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Caring for Places: Caring for Thought

Among the most exciting times in life are those when ideas rearrange in the 
mind; when what seemed settled and fi xed suddenly becomes transformed by 
fresh and absorbing new insight. Remembering when that happened and in 
relation to what circumstances becomes part of the lore of life.

People like to talk about “thinking out of the box,” “the creative leap,” and 
the “ah-ha effect” — all means of rearranging, or differently categorizing ideas, 
or of suddenly fi nding new relationships where none had previously seemed to 
exist. It happens for individuals making daily sense of their worlds, and it hap-
pens in communities of people when we talk about “paradigm shifts.”

Universities are about making this happen. Watching it happen is what 
teachers love most… the glint in the eye of a student when new vantage points 
open; the startling refl ection that challenges conventional understanding. Cap-
turing and channeling those moments of rearrangement (revising, reforming, 
“re-engineering”) are part of the university’s purpose.

Another part of the university’s purpose, of course, is conserving, refi ning 
and transmitting cultural norms and practices — nurturing both their under-
standing and the critical thought that subjects them to continuing scrutiny. 
That universities need to have both is evident; it’s bred into the structure and 
ethos of the contemporary institution.

Attending to these purposes in the settings of the university as well as in its 
curricula receives less attention, yet the university campus is one of the places 
where deliberate, purposeful construction of a common realm can be imagined 
and constructed; where purpose and vision can trump expediency… or so one 
would suppose. But in an era of declining public investment in education, a 
surge in emphasis on market advantage, and the complexity with which uni-
versity facilities and populations are now enmeshed within the fabric of cities, 
the project of the university has become itself more entangled with the fate 
of its adjoining community. Is learning any longer (or was it ever) confi ned to 
campus? How does the ever-increasing competition for students play into the 
construction of facilities and the demands made on the structure and character 
of the city (or suburb) that surrounds it?

Can the university avoid judgment about its role as an agent of change in 
the community? Do the patterns of open space and building that are conven-
tionally associated with “campus” have a place within neighborhoods that the 
institutions infi ltrate? Conversely, should the apparatus of the city have some-
thing to say about how campus spaces are formed? Should/can the engines of 
technological change and the buildings they foster be absorbed within conven-
tional fabrics laden with tradition, or should/can they be used to create new 
understandings among students and faculty? Should not places of learning be 
designed so that they lead their inhabitants to encounter a larger community, 
new perceptions of capability, and expanded understanding of their position in 
the natural and built places they inhabit?

This issue of Places, guest-edited by Frances Halsband — who, as an archi-
tect, is herself engaged in searching through the intricacies of these issues —
may not answer these questions, but it poses them. Its articles challenge us to 
think about what a campus might be; how a city might be; how we ourselves 
might be.

— Donlyn Lyndon
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The University of California at Berkeley is a rich and 
dynamic place. It has a vigorously marked focus, with its 
Campanile, visible from across the bay in San Francisco, 
and a Beaux-Arts central campus plan explicitly, perhaps 
presciently, oriented by its architects toward the Golden 
Gate, the Pacifi c, and Asia beyond. UC Berkeley’s bound-
aries, however, are complex and indeterminate, stretched 
and fractured by the demands of growth.

Berkeley’s faculty members are world leaders in 
research, and the university draws top students from Cali-
fornia, the U.S., and the world. New academic programs 
are constantly being developed and existing programs 
expanded. Now, in addition, as part of the California 
Master Plan for Higher Education, UC Berkeley must 
grow by an additional 4,000 students (with associated fac-
ulty and support staff) by the year 2010. The 2020 Long 
Range Development Plan, certifi ed by the Regents in Janu-
ary, 2005, proposes adding 2.2 million gross square feet of 
academic and support space to accommodate the popula-
tion and program growth. UCB and the city it inhabits 
together face formidable challenge and opportunity.

Initially set out on open ground a century ago, the 
campus now fi nds itself tightly constrained: its boundar-
ies on three sides are well-established city neighborhoods 
that have grown up around the original small campus, each 
with a clear, noncampus identity. The fourth side is mostly 
steep university-owned open space reserve, with the Law-
rence Berkeley Laboratory set farther up in the hills.

The campus has already moved into those neighbor-
hoods in various ways. The university has bought or rented 
buildings. It has bought land, demolished existing build-
ings, and built new ones. Early on, the campus actually also 
subsumed a number of streets entirely. As with most uni-
versities, the neighborhoods surrounding UC Berkeley 
have not welcomed the growing campus presence.

University Infl uence at its Edges
Decisions made by UC Berkeley about its edges and 

expansion beyond its boundaries have shaped the form and 
activities — the character — of streets and neighborhoods 
bordering the campus. Sometimes those changes were 
made with intent, sometimes through disregard. Most 
appear to have been the result of demand for space and 
services.

In terms of character, Southside is the primary stu-
dent neighborhood, and the lively commercial life here is 

Shaping Campus Edges at UC Berkeley
Emily Marthinsen
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directly related to the large number of students who live 
nearby in the university’s highrise dormitories (the “units”) 
and in private apartment complexes. Small academic and 
service groups also create a mixed-use offi ce environment 
in former residential buildings. To the west, large numbers 
of people coming to the campus arrive in downtown Berke-
ley, making it a major East Bay transit center, with bus 
and BART connections to the Bay Area and beyond. On 
the north, large academic buildings across Hearst Avenue 
from the campus, along with those of (delete those of) the 
Graduate Theological Union and other small schools and 
research centers, have given the Northside neighborhood 
an increasingly institutional character.

Density of development is another way the university 
has infl uenced its surroundings. The effect of density has 
been felt especially to the south and north. In the 1950s 
three groups of highrise dormitories replaced single-family 
houses on the south side; and since the 1970s two large 
academic buildings have been built on the north side, 
replacing small apartment buildings. Current plans for 
the west, downtown, edge of the campus, propose intense 
commercial development — a hotel, conference center, and 
retail uses — between the campus and the transit center, 
supporting the City of Berkeley’s efforts to reinvigorate its 
downtown.

The presence of university buildings has also changed 
neighborhood scale and rhythm, affecting how public 
roads and sidewalks connect open space, how buildings 
frame views, and how people experience the sequence of 
Berkeley’s urban space. Large, poorly sited buildings on 
the central campus block orienting view corridors, and 
campus buildings on residential streets — even the best —
provide a less rich visual vocabulary for passersby than do 
Berkeley’s traditional houses and gardens.

Finally, as campus programs and population have 
grown, and as private automobile use has replaced public 
transit, streets and sidewalks approaching the campus 
and its open spaces have become increasingly congested. 
One of the most hotly contested elements in the current 
Long Range Development Plan is the projected increase 
in parking planned by the university to meet faculty, staff 
and student demand. The City of Berkeley claims this will 
increase an already burdensome traffi c load.

Each side of the Berkeley campus has been affected dif-
ferently by the university’s presence, and each offers dif-
ferent opportunities for positive results. But, in response, 
the university’s approach to development along its edges 
is now more intentional, more studied, and more publicly 
articulated than in the past.

Opposite: UC Berkeley imagines a number of new and replacement building sites 

on its main campus and in adjoining areas of the city as part of its 2004 Long Range 

Development Plan.
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North Side of Campus
Hearst Avenue is the traditional north boundary of the 

central campus. Some years ago the university crossed this 
street and built a number of large buildings: two parking 
structures, two academic buildings, and a residence hall. 
These campus buildings generate constant pedestrian 
traffi c in both directions across the street. Core academic 
activities — research, instruction — now occur on both 
sides of this boundary, and the edge itself, for about three 
blocks, has been functionally almost erased as a result. A 
residential neighborhood with many large single-family 
houses and old apartment buildings remains intact close to 
these campus buildings.

Recently, the university took a different development 
approach to a project on its north side. The Goldman 
School of Public Policy is housed in a large old fraternity 
house. Its recent addition is about the same size as the 
original, and was designed as its complement — with simi-
lar form, massing and detail. Although the new building 
continues the campus activities in this neighborhood, it 
does not increase density, and the character of the street —
large elegant houses and apartment buildings, some with 
ground-fl oor retail — remains intact.

West Side of Campus
The west side is the campus downtown edge. Here a 

wide street, Oxford Avenue, separates the campus from the 
city. Although four university-owned buildings and one 
state-owned complex across Oxford Street have severely 
inhibited commercial development along the west side of 
the street, the campus edge here appears distinct. The most 
signifi cant face of the campus is primarily open space: the 
West Crescent lawn, Grinnel Natural Area, and Straw-
berry Creek.

The university and the city are engaged in an effort to 
develop a hotel/conference center along Center Street. 
Center Street would thus become the connection between 
Berkeley’s main commercial street (and the location of bus 
and rapid transit lines) and the campus. The university’s art 
museum and fi lm archive plan a new building at the end of 
Center Street, across Oxford Street, facing the campus, but 
also linked, by Center Street, to other areas of Berkeley’s 
downtown, especially Addison Street around the corner, 
the city’s designated “arts district,” already home to several 
theaters.

The initial campus proposal for the hotel/conference 
center/museum saw in this project an opportunity to 

Case Study


