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From the Editor

"\7hen the ice melted, the sea came up
and drowned innumerable river val-
leys-drowned the Sacramento-San
Joaquin from the Golden Gare through
the Coastal Ranges and into the Great
Central Valley, filling the Bay Area's
bays." So the story goes, describing the
change that has shaped the California
lar-rdscape for centuries and continues
today, as told by John McPhee in his
recent installment of "Annals of the
Former World" in Tbe New Yorker.
Then came homo sapien inhabitation,
the Spanish, Mexican, then U.S. waves
of colonization, the rush for gold, the
fight for water, and at each srage
growth of the population, the built
environment, and the imperative for 'the
control of nature'. The control of nature
is now so pervasive that only the artifice
of a second socially-contructed 'Nature'
is known to us-except when history's
forces of 'necessity' wrench us out of
seif-certain self-centeredness: earth-
quake, fire, flood, or civil insurrection.

From within this second Nature J.B.
Jackson, in his book Discouering the
V ernacular Landscap e, defines land-
scape as the spatial expression of social
order: "the field of perpetual conflict
and compromise between what is estab-
lished by authority and what the
vernacular insists upon preferring. "
"'Whatever its shape or size fiandsacpe]
is never simply...a feature of the natural
environment; it is always artificial...."
Thus, landscape is given as societal flux
written in the dimensions of space.

Closer yet to the everyday practices
of architects is the challenge to 'design'
the landscape within socially- and envi-
ronmentally-constructed parameters.
Here the control of nature actually
means its 'rendering': "the charm of the
wilderness, tamed and diversified for

Carleton Watkins, Berkeley and San Francisco
Bay, c. 1870. California State Library Photograph
Collection.

convenience and accessibility," as David
Streatfield tells us the poet Charles
Keeler wrote.

The articles compiled in this num-
ber of Architecture California address
these senses of 'landscape'-the physi-
cal, the social, the artifactual-each
with its particular characteristics of
change. Jackson focuses on shared expe-
rience of recurring events as the signal
characteristic of place-making. Doolin,
reflecting flux as a painter can, draws
our attention to the profound depth of
illusion that characterizes this 'shared
experience'. Crawford. projecring a new
landscape of "spontaneous malling,"
shows how the exchange of attributes
achieved according to the operation of
"adjacent attraction" has successfully
made commerce the genius of place and
privatized the space of public life. Groth
introduces us to vernacular parks, un-
seen by the 'official' eye of government
(and design professionals). Looking at
development patterns in the San

Joaquin Valley and in northern San
Diego County, Newman and Lieberman
examine disparate aspects of change
originating in the imperatives of eco-
nomic growth and in the search for
symbols of stability in a radically chang-
ing social and physical landscape.
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Streatfield and Schwartz describe
opposite moments in the hisrory of
modern landscape architecture-the
Arts and Crafts search for the seemingly
'appropriate' and the beyond-the-mod-
ern artist's play with now-'natural'
manufactured materials, the new'ap-
propriate' for landscape. Field, reiecting
the vernacular veneer of an imagined
past, reminds us of the way we never
were. challenging California practitio-
ners to lead a new and responsible shap-
ing of the landscape. Suisman and
Phelps take up the challenge by analvz-
ing two artifacts that have transformed
the contemporary urban [andscape: the
boulevard and the freeway. They em-

brace the apparent disorder of late capi-
talist urban development and its post-
modern culture and, from this stance,

engage the possibility (and illustrate the
danger) of harnessing the formal power
of these 'monumental' artifacts. They
anticipate a new urban order in a larger
frame-a possible symbolic unity in the
cultural landscape within the context of
radical disunity in the social terrain.

Lastly, Stanton and, yes, the Bloods
and Crips, address disaster as a force of
acute rupture in the changing landscape:
the ravages of the earth and of civilized
society. Bringing all senses of the term
'landscape' together, one disaster is the
result of nature resisting human design,
the other of human force resisting the
(survival-of-the-fittest) laws of second
Nature. Each piece grapples with the
porcntial of radical change-in one case

articulating, in the other silently antici-
pating, the failure to harness our collec-
tive knowledge in historic moments of
opportunity.

ln the interstices between these
points of view I cannot help but see

revealed the 'map' that Fredric Jameson
envisioned in his 1988 essay "Postmod-
ernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism," the map of "a new and
historically original penetration and
colonizatioh of Nature and the Uncon-

scious." \7e fight to protect the rem-
nants of agricultural lands (which
Newman points out were 'originally'
wetlands), to recapture the qualities of
the wooded East Bay Hills environs
(which Streatfield explains were 'origi-
nally' grassland), to celebrate the stabil-
ity symbolized in the Sycuan chief's
belltower "watching over her people"
(which Lieberman tells us actually re-
cails the memory of the colonial mission
at which her grandmother was a slave).

We fight to restore the sanctity of
Nature (alwavs ever the fabrication of
social consciousness) and the integrity of
the individual Unconscious (always ever
the product of social being). Here we are

reminded by Doolin of his cardinal rule
for making art: "Don't be fooled by
your own illusions." Yet, it is the pro-
duction of illusions, particularly illusions
about the nature of Nature, that consti-
tutes the late capitalist/postmodern Iand-
scape of history as we make it today.
The architect, as artifex, has no choice
but to embrace second Nature: this is

our business. However, behind the
power of architecture to achieve a visible
and syrnbolic unity is its tendency to
efface differences of origin, culture, and
class, immmersing them in the larger
'unity' of a utopian society. The chal-
lenge, and correspondingly the won-
derous responsibility of the artifex, is to
contribute to the quality of daily human
life and the wealth of our collective
culture, masterir.tg the illusory qualities
of artifice without illusion, practicing in
the company of nature's forces of con-
tradiction and change as yet unforeseen.
After all, as McPhee theorizes "For an

extremely long percentage of the history
of the world, there was no California.
Then, a piece at a time,...parts began to
assemble. An island arc here, a piece of
continent there...came crunching in
upon the continent and have thus far
adhered. "

Lian Hurst Mann, AIA
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The Timing of Towns

J.B. Jackson

Most foreign visitors to the United
States evenrually come to like us. It is
our landscape that bewilders them and
that they find hard to undersrand. They
are repelled by its monotony, by the
long, straight roads and highways, the
immense rectangular fields, and the
lonely white farmhouses, all very much
alike. They remind us that in Europe,
every city has its own individuality,
rvhereas in this country, it is often hard
to distinguish one ciry from another.
Vith the possible exceptions of Boston,
New Orleans, and San Francisco, cities
not only lack architectural variety, but
they are also lacking in landmarks and
in neighborhoods of unique characer.
We are often asked, how we who live in
the midst of such urban monotony can
have any sense of place whatsoever.

I find this difficult ro answer. Mosr
of us, I suspect, without giving much
thought to the marrer, would say rhat a
sense of place, a sense of being at home
in a town or city, grows as we become
accustomed to it and learn to know its
peculiarities. It is my personal belief
that a sense of place is something thar
we create for ourselves over the course
of time. It is the result of habit or cus-
tom. But others disagree. They believe
that a sense of place comes from our
response to features that are already
there: either a beautiful natural setting
or well-designed architecture. They
believe that a sense of place comes from
being in the midst of an unusuaI en-
semble of spaces and forms-natural or
manmade.

In any case, plenty of thoughtful
Americans see eye-to-eye with those
foreign critics and wish that we could

somehow give our downtown areas a

sense of place. Much has already been
accomplished, in facr, in the way of
injecting life and design into the decay-
ing central zones of the American city:
Streets have sometimes been turned into
pedestrian walks of brick pavements,
adorned with fountains, planters, and
brilliantly colored flowerbeds. Small
parks planted with rows of trees and a
piece of abstract sculpture have often
been inserted among glass high-rise
buildings, and many efforts have been
made to conceal the original grids on
which the downtown areas and towns
have been laid out. Concerrs featuring
Baroque music in the new mini-park
and ethnic pageants each feature the
costumes, dances, and food specialries
of a specific group of people that oc-
cupy the city.

On such occasions whole areas are
brought to life. A kind of invisible con-
fetri fills the air, and we feel that the
central city has at lasr become an excit-
ing and stylish part of rown, the old
monotony having been banished for-
ever. The sense of place is reinforced
by what might be called a sense of
recwrring euents.

The truth is, many Arnericans are
of two minds as to how we ought to
live. Publicly we say harsh things about
urban sprawl ar.rd suburbia, and we
encourage activity in the heart of town.
In theory, but only in theory, we want
to duplicate the traditional compacr
European community where everyone
takes part in a rich and diversified pub-
lic life. But at the same time mosr of us
are secretly pining for a secluded hide-
away, a piece of land, or a small house
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Tim Strect-Porter

in the country where we can lead an
intensely private non-urban existence,
staying close to home. I am not entirely
sure that this is a real contradiction.
\Jfhile we agree that scatteration and
the dying central city are both of them
unsightiy and illogical, we also, I think,
feel a deep and persistent need for pri-
vacy and independence in our domestic
life. That is why the freestanding dwell-
ing on its own well-defined plot of land,
whether in a prosperous residential
neighborhood, or in impoverished ur-
ban fringes, is so persistent a feature of
our landscape. That is why our down-
town areas, however vital they may be,

economically speaking, are so lacking in
what is called a sense of place.

'Sense of place' is an expression
that is often used at the moment, espe-

cially by architects. But it has been
taken over by urbarr planners, interior
decorators, and the promoters of con-
dominium living, so that now it has

come to mean very little. It is an awk-
ward and ambiguous modern transla-
tion of the Latin term, genius loci.In
ciassical terms, it refers not so much to

the place itself as to the guardian divin-
ity of that place. It was believed that a

locality-a space or a structure or a

rvhole community-derived much of its
unique quality from the presence or
guardianship of a supernatural spirit.
The visitor and the inhabitants were
always aware of that benign presence

and paid reverence to it on fixed occa-
sions. The phrase thus implied celebra-
tion or ritual, and the location itself
acquired a special status. Our modern
culture rejected the notion of a divine or
supernatural presence, and in the eigh-
teenth century, the Latin phrase was
usually translated as tbe genius of a
place, meaning its influence. Travelers
wouid say that they stayed in Rome for
a month or so in order to savor the
genius of the city. 'We now use the ex-
pression to describe the atmosphere of a

place, the qualiry of its enuironment.
Nevertheless, we recognize that certain
localities have an attraction which pro-
duces in us a certain indefinable sense of
well-being to which we want to return,
time and again. That original notion of
ritual, of repeated celebration or rever-
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ence, is still inherent in the phrase. It is
not a temporary response. for it persists
and brings us back, reminding us of
previous visits.

One way of defining such localities
would be to say that they are cherished
because they are embedded in the every-
day world around us and easily acces-
sible, but at rhe same time are distinct
from that world. A visit to one of them
is a small but significant event. \7e are
refreshed and elated each time we are
there. The experience varies in intensity:
it can be private and solitary or con-
vivial and social, a natural setting, a
crowded street, or even a public occa-
sion.

'S7hat moves us is our change of
mood, the brief but vivid event. And
what automatically ensues, it seems to
me, is a sense of fellowship with those
who share the experience, and the in-
stinctive desire to repear it, to establish
a custom of ritual.

I realize that this sort of definition
automatically excludes many localities
that a careless use of the term endows
with a sense of place. I think it is essen-

tial to examine current usage very
closely in order to avoid such misunder-
standings. But to return to the American
scene, particularly to the average west-
ern town or city in America, I would say
that, for historical reasons, few of them
have structures or spaces which produce
any vivid sense of political place. Until
very recently we have had spaces and
events related closely to the family and
the small neighborhood unit. By that I
mean not merely the home itself-which
in the past was rhe basic example of the
sense of place-but also those places
and structures connected with ritual and
with a restricted fellowship or member-
ship, places which we could say were
extensions of the dwelling or of the
neighborhood: the school, the church,
the lodge, the cemetery, the playing
field. Ask the average American of the
older generation what he or she most
clearly remembers and cherishes about
the hometown and its events and the
answer will rarely be the public square,
the monuments, the patriotic celebra-
tions. 'S7hat comes to mind are such
nonpolitical, nonarchitectural places

Tim Street-Porter
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