalizing possibilities to restructure the 
economics of society. By using design, 
new methods can be incorporated into 
the current social and cultural framework. 
Designing for nourishment responds to 
the needs of both business and ecology; in 
fact it does not distinguish between them. 
Productivity can increase while improving 
the health of the Earth. Resources 

designed to be incorporated into a cycle 
of continuous use become valuable assets 
for the future. They also remain part of 
the cycles that nourish other organisms. 
However, for this new understanding to 
take hold it will demand diligent action.

Another important aspect of moving 
beyond a sustainable design to one that 
nourishes is the quality of life it creates. 
Whenever we act on the world around 
us we affect more than we intend. This is 
because most things in the world are part 
of a larger cycle. Often the side effects 
have some negative impact along with the 
positive ones. McDonough and Braungart 
call these “products plus.”5 Most of the 
time these side effects are bad: pollutions, 
habitat destruction, loss of valuable 
resources. But what if these consequences 
could be designed to be good? While this 
may not be easy, it is possible.

One example is a textile manufacturer 
in Switzerland that McDonough and 
Braungart worked with. The Swiss 
government notified the company that 
waste from their manufacturing plant 
was going to be classified hazardous. The 
company knew it would not be able to 
afford the costly disposal fees, so they 
hired McDonough Braungart Design 
Chemistry to see if they could design 
a solution. By using different dyes and 
changing materials, the designers not only 
removed toxins from the waste water, 
but the water was cleaner when it left the 
plant than when it went in. The resulting 
textiles were also of such composition that 
they could be composted back into the 
natural systems from where they came, 
just like any other plant material. The 
result is a material that is serviceable for a 
time and has the product plus of cleaning 
water and fertilizing plants.6

ImplEmENtatIoN

Without the vision and skills of design, we 
will keep doing what we have always done 
and with the same results. While many 
have the opportunities to implement 
design principles, designers are uniquely 
trained with the skills to help transform 
the twenty-first century. For this to occur, 
a change has to happen in the methods 
used to achieve the things we make and 
produce. We have to start expecting more 
than single-minded uses and demand 
things that keep people and businesses 

Nourishing  
Design
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healthy and happy. Impossible, some will 
argue. And yet McDonough and Braungart 
have worked with several corporations 
to produce results that show we can do 
it. A European company came to them 
seeking to produce a shower gel that would 
benefit the river where the product would 
eventually end up.7 After considerable 
research on chemicals, they arrived at a 
solution that would nourish the rivers in 
the region. However, the company was 
reluctant because the chemicals would cost 
more. When McDonough and Braungart 
had them consider the decrease in storage 
costs and simplification in production, the 
new formula produced a 15% cost savings.

An example closer to home is found 
in the Herman Miller manufacturing 
plant in Holland, Michigan. Instead of 
the typical dark, cheaply built places 
where manufacturing is usually done, 
they designed a well lit, carefully crafted 
building that responded to the natural 
environment around it. While the building 
cost more to build, productivity went 
up considerably and employee retention 
was extremely high. Employees who 
were drawn to other jobs came back 
after discovering the contrast between 
the environment in the Herman Miller 
plant and those typically provided in 
manufacturing facilities.8

McDonough and Braungart have begun 
to look for solutions to other products 
that could help nourish other systems. 
Plastic pop bottles are one product they 
have considered. Currently most plastic 
pop bottles contain chemicals that are 
highly toxic to nearly all life. While these 
chemicals are usually trapped within the 
plastic they are released when the plastic 
is burned. Their goal is to make a bottle 
that would accomplish the task of holding 
a beverage and yet could biodegrade 
and nourish the environment. Instead 
of having to find a recyclable container, 
people could throw their bottles on the 
ground and the result would be a more 
healthy system.9

This is only the beginning. Houses might 
become an ecology of species that help 
each other. Humans have basic necessities 
and seek comforts. Perhaps houses can be 
designed that provide food, shelter, and 
even recreation, all without damaging or 
destroying the habitat and opportunities 

for other species. In return all that 
might be required is some guidance and 
maintenance. Imagine living in a house 
that fed its inhabitants and kept them 
warm or cool. Perhaps ways can be found 
for homes to produce clothing or other 
commodities. Such a system would use 
only renewable energy and might open 
means to provide for the world’s poor. 
Working and living might return to a more 
synonymous meaning.

While this level of nourishing design 
might not yet be possible, moving in this 
direction can give people a lasting course. 
It allows for both the advancement of 
human knowledge and flourishing of 
ecological environments. McDonough and 
Braungart believe that to sustain a system 
is good, but not sufficient. Nature does 
not seek sustained environments, but 
ones that always learn and adapt, that are 
never content. Humans also have a desire 
to continuously push forward, to expand 
our understanding of the universe. Design 
can help control that knowledge and apply 
its full potential. When other organisms 
are allowed to flourish, humans benefit 
by increased resources and enriched 
environments. Nourishing designs  
work together.

DESIGNEr’S rESpoNSIbIlIty

Design offers a unique method for 
processing and organizing information. 
This skill is an extremely critical 
component of what the designer brings 
to our relationship with nature. We live 
in a complex world, one filled with more 
information every second. It inundates 
us as we try to respond to it. Designers 
have learned ways to deal with these 
complex systems and sift them for the 
precious stones buried within. This is 
one of the reasons why designers bring a 
valuable understanding to approaching 
problems. As we move toward these 
interconnected models of thinking, we 
also approach a methodology that more 
closely approximates nature.10 Eventually 
we can hope to live in mutual benefit with 
the systems around us.

Design methodology provides a way 
to arrive at good solutions to complex 
problems where all the variables are not 
known and may never be known. Nature 
is a prime example of a designer. In 
nature, complex systems are always giving 

and taking from each other, testing and 
probing for better solutions and adapting 
to new conditions. Humans, on the other 
hand, like constant and fixed systems 
that they can grasp and understand. 
Nature employs all its powers of complex 
problem solving and management to 
survive despite the errant intrusions of 
humankind or anything else. Yet in the 
last century we have finally begun taxing 
even this strong system’s skills. The next 
century will depend a lot on us, how we 
choose to act. If we choose to act.

Design can potentially allow us to create 
healthy economic situations and still 
remain a part of the cycles that benefit 
the world. However, a transformation of 
thinking has to occur. Rather than ask 
how to not put dangerous chemicals into 
products, we can ask how to put beneficial 
ones into them. McDonough and 
Braungart point out that, “the key is not 
to make human industries and systems 
smaller, as efficiency advocates propound, 
but to design them to get bigger and better 
in a way that replenishes, restores, and 
nourishes the rest of the world.”11

In the twenty-first century, we can find  
a way to harmonize humanity’s continued 
development and nature’s rich ecosystems. 
The goal is to change humankind from  
a parasite destroying the planet to one that 
helps nourish it. True we might be able to 
accomplish the same thing by returning 
to a primitive society, but that’s not the 
way nature works either. Nature always 
stretches out, seeks new understanding 
and methods of doing things. That’s what 
makes it so powerful and wonderful. We 
are part of it and must press on. DESIGN.
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Everybody	benefits	from	good	
design,	but	all	too	often	nonprofit	
organizations	and	communities-in-
need	cannot	afford	professional	

design	services,	or	do	not	realize	they	have	
access	to	such	services	on	a	pro	bono	basis.	Most	
architecture	firms	have	no	formal	way	to	manage	
requests	for	pro	bono	work	or	receive	recognition	
comparable	to	that	bestowed	on	fee-based	projects.	
Most	significantly,	architects	face	significant	liability	
issues,	whether	or	not	they	are	paid.	Yet	none	of	
these	issues	are	insurmountable,	as	shown	by	the	
successful	establishment	of	a	pro	bono	tradition	in	
the	legal	profession.

For	more	than	30	years,	the	legal	profession	has	
distinguished	itself	through	a	systematic	approach	
to	pro	bono	work.	The	Pro	Bono	Institute	at	
Georgetown	University	has	shown	that	within	firm	
settings,	pro	bono	work	can	be	used	effectively	as	a:	

	•	 tool	in	the	recruitment	and	retention		
of	staff	members;

	•	 professional	development	and	mentoring	
opportunity	for	junior	and	senior	staff		
members	alike;

	•	 method	for	improving	staff	morale	and		
firm	culture;	and

	•	 way	to	diversify	their	portfolios	by	gaining		
exposure	to	new	project	types	and	markets.

Within	the	architecture	profession,	however,	pro	
bono	work	is	typically	“catch-as-catch-can,”	that	is,	
slipped	in	between	paying	projects	because	there	
are	no	formal	mechanisms	supporting	or	recognizing	
pro	bono	design	work.	While	many	architects	are	
already	generous	with	their	time,	the	profession	as	
a	whole	has	never	encouraged	pro	bono	service	
as	a	fundamental	obligation	of	professional	
standing—or	as	an	integral	component	of	a	healthy	
business	model.	As	a	result,	both	the	public	and	the	
profession	are	passing	up	tremendous	opportunities.	

VISIoN 

Increasing	the	quality	and	quantity	of	pro	bono	
architectural	work	in	the	public	interest.

Goal 

To	direct	one	percent	of	all	architects’	working	hours	
to	matters	of	public	interest,	pro	bono.

Impact 

Based	on	a	40-hour	workweek,	one	percent	
represents	a	modest	�0	hours	per	year	per	person.	
Were	all	�40,000	architecture	professionals	in	the	
US	to	sign	on,	the	collective	resources	would	be	the	
equivalent	of	a	�,�00-person	firm	(the	largest	in	the	
world)	working	full-time	for	the	public	good,	totaling	
an	estimated	�,000,000	hours	of	work	in	the	public	
interest	annually.

approach 

Phase	One	of	the	1%	Solution	will	establish	a	
baseline	for	existing	public	interest	work	and	pro	
bono	architectural	practice,	with	an	ultimate	goal	
of	increasing	the	quality	and	quantity	of	that	work.	
Phase	Two	will	establish	an	online	forum	to	match	
nonprofit	organizations	and	communities	in	need	
with	architecture	firms	and	professionals.
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THE 1% SOLUTION grew out of a realization that there  

are no formal mechanisms within the architecture profession to 

support or recognize pro bono design, service, or work in the public 

interest. Such efforts range from design assistance to the many  

roles that design professionals can play within the civic realm. 

While many architects are quite generous with their time, the 

profession as a whole has never encouraged pro bono service as  

a fundamental obligation of professional standing, or as an integral 

component of a healthy business model.
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Freedom. 	It	is	a	word	that	evokes	powerful	
images	in	our	society.	Yet,	it	also	presents	a	
potential	dichotomy.	To	have	freedom	requires	
boundaries.	Without	them	freedom	can	turn	into	
anarchy	and	chaos.	Design	often	finds	itself	placed	
at	this	juxtaposition.	Design	has	a	significant	impact	
on	what	we	do	and	how	we	do	it.	

As	designers,	how	do	we	maintain	our	freedom	
and	creativity	within	these	boundaries?	Can	design	
help	the	world	eliminate	inequality	and	prejudice,	
or	through	our	ignorance	do	we	encourage	its	
continuance?	What	happens	when	activities	are	
outside	of	the	social	norm?	Do	we	design	for	the	
select	few	or	do	we	break	our	preconceived	notions	
about	how	to	work	and	who	to	work	for?	How	will	
design	free	us	and	how	might	we	free	design?	

The	choice	is	up	to	you.	

CALL FOR IDEAS

 
THERE is now accepting thoughtful and creative ideas about the intersection of design 

and freedom. People from all disciplines and professions are encouraged to participate. 

Submissions should consist of: (1) your name + contact information, (2) 100 words + 1 image

Submit	your	ideas	by	email:	THERE@umn.edu		
or	by	post:	THERE: JourNal of DESIGN ,		
145	Rapson	Hall,	89	Church	St.	SE,	Minneapolis,	
MN	55455.	

Those	who	submit	will	have	an	opportunity		
to	expand	their	ideas	into	an	article	(standard	
length:	�,�00	words)	for	inclusion	in	the	journal.	
Participation	is	encouraged	at	all	levels—	
initial	ideas,	graphic	content,	and	publication		
of	full	articles.

Photo from flickr.com and copyrighted under a Creative 
Commons attribution license. Author flickr username: elvissa.


