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When the ophthalmologist Dr. 
Ludwik Lejzer Zamenhof published 
the first Esperanto grammar in 1887, 
he envisioned the auxiliary language 
as a tool for increasing interna-
tional understanding. The language 
continues to be spoken by nearly 
two million people, and the annual 
world Esperanto congress attracts an 
average of two thousand attendees, 
but Esperanto is now widely consid-
ered an anachronistic curiosity. The 
rise of more sophisticated means of 
translation and of English as a lingua 
franca have all but obviated the need 
for the form of communication Dr. 
Zamenhof envisioned. However, the 
history of the Esperanto movement 
and global reactions to its advocates’ 
fervor should serve as a cautionary tale 
to the members of the Congress for 
the New Urbanism (CNU).

From November 30 through 
December 2, 2007, more than two 
hundred people gathered for the 
CNU’s Green Architecture and 
Urbanism Council in Alexandria, 
Virginia, and Washington, D.C. 
Over three days, the event featured 
plenary lectures, discussion panels, 
and open dialogue sessions. Attend-
ees, from around the world, included 
New Urbanism leaders and thinkers, 
professionals, government officials, 
and students.1

The council highlight new 
opportunities for cooperation with 
an environmental movement of 
growing popularity, and it served as 
a reminder that CNU members have 
long advocated many principles of 
green urbanism. But in other respects 
it showed how some New Urbanists 
risk pushing their movement into 
irrelevance. Particularly difficult may 
be their insistence that the “Transect” 
system for categorizing development 
become a universal language for envi-
ronmentally responsible development.

recently published book, Sustainable 
Urbanism: Urban Design with Nature 
(Wiley, 2007), it provided the outline 
of a model sustainable neighbor-
hood: around 160 acres with enough 
population to support retail and other 
uses within walking distance. Farr 
pointed out that this model develop-
ment would also meet the LEED-ND 
criteria for diversity of uses, and cited 
a 2007 Zimmerman Volk study which 
showed that, given the option, more 
than one-third of surveyed consum-
ers would prefer attached housing in 
compact communities.

The group then discussed the con-
tribution of this type of neighborhood 
development toward solving the prob-
lems outlined in the widely lauded 
research paper “Growing Cooler: 
The Evidence of Urban Development 
and Climate Change,” published in 
2007 by the Urban Land Institute, 
Smart Growth America, the Center 
for Clean Air Policy, and the National 
Center for Smart Growth Research 
& Education. That paper documents 
how, in terms of carbon emissions, 
even technological advances in fuel 
economy will be negated if current 
driving patterns continue.2

While the conclusions of “Growing 
Cooler” were focused on federal 
policy, particularly reauthorization of 
a surface transportation bill, Green 
Council attendees argued that it also 
provides scientific support for the 
kind of neighborhood-based urbanism 
advocated by Farr.

Finally, a panel devoted to “What 
Can Schools Do?” brought together 
several academics with an ability 
to relate academic theory to design 
practice. Georgia Tech’s Ellen Dun-
ham-Jones presented statistics on the 
increasing number of students pursu-
ing dual degrees in architecture and 
city planning, and discussed elements 
of the green design agenda proposed 

Best Foot Forward
In presentations at the council, 

practitioners who work on suburban 
retrofits, transportation planning, and 
passive stormwater management all 
demonstrated how traditional models 
of neighborhood development may 
be a significant help in combating 
human-induced climate change. Most 
of the Green Council attendees also 
moved quickly beyond seeking rec-
ognition for past work to discuss new 
tools or practices being developed 
within New Urbanism to advance a 
green agenda.

Among the council highlights was a 
presentation by Tom Low of a “Light 
Imprint Handbook.” Low, a director 
of Duany Plater-Zyberk’s Charlotte, 
North Carolina, office, argued that 
typical low-impact suburban devel-
opment standards often yield poor 
designs, such as retention ponds circled 
in chain-link fence. His handbook 
merges discussion of the New Urbanist 
Transect, LEED for Neighborhood 
Development standards, and broad-
stroke cost analyses of passive and active 
infrastructure techniques. It emphasizes 
sustainability, pedestrian—oriented 
design, and increased environmental 
and infrastructural efficiency.

Also a highlight was the panel “The 
Green Mile: Aligning Firm Ideology 
with Sustainability,” at which repre-
sentatives of Torti Gallas and Partners 
presented their Sustainability Process 
Checklist. Written to remind design-
ers of such important issues as site 
selection, building adaptability, water 
conservation, energy use, materials 
selection, and community services, the 
checklist is organized so that a project 
manager can review it at each phase of 
a project, helping ensure a firm-wide 
commitment to sustainability.

Doug Farr’s presentation on “Sus-
tainable Urbanism,” provided a third 
important moment. Drawn from his 

for inclusion in an update to architec-
ture school accreditation standards. 
Doug Kelbaugh, of the University 
of Michigan, presented an argument 
for considering equity hand-in-hand 
with environmental sustainability. And 
Mike Lykoudis poked fun at the New 
Urbanists’ reputation within academia, 
claiming that at Notre Dame, “the 
plans for Seaside and Poundbury are 
tucked under every student’s pillow.” 
Those in attendance seemed to share 
the hope that a common interest in 
sustainability will open a new path to 
partnership between New Urbanism 
and American architecture schools

Enemies Foreign and Domestic
The Congress for the New Urban-

ism is far from new to issues currently 
being discussed under the umbrella 
of green development. Indeed, the 
group voted during a final open 
session to recommend that the CNU 
board adopt the tagline “promoting 
sustainable building for over twenty 
years.” Some participants at the Green 
Council, however, seemed stuck in 
past modes of thinking, circling back 
to reference obstacles and critics from 
New Urbanism’s early days as a move-
ment struggling for relevance.

Part of the problem may be vision. 
Jeff Speck, former design director 
of the National Endowment for the 
Arts and for ten years the director 
of town planning at Duany-Plater 
Zyberk, explained that New Urban-
ism was formed from many differ-
ent influences, but one common 
enemy: sprawl. Such tightly edited 
and argued texts as the Charter of the 
New Urbanism or Speck’s own book 
with Andrés Duany and Elizabeth 
Plater-Zyberk, Suburban Nation, were 
rallying cries against this universal 
foe. But at the Green Summit several 
other perceived enemies seemed to 
be emerging: American academia, 

organizations oppose integrating the 
Transect into the LEED-ND frame-
work. The USGBC, in particular, is 
hesitant to redesign the LEED-ND 
system around the Transect. The 
USGBC needs to demonstrate a 
measurable and objective system as 
it advocates that its various LEED 
products be adopted as regulations 
by public agencies and standard prac-
tices by the development community. 
The impact of the Transect on green 
urbanism is more subject to interpre-
tation, and certainly more difficult to 
define and quantify.

Operating in a new green world 
will inevitably require breaking down 
the barriers that have prevented dif-
ferent professions from sharing strate-
gies and knowledge. CNU deserves 
recognition for its ability to promote 
more compact and environmentally 
sustainable development, but it’s diffi-
cult to envision the CNU as a partner 
in effective future collaborations when 
the organization is so openly critical 
of its own most widely publicized col-
laborative project (LEED-ND). The 
organization’s broader goals might be 
more appealing to new audiences if, 
instead of teaching the world to speak 
Transect, the group could learn the 
lingo of other groups and influence 
them by bringing traditional neigh-
borhood development to them on 
their own terms.

True Faith
In a discussion that perhaps cap-

tures the central crisis of the CNU, 
the Green Council considered a pro-
posal to amend or append the CNU’s 
1996 Charter document. Titled 
“The Nature of Building Canons: 
Sustainable Architecture and Urban-
ism Principles,” the amendment 
proposed “amplifying” the Charter. 
The council, over one hundred and 
fifty strong at this point, reached an 

stylistic relativism, architectural 
modernism, the smart growth policy 
movement, Ed Mazria and his Archi-
tecture 2030 movement, and even 
environmentalists (referred to by one 
speaker as “hippies”). The demoni-
zation of such a wide swath of the 
design field signals a weakness in New 
Urbanism’s organization.

Many potential partners of the 
CNU admire its success, but they 
resist adopting its more codified 
positions. In particular, the Transect 
system of categorizing land use by 
intensity (ranging from urban core to 
rural boundary) asks practitioners to 
adopt this new framework in place of 
various long-standing, proven pro-
fessional systems. Like Esperantists, 
New Urbanists seem convinced that 
the rest of the world should take up 
their cause to the exclusion of others. 
Instead of recognizing that other pro-
fessions, advocates, and associations 
have already developed their own 
internal modes of communication, 
many within the New Urbanist move-
ment believe the Transect should be 
the guiding framework for all urban 
development. In fact, the Transect 
diverges from existing professional 
practices so profoundly that insisting 
on strict adherence to it raises suspi-
cions that its advocates are ignorant of 
other professional cultures.

During the final day of the Green 
Council, the group discussed the 
widely lauded LEED for Neighbor-
hood Development (LEED-ND) 
project, of which the CNU is a found-
ing partner along with the U.S. Green 
Building Council (USGBC) and the 
Natural Resources Defense Council 
(NRDC). LEED-ND is a shining 
example of the CNU’s ability to 
promote widespread transformation 
of the mass-market built environment. 
But even this program came under 
criticism because the other partner 

Congress for the New Urbanism  
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impasse over a line that referred to 
creating human settlements only with 
buildings with both “vertical and hori-
zontal walkability” (that is, without 
mechanical lift systems—which would 
limit supported development to six 
stories or fewer). Supporters and 
opponents of the proposed wording 
argued emotionally for their sides, 
with supporters of the language asso-
ciating tall buildings with the most 
nightmarish problems of state-subsi-
dized and -managed housing projects. 
Many in attendance, however, argued 
that for the movement to remain 
relevant, it couldn’t take a universal 
stand against more dense develop-
ment. Eventually, the entire proposal 
was shuttled to a future committee 
meeting for clarification.

Some level of committee referral is 
to be expected as a response to a pro-
posal like this from the floor; clearly, 
wordsmithing becomes an absurd art 
form in a room of one hundred and 
fifty people. But the debate about 
highrise buildings (as well as other 
differences of opinion expressed at the 
Green Council) arguably rises above 
the level of word choice to indicate a 
real identity debate.

To its credit, the CNU has never 
adopted a rigid decision-making 
structure or membership criteria, pre-
ferring a flexible and grassroots-based 
system. But early on, CNU leaders 
also recognized the dangers of allow-
ing individual actors to employ the 
name “New Urbanism” to describe 
work that at best accidentally misun-
derstood the principles of the move-
ment, and at worst, knowingly used 
the term to capture market demand 
without reflecting the organization’s 
underlying values. The original invi-
tation to the first organized meeting 
of the Congress in 1993 stated, “This 
is a crucial time of transition from 
practice by a few to acceptance by the 

a seat when issues of sustainability are 
being discussed, they should focus 
on being good tablemates, even if the 
Transect is not what is being served.

Note

1. The Green Council has met five times previously. 

Other CNU councils include, for example, a Classical 

Architecture Council. CNU members are invited 

to participate in councils that are relevant to their 

work, and the results are reported back to the general 

membership on the organization’s website and at 

its annual meeting. Specific recommendations from 

a council can be taken to the board of directors for 

consideration as official policy, including potential 

revisions to the Charter of the New Urbanism.

2. The full “Growing Cooler” report is now 

available from the Urban Land Institute bookstore 

(Washington, D.C.); www.uli.org.

mainstream of the professions. The 
situation requires that standards be set 
so that those who insist on producing 
the ersatz are marginalized.”

Over the years, the CNU has 
proved reluctant to question its pur-
ported adherents, even about views 
that fall outside established, shared 
principles. Thus, the 2007 Green 
Council brought together speakers 
and members who represented a wide 
range of viewpoints under the big tent 
of traditional neighborhood develop-
ment. However, it also resulted in the 
presentation of dissonant viewpoints 
that seemed more successful at alien-
ating potential new partners than 
encouraging new initiatives. Clearly, a 
speaker who paired images of a quaint 
Nantucket storefront with a middle-
American waffle house to demonstrate 
that some buildings are “loveable” 
while others aren’t was playing more 
to an in-crowd than trying to bring 
new followers into the fold. For such 
a rare, large gathering of powerful 
minds, much time was devoted to dis-
cussion of real and perceived slights 
towards the movement, instead of 
constructive responses like supporting 
the work of existing envoys to per-
ceived outsider groups like academia, 
environmentalism, or the smart 
growth movement.

A real lesson for New Urbanism 
from the history of Esperanto is the 
list of enemies the international lan-
guage movement has engendered. 
Esperantists have also defied the 
efforts of international bodies like the 
United Nations because those groups 
have relied on more traditional means 
of solving the problem of interna-
tional communication (adding more 
languages, hiring more interpreters 
and translators, and ensuring that all 
employees are multilingual). New 
Urbanists should avoid such rigid 
positions. While it’s clear they deserve 

To proponents, the $4 billion Atlan-
tic Yards project in Brooklyn, New 
York, is a model of urban redevel-
opment.1 Designed by the architect 
Frank Gehry and consisting of sixteen 
towers and a basketball arena on 22 
acres, it would extend and revitalize 
Brooklyn’s downtown, add residential 
density near a transit hub, and include 
subsidized housing. It also would 
return professional sports to the 
borough, which hasn’t been “major 
league” since the baseball Dodgers left 
for Los Angeles in 1958.

To detractors, however, Atlantic 
Yards represents “extreme density” 
and the corruption of public pro-

be “this generation’s Penn Station” 
because of the “absurdity” of the public 
processes involved. Just as the demo-
lition of that landmark structure in 
1963 for an arena and office complex 
accelerated the preservation move-
ment, the battle over Atlantic Yards 
has prompted new outrage in the city 
about single-source deals and inad-
equate community consultation.

cesses. Including nearly three 
hundred apartments per acre, it would 
encroach on surrounding historic 
lowrise neighborhoods, burden local 
infrastructure, and create a deaden-
ing pattern of superblocks. Critics 
also claim its present form depends 
on hundreds of millions of dollars 
in public subsidies, tax breaks, and 
increased development rights, plus 
the use of eminent domain to benefit 
politically powerful special interests.

Kent Barwick, president of New 
York’s venerable Municipal Art Society 
(MAS), sponsor of a recent exhibi-
tion on the work of Jane Jacobs, has 
suggested that Atlantic Yards might 

Atlantic Yards:  
This Generation’s Penn Station?

Norman Oder

Above: The architect Frank Gehry and the developer 

Bruce Ratner are tweaked in references to a legal battle 

and traffic woes. Photo by Tracy Collins/3c.com; 

artwork by Patti Hagan and Schellie Hagan.
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Caring for Places:  
What Does It Take to Make Place?

It takes the mind of the beholder
Wondering
Imagining
Caring how things are

and might be

It takes circumstance and promise and
Companionable surroundings

That is to say it takes being alert among things
Standing beside them
Moving among them
Being enfolded
Discovering positions in a larger pattern
Choosing among paths and vantage points
Investing attention

It takes events
Everyday and momentous
Spontaneous and contrived

which fill the spaces between and bring them to life
which engage the senses and prompt the mind

Magic rings of silence
Sounds that touch the nerves of being, echo and spur recollection
The flows of social action

It takes marking the things that surround us in ways that call out and
recall events that take place

Inscribing thought in matter
Tracing the acts of conception and construction
Embedding ornament that intrigues and offers to narrate
Reflecting the joy of seasons and of ritualized time

Forging libraries of aspiration
Indexing paths through the repository of the city

It takes Companions
Faces that challenge
Faces that confirm
Faces that dance

The many great faces that help to bring places into being

And yes, the face of the unfamiliar

— Donlyn Lyndon
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impasse over a line that referred to 
creating human settlements only with 
buildings with both “vertical and hori-
zontal walkability” (that is, without 
mechanical lift systems—which would 
limit supported development to six 
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To its credit, the CNU has never 
adopted a rigid decision-making 
structure or membership criteria, pre-
ferring a flexible and grassroots-based 
system. But early on, CNU leaders 
also recognized the dangers of allow-
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the term to capture market demand 
without reflecting the organization’s 
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a seat when issues of sustainability are 
being discussed, they should focus 
on being good tablemates, even if the 
Transect is not what is being served.

Note

1. The Green Council has met five times previously. 

Other CNU councils include, for example, a Classical 

Architecture Council. CNU members are invited 

to participate in councils that are relevant to their 

work, and the results are reported back to the general 

membership on the organization’s website and at 

its annual meeting. Specific recommendations from 

a council can be taken to the board of directors for 

consideration as official policy, including potential 

revisions to the Charter of the New Urbanism.

2. The full “Growing Cooler” report is now 

available from the Urban Land Institute bookstore 

(Washington, D.C.); www.uli.org.

mainstream of the professions. The 
situation requires that standards be set 
so that those who insist on producing 
the ersatz are marginalized.”

Over the years, the CNU has 
proved reluctant to question its pur-
ported adherents, even about views 
that fall outside established, shared 
principles. Thus, the 2007 Green 
Council brought together speakers 
and members who represented a wide 
range of viewpoints under the big tent 
of traditional neighborhood develop-
ment. However, it also resulted in the 
presentation of dissonant viewpoints 
that seemed more successful at alien-
ating potential new partners than 
encouraging new initiatives. Clearly, a 
speaker who paired images of a quaint 
Nantucket storefront with a middle-
American waffle house to demonstrate 
that some buildings are “loveable” 
while others aren’t was playing more 
to an in-crowd than trying to bring 
new followers into the fold. For such 
a rare, large gathering of powerful 
minds, much time was devoted to dis-
cussion of real and perceived slights 
towards the movement, instead of 
constructive responses like supporting 
the work of existing envoys to per-
ceived outsider groups like academia, 
environmentalism, or the smart 
growth movement.

A real lesson for New Urbanism 
from the history of Esperanto is the 
list of enemies the international lan-
guage movement has engendered. 
Esperantists have also defied the 
efforts of international bodies like the 
United Nations because those groups 
have relied on more traditional means 
of solving the problem of interna-
tional communication (adding more 
languages, hiring more interpreters 
and translators, and ensuring that all 
employees are multilingual). New 
Urbanists should avoid such rigid 
positions. While it’s clear they deserve 

To proponents, the $4 billion Atlan-
tic Yards project in Brooklyn, New 
York, is a model of urban redevel-
opment.1 Designed by the architect 
Frank Gehry and consisting of sixteen 
towers and a basketball arena on 22 
acres, it would extend and revitalize 
Brooklyn’s downtown, add residential 
density near a transit hub, and include 
subsidized housing. It also would 
return professional sports to the 
borough, which hasn’t been “major 
league” since the baseball Dodgers left 
for Los Angeles in 1958.

To detractors, however, Atlantic 
Yards represents “extreme density” 
and the corruption of public pro-

be “this generation’s Penn Station” 
because of the “absurdity” of the public 
processes involved. Just as the demo-
lition of that landmark structure in 
1963 for an arena and office complex 
accelerated the preservation move-
ment, the battle over Atlantic Yards 
has prompted new outrage in the city 
about single-source deals and inad-
equate community consultation.

cesses. Including nearly three 
hundred apartments per acre, it would 
encroach on surrounding historic 
lowrise neighborhoods, burden local 
infrastructure, and create a deaden-
ing pattern of superblocks. Critics 
also claim its present form depends 
on hundreds of millions of dollars 
in public subsidies, tax breaks, and 
increased development rights, plus 
the use of eminent domain to benefit 
politically powerful special interests.

Kent Barwick, president of New 
York’s venerable Municipal Art Society 
(MAS), sponsor of a recent exhibi-
tion on the work of Jane Jacobs, has 
suggested that Atlantic Yards might 

Atlantic Yards:  
This Generation’s Penn Station?

Norman Oder

Above: The architect Frank Gehry and the developer 

Bruce Ratner are tweaked in references to a legal battle 

and traffic woes. Photo by Tracy Collins/3c.com; 

artwork by Patti Hagan and Schellie Hagan.

Wendover / Green Architecture and Urbanism Council
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Details in Dispute
Atlantic Yards was announced to 

national fanfare in December 2003 by 
the Brooklyn developer Forest City 
Ratner Companies (FCRC), an arm of 
the Cleveland-based company Forest 
City Enterprises. The firm had spotted 
opportunities during Brooklyn’s 
decline and subsequent rebound, build-
ing architecturally undistinguished 
malls and an office complex. However, 
this project, on a six-block site, 8.5 
acres of which are occupied by yards 
used by the Long Island Railroad, 
would be more complex and far-reach-
ing. Its initial narrative emphasized 
the prestige of a professional sports 
franchise for the borough—the New 
Jersey Nets, which a group headed by 
FCRC’s Bruce Ratner bought in 2004. 
And Gehry’s role suggested the devel-

(900 for low-income residents). The 
gain, however, might be offset by dis-
placement in nearby neighborhoods. 
A substantial advertising campaign 
for the project has also consistently 
avoided the issue of scale, showing no 
buildings taller than fifteen stories. 
Over the last three years such con-
troversy has turned public hearings 
on the project into street theater. 
In general, poorer, mostly minority 
Brooklynites—many from groups 
supported and funded by the develop-
er—and union construction workers 
have touted the jobs and housing the 
project would create, while closer-in 
residents have criticized its density 
and traffic impacts.

Critics argue that, while the 
project would border Brooklyn’s 
largest transit hub, where ten subway 

oper’s newfound concern for high-pro-
file architectural design in Brooklyn’s 
continuing revival.

Early plans called for the arena to 
be open by 2006, but the project’s 
construction has been delayed by the 
environmental review process, protests, 
lawsuits, the credit crunch, and a lack 
of affordable housing bonds. The proj-
ect’s configuration has also changed 
dramatically. Initially, the four mixed-
use towers wrapping the arena (two of 
them at least fifty stories high) would 
have included space for ten thousand 
office jobs. Citing market changes, 
FCRC swapped offices for condos, 
then restored some office space.

Housing remains the largest 
component of the project. Of 6,430 
approved units, 4,500 would be rent-
als—with 2,250 of these subsidized 

lines and a branch of the Long 
Island Railroad converge, it would 
also compound traffic at corners 
already plagued by gridlock. The 
project would also include 1,100 
arena parking spaces and more than 
2,500 spaces for the housing, thanks 
to antiquated city policies that 
require 0.4 spaces per household in 
outer-borough projects, no matter 
the adjacency of transit. Critics also 
point out that the arena, Gehry’s 
first, would not only be wrapped by 
highrise structures but also sit directly 
across one street from row houses. 
(The state must still override zoning 
that bans sports facilities within two 
hundred feet of residences.)

On two sides, the arena would 
also present glass walls near major 
avenues, an effort at openness that has 

Council. But Atlantic Yards was fast-
tracked via the Empire State Develop-
ment Corporation (ESDC), the alter 
ego of the state Urban Development 
Corporation. The agency, formed in 
1968 in the wake of the assassination of 
Martin Luther King, Jr., was granted 
“amazing powers”—in the words of 
the noted planner Alex Garvin—to 
override zoning and pursue eminent 
domain to assist the poor.

raised security qualms. And for 
construction staging, the developer 
would capitalize on a dubious claim 
of blight to snag a 100-foot wide 
rectangle, later to house a 272-foot 
building, at least five times as tall as 
its neighbors.

The State Override
Other neighborhood complaints, 

resonating citywide, have targeted the 
way permits have been issued by state 
and local agencies. Typically, such 
a project would have to go through 
New York City’s Uniform Land Use 
Review Procedure (ULURP)—a post-
Robert Moses reform which requires 
an advisory vote from affected local 
community boards, mandated public 
hearings, and approval by the City 
Planning Commission and City 

Opposite: The Atlantic Yards site plan creates two 

superblocks. Drawing from Atlantic Yards Final 

Environmental Impact Statement.

Above: Photosimulation by local photographer 

Jonathan Barkey, based on 2006 plan (since trimmed), 

shows perceptive from south side of Dean Street 

below project’s center. Image from www.pbase.com/

AtlanticYards.
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Today, the ESDC typically shep-
herds megaprojects like the Times 
Square redevelopment and Ground 
Zero reconstruction. Thus, while the 
ESDC conducted three public meet-
ings to collect testimony during the 
Atlantic Yards environmental review, 
the process produced few changes—
and a lawsuit-proof record of more 
than 22,000 pages.2

Perhaps the most contentious claim 
made to justify the redevelopment is 
that the site—an irregular area chosen 
by the developer, not by public pro-
cess—is blighted. Among other blight 
criteria, the ESDC has cited build-
ings that do not fulfill more than 60 
percent of their development rights.

Certainly, some buildings within 
the project footprint are moribund 
and decrepit. But industrial build-
ings in the footprint and nearby were 

revisions—in particular, criticizing 
indefinite “interim surface parking” 
and open space (designed by Laurie 
Olin) that appears private, as well 
as calling for a new administrative 
structure to oversee the project’s 
construction.4

However, the grassroots coalition 
Develop Don’t Destroy Brooklyn has 
organized two lawsuits with support 
from residents in adjacent gentri-
fied neighborhoods and several civic 
groups, and watchdog blogs like “No 
Land Grab” and my own “Atlantic 
Yards Report” have maintained per-
sistent online analysis and criticism of 
the project.

Of the two lawsuits, one was 
a federal challenge to the use of 
eminent domain.5 The plaintiffs 
argued that the project was a sweet-
heart deal, benefiting the developer 

recently renovated into luxury condos 
after spot rezonings, and residences 
just outside the project boundary have 
sold for seven figures in Brooklyn’s 
booming real estate market.

Nevertheless, the ESDC claimed 
that only the Atlantic Yards project 
could remove the persistent blight 
stemming from the railyard—even 
though no attempt had been made 
to market the property before Forest 
City Ratner announced its plan, nor 
the adjacent blocks rezoned—both 
alternative paths to development.3

Years of Contention
Atlantic Yards has generated 

great contentiousness, and its future 
remains murky.

Barwick’s MAS and some neigh-
borhood groups have accepted the 
project’s inevitability and lobbied for 

more than the public. Among other 
things, they pointed out that city and 
state officials had backed the Atlan-
tic Yards proposal eighteen months 
before the railyard was even put up 
for bid.6 However, both the trial and 
appeals courts have ruled that judges 
must defer to the public benefits 
(housing, sports facility, improved 
transit facilities, blight removal, etc.) 
found by the ESDC, and that non-
blighted properties may be added to a 
project outline. A long-shot Supreme 
Court appeal has been filed.

The other suit, in state court, 
charged inadequacies in environmen-
tal review. It, too, was defeated in the 
trial court.

While Forest City Ratner sought a 
speedy schedule to resolve the inevi-
table appeal, hoping to open the arena 
by 2010, a state appellate court sched-
uled oral arguments for September of 
2008, making it unlikely the developer 
will be able to meet this timetable. 
Even though the developer has begun 
demolishing buildings it owns and 
constructing a temporary railyard, it 
can’t start arena construction until the 
lawsuits are cleared.7

Indeed, the developer acknowl-
edged in March 2008 to the New York 
Times that all but the arena was on 
indefinite hold, blaming lawsuits and 
the credit crunch.8 The newspaper 
also reported that the developer was 
taking the unusual step of essen-
tially cold-calling office tenants for 
the flagship tower. Faced with the 
looming possibility of a standalone 
arena sans towers, Times architecture 
critic Nicolai Ouroussoff, who called 
Gehry’s design for the arena block “a 
tour de force,” urged the architect to 
walk away from the project.9

On May 4, Bruce Ratner asserted 
in a New York Daily News op-ed piece 
that the project would be completed 
by 2018; the next day new designs 

4. The Regional Plan Association, while announcing 

support for the project’s first phase, has nonetheless 

criticized the lack of government planning and public 

input during the early stages, as well as an absence of 

consistent public oversight over the long term.

5. About 35 of 334 residents remain, as well as a 

handful of 33 businesses, along with a homeless 

shelter; many of the developer’s buyouts have been 

accompanied by gag orders.

6. They drew significantly on Supreme Court Justice 

Anthony Kennedy’s nonbinding concurrence joining 

the controversial 2005 Kelo v. New London eminent 

domain decision, which set out criteria for legitimacy 

such as an open bid process and commitment of public 

funds before most private beneficiaries were known.

7. The complete project probably will not be successful 

in any case without the enactment of larger policy 

changes to reduce traffic impacts, like proposed 

congestion pricing.

8. However, the limited pool of affordable housing 

financing preceded the credit crunch.

9. Http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/21/arts/

design/21atla.html.

10. Ratner stated, “We anticipate finishing all of 

Atlantic Yards by 2018.” However, his cousin, Chuck 

Ratner, CEO of the parent company Forest City 

Enterprises, in 2007 told investment analysts (in 

response to questions about three other projects), “As 

you know, in our business, these things take a very long 

time, most often, frankly, longer than we anticipate.”

11. The developer also has a $400 million arena 

naming rights deal with Barclays Capital and several 

other “partnerships” in the wings.

For more on the Atlantic Yards project, visit the 

following websites: FCRC.com—Forest City Ratner 

Companies; AtlanticYards.com—official Atlantic 

Yards site; AtlanticYardsReport.com—author’s site; 

DDDB.net—Develop Don’t Destroy Brooklyn; 

NoLandGrab.org—No Land Grab; www.empire.

state.ny.us/AtlanticYards/—ESDC’s Atlantic Yards 

site. AtlanticLots.com—Municipal Art Society site.

for three buildings were released. 
(Missing was the promised green roof 
on the arena.) Still, there’s ample 
reason to question the timetable, and 
thus the delivery of promised public 
benefits, such as eight acres of open 
space and subsidized housing.10 An 
ESDC document shows that, after 
approving a project, “anticipated” 
to last a decade, the agency has now 
given the developer up to six years 
after the close of litigation and the 
exercise of eminent domain to build 
the arena, up to twelve years to build 
the first five towers, and an unspeci-
fied amount of time for the rest of 
the project. The developer has begun 
marketing 130 luxury suites, averaging 
$300,000 a year.11 This would offset a 
good chunk of the cost of building the 
arena—assuming it ever gets built.

Notes

1. As approved in December 2006, the project would 

cost $4 billion. Rising construction costs have already 

boosted the expected arena tab from $637.2 million to 

$950 million, by far the country’s most expensive arena 

ever. That suggests a significant increase in the overall 

price tag.

2. Former Deputy Mayor for Economic Development 

Dan Doctoroff has claimed that the city has learned 

from Robert Moses and managed to achieve 

development without alienating communities, 

characterizing the city’s efforts as “making omelets 

without breaking eggs.” However, in a December 

2007 interview after he announced his departure from 

city government, Doctoroff acknowledged to the New 

York Observer that criticism of Atlantic Yards had had 

an impact: “If it happened again, and the state were 

to ask if I would encourage them to take Atlantic 

Yards through the ULURP process, I would say yes.” 

(However, the ULURP process has its own problems, 

and is no panacea.) Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s 

vaunted PlaNYC 2030 sustainability effort now posits 

much more community consultation for development 

over railyards or highway cuts.

3. While numerous states have reformed eminent domain 

laws in the wake of the United States Supreme Court’s 

2005 Kelo v. New London decision, New York has yet to act.

Opposite: A May 2008 revision of the arena block 

shows a newly rectilinear office tower and an arena 

with less glass and a new metal skin. Model/rendering 

by Gehry Partners.
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following websites: FCRC.com—Forest City Ratner 

Companies; AtlanticYards.com—official Atlantic 

Yards site; AtlanticYardsReport.com—author’s site; 

DDDB.net—Develop Don’t Destroy Brooklyn; 

NoLandGrab.org—No Land Grab; www.empire.

state.ny.us/AtlanticYards/—ESDC’s Atlantic Yards 

site. AtlanticLots.com—Municipal Art Society site.

for three buildings were released. 
(Missing was the promised green roof 
on the arena.) Still, there’s ample 
reason to question the timetable, and 
thus the delivery of promised public 
benefits, such as eight acres of open 
space and subsidized housing.10 An 
ESDC document shows that, after 
approving a project, “anticipated” 
to last a decade, the agency has now 
given the developer up to six years 
after the close of litigation and the 
exercise of eminent domain to build 
the arena, up to twelve years to build 
the first five towers, and an unspeci-
fied amount of time for the rest of 
the project. The developer has begun 
marketing 130 luxury suites, averaging 
$300,000 a year.11 This would offset a 
good chunk of the cost of building the 
arena—assuming it ever gets built.

Notes

1. As approved in December 2006, the project would 

cost $4 billion. Rising construction costs have already 

boosted the expected arena tab from $637.2 million to 

$950 million, by far the country’s most expensive arena 

ever. That suggests a significant increase in the overall 

price tag.

2. Former Deputy Mayor for Economic Development 

Dan Doctoroff has claimed that the city has learned 

from Robert Moses and managed to achieve 

development without alienating communities, 

characterizing the city’s efforts as “making omelets 

without breaking eggs.” However, in a December 

2007 interview after he announced his departure from 

city government, Doctoroff acknowledged to the New 

York Observer that criticism of Atlantic Yards had had 

an impact: “If it happened again, and the state were 

to ask if I would encourage them to take Atlantic 

Yards through the ULURP process, I would say yes.” 

(However, the ULURP process has its own problems, 

and is no panacea.) Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s 

vaunted PlaNYC 2030 sustainability effort now posits 

much more community consultation for development 

over railyards or highway cuts.

3. While numerous states have reformed eminent domain 

laws in the wake of the United States Supreme Court’s 

2005 Kelo v. New London decision, New York has yet to act.

Opposite: A May 2008 revision of the arena block 

shows a newly rectilinear office tower and an arena 

with less glass and a new metal skin. Model/rendering 

by Gehry Partners.
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merely move, process, and assemble material that already 
exists (physically or in our minds)—we make something or 
someplace into another, which we may or may not call new.

As well, the more new we make, the more waste and 
disruption we produce. So why give new things and places 
a higher status? Why assign greater acclaim to those who 
give rise to them? Perhaps it has to do with pride and 
clarity of authorship: in making the new there is greater 
ego satisfaction, less need to share the accomplishment 
with others. Or perhaps it is a way to privilege the present 
over the past.

If this be the case, is this what we want as the legacy or 
driver of our culture? I do not believe it is. Thereby was 
this theme section of Places born, motivated by a desire to 
awaken the potential of shifting our cultural bias away from 
exclusive authorship, ownership, and the present, toward 
the value of seeing and practicing the ethical and creative 
potential of shared renewal and re-placement.

Why, as a culture, do we tend to privilege the concep-
tion and making of new things, or places, over the chance 
to modify or remake existing ones? Making new is not 
intrinsically more challenging than remaking, amending, 
or renewing. Nor is the result routinely more appealing or 
longer lasting.

Does realizing the new require more effort? Does it 
involve more complexity? Not necessarily. Often it is more 
challenging or complex to redo a thing or place than to 
make something new. And in absolute molecular terms, 
everything and everyplace can only be remade, recycled, 
reassembled, reconfigured, or renewed. When we make, we 

Why Re-Place?

Garth Rockcastle

Above: Forum of Augustus, north exedra (medieval balcony of Casa de’ Cavalieri 

di Rodi and Ghibelline windows of fifteenth-century residence for Barbo family). 

The tradition of reuse extends back through the Renaissance rediscovery of the 

ruins of antiquity. Photo by Phil Jacks.
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many of our disciplinary and professional assumptions 
(new, exclusive, and solo) are unable to address the cultural 
richness and complexity we can and should be attending 
to. What these essays and featured works share is the con-
fidence and curiosity to pursue strategies of generative and 
expansive re-placement.

Meaningful places tend to share at least three qualities. 
First, they are unique to a specific location. Second, they 
are a reflection or embodiment of shared or constituent 
values. Third, they live in time; and the broader the reach 
they embody, the better. This may be why the very idea of 
place, and place-making, is sympathetic to what we focus 
on here as the living, shared, and circumstantial qualities 
intrinsic to acts of re-placement and regeneration.

When we consider and attend to all that we should, to 
make the most of a place, it is not only the material state we 

Virtues of Re-Placement
To overcome the cultural myths that restrict us from 

fully seeing and embracing renewal, it is helpful to start by 
assess more completely the real costs and consequences 
of our throwaway economy and cultural preference for 
the new. Simply put, all the disciplines responsible for 
designing, planning, and stewarding changes to the physi-
cal world (architecture, landscape architecture, interior 
and industrial design, public art, planning, preservation, 
and real estate development) need to do a much better job 
meeting our profound present global realities. Namely, 
we need to think and practice in ways that are more envi-
ronmentally aware, more enlightened about heritage, and 
more concerned with a deeper understanding of (and need 
to collaborate with) each other.

This is certainly easier said than done. These issues are 
ubiquitous today, yet little real progress is being made to 
meet or overcome the obstacles or agendas they present. 
And even where some of us may cherish and advocate one 
of the above values, it is rare to see all three balanced and 
integrated in creative ways.

What we try to explore in this section is that remak-
ing places can be a creative liberation and affirmation of 
progressive cultural values. It is in the re-placing of places 
that we will arrive at the most keen and fertile insights into 
how our current isolated modes of operation and segre-
gated discourses have failed us. The section explores how 

Left: At Open Book, a center for reading, writing, and book arts in Minneapolis, a 

series of found, amended and intervening architectural and artistic gestures were 

collaboratively choreographed to create a reflective space for public use between 

programmed activities.

Right: This primary stair, linking the main public levels of Open Book was proposed 

as a bridge between dualities: book/stair, linear/circular, material/conceptual, first/

second, etc. Its spine rotates to orient, disorient, and reorient the actions it supports. 

The etymological and literary play of words on the open “pages” relates to the 

architectural play of elements and experiences.
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attend to, but the many associative (or cognitive) proper-
ties and the ways a place performs by minimizing harm 
and maximizing benefit. Yet, while the primary historic 
literature on place and place-making has underscored its 
interdisciplinary nature and shown preferences for relevant 
indigenous or organic solutions over controversial, trans-
formative, or radical ones, the authors featured here explore 
a broad range of alternatives, not just to be different, but to 
open promising channels for further exploration.

Visions of Re-Placement
In the first essay in the section, Philip Jacks reminds us 

how long the adaptive reuse and re-placing traditions have 
been with us—essentially since time immemorial. While it 
is now fashionable among today’s urban elite (even if still 
contested by our more strict preservationists), adaptive reuse 
has a long, pragmatic, and philosophical tradition to build 
upon. Furthermore, many of our most cherished, recon-
structed places are complex, layered open books of dynamic 
cultural, political, and social processes that have been the 
fortunate result of many acts of re-placement over time.

Rome, the focus of Jacks’s essay, is an exemplar of these 
processes. Thinking today about Rome, one can’t help but 
imagine how much less the city would be should it have been 
“protected” by the equivalent of the Secretary of the Interi-
or’s standards during any one of its many historic chapters, 
restricting its evolution and richly complex condition.

Remaking of urban places in U.S. cities is also laced with 
the potential to tell richer and more complex stories than 
many mayors, chambers of commerce, or well-meaning 
preservation commissions are comfortable embracing. As 
Angel David Nieves argues, these sometimes unflatter-
ing and contradictory stories should not be excluded from 
the embodied city, but should reflect the complex realities 
found at the crossroads of memory and place. Doing so 
often creates new challenges for political interests and for 
the agents of more conventional, less controversial, histo-
ries. As part of the revaluing of places across the American 

cultural landscape, communities and cultures that were once 
resigned to the invisibility of their sorted pasts can specifi-
cally benefit from new and more profound understandings 
in the hands of enlightened heritage professionals.

Nieves also reminds us that ever-present opportuni-
ties (surges in immigration and other urban influxes) 
have simultaneously brought new expressive and material 
opportunities to areas of cities latent with the hidden histo-
ries of prior marginalized groups. How these conflicts are 
resolved and opportunities seized, could open a new vision 
of America’s urban remaking and replacing.

The section then moves to the work of one of two artists 
we present, whose sensibilities and explorations hold useful 
lessons. Rose’s grandfather, an architect, was the designer 
of many early-twentieth-century public theaters, including 
the celebrated Palace Theater in New York, constructed 
during the heyday of vaudeville. Rose’s re-presentation of 
his grandfather’s richly detailed drawings, combined with 
images of the structures as they remain today, attempts to 

Above: Work on the Media Loft for a corporate client in Minneapolis featured a 

combination of found and new materials.

Opposite left: A small, semi-private third-floor addition is reached by a stair that 

both permits and confounds access as it links literal and conceptual worlds.

Opposite right: Because the lease required structural amendments to be reversible, 

sections of the old wood-plank floor were salvaged and re-displaced to a new 

multistory wall opened through the interior. The sections were collaged with other 

found building fragments, revealing the story behind this effort to bring daylight 

into a created space.

Rockcastle / Why Re-Place?
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show how meanings associated with buildings and places 
both shift and remain, unavoidably, over time.

In commenting on this work, Arthur Danto elaborates 
on the philosophical and psychological processes involved. 
He reminds us that reinterpretation and reevaluation are 
part of the experience of time itself, present in all places, 
real and represented, remembered or imagined—whether 
resulting from a sense of loss or melancholy, or produced 
out of hope or a love for beauty.

The next essay, by B. D. Wortham-Galvin, begins by 
exposing the superficial claims by designers, planners, and 
developers that their projects embody “a sense of place.” 
Her concern is that this phrase is too often little more than 
a buzzword to create support for the eradication of existing 
patterns of settlement and for the displacement of older 
residents, whose presence is no longer valued. Her article 
examines how notions about places are deeply affected by 
what people want to believe about them—to the extent this 
may eclipse what they really are.

“Making place is not just about physical creation and 
destruction; it is also about observation, narrative, asso-
ciation, and ritual,” Wortham-Galvin writes. In this way, 
she points out that all places are “remade,” guided by the 
motives and ideologies of those claiming authority over 
them. To understand the dynamics of this process, she 
further argues, it is useful to examine entirely fictional built 
environments, such as that of the ubiquitous “Springfield,” 
the imaginary town inhabited by the characters in the tele-
vision show The Simpsons.Selected works by our second fea-
tured artist, Karen Wirth, who frequently collaborates with 
architects on larger-scaled projects, follow. Wirth makes 
a habit of situating her art in the larger environments they 
serve and reflect. Among her peers, Wirth is known more as 
a book artist than an installation or public artist. But she has 
also accomplished a range of work, at a variety of scales in 
diverse circumstances, that exposes her views and practices 
of collaboration, embracing, reflecting on, and reinterpret-
ing existing buildings and urban contexts.
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In addition to sharing her work, Wirth includes a short 
essay describing her approach to form-making, which 
progresses by answering a series of questions: “what is its 
content, where does this come from, who is the audience, 
what is the context, what does it mean?” We can see these 
as useful lessons for all the practitioners and teachers of our 
overlapping disciplines. 

As a flipside to the discussion of re-placing in Rome, 
and a final contribution to the theme section, the architect 

Carl Elefante exposes the difficulty of applying traditional 
preservation and renovation techniques and sensibilities 
to works of the Modern Movement. Both the heralded 
“monuments” and the more ordinary structures produced 
by modern architects of the last three generations have fre-
quently been constructed of inexpensive and less enduring 
materials. Now that most of these structures need renew-
ing, new kinds of decisions and opportunities are needed 
to guide the remaking of these structures. For some, new 
hybrid images should be possible where restoration is less 
appropriate or beneficial.

Elefante underscores that these decisions are rarely 
simple, and require an evaluation of technological, social/
economic, and artistic/formal concerns. The need to make 
such difficult decisions will increase for architects and 
preservationists in coming years because a large part of our 
current built environment consists of such buildings, and 
the need to retain and further harvest their value is critical 
in cultural, economic, and ecological terms. 

Above: At the 801, a project in downtown Minneapolis, new concrete-block walls 

were interlaced with the original timber frame of this former industrial warehouse to 

create live/work residential spaces. The walls provide spatial segregation, structural 

freedom, and fire safety. They also permit the interior “street” to serve as both an 

open circulation corridor and an art gallery.

Left: Much of the waste of the selective demolition was redeployed for sculptural 

and material effects, like these garden fragments.

Right: Artwork along the interior street.

Rockcastle / Why Re-Place?
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One View of Re-Placement
As a complement to the other essays in this theme 

section, and as a way of demonstrating in tangible form 
my struggles and explorations with these same issues, I 
have illustrated this introduction with some examples of 
my own recent professional work. Frankly, I relish the 
challenges and obstacles of working in existing buildings 
and contexts. Rarely do I choose to neutralize or diminish 
to a marginal or subservient status found attributes; and 
rarely do I strive to emulate the context’s distinct char-
acteristics. Rather, I value the possibilities of expanding, 
creatively engaging, and even inverting the embodiment 
of stories that places can hold.

These design techniques are more akin to the twenti-
eth-century art practice of collage, where the copulation of 
seemingly disparate elements creates compound associa-
tions and meaning, enlarging their interpreted and experi-
enced qualities. I find that the embodiment of narratives, 
whether real or imagined, partial or complete, reflective 

or prophetic—whether of my mind or someone else’s— 
matters less than the value of the presence they provide for 
engagement and re-placement.

All images are courtesy of the author.

Above: Ellingson/Bend Residence, St. Croix, Minnesota. This design emerged as an 

alternative to the clients’ original intent to build a new house. Skeptical at first of the 

reuse process, the couple discovered attributes tied to a forgotten history of activity 

in the house. These could never have been created anew.

Left and top right: The old attic framing, the original building’s bones and skin, was 

sandwiched between a new high-performing insulated roof and new glulam support 

beams to create a narrative surface linking the remodeled structure to its past.

Below right: Scratchmarks on the floor indicated where beds were once moved 

repeatedly by children. Elsewhere, in a hidden concrete mantle, the footprint of 

one of the owners as a child was found beside the paw print of a family pet. This was 

exposed, instead of being hauled to the dump.
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As sustainability becomes ever more critical to the archi-
tectural profession, it is worth noting that the practice of 
recycling has a long history. Perhaps nowhere is this so 
richly documented as in Rome—both for the abundance 
of its classical ruins and the fact that over many centuries 
it was really two cities—one pagan, the other Christian.

As the institutions of imperial Rome gradually gave 
way to the urbs sacra, their physical vestiges had to be 
reappropriated. At times, this process occurred with little 
thought as to symbolic meaning; at others, the effect was 
quite conscious.

Only by the sixteenth century, however, did some-
thing approximating “adaptive reuse,” grounded in a 
set of design criteria, appear. Renaissance architects did 

not look upon classical antiquities solely as models for 
imitation. Their objective was to critically analyze these 
remains and assimilate their forms into new typologies. 
Their projects—some executed, some known only from 
drawings—hold many lessons for contemporary design-
ers seeking to reuse and recontextualize the architectural 
forms of modern cities.

Traffic in Spolia during Classical Times
One of the earliest and most celebrated instances of 

recycling sits on the Akropolis, in Athens. After the Per-
sians laid siege to the city in 470 BC, citizens salvaged the 
charred column drums and metopes from the Parthenon, 
then in its early stages of construction. Eventually, the 
blocks of that older temple became the matrix for the one 
we know today. The genius of Iktinos was to retrofit old 
with new into a single proportional system so refined that 
it eluded the notice of archaeologists until the last century.

Restauratio and Reuse: 
The Afterlife of Roman Ruins

Philip Jacks

Above: Porticus of Octavia (view of interior pediment from Severan restoration).

Opposite: Arch of Constantine, south facade.
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In late republican Rome (123 to 23 BC), the scaveng-
ing of building material was likewise a thriving business. 
Cicero once reproved his friend Verres for faultily restor-
ing the Temple of Castor and Pollux in the Forum with 
stones redressed from the original structure. New marble 
was preferable, he argued, and the old blocks would have 
been better discarded, given to the contractors as com-
pensation.1 One consequence was a market in recycled 
materials that made older habitations prime targets for 
demolition. This became such a problem that two far-
sighted consuls, Hosidianus and Volusianus, pleaded 
before the Senate in 44 AD to outlaw the buying and 
selling of property by third-party speculators.

Eventually, the emperor Vespasian, who ruled from 
69-79, issued an edict to regulate profiteering in building 
debris by private citizens. Alexander Severus renewed this 
sanction in 222, just as the imperial quarries at Luna began 
to restrict the supply of white marble.2 Yet it was this 
same emperor who restored the Porticus Octaviae with 
dismembered column shafts and entablatures of Pentelic 
marble. On the exterior pediment, the blocks were dressed 
smooth, but on the interior face, less exposed to public 
view, they were left rough-hewn. Was this a question of 
haste, or negligence? Or did the builders purposefully 
leave it that way to draw attention to its “otherness”?

Such ambiguity is reflected in the Latin term restaura-
tio—which Livy (59 BC–17 AD) and Tacitus (ca. 56–117) 
understood to mean something akin to our modern sense 
of restoration. Late classical authors, however, construed 
it more loosely. The fourth-century grammarian Servius 
drew an etymological connection between instar (likeness) 
and instauro (renew): “instar autem est ad similitudinem; 
unde non Restaurata, sed Instaurata dicuntur aedificia ad 
antiquam similitudinem facta” (“likeness in appearance also 
means in similitude, whence buildings made similar to the 
old are said to be not restaurata but instaurata”).3

It may be mincing words to distinguish between renew-
ing or even reconstructing, and repairing or restoring; but 
instauratio would come to signify a new form that resembled 
rather than replicated an original.4

The Gesture of Appropriation
Even by antique standards the Arch of Constantine, 

however, marked a wholly new way in which fragments 
from the past could be reappropriated and recommemo-
rated. Earlier emperors had taken great license in can-
nibalizing the projects of their dishonored predecessors. 
Vespasian, Titus, Galba and Trajan all availed themselves 
of Nero’s condemnatio memoriae by reclaiming the site of 

his immense Domus Aurea for public edifices.5 In the case 
of the emperor Commodus, who ruled from 180-192, this 
meant refashioning the bronze Colossus of Nero with his 
own likeness as the sun god Helios.

However, the triumphal arch dedicated by the emperor 
Constantine in 315 represented a more willful act of 
appropriation on several levels. Its architecture was almost 
entirely reconstituted from earlier monuments—not just 
the famous reliefs of Marcus Aurelius on the attic, the 
Hadrianic roundels, and the Trajanic frieze on the interior 
fornix, but also capitals, columns, and architraves.

The appropriation of these elements all formed part of 
a larger ideological program aimed at legitimizing Con-
stantine’s sovereign authority over Rome.6 As part of this 
effort, the heads of Marcus Aurelius were replaced with 
those of Constantine and the tetrarch Licinius. However, 
the sculptors involved with this project also depicted hon-
orific statues of Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius in the relief 
of Constantine’s oration. On the one hand, Constantine 
was projecting his victory over Maxentius by co-opting 
the memory of these beneficent rulers. On the other, he 
was physically appropriating the forms of an earlier epoch 
to forge a new aesthetic.
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Seen in this light, the intermixing of spolia was hardly 
haphazard or spurious. It articulated a new taste for vari-
etas. Put another way, the disparity in styles had an appeal 
of its own. This practice pervaded much of Constan-
tine’s building spurt in Rome, most notably the Lateran 
basilica, where despoiled capitals along the nave alternated 
between Ionic and Corinthian.

Resanctifying the Ruins
One of the last interventions on behalf of the ancient 

city was the repair of the Augustan Temple of Saturn in the 
Roman Forum, which had been ravaged by fire sometime 
between 360 and 380.7 After this, the emperor Theodosius 
I, who spent little time in Rome, issued various ordinances 
against the transporting of marbles outside the city limits. 
But these all were to little avail. And the plundering of 
pagan cult sites became de facto policy when, in 382, his 
co-emperor, Gratian stripped the prefects of Rome of their 
responsibility for the upkeep of the city’s ancient temples, 
which no longer held the status of public buildings.

Under Theodosius, Christianity became the official 
state religion. However, the new attitude toward ancient 
sites was probably driven as much by an urgent need for 
building material as any ideological divide. Thus, an injunc-

tion in the year 458 obliged Roman citizens to remove the 
ornament (“ornatum”) from ruined buildings so it could 
be reused for new public projects. Such legislation stopped 
short of the destruction en masse of ancient sancta, however, 
leaving open the possibility that their vestiges could be 
reutilized for Christian worship. Ultimately, this was what 
spared large stores of antiquities from the nefarious lime-
kilns, where marbles were incinerated to produce lime.

In early Christianity, clerics saw the need to exorcize 
pagan cult sites of their demons—a kind of spiritual white-
washing. Upon arriving in Agrigento, in Sicily, in 597, 
Gregory the Great (540–604), then a bishop, set as his 
first official act the reconsecration of the Temple of Con-
cordia, to the saints Peter and Paul. And in the following 
century, the citizens of Siracusa erected a new roof over 
the archaic Temple of Athena, and rededicated it to the 
Virgin (Duomo of S. Maria delle Colonne).8

In Rome, the popes took a different tack. Rather than 
look to places of cult devotion, they set their sights on the 
Roman Forum, still rich in imperial aura, and specifically 
profane buildings. The church of Santi Cosma e Damiano, 
consecrated in 527 by Felix IV, occupied the former audi-
ence hall of the city prefect’s office (Templum Urbis 
Romae) and an adjoining library from the Templum Pacis. 
The old Curia Senatus required only minor modifications 
to be rededicated to Sant’Adriano by Honorius I (625–38). 
And, after being donated to Boniface IV by the Byzantine 
emperor Phocas in 609, the Pantheon became the first in a 
long line of Roman temples to undergo official conversion, 
when it was dedicated to S. Maria ad Omnes Martyres.

Left to right: San Nicola in Carcere, south flank and east facade; south flank 

(incorporating Doric temple of Spes); north flank (incorporating Ionic temple  

of Juno Sospes).

Opposite: Casa de’ Crescenzi, east facade.

Jacks / Restauratio and Reuse
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In the case of San Nicola in Carcere, at the heart of 
the Ripa district, the basilica arose over the ruins of three 
contiguous temples in the old Forum Holitorium. Fish, 
produce, and cattle markets carried on from ancient days 
gave vitality to this neighborhood, which had come to be 
dominated by powerful clans, and one of these magnati, 
Cardinal Pietro Pierleoni, was likely responsible for the 
renovations to the basilica, which was rededicated in 1128.

The church’s fortified tower was erected partly over 
the podium of the north temple (Janus) and partially 
immuring the front columns of the middle temple (Juno 
Sospes—Juno the Savior). Its prominent form and posi-
tion, facing directly toward the Capitoline, declared 
the family’s patronage of the church and the architec-
tural relics it enshrined. Rather than obscure the ruins, 
however, the masons solidified the Ionic colonnade of the 
middle temple on the north exterior wall of the basilica. Its 
broken architraves were shored with fieldstone and rubble, 
and pier buttresses were added around the ancient cella.9 
In the fourteenth century, as today, six Doric columns of 
the south temple (Spes—“Hope”) also supported trabeat-
ion embedded in the south flank of the church.10

To medieval visitors, this heterogeneous appearance 
must have added to the basilica’s curiosity. Renaissance 
architects, by contrast, recognized these temples as key to 
interpreting the writings of Vitruvius from the first century 
BC, and surveyed its ruins in isolation from the Christian 
accretions. Giacomo della Porta’s surgical restoration of 
the facade at the behest of Cardinal Pietro Aldobrandini in 
1599 was of a kindred spirit. He retained two of the Ionic 
columns from the ancient pronaos flanking a central aedic-
ula, while the colossal order and attic gave the effect of a 
triumphal arch all but detached from the structure behind.

During this time, families competed in the appropria-
tion of antiquities, not just to vaunt their Roman lineage, 
but also to attain strategic and territorial advantage. The 
Crescenzi, neighbors of the Pierleoni (and their formi-
dable rivals), constructed a tower over their mansion to 
control traffic along the Tiber, as well as passage across 
the dilapidated Ponte Fabrizio.

The Casa dei Crescenzi is generally dated between 
1040 and 1065. Its resplendent south facade is composed 
of brick half-columns between recessed piers. Overhead, 
antique corbels recarved with putti and sphinxes support 
a frieze composted from two different spolia (their prov-
enance has recently been traced to the Baths of Caracalla). 
Recessed arches support the projecting wall (sporti) for the 
piano nobile, with a dado stitched together from coffers to 
simulate a rinceaux motive.

The pastiche reveals the rudimentary quality of these 
masons’ knowledge of ancient building technology. Yet, for 
all its deficiencies, the owner proudly attested in an inscrip-
tion over the entrance that he was moved not “by vain 
desire, but to restore the city to its former beauty” (QUAM 
ROME VETEREM RENOVARE DECOREM).

Translatio: Place, Re-Place, and Context
Here it is fair to speak of translatio in both the literal 

sense, of a lifting from one physical context and re-place-
ment in another, and the figurative sense, of a recontextu-
alizing. But when does the architectural grammar become 
so altered as to invest new meaning or function in the 
original? This could occur only with historical perspec-
tive. A rich literature of medieval guides allows us to see 
how visitors came to distinguish between contemporary 
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Rome, the living city, and the memory of classical antiq-
uity as conjured from the spectacle of its ruins.

One example may illustrate how these two worlds 
came to intersect. There are few sights more impressive 
than the massive firewall constructed of volcanic peperino 
blocks skirting the back side of the Forum of Augus-
tus. At one end, a voussoir arch, known as the Arco de’ 
Pantani, leads into the south exedra flanking the Temple 
of Mars Ultor. Travertine ledges divide the rusticated 
stone blocks into three courses. During medieval times 
this would have called to mind the new fashion for rus-
ticated palaces, most notably the Palazzo Vecchio in 
Florence. Indeed, a popular twelfth-century guide, the 
Mirabilia Urbis Romae, erroneously identified the ruins 
of this wall as those of an imperial palace attached to the 
fora of Augustus and Nerva.11

It was probably not by coincidence then that, not long 
after, this so-called “Palatium Nervae” was turned into a 
residence by Pope Innocent III, as a priory for the Order of 
Knights of St. John (Cavalieri di Rodi). And in 1466 Paul II 
entrusted its administration to his nephew, Cardinal Marco 
Barbo, who added a series of chambers rising to an elegant 
loggia with a magnificent view across the markets of Trajan 

to his uncle’s Palazzo Venezia, then close to completion.
Alò Giovannoli’s engraving of 1615 shows the two 

bifore windows on the piano nobile and the modest ground-
floor portal from the street. Today, viewed from the Via 
dei Fori Imperiali, traces of medieval arches can still be 
detected around the newer Ghibelline windows, above 
what remained of the ancient walling in opus quadratum 
below—a veritable architectural palimpsest.

Restoration, Adaptation, Reinvention
In an oft-quoted letter addressed to Leo X around 

1519, Raphael and his collaborator, the erudite Baldassare 
Castiglione, laid out a comprehensive account of Roman 
architecture leading up to their own day. For the first 
time, antiquity was not seen as monolithic, but as having 
evolved in distinct stylistic stages—from Augustan to 
Flavian to Severan. After deploring the incursions of the 
Goths, Raphael and Castiglione noted that in imperial 
times monuments often would be restored (ristaurati), yet 
always “in the same manner and method” (con la medesima 
maniera e ragione).12 As examples, they pointed to the 
Domus Aurea, on whose foundations Titus later erected 
his thermae (baths), and to the Flavian amphitheater, 
which rose on the site of Nero’s artificial lake.

Clearly, they were not referring to restoration in our 
modern sense, because neither of these later monuments 
bore the slightest resemblance to their precursors, but 
rather to a continuity in the technical art of building. This 
attitude toward the past came to an abrupt halt with the 
Arch of Constantine, which they deemed nothing short of 

Left: Forum of Augustus, exterior firewall along Salita del Grillo (Arco de’ Pantani 

in foreground; Temple of Mars Ultor in background). For a view of the north exedra 

inside the Forum of Augustus, see p.4.

Right: Alò Giovannoli, view of atrium to Forum of Augustus and Casa de’ Cavalieri 

di Rodi (above). Engraving, 1615.
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