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Caring About Places:
Landscapes

Our surroundings nurture our
imaginations. The forms they
present to us, the processes they
harbor, the scale and abundance

of their extent, give reach to our
understandings. The landscape,
considered as an object of
contemplation, is a splendid
contrivance that has been made
available to us through the
cumulative efforts and passions of
artists in many cultures. It is rich
with suggestive possibilities because
we have learned to read significance
in its forms,

Landscapes, depicted, constructed,
or found, embody the world we
have come to know: a crisp world
of measured terraces that sets the
impatient hand of man against the
unimaginable slowness of ecological
formation; a realm of chasms,
mysteries, and opening vistas that
serves to evoke at once a world
beyond control and the poignance
of being a part of it; or a landscape
of traces—tree silhouettes, whose
adjustments and particularities
symbolize the mutuality of genetic
impulse and environmental
modification; water courses that
take their form from the registers of
geological time yet host lives that
pass nearly as quickly as the water
that flowed past Heraclitus’ foot;
interweaving foliage that calls forth
a vision of interdependence that
may help to explain the promise of
responsive environmental design.

Landscapes, bounded and observed,
viewed from a specific vantage
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point or called to mind by words,
can—when imbued with the proper
imagination—typify personality or
even symbolize political aspiration.

Yet the landscape works on us in
subtler ways as well. It enters
without artifice or intent into

the lives of townspeople, who
develop a socialized landscape—
townscapes—that becomes a part
of the fabric of understandings
that makes up a community,

that becomes, quite literally,
commonplace. The commonplace
and the radically imagined are each
powerful tools for introducing
mental structure into our
experience; as such they are used
for diverse purposes by the
various components of society.
Commonplace and radical are not
clearly aligned with left or right,
good or bad; they are, rather,
characteristics of our surroundings
that bring things to mind, holding
steady some aspects of the world,
offering hopes for change in
conditions that seem oppressive,
being subject, like all ideas, to
manipulation as well as to criticism
and refinement. The artificers of
landscape have long known how to
use its suggestive powers to serve
their ends; citizens now are
learning that they too can exercise
some control on the world as it
seems, that they can conserve,
regain, and contrive landscapes that
suit their imaginations.

But the landscape or the townscape,
or any other recipient of imaginative

investment, can yield its insights
only if we attend to it, only if

we bring to it a wish to know,

a willingness to feel, and an
enthusiasm for the actual. We must
care to make our surroundings well,
and we must care to know them well.

Donlyn Lyndon

Errata

We regret that in Volume 2 Issue 2,
two illustrations were printed upside
down: Georgia O’Keeffe’s “New
York with Moon” (Figure 2 in
“Georgia O’Keeffe’s Radiator
Building: 1con of Glamorous
Gotham” by Elizabeth Duvert) and
Barbara Stauffacher Solomon’s
wonderful color drawing, “Tree
Columns for First Figure” (Figure 4
in Michael Palmer’s, “Figures in
Space”). We apologize especially to
Georgia O’Keeffe and Barbara
Stauffacher Solomon for our
oversight. Their illustrations were
among the chief delights of the issue.



The Even More
Extraordinary Jefferson

Walter Creese

Thomas Jefferson’s awareness was
more scenic than that of many later
architects; hence his architecture
never quite crystallizes outdoors
but exists in flax with its landscape
surroundings. To understand the
comprehensiveness of his approach,
therefore, it may be more useful to
glance first at his thought processes
as they relate to landscape and
afterward return to his architecture
in situ. His presuppositions about
landscape are well demonstrated in
his discussion of two locations, the
Natural Bridge and Harpers Ferry,
both of which he described in his
Notes on the State of Virginia of
1787. They were dear places to him
because they inferred initiative and
direction, landfalls toward which to
steer in order to establish a national
sensibility.

I

Jefferson’s habitat, Charlottesville, is
situated between paraliel ranges of
hills, varying from 500 to 1,300
feet, many of which he described

in his writings as ““‘mountains.”
Monticello stood out among them
at 850 feet. Jefferson measured and
described these “mountains” as
individual entities. Farth forms
had a special fascination for him
because they were features to relate
to, concentration points to rally
around, permanent peaks to
admire, in a nation that as yet
displayed very few monumental
buildings and nurtured still fewer
longstanding traditions. At this
time Americans approached natural
features such as mountains more
readily because there were no
squares, castles, or palaces already
in place. Jefferson bought the Natu-
ral Bridge and 157 surrounding

| MNatural Bridge, near Lexington, Virginia.
Jefferson owned the bridge from 1774 until
his death in 1826. This was a “wonder of the
world” for him, but it blended easily with its
local surroundings. From William Cullen
Bryant, Picturesque America (New York:
D. Appleton & Co., 1872).
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2 Cedar Creek Gorge from the Natural
Bridge. Jefferson would never have tempted
fate by sitting on such Baroque roots, as this
later romantic artist does. From Bryant,
Picturesque America.
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acres in Rockbridge County, near
Lexington, Virginia, on July §,
1774, and kept it the rest of his life,
even after his bankruptcy. He
turned his private resources and
initiatives toward open public
benefit. Natural Bridge could
almost be called the first national
park, for it was kept inviolate, in

its remote spot, for the novel arch
it contained. Although Jefferson
attempted to have the bridge
recorded on canvas a number of
times so that its image might be
better recognized publicly, it
actually was not so sensational,
rising only 2135 feet, with a 90-foot
span, and otherwise melding into
its bucolic setting. In his Notes on
Virginia, Jefferson managed to make
the site sound twice as exciting as it
really was: “Though the sides of
this bridge are provided in some
parts with a parapet of fixed rocks,
yet few men have resolution to walk
to them and look over into the
abyss. You involuntarily fall on your
hands and knees and peep over it.
Looking down from this height
about a minute, gave me a violent
head ach.” His psychosomatic
reaction might be thought more
British than American, since

the feeling of fright obviously
derives from Edmund Burke’s
mid—eighteenth-century English
Sublime conceptualization. As
Walter Hipple explains in his book
on The Beautiful, The Sublime, ¢&
The Picturesque in Eighteenth-
Century British Aesthetic Theory,
“Greatness of dimension . . . fills
the mind with that ‘delightful
horror’ which is the essential effect
of sublimity.” It was typical of
Jefferson to want to share terror in
this amicable way.

When Jefferson described the
descent from the deck of the bridge
to Cedar Creek below, he presented
a quite different mood: “If the
view from the top be painful and
intolerable, that from below is
delightful in an equal extreme . . . ;
so beautiful an arch, so light, and
springing as it were up to heaven,
the rapture of the spectator is really
indescribable!” Down below was
the domesticated prettiness and
charm that he often cultivated
inside his architecture. This lower
register had so much exuberance
and spring that it might even be
called a French aspiration, for
Joseph Vernet of France painted

in the middle of the eighteenth
century a number of pictures, such
as The Italian Gondola, in which

a natural stone arch framed a
romantic and playful scene.

And Jefferson had visited

the Paris Salon of 1789, which
exhibited as many as twelve of
Vernet’s paintings. Both Jefferson
and Vernet spoke in the language
of reverie and good humor in the
midst of apocalyptic events (a
strange inconsistency to twentieth-
century eyes, of course), as 1789
was the year of the French
Revolution.

I

Jefferson’s view of Harpers Ferry on
a visit in 1783 was more expansive
but bound to be more tragic and
thwarted. According to him,
Harpers Ferry “is worth a voyage
across the Adantic. Yet here, as in
the neighbourhood of the natural
bridge, are people who have passed
their lives within half a dozen
miles, and have never been to




w

The ltalian Gondola, by Joseph Vernet,
1745—1750. The French painter Vernet
included shipwrecks and natural arches in his
more fanciful marine landscapes. jefferson
knew his paintings. From Florence Ingersoll-
Smouse, Joseph Vernet, Peintre de Marine
(Paris: Etienne Bignou, [926).

Harpers Ferry from Jefferson Rock by
moonlight. jefferson’s vantage point of
Jefferson Rock is at the left, with the
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal seen at its tip.
The view is east down the Potomac River,
the Shenandoah coming in from the right.
The Catholic church (1833) has a spire, and
St. John's Episcopal Church (1852} behind it
has a two-stage cupola. From Bryant,
Picturesque America.
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survey these monuments of a war
between rivers and mountains,
which must have shaken the earth
itself to its center.” Why did these
natives fail to take inspiration from
these wonderful, indigenous scenes?
It was a potential fault of a republic
that citizens would live down to its
liberties and privileges rather than
up. He observed in Notes on
Virginia that some of them in
Virginia were unable to aspire
architecturally above the level of

the shack.

The “war between rivers and
mountains” was a naturalistic
facsimile of the American
Revolution of a decade before.

And thus it ought to carry a heavy
impact. So he says in Notes on
Virginia, “The passage of the
Patowmac through the Blue ridge is
perhaps one of the most stupendous
scenes in nature. You stand on a
very high point of land [Jefferson
Rock, or just above it]. On your
right comes up the Shenandoah,
having ranged along the foot of the
mountain an hundred miles to seek
a vent. On your left approaches the
Patowmac, in quest of a passage
also. In the moment of their
junction they rush together against
the mountain, rend it asunder, and
pass off to the sea.” The reader
senses the full force in natural
phenomena, translated from

the political, of the American
Revolution, the final breakthrough.
However, after the breakthrough,

a strange thing happens. Usually
Jefferson kept the foreground
formally composed; the distance he
allowed to be more incidental and
spreading. In this instance, however,
the reverse relationship prevails.
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In Notes on Virginia, he says, the
“distant finishing” of the picture “is
a true contrast to the fore-ground.
It is as placid and delightful, as that
is wild and tremendous. For the
mountain being cloven asunder, she
presents to your eye, through the
cleft, a small catch of smooth blue
horizon, at an infinite distance in
the plain country, inviting you, as

it were, from the riot and tumult
roaring around, to pass through the
breach and participate of the calm
below. Here the eye ultimately
composes itself.”

Three aspects of this quaint
description are of interest to us
here. The drama climaxes by
splitting apart only one mountain,
when no such single mound is
dominant in the actual scene. He
moves a mountain apart to create a
satisfactory focal point, just as he
hypothetically elevated the Natural
Bridge to a dizzying height. Second,

Jefferson did not include middle

distances in his descriptions. The
viewer was either here or there.
Vertical planes had to be pried
apart for more dramatic effect. He
entitled those elementary zones the
“Near” and the “Distant” (which
he flip-flopped in the act of
perception at Harpers Ferry). It
wasn’t until the later visions of the
Hudson River School painters that
the Renaissance device of a middle
distance was reinvoked in the
landscape vocabulary of the nation.
The third notable aspect of this
description arises from the “small
catch of smooth blue horizon,”
lying twenty miles beyond at
Frederick, Maryland, and “the fine
country around that.” “That”
represents “the infinite distance in

the plain country,” yet if one goes
to Harpers Ferry and actually
looks, this farthest view is hardly
discernible. How can we explain
Jefferson’s exaggeration again in this
regard, particularly when “Near”
and “Distant” are this time
reversed? The simplest account is
that after the violent breakthrough
of the Revolution (that is, the
powerful river through the resistant
mountain), domestic peace has to
lay just beyond in space as well as
time. The “smooth blue horizon”
was a tabula rasa of his political
hopes for after the Revolution, for
his vision of what the peaceful and
bucolic country could become. For
Jetferson, the foreground was
always a leaping-off place.

The good times would never come
so easily, however, and nothing
shows that opposite scenario better
than the intensely human, rather
than natural, drama of this very
spot of Harpers Ferry. All good
intentions sank like a gritty residue
to the bottom of its two major
valleys; the Jeffersonian bubbles
expired so rapidly. By 1796, only
thirteen years after Jefferson’s visit,
a federal armory was established
there, partly because of the
remoteness and security of the site.
In 1840, environmental hate was
first registered against Harpers
Ferry by that practiced observer of
the Hudson River scene, Nathan P.
Willis, in his American Scenery.
Willis resented the intrusion of
industry into the previously
untroubled setting: “The un-
picturesque new village of the white
man, his mill or his factory, does
not convey to my imagination an
image of happiness; and I regret the



primitive rover of the wild [the
Indian], who neither blackened
nature with smoke, nor violated her
harmony with brick and shingle.”
The benign Jeffersonian gaze was
turning negative and bleak. The
industrial intrusion was more
resented because of the fastness of
the location. Only nineteen years
after Willis’s visit came the attack
on the arsenal by John Brown and
his eighteen followers, and the
calculated disdain of Willis shrank
to a cold hysteria in the chilling
drizzle of October 16, 1859. No
papers have indicated that Brown
took notice of the esthetic potential
of the unique surroundings. In
environmental terms, genuine
awfulness and fanaticism took
over from Jefferson’s moderate
sponsorship of the awesome
outlook. In 1861 and 1862 the
town was repeatedly attacked by
Confederate soldiers with the
gunmaking machines being shipped
off to Richmond in 1861.
Everything ended with a too
immediate and pragmatic result,
and Jefferson’s happy vision of the
national future evaporated in the
heat of regional and partisan strife.

14

Did Jefferson’s panoramic way of
looking at the landscape bear any
relation to the manner in which he
conceived his architecture? It did,
because the latter was always a
part of the effect of an outdoor
amphitheater, a kind of “builded
scenery.” The two Ranges of the
Lawn at the University of Virginia
resemble the panoramic, paralle]
run of the Blue Ridge and the
Southwest mountains from

5 Harpers Ferry under Confederate
occupation, May 1861. The covered bridge
was burned by the Confederates in July 1861.
The roofless structure to the right is the
arsenal that was the target of john Brown's
raid in 1859; it was gutted by Union troops
on April 16, 1861. From Frank Leslie’s
Illustrated Newspaper.
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6 Awkward Junction of Porticoes, East
Range, University of Virginia. With Jefferson,
one rose or fell, went forward or back,
rather abruptly. Photograph by Ralph
Thompson.

7 Pavilion X, East Range, University of
Virginia. The students are hardly visible.
Timelessness and purification were Jefferson’s
aims here. Photograph by Phillip Neuberg,
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northeast to southwest as best
seen from Monticello. Within

the Ranges the same abrupt and
awkward shift of Jefferson’s
attention that takes place in his
landscapes can be witnessed when
a portico is suddenly lifted to
respond to a rising terrace. More
spectacular yet is the buildup of
the pavilions into distinct “mini-
mountains.” The rows of the
Ranges frame the Lawn on each
side, so that “Here the eye
ultimately composes itself,” as
Jefferson said about the Frederick
Town perspective. Pavilion X on the
[.awn encapsulates the effect, if one
can draw near enough to it. Pavilion
X would appear even more
monumental and mountainous
today if the original parapets above
the entablature were still in place.
Jefferson commands our attention
by suddenly upgrading the scale
over the domestic by placing a
bigger portico over two smaller
ones. There is another degree

of exaggeration in it, as in his
descriptions of the Natural Bridge
towering over the spectator,
Harpers Ferry stretching away from
the spectator, and the Southwest
and Blue Ridge mountains from
Monticello streaming by. The
luminosity of the porch represents
a mesmerization of the spectator
by the singling out of a facade.
The wooden material is structurally
cumbersome but systematically
very pleasing because the members
are nevertheless all present and
accounted for. One suddenly wants
to register and reregister the white
columns and entablatures as they
press forward and back along the
perspective of the East Range.
Robert Venturi christened this

Jeffersonian effect of architectural
cues as “contrasting adjacency”

in his discussion of the Lawn in
Complexity and Contradiction in
Architecture (1966). Jefferson
sought out the right components
(for him) and then froze them at the
most poignant moment to obtain
the highest degree of manifest
Classicism, much as people iron
autumnal leaves between wax paper
to capture the tints. It is the same
kind of freezing that takes Shaker
furniture and family houses above
and beyond the Federal style. The
bafflement for the average spectator
today comes from seeing such
“conventional” elements turned
into such a variety of clasped
positions. One can hardly believe
that Classical features were meant
to be that stark or pure. That is
what makes them American rather
than European. The puristic
Juminosity registers so strongly
that it even draws attention from
whomever moves in the shadows
below and behind the columns,
white drawing forward and away
from black. Jefferson’s archaistic
approach captures immediate
attention for eternal aims. It is the
American formula for “ever after.”
His architectural motifs, especially
the porches, bays, and terraces,

are, in a way, cages he is constantly
springing open for the escape of the
spirit. Escape or release is an
American intention. To let his
spiritual birds escape from amidst
the artificial mountains, the Lawn
was originally opened toward the
southwest, to soar ninety feet above
the prospect below, and two
wooden terraces were provided at
Monticello to allow his guests to
stand tall to look over his “Sea

View”” to the south and the Blue
Ridge on the north. He was an
amateur all right, but how few
professional architects since have
worked so hard at vesting their
environmental experiences or
succeeded in making them as vivid,
so vivid that their images can
hardly be shaken off even today?

Jefferson belongs among us as

an American because he was so
individualistic in his public
appearances. And that individualism
found its strongest expression at
quite opposite poles. He spaced
the pavilions slightly farther apart
along the Ranges as they became
more distant from the dominant
Rotunda. This creates optical
differences in the way it is viewed,
from one end or the other. He
remained entirely silent, in his
usually candid writing, about what
he had done. He “hid” the students
in the shadows under the porticoes,
failed to humanize them, in an
antidomestic effort to achieve a
mini-monumental scale. He took
up an eminently rational style, the
Classical, distilled and “purified”
it, and yet kept it mysterious and
elusive. Sociable, buoyant, and
courteous as he was, Jefferson
could also force the smaller

dome, column, or railing, however
inadvertently, to become the very
apotheosis of personal loneliness
when silhouetted against the dis-
tant landscape and sky. These
selfcontradictory gestures make his
work, as exaggerated and genius
laden as it is, extraordinary and
American.
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Subconscious Landscapes
of the Heart

Randy Hester

i, 2 in Manteo, North Carolina, locals find
employment reconstructing ships that

were once part of the town’s everyday life.

Here a replica of an Elizabethan ship is
moored at the boat-building center.
Enough tourists are attracted to revive
once failing industries without sacrificing
the life-style and landscape qualities local
people value.
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When bridge-building opened
access to the North Carolina Outer
Banks in the 1950s, highways built
to facilitate direct travel to its
beaches passed by the island town
of Manteo. Within the next thirty
years, Manteo plummeted from
being the region’s primary trade
center to that of a near ghost town.

Today, as a result of extensive grass
roots community development that
revived its once-decayed village
charm, Manteo has become the
home of a reconstructed ship
reminiscent of the vessel Sir Walter
Raleigh’s lost colonists arrived in
400 years ago and now attracts
enough tourism to restore failing
indigenous industries.

Manteo’s recovery is a familiar
story. A small dying town takes an
economic U-turn by capitalizing
on its smallness, intimacy, natural
beauty, village character, and its
rural past. Panacea for poverty!
Unfortunately, for many com-
munities, this turnaround spells
the eventual demise of existing
community traditions, destruction
of valued places, and replacement
by a phony folk culture.’

Recognizing the pitfalls associated
with inviting new development,
Manteo took unusual steps to avoid
both a tourist takeover and a junk
culture.? As the town’s community
designer, I helped the residents
identify and preserve their valued
life-styles and landscapes in the
face of change. Once identified,
important social patterns and
places, which came to be called
the Sacred Structure by locals,
inspired our plan for community




revitalization. Because the town’s
economic recovery was dramatic
and Jocal people were able

to maintain control of the
development, our plan received
national notice. Much of the
attention focused on the use of the
“Sacred Structure” as both a means
to preserve the local culture and the
foundation for new development.

In the following pages, I reconstruct
the process of uncovering the valued
places and discuss the specific
impact of the Sacred Structure on
the community design plan. I also
point out the difficulty of legally
protecting valued life-styles and
places. And finally I make some
general observations about the
potential use of “sacred structures”
in other communities in transition.

Uncovering Valued Places

1 was originally hired to redesign
the village waterfront, but it took
only a few days on site to realize
that a waterfront park would be

a cosmetic cover-up. With over
twenty percent seasonal unemploy-
ment and a declining tax base,
Manteo needed a new economy. On
the day 1 discussed this with Mayor
John Wilson, the hardware store
closed downtown and moved to a
nearby resort location. The mayor,
a young architect and native, saw
the town through the eyes of both
professional designer and local
insider. He loved the place. He
wanted the town to recapture the
spirit he had experienced as a child
playing on busy docks.

However, not even nostalgic
boyhood memories of a bustling
waterfront could deny the message

of the hardware store. We agreed
that day to expand our contract.
I outlined a holistic community
development process,* no mere
pretty park, The Town Board
approved the idea. I moved my
office to Manteo. We began
immediately a community-wide
discussion to design a strategy to
overcome the problems besetting
Manteo.

As I began talking to more
community leaders, | realized that
everyone shared the mayor’s passion
for the place. | was struck by the
emotion with which people talked
about how special Manteo was.

This was a happy coincidence for
me. In my community design work
I search for social nuances to
inspire form.* | had just finished
designing a day care center in which
I had used hypnosis to help the staff
discover the spatial qualities they
wanted in the facility.” Startled that
their hypnotic spatial preferences
were so different from the
questionnaire results, I read what

I could find about spatial values
and concluded that unconscious
attachment to place might be a
powerful factor in community
planning. I felt that the concept of
spatial values would be more useful
to designers than our present idea
of landscape aesthetics, but the
words Sacred Structure had never
occurred to me.

I welcomed the opportunity
Manteo offered to explore these
ideas, but the problems confront-
ing Manteo seemed to require
economic development, not studies
of emotional attachment to place.

However, through our community
goals survey, many of the same
points the mayor and leaders had
articulated resurfaced. Although
the survey, by which citizens

were randomly interviewed in
their homes, focused on broad
community concerns, affection for
place was mentioned frequently.

When asked what they liked most
about their town, residents often
mentioned small town qualities
such as informal friendliness (fifty-
one percent of those surveyed listed
this in an open-ended question, a
somewhat higher response than 1
had gotten in other communities in
North Carolina) and being able to
walk almost everywhere in town
(twenty-two percent, an unusually
high response). Places such as the
waterfront, the vitlage, and specific
shops were mentioned as being
important because they represented
home or provided roots.®

Residents were clear. They wanted
new economic development, but
they wanted the small town
atmosphere preserved. We knew
neighborhoods could be protected
by zoning, facilities could be
located compactly to reinforce
walking, and a historic district
could save venerable architecture.
But that didn’t satisfy us. We felt
we were missing the essence of
what townspeople were saying. We
undertook the task of finding

out precisely what life-style and
landscape features were essential to
the continued functioning of the
town’s culture.

Behavior mapping gave us another
clue. For several weeks we sat in

Places/ Volume 2, Number 3




Post Office

NEWSING AT THE POST OFFICE

3 By mapping where activities occurred in
the community, we discovered daily patterns
that had place specificity. This warned us that
land use changes in those places might have
a disruptive impact on the life of the
townspeople.

4 The map of sacred places touched a
subconscious nerve in the community, giving
residents a collective picture of the settings
vital to town life.
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various locations and recorded
what people did and where. The
resulting maps showed us activity
sertings for the daily patterns of
townspeople. While people had
described some of these in the
goals survey, most had not been
mentioned. Activities like newsing
(exchanging gossip) at the post
office, hanging out art the docks,
and checking out the water (tides,
shoreline, fishing catches, weather,
and gossip) recurred in the same
places each day. Life-style and
landscape were intertwined. Daily
ritual had place specificity, and
the cultural dependence on places
seemed more widespread than
people had reported in our inter-
views. This meant that changes in
land or site use had the potential
of significant, disruptive impact on
the community.

Stitl, we did not know which places
were most essential to the life of the
town. But we had hunches based on
our knowledge of social patterns in
other towns, the survey results, our
behavior mapping, and informal
discussions with town leaders.
From these hunches another
community designer, Billie Harper,
and 1 made a list of the places we
thought were important to the
social fabric. For example, we both
thought the gravel parking lot
would be essential because it was
the setting for checking out the
water and community festivals. We
guessed that Jule’s Park would be
inviolable because the mayor had
told us that Jule Burrus had built it
from ruins as a labor of love for the
town. We were right about these.
We also thought actor Andy
Griffith’s house would be important



because of the status he brought to
the community. We were wrong.

We revised the list after checking it
with several Town Board members.
A newspaper questionnaire was
developed for townspeople to rank
these places in order of significance
to them as individuals. We also
asked residents to state which
places they thought could be
changed to accommodate tourism
and which places they were
unwilling to sacrifice in order to
attract tourist dollars. We used
historic tourism as a trade-off
because that seemed the most viable
cconomic development strategy
that we were developing at the
same time.

A series of specific trade-offs

were posed, such as whether the
respondent agreed that it was more
important to leave the Christmas
tree in the gravel parking lot
downtown than to use the space
for parking. The responses to these
questions allowed us not only to
measure the intensity of attachment
to places versus the benefits of
tourism but also to recheck the
relative importance of places.”

A ranked and weighted list of
significant places resulted. As |
recall, one resident, upon seeing
how many places ranked higher
than the local churches and
cemetery, dubbed the list the
“sacred structures,” and thereafter
the list was called the Sacred
Structure of Manteo. The cemetery
and the high school provided
benchmarks for comparison, and
we used them as cutoff points for
the list of places that should not
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5, 6 Most of the places listed as inviolable
were humble, homey, and homely. Still,
they embody the life of Manteo.

7 The multi-million-doliar boardwalk,
designed by the author, was built entirely by
local volunteers and craftsmen. The Sacred
Structure inspired the overall design plan,
directing details that give the revitalized town
an unpretentious atmosphere that invited
public participation.
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be negatively affected by new
development. The places included
the marshes surrounding the town,
Jule’s Park, a drug store and soda
fountain, the post office, churches,
the Christmas Shop, front porches,
the town launch, a statue of Sir
Walter Raleigh, the Duchess
Restaurant, the town hall, locally
made unreadable street signs, the
town cemetery, the Christmas tree
in the gravel parking lot, park post
lamps placed there in memory of
loved ones, and two historic sites.

The newspapers published the
results. A map of the Sacred
Structure was included with the
inventory plans we prepared during
the planning process for the rown.
The map simply showed the places
colored with varying intensities
based on the questionnaire results.
It looked similar to other land use
maps. It was immediately clear
that the Sacred Structure touched

a subconscious nerve in the
community. The residents wanted
these places protected. One
newspaper editor expressed his and
local concern that the identification
of these places in the survey meant
that the designers were considering
changing the places to attract
tourists. He carefully listed those

& &
OO

places that must not be profaned
for tourists, stating that they were
“perfect jewels” the way they were.”
His “perfect jewels” play on words
referred directly to Jule’s Park but
also included the other most valued
places. Frequently during the
planning process that followed, the
editor cornered me to remind me
that those places were sacred and
that local people were willing to
sacrifice economic gain to save
these places because they had a
higher value than dollars.

Sacred Places

What did people mean by this
Sacred Structure? The concept

of sacred place making, or a
community sacred structure, is easy
to accept in primitive cultures. We
smile knowingly at stories of tribes
who proclaim their village square
to be the center of the universe,
who believe that passing through

a doorway changes their state of
mind, who designate twisted plants
as magic trees or attribute door-
yard gardens to the spontaneous
generation of the earth, and who
set aside these common landscape
features as hallowed.” It is harder
to comprehend that we, in our
modern, mobile, and secular
American society, hold any place




necessary to our daily lives as
sacred.” Yet our cultural preoccu-
pation with placelessness and
topophilia suggests that we do
highly value some places.'” In this
context, perhaps a useful definition
of sacred structure would be those
places—buildings, outdoor spaces,
and landscapes—that exemplify,
typify, reinforce, and perhaps even
extol the everyday life patterns

and special rituals of community
life, places that have become so
essential to the lives of the residents
through use or symbolism that the
community collectively identifies
with the places. The places become
synonymous with residents’
concepts and use of their town. The
loss of such places would reorder or
destroy something or some social
process familiar to the community’s
collective being."

Manteo’s Sacred Structure, for the
most part, consisted of humble
places, “holes-in-the-wall,”

that were the settings for the
community’s daily routine."” No
mere places, they embodied the
life of Manteo. While these places
combined to express Manteo’s
uniqueness and probably structure
residents’ internal images of their
town, not one of them was exotic.

Yet each was eloquent in its context.
They were typical (and often times
run down) features of what is
commonly found along the
Carolina coastal landscape. They
were familiar, homey, and homely.

These places were almost
universally unappealing to the
trained professional eyes of an
architect, historian, real estate
developer, or upper middle-class
tourist. As a result, in Manteo

only two places among the Sacred
Structure were protected by historic
preservation legislation. Only a few
were protected by zoning law. Even
to locals the sacred places were
outwardly taken for granted. Their
value resided in the community’s
subconscious but loomed large in
conscious minds of locals after four
things happened.

First, the places were threatened.
When we began talking about the
changes necessary for economic
recovery, town leaders, at first, and
then residents became aware that
their community was in transition.
The dramatic scope of the proposed
plans to alter the town forced
people to think about the social
institutions and the environments
that mattered most to them.

Second, the places were legitimized.
The locals were emotionally
attached to many places that they
knew did not match the media
images of good environments."
(Designers might simplify this as
the distinction between ordinary
vernacular and high-style
architecture.) Since they were
somewhat ashamed of these places
when outsiders were around, it
was important for us outside
design experts to say these places
were fine. Otherwise townspeople
would tell us only about places that
tourists would value, and we would
never have been able to uncover
truly important places.”

Third, a collective picture of the
valued places was presented to the
community. Although each person
might use and/or value many of the
places, he likely didn’t know how
much others valued the places nor
did he see how the separate places
created a collective framework.
The list of sacred places, the map,
and the simple name, “Sacred
Structure,” overcame this. The list
and map provided the townspeople
a gestalt of previously known but
separated facts. It was similar

to putting up a land use map;
neighborhood residents who may
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be intimately aware of some parts
of but not the total land patterns
frequently remark, “I didn’t know
the business district extended all
that way.” The map turned special
places into a pattern, previously
experienced but not grasped as a
whole. The name, Sacred Structure
of Manteo, was one resident’s way
of simplifying the whole. The
Sacred Structure became part of the
local vocabulary and was debated at
the Duchess Restaurant and Betty’s
Country Kitchen along with such
topics as job opportunities and
property tax benefits of tourism.
The community’s unconscious
concern about special places had
become part of the collective and
Now open conscious expression.

Fourth, the places were consecrated
by residents. This required setting
aside the most important places
from less valued ones. Towns-
people did this systematically by
responding to the newspaper survey
and refining their list of sacred
places throughout the planning
process. By the time we completed
the design plans, the most valued
places had been designated
inviolable, not to be changed in
any way to accommodate new
development. This, of course,
required sacrifice on the part

of townspeople. Economic
development would suffer to the
extent residents judged any given
project incompatible with the
Sacred Structure. Today, we estimate
that preserving the Sacred Structure
cost the town over half a million
dollars in retail sales alone each
year. This sacrifice of financial gain
seemed essential in consecrating
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the places. This was what the
newspaper editor reconfirmed when
he repeatedly said these places had
a higher value than dollars. I should
point out that these four steps in
making conscious unconsciously
valued places seem essential only in
retrospect. As we went through the
process, we were uncertain about
what to do because there were no
precedents.

How the Sacred Structure
Influenced Planning and Design
Decisions

After we presented the Sacred
Structure map to the Planning
Board, it became part of the formal
discussion, influencing planning
decisions in several ways, including
the following:

1. It transformed the typically
vague discussion about loss of
valued life-styles and landscapes
into a focused and specific debate
about what sites should be changed
or kept to reap the benefits of
tourism. The Sacred Structure map
depicted important social patterns
and cultural settings more
effectively than any other planning
document. Most places essential to
the social life of Manteo were not
included in other town documents,
not in the zoning ordinance, not in
the visual inventory, not in the list
of historic sites. In fact, less than
half of the Sacred Structure had
been uncovered through traditional
inventories such as significant
historic architecture, the visual
image of the town, and culturally
important sites as defined in the
Coastal Management guidelines.
And less than a third of the sacred

places could be protected by
historic, appearance, and coastal
zone legislation.

2. The Sacred Structure inventory
was used by residents to objectively
evaluate plans in terms of impact on
their lives. Townspeople could tell if
a particular development violated
places they had identified as

sacred. For example, one plan

was unacceptable because it
required changing Bicentennial Park
(ninety-five percent of the survey
respondents had indicated that
changes, even minor ones to the
lamp posts in the park, were
unacceptable). The Sacred Structure
gave residents the rationale to
support many of their gut feelings
about development plans and
proposals.

3. The Sacred Structure directed
the final plan chosen. Of seven
plans that we developed for the
village center, townspeople chose
one with somewhat less economic
potential specifically because the
plan preserved more of the Sacred
Structure and interrupted fewer

of the townspeople’s accustomed
patterns and rituals. In fact, the
Sacred Structure inspired weaving
the tourist and local places together
with a living-learning boardwalk
and designating that Bicentennial
Park, the Creef-Davis boat works,
the gravel parking lot, and the
Christmas tree be maintained for
their existing uses. Even the visual
quality of the new development was
inspired by the Sacred Structure,
inviting personal participation and
interaction; it has an unfinished
appearance that makes it open to
community change. Locals continue
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Of the seventeen most valued places in
Manteo, only five qualify for zoning or
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to add new touches. The feeling to
be conveyed was that of a homey
and unpretentious atmosphere
that existed already in people’s
front porches. As a result, the
development is intimate and small
in scale.

4. The Sacred Structure provided
the basis for negotiation with
outside developers who proposed
needed but inappropriately scaled
projects. Because the valued places
were dispersed throughout the
waterfront, their preservation
precluded wholesale urban
redevelopment. Developers balked
at this limitation at first because it
required small parcel development.
We had produced a Guide for
Development for the town of
Manteo that stated the town’s
intention to preserve the Sacred
Structure. We provided per-
formance criteria for the type

of development that would be
consistent with the Sacred
Structure. Using the guide, the
Town Board was able to emphasize
to developers the importance of
preserving the valued places and
building within the existing
community framework. For
example, a large piece of the new
tourist facility was located on
previously unused Ice Box Island
to prevent development of

the marshes. In another case,
developers were convinced to do
infill development that enhanced
the sacred places rather than to
raze the buildings for larger scale
commercial development.'

5. The Sacred Structure provided
the basis for ongoing citizen
evaluation of zoning and
development proposals. In a recent
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debate over the development of a
new marina, residents pointed to
the results of the Sacred Structure
survey that showed that sixty-

five percent of the townspeople
preferred improved boat ramps and
docks for locals to providing more
docks for tourists. The private
marina has been delayed.”

The Sacred Structure was a
significant factor in the planning
and design decisions in Manteo. It
raised these valued community
places to the same level as
economic, technical, and political
considerations. The result was a
community development plan that
permitted the town to benefit from
tourism and at the same time
protect fragile local, place-related
social institutions from tourist
encroachment."

Piecemeal Legal Protection

Because the Town Board and

the Planning Board in Manteo
supported the preservation of the
Sacred Structure, they used it
throughout the planning and design
process. Legally, however, there are
few precedents for this approach.
Of the seventeen most valued
places, only five could be protected
by existing legal mechanisms (using
historic preservation legislation, the
Coastal Act, and the local zoning
ordinance).

Four mechanisms were utilized to
reduce the legal vulnerability of
the Sacred Structure. The State of
North Carolina passed a locally
supported historic corridor that
protected two of the valued sites
along the main vehicular entrances

to town, the Christmas shop and
a church. The corridor legislation
also added protection for Fort
Raleigh, a historic site, and for
neighborhoods already somewhat
protected by zoning.

The town formally adopted the
Guide for Development, which
spelled out the intent to preserve
the Sacred Structure. The guide was
then incorporated into the local
Coastal Area Management Plan to
strengthen the Sacred Structure’s
legal status, but these actions were
largely symbolic because the Sacred
Structure was not specified by any
of the appropriate state enabling
legislation.

The legal mechanism the town is
relying on most is the creation of a
village business district (where the
new development is occurring and
that includes fourteen of the sacred
places). A conditional use permit is
required for all new development in
this district. Among other things,
the petitioner for development in
the village business district must
demonstrate that local access to
the Sacred Structure will not be
negatively affected by the change
before the conditional use is
approved. The conditions for
receiving the use permit are
articulated in the Guide for
Development. The guide man-
dates that any new development,
rehabilitation, or change in the
village must be assessed for impact
on residents” use of the Sacred
Structure and must protect or
enhance local pedestrian access,
parking availability, and local visual
access.™
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10 The preservation of sacred places may
provide a polite and updated justification for
racial or class segregation, although this

20 seems not to be the case in Manteo.
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Observation One: A Contribution
to Social Design

What can be learned from the
experiences in Manteo that would
be useful elsewhere? The Sacred
Structure represents a small yet
valuable breakthrough in social
design, particularly in reconciling
tourism with existing community
mores and rituals. In fact, the use
of the Sacred Structure inventory
could be an important mechanism
for any neighborhood or city in
rapid transition that wishes to
maintain valued life-styles and
places. The recording of such
patterns underscores the fact that
not just primitive tribes in exotic
places have sacred landscapes
essential to a community’s healthy
survival. The use of these subcon-
sciously valued places to inspire
large-scale community development
might be an important precedent in
social design.

The success, however, is subtle in
Manteo. For example, at a recent
tourist event that attracted nearly
ten thousand visitors, local people
were still able to walk to the post
office, crab, and swim at the
waterfront and have a leisurely
breakfast at the Duchess diner in
the section set aside for locals.

Observation Two: The Need for
Enabling Legislation to Protect
Valued Places

Clearly, new legal mechanisms

are needed to help communities
preserve their social structures

in the face of rapid tourist
development. Zoning, appearance,
historic district, and Coastal
Management mechanisms do not

preserve the “placial” essence of
the social and cultural life of small
towns. By providing land use separ-
ation, zoning protects Manteo’s
sacred places from the grossest
incompatibilities, but little else.

Local governments desperately need
state legislation that will facilitate
preserving valued landscapes and
life-styles that represent not just
their sense of place but also
significant supports for the social
life in their community.

Sometimes existing mechanisms
actually work against the
protection of locally valued
landscapes, as in Manteo, where
Lynch-based, image-of-the-city
mapping {frequently used as the
basis of appearance legislation)
identified landmarks that lacked
significant meaning to locals.?
Similarly, historic preservation
legistation protected only ten
percent of the sacred places in
Manteo. And although Coastal
Zone management laws in North
Carolina mandate identification of
sites of local cultural importance,
only historic and ecologically fragile
sites are offered legal protection.

The conditional use system

has worked well in Manteo for
nearly three years, with all new
development conforming to the
guidelines, but problems remain.
The Planning Board has relied on a
professional planner to administer
the process. This is an expense
unaffordable in most small towns.”
Furthermore, the process has yet to
be tested in the courts and thereby
established as an effective legal
precedent. And the Sacred Structure

protects only social institutions
that are place specific; it neglects
many vital social traditions and
ownership patterns.

Observation Three: Questions
about Equity

One troublesome question

arises from this type of social
preservation: can the preserva-

tion of valued places reinforce
undemocratic social patterns such
as economic or social segregation?
In some cases this is likely, in the
same ways that zoning and historic
preservation typically are used to
exclude “undesirables” directly or
psychologically. Topophilia might
provide a polite and updated
justification for racial segregation.
Even in Manteo, the new strip
development along the highway is
more racially and economically
integrated than in the village, where
most of the Sacred Structure is
located. A recent post-occupancy
evaluation of town use suggests that
the implementation of the plan

has had a positive influence on
accessibility, particularly for
teenagers, blacks, and poorer
citizens. However, this is likely due
to other factors in addition to the
Sacred Structure. We made a special
effort to involve these groups in the
planning process, and addressing
environmental injustices was
a major force of the overall
community development plan.”

In communities with widespread
injustices, the preservation of sacred
places would likely prolong those
injustices. And in communities
trying to overcome an unhealthy
past, or in suburban communities
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suffering from environmental
anomie, identification of a Sacred
Structure might be a painful and
divisive effort. But for many
small towns in transition, the
identification and preservation

of sacred places likely is a key to
successful metamorphosis that
builds on rather than destroys the
existing sense of community.
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Harper under the direction of Henry
Sanoff at North Carolina State University.
Five percent of Manteo’s residents
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returned responses via mail or at a drop in
town hall. The sample generally reflected
the town’s demographic characteristics,
but a random sample would no doubt
have provided more representative results.
This editorial appeared in The Coastland
Times on March 24, 1981.
Examples of such religious associations
with the ordinary landscape are described
in Paul Shepard, Man in the Landscape
A Historic View of the Aesthetics of
Nature (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1967).
An excellent discussion of daily
landscape is contained in the articles in
D. W. Meinig, editor, The Interpretation
of Ordinary Landscape (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1979).
Two examples of the recent literature
from psycho-geography are E. Relph,
Place and Placelessness (London: Pion,
1976) and Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A
Study of Environmental Perception,
Attitudes, and Values (Englewood Cliffs,
NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1974).
Much of my thinking about the Sacred
Structure of small towns has evolved
through discussions with Ed Blakely, Ted
Bradshaw, and Marcia McNally. This
definition is largely the work of Ed
Blakely.
These types of places were first identified
as critical to community well-being by
Jane Jacobs in The Death and Life of
Great American Cities (New York:
Random House, 1961) and Herbert
Gans in The Urban Villagers (New York:
The Free Press, 1962).
This is further complicated by the fact
that these daily-life places, being homey
and homely and therefore unappealing to
outsiders of high status, frequently are
subconsciously highly valued yet seen as
a negative reflection on the community
by poor locals. This creates conflict
among people inside the community who
want to preserve their life patterns yet
remove these places as negative status
objects.
In the survey, we asked residents to list
the places that most contribute to the
“image” of Manteo. In most cases these
places were not the same places “valued”
by townspeople. It is essential for the
designer to get beyond the surface image
of the place. Valued places frequently are
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ordinary looking, making it difficult for
designers and planners to identify these
places.

Randy Hester et al., Guide for
Development: Public Report Three
(Town of Manteo, North Carolina,
1981).

From a telephone conversation with
Mayor John Wilson, August 1984,

The revitalization of poor communities is
a delicate balance of promotion and
protection. In this article the protection
aspect is stressed. An equally important
promotion process paralleled this work.
Marcia McNally, Guide for
Development (University of California,
Berkeley, 1983).

See Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City
(Cambridge, ma: MIT Press, 1960).
From personal conversations with
residents July 15, 1984, | learned that in
July 1984, the Town Board terminated
the planning position in order to lower
their operating budget.

Several international cases indicate that
the preservation of Sacred Structure does
produce more equitable communities.
Specific cases may be found in Mary
Alice Kellogg, “Can Native Peoples Save
Their Lands?”, International Wildlife
Volume 13, Number 2 (1983),

pp. 18—23; Linda K. Richter, “Political
Implications of Chinese Tourism Policy,”
Annals of Tourism Research, Volume 10,
Number 3 (1983), pp. 395-413; and
Kevin Healy and Elayne Zorn, “Taquile’s
Homespun Tourism,” Natural History
(November 1983), pp. 80—89,

An earlier draft of this article appeared in the
1985 Environmental Design Research Associ-
ation Proceedings.



Balzac, Proust, and
Colette in the Garden:
“a question of climates . . .

Ann Leone Philbrick

To introduce these oddly assorted
gardens and enter these gardens
from the directions that suit me,
I’Il ask questions and then answer
them myself. Why choose these
three authors? How do their
gardens grow? What is “climate”?
I chose Balzac, Proust, and Colette
because I love to read their books.
And the three of them—3Balzac
long gone and therefore the
passive member—form a mutual
admiration society. Colette and
Proust exchanged books and
accolades over the years, and they
both plunged joyfully and re-
peatedly into Balzac’s Comédie
Humaine from their childhood.!

The answer to “How do their
gardens grow?” is less flip than the
question. Each garden that we enter
is a mediator: between a person and
nature, between inner and outer
worlds, between imagination and
reality, between untamed and
thoroughly domesticated feelings.
They are, all three, meeting
grounds for paradoxes: their
domesticity appears limiting but
instead invites fantasy; their walls
seem to bound vision but in-

stead nurture it. Each is a place
where strong things flourish: love,
ambition, a cleaving to what is real
and to what is dreamed. They are
admirable places for literature to
produce vision, set apart from the
rest of the world, yet contiguous to
it and rooted, literally, in it.

I'll quickly answer my last question,
and then enter a very odd garden
indeed. Climate is defined as the
combination of temperature, precip-
itation, and winds characteristic

of a locality or region over an
extended period of time. I and my
three writers would agree, and this
definition should acquire resonance
in the course of my discussion. |
propose another definition. Climate
is, for today and for these gardens,
the combination of sensation,
movement, and communication
characteristic of a locality during a
privileged (that is, extraordinary
and significant) moment in time. |
propose that these two climates
coexist with extravagant success in
Balzac, Proust, and Colette’s
gardens.

Le Pére Goriot, by Honoré de
Balzac, was published in 1835. It is
a novel about Paris, its lures and
allure for a young man, and the
man’s acquaintance, often painful,
with its extremes of passion,
obsession, ambition, success, and
failure. The young man, Fugene de
Rastignac, and many of the other
important characters, are lodgers
at a drab boardinghouse in Paris,
the Maison Vauquer. The novel
opens with a description of this
establishment. Balzac engineers our
approach—our descent—into the
novel in a dramatic, even cinematic
way. In the first paragraph, he tells
us that an “almost penniless girl”
lives here; he then speaks in an
aside to his imagined reader, a well-
to-do young woman, and warns her
that his “drama is neither fiction
nor romance.” “All is true,” he says,
and he says it in English, as if to
insist on the remarkable quality of
this observation. Only then,
touched by this suggestion of
limitless truths to explore, do we
move toward the Maison Vauquer.*

We progress as a camera might, first
through the quartier of the city,
then on to the street, where we find
ourselves inspecting the facade of
the house. We open the gate, cross
the garden, enter the house, inspect
its rooms from bottom to top, from
the most comfortable to the most
impoverished and pathetic of the
lodgers. At this point, the reader
realizes that the penniless girl, so
dramatically spotlighted in the
opening paragraph of the novel, has
taken her place among the other
characters; she will concern us no
further today. This novel is not
about just the people and things
that it seems to be precisely about;
its scope is at once cosmic and
microcosmic, ranging from Balzac’s
image of Paris as a teeming and
unfathomable ocean to an obscure
individual’s most fleeting emotion.
How does Balzac choose to have

us enter this world? He brings us
through the garden of Madame
Vauquer’s boardinghouse.* This
garden is a transitional space
between the outside world of
Parisian intrigue, where characters
will do battle, and the Maison
Vaugquer, a veritable well of secrets,
passions, and denouements. The
garden is at once our last view of
the outside world, as yet uncolored
by what we will learn within, and
our most complete sampling thus
far of what is within. What do we
learn as we contemplate the garden
of the Vauquer house? First, what
do we see? There is a sign reading
“Maison Vauquer, Lodgings for
Ladies, gentlemen and others™;

a wicket gate through which we
walk; “a green marble arch painted
by local ralent”; and within this
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“imitation shrine” “a statue
representing the God of Love,”
whose “chipped scaling surface
makes it look like a patient for
one of the nearby hospitals, and
provides an allegory for those who
are fond of symbols.” There are
picturesque ivy-covered walls,
two paths that flank a bed of arti-
chokes, some cone-shaped pruned
fruit trees, a small clump of lime
trees with a table and chairs
beneath them.

What may we infer from what we
see? Harry Levin has observed that
in Balzac’s work, to see is to know.*
What we have seen holds messages
for us. First, I remark on the
otherness of this world. Balzac
affirms that there is no separation
between fiction and reality here;
“All is true.” This otherness is not
science fiction, either, for Balzac
has assured us in his opening
paragraphs that we may recognize
elements of this drama in our hearts
and lives. Consider the sign reading
“Pension bourgeoise des deux sexes
et autres.” A literal translation from
French gives us “The two sexes and
others.” People in this novel are so
possessed and inspired by their
passions, of all sorts, that at times
their behavior surpasses or bypasses
human qualities.

Now we look at the disintegrating
statue of the god of love, All may
be true, and this may be—is—the
beginning of a great adventure, but
in the most drear surroundings,
vulgar and dilapidated, and in his
musings on the statue, Balzac
suggests decadence as well. The
nearby hospitals of the time treated
syphilis, certainly the malady of
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love from which the statue suffers.
So we may infer a love story—
several, as it happens, corrupt as
well as unhappy. Balzac has told us
that all is true; I take this to mean
that truth can exist in many guises.
The love story suggested by the
young girl (Victorine Taillefer) is
only one of many, and a relatively
obscure one, and the loves of this
book are of many sorts indeed.

All the other details, of crumbling
walls, lime trees, and table, help us
to be familiar with the geography
of this place, its atmosphere and
character. At this point, a few pages
into the novel, we think we have
some understanding of the Maison
Vauquer.

All of this seems a useful intro-
duction to the novel, warning us

of strangeness, passion, and a
certain squalid milieu. Is this all the
garden offers? Several pages later,
after we’ve toured the rooms and
met the inhabitants, we emerge
briefly to the garden again. For
Madame Vauquer, we read, “this
little garden, which silence and
cold, infertility and damp, made
vast and featureless as a steppe, was
a smiling grove.” This is a fantastic
statement. (I mean “fantastic” in
the sense of grotesque, wildly
fanciful, unreal). Setting aside
quickly Madame Vauquer’s loving
and certainly violently biased view
of her property that could allow her
to see her dusty clump of lime trees
as a smiling grove, however could
this walled-in, obscure, crowded,
and dingy corner by “made vast
and featureless as a steppe”? This
garden is a mystery and part of the
vaster mystery that comprises the
novel and Paris itself for Balzac and

his characters. The truth is here,
but submerged. Signs are given
that seem to lead nowhere for the
moment. Balzac has presented a
microcosm, whole and significant
in itself, in a small way. This tiny
world resonates, to the reader who
finishes the novel, with all the vast
drama to come.

The inhabitants of the Maison
Vauquer, privileged to stroll in its
garden, are all transients; some are
runaways, even fugitives, cut off
from their origins and therefore
rootless. In Proust’s garden (and we
shall see, Colette’s as well), lives a
woman firmly bound to its plants
and soil, physically and in spirit.
“Combray” is part of the first
volume (called Swann’s Way) or
Marcel Proust’s immensely long
novel A La Recherche du Temps
Perdu, In Rembrance of Things
Past. This first volume appeared

in 1913; the whole work had been
published by 1927, five years after
Proust’s death. Again, we are at the
threshold of a gigantic enterprise,
in size and in vision, when we walk
into this garden. The narrator of
this part of the novel is the middle-
aged Marcel, who soon steps
aside in his memories to allow his
childhood self to observe and
interpret. This child, also called
Marecel, and in many ways a
reflection of Marcel Proust, tells of
his beloved grandmother walking
in her garden in Combray. The
fictional Combray is Hliers in the
real world, the home of Proust’s
aunt and uncle Amiot, and its
garden is certainly drawn from
gardens that Proust knew as a
child: the Amiot’s house garden

in Illiers; their far more elaborate



pleasure garden just outside of
town; and perhaps also his uncle
Louis Weil’s garden in Auteuil, a
suburb of Paris. It seems likely that
the pleasure garden, grander in
scale and design than the one in
town, became mostly M. Swann’s
garden, where young Marcel first
sees and instantly loves Swann’s
daughter Gilberte. T include the
Amiot pleasure garden because it is
a beautiful photograph and because
it is perhaps easier to imagine
Marcel’s grandmother walking its
paths than in the very restricted
space seen in the photographs of
the Amiot garden in llliers.

Marcel describes here the moment
of anguish in his day, after dinner,
when the adults repair to the
garden (or the parlor if the weather
is bad) and he must part with his

mother for the night. The passage
is so woven that each observation
is the thread of a separate but
related experience. We, however,
are concerned only with the
grandmother, who clings to her
garden walk even when rain keeps
the other indoors:

But my grandmother, in all
weathers, even when the rain was
coming down in torrents and
Frangoise (the cook, housekeeper
and ferocious protector of her
family) had rushed the precious
wicker armchairs indoors so that
they should not get soaked, was
to be seen pacing the deserted
rain-lashed garden, pushing back
her disordered grey locks so that
her forehead might be freer to
absorb the health-giving draughts
of wind and rain. She would say,

I Pleasure garden of Proust’s uncle Jules
Amiot on the outskirts of llliers. Photograph
courtesy of Roger-Viollet.
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2, 3 Amiot house garden at lliers.
Photographs courtesy of Roger-Viollet.
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“At last one can breathe!” and
would trot up and down the
sodden paths—too straight and
symmetrical for her liking, owing
to the want of any feeling for
nature in the new gardener,
whom my father had been asking
all morning if the weather were
going to improve—her keen,
jerky little step regulated by the

understand his grandmother? In
Balzac’s novels, things that are
contemplated deliver up their
significance forthwith (recall

the god of Love statue). Not

so here. For Proust, vision 1s
often inaccurate or incomplete;
one must penetrate further into a
scene he paints to finally “see”
something new.

templated as they are a narrative
and analysis of the perceptive
activity of the person—Marcel
here—who contemplates a
presentation of this person’s
impressions, progressive dis-
coveries, and perspective.” Most
interesting for those of us who push
on to read all of this book is
Marcel’s participation in the scene.





