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Water Shed and Catchment Plan

1. Bioswale-conveyance/treatment

2. Infiltration trenches-sudgrade retention

3. Sheetflow-recharge

4. Wet meadow-treatment/recharge

5. Side yard bioswales-treatment/conveyance

6. Parking filter strips-sediment  control 

7. Piped civil stormwater catchment

8. Stormwater gardens

The hydrological design of the Habitat Trails project retains 

stormwater on site and slows its flow by increasing the 

amount of pervious surface. Image courtesy of the University 

of Arkansas Community Design Center.
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Too often, Stephen Verderber believes, architectural prac-
tice is overly concerned with formal composition, siting 
and materials, and relatively unconcerned with a building’s 
lived qualities, social standing, and representational 
impact. Compassion in Architecture examines these issues in 
light of a fifteen-year initiative he has directed to improve 
the delivery of public health services in Louisiana.

Published by the Center for Louisiana Studies in 2005, 
the book combines Verderber’s background as a practicing 
architect with his research activities as a Professor of Archi-
tecture at Tulane University. It showcases his twin passions: 
concern for social justice in the delivery of health services 
to poor, frequently minority populations; and the develop-
ment of a new paradigm for architectural practice rooted in 
a closer correlation of design intent and design effect.

Since 1991, Verderber has been involved in a state-
funded effort to rebuild neglected community-care clinics 
in Louisiana’s 64 parishes. The book investigates the 
history, purpose and design of these clinics, emphasizing 
the personal stories of those who work and are taken care 
of there. According to the jury, the result is a convinc-
ing argument that such facilities work best when they are 
conceived as “healthplaces,” and as sources of community 
pride and dignity.

Verderber’s evidence-based approach attempts to tie 
research directly to design, based on what he believes is 
“the longest ongoing post-occupancy study of this kind 
in the world.” It concludes by offering 140 planning and 
design principles derived from the Louisiana work, but 
adaptable to many other types of outpatient facilities. As 
its title indicates, it also presents a critique of mainstream 
architecture and a call for a new era of social advocacy based 
on the rediscovery of an attitude of compassion.

Louisiana Paradigm
Verderber’s work on the project began when he 

received a phone call in 1990 from the Louisiana Office of 
Public health. They had just found a stack of five-year-old 
surveys detailing the conditions at public health centers 
across the state, and were looking for help determining if 
their data was still relevant. The new director of the agency 
had just become aware of the deplorable condition of the 
health centers, and realized that further improvement to its 
programs would be impossible without a parallel effort to 
improve these obsolete buildings.

A parish in Louisiana has much the same function as a 
county in other U.S. states. In each parish, the health unit 
is charged with providing state and federally funded clini-
cal, environmental, nutritional, and vital-records services. 
As a walk-in health center, this includes such services as 
immunization, blood-pressure monitoring, women/infant/
children nutrition, communicable diseases treatment, family 
planning, prenatal counseling, and health education in such 
areas as domestic violence, tobacco use, and obesity. Each 
health unit also contains the offices of the health inspectors 
responsible for monitoring water quality, milk safety, res-
taurant sanitation, etc.

Along with nine state-run charity hospitals, these 
parish-owned, state-operated clinics provide the backbone 
for health delivery to the uninsured and working poor in 
Louisiana. The size of this group has grown rapidly since 
1980, as the number of state residents who today lack health 
insurance is now estimated at 750,000 out of a total popula-
tion of 4.2 million. For these and other reasons, Louisiana 
in 1996 was deemed the unhealthiest state in the nation.

A system of local public health centers was first funded 

2006 EDRA/Places Awards Planning

Compassion in Architecture:  
Evidence-Based Design for Health in Louisiana
Stephen Verderber

Above: The research contained in Compassion in Architecture has contributed to a 

massive rebuilding campaign that is transforming Louisiana’s community health clinics.
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in Louisiana by the Rockefeller Foundation following a 
massive Mississippi River flood in 1927 that spread disease 
and suffering across the region. The program was made 
an official part of the state constitution during the populist 
governorship of Huey Long in the 1930s. After World 
War II a great number of parish facilities were built using 
money from the federal Hill-Burton act. At the time, these 

progressive, modernist-styled structures were a source of 
great community pride and a symbol of the importance of 
local government, Verderber writes.

But in a four-volume study that won a PA Award in 
1992, a research team led by Verderber documented just 
how far this system had deteriorated. In many of these 
now-outmoded buildings leaks and faulty air conditioning 

Verderber / Compassion in Architecture

McNally: I was completely bowled over by this 

one. It presented a really strong, compelling, well-

documented story about public health clinics in 

Louisiana. This person knows the place and how it works 

politically. They’ve been doing this project for fifteen 

years. They’ve spent $52 million implementing it in 44 

projects. They’ve tested it and done the postoccupancy 

work. They take you right up to different design 

patterns. And each of the projects they profile explain 

how all this gets pieced together and set in place.

Ahrentzen: It takes time to figure out how the pieces are 

connected, and how one relates to the other. I was sort of 

confused, but I was also compelled. It’s not as smoothly 

connected as you’d be able to find in a fast read.

McNally: It is also the first exposé of how defunct and 

corrupt this whole system was. How people were still 

trying to operate out of these clinics that should have 

been torn down many years ago.

Jones: Yes, but too often we generate these formula 

books as a generic kit, but stop shy of actually making it.

Hull: Say you are an architect and you were going to 

be doing a health clinic. Would this be of value to you, 

reading this book?

McNally: Yes.

Sample Jury Comments—Compassion in Architecture
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were common; hallways and waiting rooms were so over-
crowded patients had to wait outside in the rain; records 
and supplies were improperly stored and poorly secured; 
and privacy and confidentiality were poor or nonexistent. 
Furthermore, in many of those instances where new facili-
ties had been provided to replace older ones, these had 
been relegated to dismal sites far from “Main Street.” One 
was even located in a former bowling alley and bar.

Verderber’s 1991 study provided the catalyst for what 
would become a new statewide participatory planning and 
design effort. Known as the Strategic Facilities Initiative, 
it has since sought to replace or renovate old buildings, but 
to do so in a way that prioritizes the needs of the patients, 
and of the nurses, clerks and sanitarians who work there.

For the last fifteen years, on contract to the state, Ver-
derber has directed many aspects of this program. When 
a parish initiates a project, he is available to help with due-
diligence and best-practices research, tax and budget analy-
sis, and planning and design services. Many new facilities 
are subsequently designed as joint ventures between his 
office and local architects of record. But in the simplest 
cases, he has performed the architectural work himself.

Design Quality and Effect
Verderber believes that the quality of an environment, 

even the simple configuration of space, can have a powerful 
effect on social intercourse. To be truly effective, there-
fore, the parish health units should have the same dignity 
and public presence as a library or a school. 

Such views grow out of a background in environ-
ment-behavior studies. Indeed, Verderber places SFI’s 
theoretical roots in positivist, empirically based manage-
ment theories. But recently, most work in this area has 
neglected concern for the effects of physical space on 
organizational creativity, he writes.

This has been a particular problem in facilities manage-
ment, where outsourcing and exclusively cost-driven analy-
sis have also undercut concern for “user needs” and the 
benefits of a better person-environment “fit.” As he writes, 
“These once linked facilities management via productivity 
to strategic facility planning.” But now the prevailing view 
is of “space (versus place) defined solely as a commodity to 
be bought or sold.”

One of the central aspects of this story is the failure of 
the mainstream architectural profession to become more 
engaged with environmental advocacy. The health care 
pyramid rarely takes an interest in either the patient or 
the caregiver, he believes. After all, the client is usually a 
wealthy patron or a cash-strapped state agency. “Value 
engineering” has further reduced concern for caring build-
ings to marketing slogans.

But forces within the architectural profession have made 
the situation worse. Modernism first added the elitist vision 
of the architect as the aesthetic purifier, for whom the indi-
gent public was largely a contaminant. But, he also believes 
that, since architecture lacks a tradition of verification, the 
success of many designs is frequently also a “hit or miss” 
proposition. This has compromised the architect’s ability 
to stand up for known principle during the design process.

As an answer, Verderber offers evidence-based design 
and planning. This involves a much more rigorous cycle 
of preparation, participatory engagement, coordination, 
commitment, and assessment.

But it also involves a renewed humanistic vision that 
emphasizes a noninstitutional attitude toward community 
health care facilities, one that projects a spirit of warmth, 

2006 EDRA/Places Awards Research

Opposite: The book includes 143 guidelines intended to govern the rebuilding of 

community clinics as places of dignity and community pride.

Hull: That’s what I find strange about some of the research 

projects. They’re interesting, but you can’t use them.

Kelbaugh: That’s a good point. At the back is a “how 

to”—maybe a bit too formulaic, but it’s qualitatively 

different.

Ahrentzen: And it’s not just for architects. It might be 

a facility manager who has to deal with an architect, and 

can look at this and actually challenge a person. And it is 

in a particular place—Louisiana. It’s really specific, but 

there are probably implications to other places as well.

Hull: I still distrust the architecture side of this a little bit.

Ahrentzen: He does a lot of different types of 

research. Part of it is ethnography—just talking to 

people. But he also has surveys. All of that helps direct 

not only the case studies in terms of the designs, but 

also the schematic design principles.

Jones: But isn’t this more along the lines of a statewide 

health infrastructure than a place?

Hull: Did it make the facilities more place-like?

Ahrentzen: If you put down a health clinic in a poorer 

area there is a real sense of that being an important 

place in the community.

McNally: It is going to have a huge impact. They 

are trying for a wholesale replacement. And they 

figured out how to mobilize this enormous machine. 

They could have just panicked. Or they could have 

continued to ignore it, which is the way so many things 

are done in Louisiana. Instead, they said we can be 

calm, teach ourselves about what needs to happen, and 

then go for it.



26 Verderber / Compassion in Architecture
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dowless double-loaded corridors. Others are less so, such 
as creating a tiered system of waiting areas after check-in 
to reduce patient stress. In general, their goal is to create 
environments that are secure, yet lively and uplifting.

Verderber stresses that the content areas all originally 
emerged following a series of meetings, discussions and 
focus groups. They have all since been “tested” and adjusted 
through postoccupancy evaluation of completed SFI projects.

In general, the guidelines are less important as indi-
vidual instances of dramatic revelation than as an enumera-
tion of important concerns that should not be ignored or 
forgotten—a kind of task sheet for a more humanistic prac-
tice. For this reason, Verderber says, the book has great 
relevance to an array of community-based health centers, 
such as clinics for outpatient oncology and kidney dialysis 
centers, which are taking over from increasingly belea-
guered hospitals.

What may be most enduring about his book, however, is 
not its ability to shape any particular building form or style, 
but the impact of its call for a renewed attitude of design 
awareness and compassion.

—David Moffat

caring, and human scale. It is compassion for the needs of 
those who use a building that should drive major decisions 
regarding its siting, spatial organization, and “language of 
materiality”—the palette of materials and objects used.

A Record of Success
Compassion in Architecture combines analysis of these 

larger social and theoretical issues (largely framed in terms 
of extended quotations from patients and caregivers), with 
a history of parish-based health services in Louisiana, an 
extended section of case studies, and a lengthy set of 143 
illustrated guidelines.

The case studies involve a range of actual work under the 
SFI program, from large to small, from new construction 
(in various forms and styles) to renovation. Not all Verder-
ber’s collaborations have turned out as originally planned; 
indeed, some of the more compelling designs presented 
were not built for political and/or budgetary reasons.

Interestingly, the book was also conceived and written 
before Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005. Yet the jurors 
were impressed that in several crucial respects, it pre-
dicted the social outcomes that followed these disastrous 
events. Indeed, one of its case studies described plans for a 
modular health center, deployable by boat, train or truck in 
the wake of a natural disaster.

In the tradition of Christopher Alexander’s work, the 
illustrated guidelines emphasize a broadly scaled range of 
physical and policy priorities: from developing community 
support; to sensitively siting individual new buildings and 
laying out spaces inside them; to ensuring proper daylight-
ing, workflow and ergonomics.

Some embody practices that seem relatively obvious, like 
designing an effective wayfinding system and avoiding win-

2006 EDRA/Places Awards Research

Left: One of the proposals documented in the book is for a mobile clinic that can be 

delivered to flooded areas by truck, train, helicopter or barge. Image by Julia Ford 

and Claudia Foronda.

Right: The new Richland Parish health unit replaces a prefab metal structure 

where occupants had endured the stench of sewage and where staff complained of 

headaches, muscle aches, and nausea. Image by Romy Diaz and Jessica Gramcko.

Opposite: The new community health clinic in West Monroe, Ouachita Parish, and 

the specific guidelines used in its design. Drawing by Stephen Verderber, Victoria 

Yee, and Jessica Gramcko.



Places and the Environmental Design Research Association 
announce the ninth annual EDRA/Places Awards for Place 
Design, Planning and Research. We seek entries of exem-
plary work from practitioners and researchers in any envi-
ronmental design or related discipline.

The deadline for entries for the 2007 EDRA/Places 
Awards is January 30, 2007. The awards jury will be held 
February 24-26 at Arizona State University, Tempe, with 
winners announced the week following. Official presen-
tations will be made at the EDRA annual conference in 
Sacramento, CA, May 30-June 3. Winning projects and 
commentary will be published on the Places website and in 
the Fall 2007 issue of Places.

The Program
The EDRA/Places Awards are unique among the programs 
that recognize professional and scholarly excellence in 
environmental design. The program is distinguished by its 
interdisciplinary focus, its concern for human factors in the 
design of the built environment, and its commitment to 
promoting links between design research and practice.

We invite participation from the full breadth of envi-
ronmental design and related social science activity, 
including architecture, landscape architecture, planning, 
urban design, interior design, lighting design, graphic 
design, environmental psychology, sociology, anthropol-
ogy and geography.

Each year Places and EDRA assemble a jury with diverse 
backgrounds in design, research, teaching and practice. 
The jury evaluates how each project, no matter what 
the discipline, addresses the human experience of well-
designed places. Special attention is paid to the transfer-
ability of research about human experience of place into 
design and planning practice. The jury selects six winners 
from three categories: place design, place planning, and 
place research.

In addition to the 2006 winners appearing in this issue, 
past winners have appeared in Places 12.1, 13.1, 14.1, 15.1, 
16.1, 16.3, and 17.3. For more information about the 
awards program, or to obtain additional entry forms or 
brochures, prospective entrants are encouraged to visit 
www.places-journal.org and/or www.edra.org.

Submissions are accepted in the following categories:

Place Research. All types of research about the design and 
use of places can be entered, including (but not limited to) 
projects that document the form or perception of places 
or landscapes; evaluate the use or management of recent 
projects or established settings; or provide background for 
specific designs or plans.

Place Planning. Any plan that makes proposals for the 
future use, management or design of a place can be 
entered—including master plans, specific plans or ele-
ments, management plans, vision documents, or charrette 
proposals. Plans must have been sponsored by an orga-
nized entity (such as a public agency, community group, or 
private business or institution), though they need not have 
received official approval.

Place Design. Any design project completed within the last 
five years (but long enough to assess how well it functions 
for its users) can be entered. Projects can consist of indi-
vidual structures, spaces or elements, or groups that work 
together as a unit. They can involve the design of some-
thing new or the reuse of existing resources. The scale may 
be large or small.

2007 Jury
Roberta Feldman (Professor of Architecture, 
 University of Illinois, Chicago)
Ann Forsyth (Director, Metropolitan Design Center,  
 University of Minnesota)
Michael Pyatok (Pyatok Associates and  
 Arizona State University)
Anne Whiston Spirn (Professor of Landscape  
 Architecture, MIT)
Buzz Yudell (Principal, Moore Ruble Yudell)

Please send entries to:
Janet Singer, Executive Director
Environmental Design Research Association
Post Office Box 7146
Edmond, OK 73083-7146
Tel: 405.330.4863
Fax: 405.330.4150
e-mail: edra@edra.org

The postmark deadline for submissions is January 30, 2007.

Call for Submissions:
Tenth Annual EDRA/Places Awards
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While serving on this year’s Places jury and recently visit-
ing the Venice Biennale and Poundbury in England, I was 
reminded of how remarkably rare and difficult it is to simul-
taneously produce good architecture and good urbanism.

Too often we see superior new architecture that is part 
of inferior urban design and planning, or good urbanism 
compromised by poorly designed buildings. An obvious 
example of the former would be an accomplished building 
by a talented architect set along a freeway or arterial strip 
or lost on the circus skyline of a Dubai. The latter might be 
a tritely designed and thinly crafted neotraditional buildings 
facing an exemplary mixed-use street with a light rail line.

The above assertion is admittedly full of subjective 
values and personal sensibilities—as well as humanist belief 
in the possibility both of agreeing on what is good and 
making progress toward it. Nevertheless, I would like to 
try to unpack some of my underlying assumptions in order 
to open an important dilemma for discussion.

Some Basic Premises
Premise 1. Norms and regulations are necessary for a 

healthy and productive society, just as personal rights and 
creative freedom are essential to human growth, dignity 
and happiness. A dynamic and robust balance of these com-
peting but complementary tendencies must be maintained 
within a given society.

History is replete with examples in which excessive 
swings in one direction or the other have resulted in dys-
functional societies, characterized by various combinations 
of oppression, indulgence and stagnation, or disorder, 
profligacy and anarchy.

Functional societies are self-organizing, self-regulating 
and self-repairing, much like ecosystems, with their feed-
back loops, as well as the (very occasional) sudden shift or 
unpredictable leap that punctuates the equilibrium. These 
cultures constantly check and balance their laws, institu-
tions and norms.

Kelbaugh / Toward a Theory of Norm and Scale

Urbanism and/or Architecture:  
Toward a Theory of Norm and Scale
Douglas Kelbaugh
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This dialectical loosening and tightening are overlap-
ping, messy and continuous, although the cycles of change 
have accelerated recently as economic, political and cul-
tural forces have become more globally interdependent, 
electronically connected, diverse and polarized. Society 
and the metropolis combine to form an evolving whole 
with a soupy texture more akin to a biosphere or quantum 
mechanics than the clearly articulated and interacting parts 
of Newtonian physics.

Today, the clashes and mergers, diasporas and agglom-
erations, and benefits and unintended consequences of 
technology (real and virtual) have all combined to make 
humankind’s future both daunting and promising. Simi-
larly, the planet’s natural systems and carrying capacity are 
increasingly stressed by our individual and collective eco-
logical footprints.

Premise 2. Both a desire for individual agency and a 
social need for shared norms are expressed and reflected 
in the built environment, especially the city. (Villages 
tend to be more like tribal communities, where there is 
greater emphasis on unity—often at the expense of exter-
nal enemies or internal “others”—than on the individual 
rights, anonymity and autonomy that typically obtain in 
the city.) Conversely, buildings and cities have a pervasive 
if under-recognized effect on individual and collective 
behavior and well-being.

Typically, needs and desires tend to be actively expressed 
at the architectural scale and passively reflected at the urban 
scale. Obviously, the smaller the scale of design and pro-
duction, the more personal and direct the expression can 
and is likely to be. For example, architectural details and 
the facade have long been within the purview of individual 
expression.

At the larger scale—from the neighborhood and district 
up to the metropolitan area—there is less ability to proac-
tively and holistically design the built environment. Except 
in the case of prescriptive zoning or autocratic political 
regimes, the built environment at this scale becomes a 
more inadvertent embodiment of market economics, real 
estate development practices, and political forces.

Premise 3. It is not good to be expressive, creative and 
inventive—or, conversely, to be normative, standardized 
and prescriptive—at every scale of the built environment. 
Totalizing consistency risks losing the balance between the 
individual and society, tending toward disorder and chaos 
on the one hand or regimentation and ennui on the other.

Examples of either excess abound, whether it be homo-
geneous suburban sprawl (where an isotropic monoculture 
and repetition tend to be the rule), or the heterogeneous, 

mixed use cityscape and informal settlements of global 
cities (where buildings fight each other for public atten-
tion or scarce construction materials). Thus, in the fantasy 
extravagance of Dubai or the exuberant but composed 
spectacle of Singapore, one would be hard-pressed to iden-
tify a building by Zaha Hadid or Rem Koolhaas (whose 
research firm AMO first made this observation, suggesting 
that a great many firms can do flashy and creative designs, 
if not with equivalent skill and competence).

At one extreme of imbalance are places of disorienting if 
vibrant heterogeneity, such as Tokyo, whose urban fabric 
consists of a mélange of one-off, exceptional buildings set 
amidst a tangle of infrastructure and circus of advertis-
ing. At the other are places of numbing, monochromatic 
uniformity, such as the carpet-like residential subdivision 
in America. In the former case, the architect’s job may be 
to calm and bring order to the visual cacophony—to add 
some repetitive bass notes; in the latter, it may be to inten-
sify or corrupt the monotony with some bold, treble riffs.

Premise 4. There are some scales that are more appro-
priate for the exercise of personal expression and creativity, 
and other scales more suitable for society’s imposition of 
norms, standards and restrictions.

Intimations of a Theory
Premise 4 is where my argument takes a subjective leap 

and complicates itself. Specifically, it requires positing 
some of the essential differences and similarities between 
architecture and urbanism. This is unavoidable if one 
wants to tentatively approach a unified theory of scale and 
norms, despite the suspect quality of the universal and 
master-narrative in this poststructuralist, posthumanist 
theoretical and academic climate (in decline ‘tho it is.)

We might first consider the characteristic physical 
dimensions of a work of architecture and how they are typ-
ically represented. Despite recent and worthwhile attempts 
to blur the distinction between conventional modes of 
representation, of the basic drawing types used to produce 
buildings, elevations tend to be planar, while plans and 
sections tend to be spatial. Movement through space adds 
the fourth dimension of time, as does the weathering and 
adaptation of a building.

The spatial and temporal aspects of architectural tend to 
trigger more primordial and universal human instincts and 
senses than stylized form. The olfactory, auditory, kinesthetic 
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Opposite: Tokyo provides a vivid example of the disorienting quality of design 

heterogeneity at too many scales. Photo by author at Venice Biennale exhibit.
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senses are harder wired and have a smaller comfort zone, and 
they therefore offer less latitude for and adaptation to arbitrary 
or superficial manipulation and stylizing.

Although various cultures and epochs may emphasize 
them differently, the physiology of our senses—or, for that 
matter, the reach of our arms or length of our stride—have 
changed little if any over historic time. In the same way, 
certain pleasures and fears closely tied to survival and evo-
lution are deeply programmed into our psyches.

Take the example of Venice. Most people feel innately 
comfortable and titillated while exploring its narrow streets 
and being released from their spatial and auditory com-
pression into a more luminous and open piazza. Likewise, 
our psychological need for refuge and privacy is provided 

by the security and sanctuary of a home base (e.g., a hotel 
room) in which we can collapse and recharge ourselves. 
Our basic curiosity for prospect is accommodated by a 
view from a roof garden or campanile—not to mention 
the equally satisfying flirtation with hazard and kinesthetic 
confusion that energize us in its narrow passages after dark. 
And our instinctual desire to get to down to water, which 
we seem to share with other animals, is readily satiated.

To the extent architecture is experienced two-dimensionally, 
statically and pictorially, it tends to be less timeless and less con-
strained by physical and functional demands.

The design of vertical surfaces can more easily and 
inexpensively be expressive, even whimsical, than a plan 
or section. An incredibly broad range of period styles and 
fashions have emerged to satisfy the seemingly insatiable 
human appetite for aesthetic variety and change—from 
Classical to Cubist, Ruskinian to Richardsonian, Byzan-
tine to Baroque, Mughal to Modernist. It is in the vertical 
dimension, the manipulation of building materials, pattern, 

Kelbaugh / Toward a Theory of Norm and Scale

Above: The natural pleasure of walking Venice’s confusing narrow streets and 

discovering open plazas reveals that spatio-temporal experience is harder-wired than 

the aesthetics of architectural style.
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texture, transparency, etc., that these styles are most 
readily expressed and understood.

Although plans and sections can also vary radically from 
style to style—as can tectonics—the manifestation of most 
styles tends to be most easily produced and read in the 
essentially planar exterior and interior elevations. That is 
why a building’s style can be dramatically transformed, for 
instance, by a skin-deep facelift.

Urban design is also two-, three-, and four-dimensional, 
and it is subject or not to style in the same ways. But as 
scale enlarges to encompass the urban realm, increasingly 
functional and operational concerns begin to dominate. 
Furthermore, although there are examples of long-lived 
structures adapted and utilized for different purposes 
by successive occupants of differing cultures, cities must 
function over a longer span of time, and for a larger and 
broader pool of people than individual buildings (although 
they too can and should be built to be more adaptive over 
time, with some parts more permanently constructed than 
others).

In a sense, then, the stakes are higher and time cycles 
longer with the city. At the same time, urban projects can 
now be so large and the pace of urban development so fast 
that there isn’t time to evaluate, learn from, and relate to 
adjacent increments of the city. Indeed, buildings can be 
thrown up so rapidly as to be “weapons of mass construc-
tion.” Urbanism, fast or slow, is less susceptible and condu-
cive to arbitrary styling than architecture.

It is nonetheless possible to plan at a large scale. 
However, providing from the top down a vision, metaphor, 
conceptual diagram, planning framework, comprehensive 
plan, infrastructure plan, illustrative plan, zoning code, 
and/or adopting from the bottom up a self-generating 
algorithm, pattern language, field of emergence, or com-
munity process is less about aesthetic experience than 
about the structure, operation and character of a city. To 
be sure, there can be big ideas and large-scale patterns in urban-
ism, including at the metropolitan and regional scale, but on the 
ground and in the senses they are inherently beyond reading in 
the optical or visual sense.

It may be possible (and effective) to design an urban 
ensemble or skyline in a visually compositional mode. But 
no matter how based on facts or systems thinking, it is 
indulgent and ineffectual for architects or urban designers 
to consider whole cities in terms of precise master plans 
or as painterly canvases. In the contemporary world the 
ambition to be totalizing, whether dystopian or utopian, 
is a conceit doomed to frustration and failure in all but the 
smallest or most autocratic of political contexts.

Unlike the metropolis, buildings, building complexes, 
urban precincts, and even whole neighborhoods, dis-
tricts, corridors and urban centers or downtowns can 
be conceived from or as a single formal idea or system. 
And form-based codes can bring a balance between com-
munity and design freedom. But whole cities are too 
complex, incremental and dynamic to be captured by a 
singular hand or parti.

Norms and codes may help shape a city, but the design 
of a whole cloth city is beyond the normative—initially 
because it is too large, complex and specific to its site, 
topography, climate, and historical origins; and over time 
because of changing technology, demographics, and cross-
fertilization with its own and other cultures.

Implications for Design
What does this mean for physical, on-the-ground archi-

tecture and urbanism? Here, an architect or urban designer 
must disclose his/her personal aesthetic tastes and sensi-
bilities (which are to a large extent hard-wired early in life), 
and his/her design values and principles (which are learned 
later in life, usually programmed in architecture school, 
and subsequently either developed or rebelled against).

Although raised in several American suburbs, with some 
early years in urban settings, I was trained as a Corbusian 
modernist, and educated to think critically, independently 
and creatively. (The big unspoken norm was that you never 
designed a project that looked like anyone else’s in studio.) 
Soon after, I was swept away by the social and cultural 
tsunami of the 1960s and 70s, working first in what was 
then called the ghetto and then in a municipal architecture 
office. This led to starting a passive-solar architecture firm, 
part-time teaching, and ultimately a full-time academic 
appointment. This path included more than a passing 
interest during the 1980s in Critical Regionalism and 
phenomenology. And for the last two decades I have been 
involved in New Urbanism, which was founded by former 
colleagues and friends, and which I continue to support, 
but not without reservations and criticism.

With this background, I am torn between Modernist 
and traditional orientations, and appreciate both avant-
garde and vernacular modes. The best, perhaps only, way 
for me to resolve this tension is to sort it out by scale. In 
short, I have come to believe that while Modernism and 
the “critical project” are superior at some scales and have 
produced some exquisite buildings, New Urbanism offers 
a sounder and more enduring vision for organizing cities at 
most scales, at least in most North American cities.

However, despite the great promises of its Charter, 
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New Urbanism’s lofty goals are often not achieved, partly 
because the architecture and building tectonics that the 
movement has utilized are frequently disappointing. These 
failings cannot be entirely blamed on middle-class taste 
or the marketplace, as is often the refrain. New Urbanists 
need to be as assertive and passionate about the quality of 
design and construction as they are about compact, mixed-
use, walkable neighborhoods. And they should not be so 
normative at every scale and across the entire cross-section 
of the city. For example, there needs to be an alter ego, 
right side of the New Urbanist Transect where some hell 
can break loose once in a while—within a let-it-rip enter-
tainment district, for instance.

Alternatives to New Urbanism currently come primar-
ily from two directions—although Landscape Urbanism 
is fast emerging as another, if somewhat more sympa-
thetic, position. On one side, Neo-Modernism (or, as I 

have called it, Post Urbanism) also mixes up land uses, 
but it sexes up the architecture, devalues contextualism, 
and focuses too much on the spectacular solo building 
or urban fragment. As a result, it remains captive to an 
attitude of change for its own sake and an ever-escalating 
race for media attention, transnational capital, and brand 
recognition, all of which favor the treble over the bass clef. 
It’s not particularly friendly or humane, either. On the 
other side of New Urbanism is Everyday Urbanism, which 
is admirably committed to social equity, but sets its goals 
too low for urban formal coherence, and places too much 
design hope in the ordinary.

Having criticized the avant-gardist and sometimes the 
vernacularist approaches to urbanism, I must admit that 
the superior design talent of the former and the egalitarian 
community-mindedness of the latter often give me pause. 
Many of the designs by “star architects” are stunningly and 
seductively beautiful. Likewise, the social justice and com-
munity-based design of Everyday Urbanism is exemplary. 
But the Latinate clarity and humanity of New Urbanism, 
as well as its program to rebuild our cities and rethink our 
suburbs, are also compelling. And the ecological sensitivi-
ties of Landscape Urbanism are positive. If there were only 
a way to combine the best of them!

The following is an attempt to sketch the initial outlines 

Kelbaugh / Toward a Theory of Norm and Scale

Left: Barcelona shows how a gridded, normative plan with standard and consistent 

architectural types can provide sufficient and elegant urban variety. Photo by author 

at Venice Biennale exhibit.

Right: Lower Manhattan shows how stylistic consistency is rarely a hallmark of 

a vibrant, diverse and market-driven urban environment, especially when the 

architectural types are so varied. Photo by author.
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of such a resolution—not by resolving or compromising 
their differences or robbing them of their frisson or long-
term power, but by letting them coexist proportionally and 
synergistically rather than awkwardly and antagonistically.

Principles of an Integrated Urbanism
Accept that cities rarely can be aesthetically conceived, com-

posed or built as a whole. Although the size of urban develop-
ment projects may be increasing, cities are increasingly 
large, dynamic, chaotic and beyond the normative—i.e., 
neither controllable by rules and customs, nor based on 
shared cultural values. They can and often should be 
guided by big visions, but these should involve flexible 
frameworks and infrastructure rather than totalizing or 
aesthetic uber ideas.

Recognize that the most effective scale at which to be norma-
tive, even prescriptive, is that of urban design and infrastruc-
ture. Useful norms at this scale include Transit-Oriented 
Development, connective street networks with small block 
sizes; a clear hierarchy of street types frequently defined 
by continuous street walls; a rich mix of uses and of build-
ing types and architectural types; pedestrian and bicycle 
friendliness; buildings that are as low-rise as possible (with 
high-rise towers in central cities as required); on-site 
energy production and conservation; sensitivity to and 

preservation of historic buildings and neighborhoods; sus-
tainable water and waste reuse and recycling; a clear hierar-
chy of public and private buildings and spaces; and a use of 
foreground and background architecture, respectively, for 
honorific and everyday purposes.

Try to be as typologically consistent as possible along a street 
without giving in to excessive repetition or banal formulas. 
Architectural typology and its coherent deployment is 
an increasingly effective and needed ordering device as 
messier mixes of use continue to replace the single-use 
zoning of the Modernist city. And as projects get bigger, 
it is more challenging to create an adaptable and nuanced 
urbanism, because of the greater granularity of develop-
ment. New tools are needed to encourage a finer grain, as 
well as to require large-scale developers to be less repeti-
tive and formulaic.

Accept that it is not reasonable or equitable in heterogeneous 
societies to highly regulate architectural style. Because human 
expressivity is irrepressible, style is unavoidable, which 
means a diverse population will naturally produce incon-
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Above: As the size of developments get bigger and societies become more diverse, it 

becomes more challenging to create an urbanism that is incremental, contextual and 

culturally sensitive. Photo of Montonde Casitas in Ixtapaluca, Mexico, by Oscar Ruiz.
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sistent styles. Although norms, incentives, and form-based 
codes can effectively promote common architectural types 
and massing, it is unrealistic and sometimes falsely commu-
nitarian to expect or demand stylistic consistency (unless a 
clear majority favors such uniformity).

As the scale of buildings and developments enlarges, societ-
ies become more diverse, and demographics more dynamic, we 
need to find new ways to design contextually sensitive buildings, 
(perhaps by requiring common materials, colors, and landscaping 
rather than forcing a common architectural language or style). 
As global culture bleaches out regional differences and chal-
lenges the creation of authentically local place, it becomes 
less tenable to hope for an architectural consistency that is 
organic and rich, not overly repetitive or staged. But ways 
can and should be devised to voluntarily achieve more 
design harmony at the scale of the street and square.

The small scale of the architectural detail and component, e.g., 
windows and doors, is an appropriate scale at which to promote 
craft and individual self-expression. Craft can be achieved by 
machine as well as by hand. Computerized fabrication can 
be developed that is as sensitive to the shaping and joining 
of materials as traditional handcraft. This is also the right 
scale in some building types to allow for spatial flexibility 
over short-term cycles and adaptability over the long-term, 
by providing movable and replaceable partitions, doors and 
windows within structural frames and cores built to last 
longer, in the tradition of “Open Building.”

Normative and Free, Local and Universal,  
Customary and Open

As cities and urban agglomerations across the world 
explode in size, we want to strive to balance the individual and 
the collective. There is neither the time nor the resources to 
reinvent architecture and urbanism every few years, or to solve 
our legion of problems one at a time. The risks are becoming 
higher and the odds worse. The planet will survive, but will the 
fragile and irreplaceable ecosystems that support human life be 
sustained? At present, we seem to be headed for very inconve-
nient, painful discontinuities and involuntary downsizings.

We need to get it right—soon—by focusing more on 
enduring and sustainable models at all scales—from the 
window to the watershed. In addition to knowing when to 
be normative/prescriptive and free/open at the right scales, 
we must find ways to make our cities more restorative and 
sustainable in environmental, economic and social terms. 
They are, after all, forecast to receive the next two to three 
billion increase in world population, should the planet end 
up permitting such growth. And we need to attend to the 
social and ecological consequences of our architecture and 
urbanism, or nature will respond in ways that we haven’t 
planned for or can’t adapt to.

Success in these endeavors might just bring an addi-
tional if trivial pleasure: awards jurors would be able to 
premiate good architecture and good urbanism in the same 
place at the same time.

Table 1 Normative(N) and Free(F) scales in architecture/urbanism.

Architectural detail/
component

Building architectural 
style

Architectural type. 
building massing

Street, plat., block 
size, configuration

Neighborhood, Cor-
ridor and District size +

City and Metro 
Region

Modernist/ 
Post Urbanist

N F F F F N

Traditionalist/
New Urbanist

F N N N N F

Proposed Synthesis/
Resolution

N or F F* N* N* N F

Zone of individual expression Zone of community control Zone of less control

* Key area of compromise—Traditionalists/New Urbanists need to be less normative 

at the building scale, especially about architectural style and façade design.  

Modernist/Post Urbanists need to be more normative at the urban design scale, especially about building massing and block size.

Kelbaugh / Toward a Theory of Norm and Scale
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Caring for Places: Change

Change is, of course, the very stuff of life; without it we would not be who we 
are; we would not be where we are.

Perhaps because it is so pervasive and fundamental, change provokes many 
forms of anxious attention…from the left and the right, from individuals and 
groups, from governments and corporations, from those eager to capitalize on 
new opportunities, and from those who think it likely to tear away moorings that 
are essential in their lives.

Change is puzzling; change is invigorating, change is called for, change  
is threatening.

It is not change that is at issue, it is the management of change. Words like 
“vision” and ”conservation,” “practical” and “modulated” come to bear; meta-
phors like “engines of change” and “maelstrom of change” call forth the pur-
poseful and the chaotic, but share the sense of driving force, just as “stability” 
projects a steadying influence—a resistance to transformation, a ready ability to 
hold one’s bearings.

Getting straight about change in our environments is one of the challenges 
of our time. In forty years we have seen an increase of 100 million people in the 
United States alone; more than half again the population that many of us were 
born into. In another forty years, the predictions now run, our population will 
have increased another 100 million…far less, of course, than the growth of other 
segments of the world. And the transformations in our media of communication 
have in themselves been transformative, as discussed in our last issue.

Change is not in question; it’s all too clear that the present “world order” is 
neither stable nor tolerable. The question is whether we can maintain a viable 
sense of what it means to be human and to care about what that means for 
others…and whether we can gather the will to manage changes that will improve 
rather then destroy the understandings that presently hold societies together.

Changes in place are often the most startling; buildings are torn down, 
buildings appear, whole areas of cities or landscapes are wasted in neglect 
while others are transformed by “the market.” Change that makes a real differ-
ence in how we construct our world—projections for the public realm, and the 
mindful encounters between peoples and place it makes possible, need to be 
imagined, debated, and given constructive form at various scales, from infra-
structure to individual habitat.

Change we must. Not with disregard for the existing, but with care and 
respect for the lives of others, with cautious regard for conserving what’s been 
gained and a long-term understanding of resources and their futures…, and, yes, 
with boldness when necessary; with will and persuasion and persistence equal to 
the task of unseating conventional wisdom and bringing new insights to bear.

The 2006 EDRA/Places Awards program highlights examples of the quiet, 
deliberate consideration that brings effective transformations into place: 
research, planning, and thoughtfully implemented designs that reckon their  
consequences in lives and the places that surround them.

—Donlyn Lyndon

Places 18.3
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Buckeye Village Community Center—Columbus, Ohio
Kay Bea Jones, The Ohio State University

Imagine a village community comprised of shared back 
yards and common play areas, small homes laid out to fit 
the meager budgets and varied needs of single mothers—
all designed to the specifications of those who would live 
there. Now imagine that such a grand experiment in co-
housing would be located just off the Ohio State University 
campus, in a section of Columbus not known for innovative 
housing, where it would provide a much-needed resource 
for students with a tenuous hold on their college careers.

This was the original vision for Buckeye Village, a uni-
versity-sponsored student-family housing project, whose 
community center was the winner of a 2006 EDRA/Places 
award for Design. The most ambitious of the co-housing-

inspired ideals for a new off-campus village never material-
ized. Instead, older student-family housing was adapted and 
redesigned to provide living facilities. But the new commu-
nity center at the heart of this repurposed enclave now pro-
vides a joyful and dignified location for a cluster of shared 
facilities that express much of the essence of that vision.

On a site originally developed to provide housing for 
married World War II veterans returning to the unversity, 
Buckeye Village maintains an important connection to the 
past. But it also updates the university’s mission to assist 
students with families. Reflecting changes in enrollment, 
many such families today are headed by single mothers, 
and research shows that without organized support, it is 
very difficult for them to complete their education and 
move up the socioeconomic ladder.

 Opened in January 2005, the community center 
includes space for nine classrooms, a daycare center, an art 
studio, a family room, meeting space, an exercise room, 
and a community garden. Glazed classroom windows open 

Jones / Buckeye Village Community Center

Above: The interior spaces of the Buckeye Village Community Center reassert an 

older commitment by the university to student-family life. Floor-to-ceiling glazing 

draws natural light through classrooms to the main corridor and provides a strong 

visual connection to adjacent outdoor play areas. Photo by Brad Feinknopf.
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directly onto age-specific playscapes that are isolated from 
car entrances and parking areas. Meanwhile, child-scaled 
openings allow even mundane parts of the building to be 
transformed into spaces for play and exploration.

“We really came at it from the standpoint of trying 
to provide places for the families to come together, and 
make it visually a community,” says Kay Bea Jones a Pro-
fessor at OSU’s Knowlton School of Architecture and 
principal designer for the project. “People have been, and 
are, living that way. This type of community building just 
makes it easier.”

A Fight for the Past
As a bright and nurturing place for childcare, tutoring, 

group activities, and counseling services, the community 
center is a distinguished design in its own right. But what 
really attracted jurors to the project was the compelling 
story behind it.

The idea for Buckeye Village originated in 1996 when 
Dr. Beverley Toomey, a Professor of Social Work at OSU, 
and Jones, paired up on a collaborative teaching grant. One 
poll that they conducted during their research showed that 
more than 350 low-income single-parent students would 
be eligible for a program aimed at keeping them in school. 
Toomey and Jones began looking around the country for 
an institution that might serve as a model for a program 
that might provide housing and support services to this at-
risk group. But they came up almost empty-handed.

“The students who come to the university today are not 
necessarily the same ones the campus was designed for,” 
Toomey said in an interview with the Nontraditional Stu-
dents Report. Indeed, some are young mothers, frequently 
of color, whose child-rearing responsibilities and life needs 
frequently conflict with academic obligations. However, 
Toomey believes the university has a special obligation to 
serve this group. “If we don’t educate [them], many will be 
doomed to poverty,” she said.

Jones and Toomey enlisted the help of several other 
university departments in an effort to understand and 
provide for these students. Among them were the Offices 
of Student Affairs, Human Resources, and Minority 
Affairs, as well as the Colleges of Social Work and Engi-
neering/Architecture. Another key player became OSU’s 
ten-year-old ACCESS program, “an academic and social 
support program to assist low-income, minority, single-
parent students who are pursuing a college education.”

As ideas for the physical and social character of a poten-
tial co-housing project began to take more concrete form, 
the university was deciding to help resolve some of the 

problems of crime and physical decay in areas adjacent 
to campus. It was at this time that they began the south 
campus Gateway program, a mixture of stores, enter-
tainment and housing. In collaboration with the City of 
Columbus, the university had also developed a master 
redevelopment strategy for a 51-acre swath of land next to 
the Olentangy River that included plans for commercial 
development, the connection of a series of park areas into 
a greenbelt, and a set of expanded recreational and sports 
facilities. That redevelopment plan, however, also called 
for demolition of a working childcare facility and an area of 
preexisting student-family housing with associated gardens 
and playgrounds.

After months of research and planning, Jones and 
Toomey’s plan to build a co-housing development for 

Above: The community center is located amid a rehabilitated cluster of student-

family residences. Site plan by Kay Bea Jones and Acock Architects.
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single-mother students hit a snag. They had tried and 
eliminated several sites for their proposed project. They 
had looked at the Gateway area of campus, then decided 
that it was too crowded with rowdy undergraduates. They 
explored an area within one of the most densely populated 
sections of Columbus that had been cleared for an electri-
cal substation, and eliminated that too.

The last remaining option was a section of the Olen-
tangy redevelopment area, most of which had already been 
claimed for wetland restoration or for the construction of 
new sports facilities.

Against All Odds
The site where the Buckeye Village now stands was 

originally a parcel of farmland donated to the university. 
Located across the Olentangy River from the OSU foot-
ball stadium, it had been used for student-family housing 
since the years after World War II, when returning vet-
erans going to college on the GI Bill had first created the 
need for such a housing option.

Even though the housing looked worn-out and sub-
standard by 2000, its barrack-like complexes had originally 
been considered adequate. They were small and functional, 
and they included nearby “victory” gardens for use by the 
student families. In the intervening half century, the faces 
of the residents at the complex had changed significantly, 
but the physical structures and layout had not.

With the demise of their original plan for an off-campus 
project, Jones and her team successfully convinced univer-
sity leaders that transforming these structures for a new 
generation of student families would be a more valuable 

Jones / Buckeye Village Community Center

Above: On the exterior, the design of the Community Center expresses the different 

qualities of its interior areas. The use of brick ties the building to the surrounding 

neighborhood of two-story student residences.

Inset: The bright, playful interior court at the center of the building is known as its 

“lighthouse.” Photos by Brad Feinknopf.
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use of the site than constructing new athletic facilities.
Working largely behind the scenes to avoid the need 

for a state appropriation, Buckeye Village advocates then 
quickly crafted a finance plan that would allow rehabilita-
tion of the existing housing and other facilities, subsidized 
rent for approximately fifty new target families, and con-
struction of a new 28,000-sq.ft. community center.

The advocacy campaign included black-and-white pho-
tographs from the 1940s and 1950s showing the site as a 
complex of newly constructed residences. Advocates also dug 
through the university archives for images of past residents. 
One collage showed pictures of bobby-sock-clad women 
with perfectly curled tresses digging in their victory gardens. 
Another showed snapshots of today’s residents, a global 
village of smiling international students and their families.

Finally, they brought testimonials from a new genera-
tion of intended residents—mostly poor, African American 
single mothers, many of whom would likely not finish their 
programs at the university without the support Buckeye 
Village would provide.

Participatory Design at Its Best
A distinguishing element of an EDRA/Places Design 

Award winner is its ability to demonstrate how it benefits 
from a specific program of research. In preparing their 
original co-housing scheme, the team spent countless 
hours consulting with women in the ACCESS program on 
how best to design their living spaces to be functional yet 
flexible, and how to create outdoor spaces that were at once 
communal and private. Considerable effort also went into 
documenting how a supporting environment might break 
the cycle of poverty these students and their children might 
rejoin if they dropped out.

 When Jones decided to adopt the site’s preexisting 
housing, the Buckeye Village Project risked losing the 
benefit of this valuable research. But as the project pro-
gressed through design and into construction, Jones and her 
architectural team found they could incorporate many of the 
women’s concerns into the design of the community center.

In a postoccupancy survey, residents today give high 
marks to the new centerpiece of their community. They 
mention the wide hallways and clear floor-to-ceiling 
windows which visually connect the indoor childcare 
rooms to outdoor play areas. They note the aesthetic 
appeal of its comfortable, decorated family room, atrium, 
and secluded second story. Above all, they appreciate the 
many nooks that children find to hide and frolic in.

“College studies are demanding, and scheduling classes, 
studying for tests, and writing papers can be especially dif-
ficult for students who are also single parents and living on 
a low income,” said Ohio State President Karen Holbrook 
at a 2003 groundbreaking for the community center. The 
Buckeye Village community center, “is a sound investment 
in their future and our community.”

—Catriona Stuart

Ahrentzen: Of the ones we looked at this is just the most compelling story.

Hull: It’s a really meaty program.

Ahrentzen: And they put the childcare and community center right next to the 

existing housing.

Hull: The support for single mothers—that is really strong too.

Ahrentzen: There was also a considerable amount of research that went into this, 

including a design workshop with the single mothers that was part of their original 

cohousing idea.

Jones: I think this is all impressive research, especially the workshops with the 

women.

Sample Juror Comments—Buckeye Village

Kelbaugh: It certainly deserves it based on social merit and program content.

McNally: They didn’t really cast it that way, but the story is incredible. They’ve 

been hanging in there for nine years. They find outside funding. They fend off he 

athletic department of Ohio State—that’s an amazing thing, in itself.

Ahrentzen: There are very few universities that target housing for low-income 

single parents.

Kelbaugh: It certainly does raise the bar.

McNally: Can we say it was not the physical design that was most important, but 

the idea.

Hull: We should really hit that hard. We really liked the program.
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Hollywood Panorama
Karen Pinkus

On a rundown strip of Hollywood 
Boulevard, at the confluence of two 
neighborhoods recently baptized 
Thai Town and Little Armenia, the 
artist Sara Velas rented an abandoned 
fast-food stand with a domed ceiling 
in 2001, and painted a 360-degree 
panorama titled Valley of the Smokes. 
For about three years, until 2004 
when she lost her lease to a proposed 
redevelopment, the “Velaslavasay 
Panorama” stood as a found object in 
the landscape of Hollywood.

Open limited hours for a small 
suggested donation, it bore an 
uncanny resemblance to those (prin-
cipally European) nineteenth-century 
structures that housed a succession 
of proto-cinematic spectacles. The 
rhetoric, typography and imagery 
adapted by Velas also referred to 
this strangely “democratic” period 
of peepshows, magic lanterns, zoe-
tropes, and other visual marvels.

The building that accommodated 
Velas’s Panorama, the former South 
Seas-themed Tswuun-Tswuun 
Rotunda, provided an unusual com-
plement. Built in 1968 in the exuber-
ant Googie style, it was roofed with 
faded sky-blue shingles and capped 
with a glowing orange ball. Despite 

its interim use as a travel agency, 
when Velas moved in, a worn sign 
with a golden crown still enticed 
passing drivers to stop for pizza and 
ice cream.

As an icon of local “exotica,” the 
Rotunda had long served as a land-
mark for motorists. Yet, despite its 
visual prominence, its milieu typified 
the largely bypassed nature of East 
Hollywood. Adjacent land was par-
tially filled with weeds and rusted car 
parts. A prop rental agency—Jose’s 
Art Yard—occupied another part of 
the property, displaying Aztec gods 
and Rococo fountains cast in plaster. 
Behind was a rather down-and-out 
bungalow court, of a sort common in 
the area.

Above: The former site of the Velaslavasay Panorama 

at 5553 Hollywood Boulevard. Photo courtesy of the 

Velaslavasay Panorama.
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Research and Debate

Amidst this jumble, the Rotunda 
appeared to hover like an ultra-
modern spaceship, mirroring the 
form of the Art Deco Griffith Obser-
vatory in the hills above. This was no 
accident, since the Googie style, in 
celebration of Los Angeles’ euphoric 
car culture of the 1950s and 60s 
interpellated the driver rather than 
the pedestrian.1

In its roundness, the Tswuun-
Tswuun also owed a formal debt to 
the drive-in restaurant. According to 
Alan Hess, round or octagonal shapes 
“…allowed carhops to glide from 
kitchen to car fast enough that the 
barbecue stayed hot.”2 “Roundness” 
also created a sense of panoramic, ver-
tiginous openness, as customers arriv-
ing by car could look in on three sides 
to see their food being prepared.3

In its particulars, the Rotunda 
could be seen as a more modest, 
anonymous variation on a recog-
nized icon of the style, the 1953 
McDonald’s in nearby Downey.4 
This building was rescued from 
demolition and listed by the National 
Register of Historical Places in 1984 
(an outcome that was, however, 
never seriously considered for the 
Rotunda).5

In theory, then, the Velaslava-
say Panorama might have opened 
itself to ironic critique based on the 
paradox of low-tech effect in the 
capital of hyperreality. Yet, against all 
odds, it managed to inhabit the pecu-
liar geographical space of East Holly-
wood in a natural and affective—one 
might even say, democratic—way.

An Artwork
The word “panorama” is pieced 

together from the Greek roots pan (all) 
and horama (view). As a painterly form, 
the panorama originated in England 
during the industrial revolution and 
spread rapidly through Europe. Asso-

ciated with geognosy (the produc-
tion of knowledge about the earth), it 
developed in a reciprocal relation with 
surveying tools and techniques.

Stephan Oetermann has argued 
the modern use of the word to repre-
sent a broader pattern for organizing 
visual experience only developed, 
“…when the technical terms coined 
to denote a new type of round paint-
ing came to be applied generally to 
mean ‘circular vista, overview’ (from 
an elevated point) of a real landscape 
or cityscape; this was very soon fol-
lowed by metaphorical use to mean a 
‘survey’ or ‘overview’ of a particular 
field of knowledge.”6

From its beginnings, panoramic 
painting was also conflated with the 
built container. Robert Barker’s 
patent application in 1787 read: 
“There must be a circular building 
or framing erected, on which this 
drawing or painting may be per-
formed; or the same may be done on 
canvas or other materials, and fixed 
or suspended on the same building 
or framing.”7 A late-nineteenth-
century dictionary of building terms 
similarly defined panorama as “a 

building in which a painting referred 
to as a panorama is exhibited, that 
is to say painted on the inside wall 
of a rotunda, covered by a cupola or 
cone-shaped roof.”8

During the nineteenth century, 
before the advent of commercial 
cinema, painted panoramas achieved 
significant popularity. Yet their pro-
duction provoked a certain tension, 
and some panoramas were criticized 
as pandering to the masses, in spite 
of—or perhaps precisely because 
of—the great skill and artisanship 
involved in their creation.9

Panoramic painting also raised a 
series of ethical questions about truth 
and vision that would become better 
elaborated in early film criticism. In 
his 1807 Handbuch der Aesthetik, J.A. 
Eberhardt criticized the panorama 
for evoking nausea and vertigo, and 
for the lack of freedom to escape the 

Above: The Panorama gardens contained such 

“supplementary attractions” as a mock Avian Alcove, 

a mobile camera obscura, and furniture salvaged from 

a Polynesian-themed restaurant by Armét and Davis. 

Photo courtesy of the Velaslavasay Panorama.


