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of each of a variety of players in the
development process, how to make
judgments about the suitability of
the collective result of multiple
initiatives, and how to project alter-
natives that may have consequences
in the further evolution of our
neighborhoods and cities. What
may critical thought do to enable
us to make better the places we live
in and guide their evolution and
change and direct their steward-
ship? And/or how may criticism
make us see and draw nourishment
from more aspects of the places in
question than we routinely do?

When considering criticism of place,
it is not the works produced but the
way in which they become a part of
the larger structure and the way
they enter into the lives of the
people who encounter them that
are the subject of concern. The
internal character, integrity, and
ingenuity of any given work will
certainly become a part of that
concern, but only insofar as those
qualities are seen as important
constituents of the experiences
afforded by the place or are more
broadly instructive regarding the
assumptions and conditions that
govern our thinking about places
and the works that make them.
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On Places

Stanford Anderson

We have been invited to consider
forms of criticism that examine
places, “places that result from
several works juxtaposed,” as
opposed to criticism that locates

a “single work of architecture in a
chain of works.” Lurking behind
this distinction—between criticism
of a single work and criticism of
place—is, I believe, the implication
that single works are products of
intentional design actions, which
can be coherently related to prece-
dent works, while places are unique
and fortuitous. Such a distinction
exaggerates the difference between
the single work and “several works
juxtaposed.” To anticipate my
argument, I am going to claim that
the distinction between single
works and places is only a matter
of degree. One reason for this con-
tinuity from single work to place is
that places are also often the result
of considered design actions. How-
ever, the point I wish to emphasize
is the complementary one: single
works also participate in the not
fully determined nature of places.

| want to claim, in a way that 1
hope to make clear, that the whole
of the physical environment is char-
acterized by quasi-autonomy, a
degree of independence from prece-
dent, from intentions, from specific
patterns of use and meaning; an
availability for re-use and reinter-
pretation. Such quasi-autonomy
requires a theoretical and critical
component in any study of environ-
ment. Furthermore, since aspects of
this quasi-autonomy may be re-
vealed anachronistically, the physi-
cal environment must be studied
not only in its origins but also in
its duration.

Critical Study of Urban Places

When, in the past, | attempted
criticism of places, my interest was
directed to small sectors of cities,
areas small enough and yet large
enough that one could be con-
cerned with both architecture and
urban structure. I found myself
engaged in certain kinds of analysis
and in the issue | introduced as “the
quasi-autonomy of the physical
environment.” The following ex-
amples clarify the issue.

Savannah, Georgia

In the 250 years since its founda-
tion, the plan and the physical
fabric of Savannah have been resil-
ient in the face of new demands; yet
much that is environmentally sound
has been preserved through boom
and bust. I conjecture that both the
adaptability and the tenacity of this
urban fabric have been aided by the
unusual city plan of Savannah. Con-
sider some of the characteristics of
the plan:

The modular plan is additive,
without a defined boundary.

The plan is multifocal, devoid
of a predetermined centrality.

The additive module is internally
structured by an extensive
differentiation of streets.

The module is also structured
by a differentiation of parcels
and blocks.

The additive repetition of the
module further increases the
range of parcel, block, and
street differentiation.

A consequence of these features is
that the plan can be “read” in many
ways, such as a system of squares



joined by axial streets; a set of
enclaves (the additive unit, called
“wards”) divided by the boundary
streets that are continuous through
the town plan; a combination of the
two previous readings, where the
axial streets dominate in one direc-
tion and the boundary streets in the
other; a set of striated bands paral-
lel to the river, establishing suc-
cessive, only partially repetitive,
zones; or any number of complex
intermixtures of these readings.

The scale at which this abstract
plan is realized in Savannah further
enhances the multiple readings by
denying a clue as to a “preferred”
reading. As laid out, Savannah
turns as many parcels for private
development inward to the central
square of each ward as it does
outward to the boundary streets.
This ambiguity of centripetal versus
centrifugal forces (which would
have been lost in either a larger or
smaller ward) enhances the op-
portunity for multiple readings,
whether successively, with changing
conditions, or simultaneously, with
reference to alternative criteria.

While it cannot be demonstrated
here, the history of Savannah
reveals that these claims are not
merely a formalist reading of the
plan. In the years of Savannah’s
foundation, the town was organized
as a system of wards with physical,
functional, and symbolic focus at
the squares. In its first period of
decline, the river itself became the
dominant focus, and the town was
organized as linear zones." In its
dominant years in the middle of the
nineteenth century, the fully ex-

tended Savannah plan offered a
complex net in which diverse de-
mands of commercial, institutional,
and residential use found discern-
ible niches. The same can be said of
contemporary Savannah, although
the changes of such uses, coupled
with intensified circulation and
density, yield yet another “reading”
of the plan.

The characteristics of the Savannah
plan that contribute to its multiple
readings are among what [ would
term its “quasi-autonomous” fea-
tures. Such elements of the plan are,
to a degree, autonomous, in that
they cannot be accounted for by
reference to systems other than
physical design; they go beyond
any original intention in the laying
down of the plan; and they have
served in a numer of different ways.
Yet this autonomy is limited in that
certain parts of the plan are more
appropriate than others for any
given use; and there are conditions
under which the autonomous char-
acteristics of this plan would fail.
Even failure would, however, come
at a time and in a way that would
reflect this particular set of quasi-
autonomous features.

There are, of course, many other
quasi-autonomous characteristics of
the Savannah plan. To mention only
one more, the unusually small
blocks of Savannah have inhibited
the assembly of large parcels for
either public or private use. This
fact has constrained certain uses
while contributing to the preser-
vation of older buildings and uses.
When changes of use and building
fabric have come, the small block

has denied some popular forms,
such as tall buildings with plazas.
To the contrary, the small block has
helped to preserve what it provides:
an extensive public space with
intense and proximate relations
between the public and private
realms.

These observations on Savannah
reveal what I am prepared to
advance as one crucial, though
surely not exhaustive, form of the
criticism of place. Any bistory or
criticism of place must reveal, in a
given location, specific features of
the general problem of the inter-
section of the internal structure
of architecture with a changing
bhistorical setting.

Quasi-autonomy

With the example of Savannah, |
would like to recall the content of
my first intervention in this sym-
posium. A central issue of the in-
ternal history of the discipline of
architecture is the quasi-autonomy
of the physical environment. Quasi-
autonomy is a feature of both the
general capacity of the discipline
of architecture and any specific
physical environment.

The issue set for this symposium
was the problem of the critical
response to single works versus
the critical response to places. 1
asserted that there is not a fun-
damental difference between the
single work and “several works
juxtaposed,” although there are
differences of degree.

A single work is, in the terms I have
introduced, a product of the pro-

Places / Volume 4, Number 1




Bay Street

J

DECKER
WARD

Bryan Street

Duke Street

Hater Cangetens Streets

Broughton Street

P
L
[
I

Cj WARD J

Prince Street

tater Mate Streett

York Street

( L

L

N—
o

Barnard Strert

FOUR OREIGINAL Wit

Places / Volume 4, Number 1

Whitaker Sree

Sauth Street
tater Oplethorpe Stroctt

Bull Ntreer
Dravion Street
Abercorn Street

e Honse for

sarssigr, ET i 174
e

SO W i

Ll g o
mm ) O NG O TR O R RSN
TR s i | LT W W ENE . RN NN - KR
I T (N I O DRREN RN RO GNEE RSO GRS REn
R THTD DEE IR ORED DT ETEN ERUN N R ENE e
HER OEE R R N D DI DOD pEm RN IR R
e RO RS S SN NGBS temm L ]
BR[NNI NN T ERIDN NN RED COR PR GONND EDE R
L8 1 8 I § "1 ¥ | "B 0§ |

=
v

U e

QU TR —

uu:nmmm"mnm;mmM

Eea—==  TAVANNAH

3 500

000

200071

[
183’

]
741 185154

1733 EERDS T4 799 1801
2

(IHEDD
1815

fession and can be accounted for,
although not fully, in a narrative
history. In the first instance, there
are those exceptional single works
that can immediately be given a
place in “a chain of works” and
thus be located also in the internal
history of the discipline. It is also
my claim that even single works
that are not immediately recognized
for any contribution to the disci-
pline may, in the duration of their
use, reveal unanticipated potentials
for meaning and use. For these
reasons, | have argued that the
history of architecture must address
the conjectures harbored within the
discipline and also consider the
duration, not only the origin, of the
physical environment.

Any work of architecture, then, can
and should be considered both in
the particularity of its historical
moment—with due respect for
“external history”—and within the
theoretical, critical, and historical
construction of the discipline of
architecture.

Criticism of Place

The point at which I arrive, then,
is this: “place,” the product of
“several works juxtaposed,” is not
radically different from the single
work, but it does require a shift in
our historical and critical response.
The single work may be quite amen-
able to a conventional history and
may then reveal unanticipated po-
tentials only over time. On the other
hand, “several works juxtaposed”
in a place may be too disjunctive
for a compelling narrative history
and yet immediately reveal poten-



tials that can only be accounted

for by the critical and theoretical
analysis of their quasi-autonomy.
Place, as opposed to the single work,
thus requires a heavier emphasis on
the quasi-autonomy of the environ-
ment and a concommitant emphasis
of criticism and the critical dimen-
sion of history.

Before concluding, I would like to
illustrate my argument with two
other, briefer, examples.

New York City:
Typical Manhattan Block

The typical Manhattan block is gen-
erated by a network of broad ave-
nues extending most of the length
of the island and smaller streets that
traverse the island. The strongly
directional shape of the island is
thus reinforced by the hierarchical
relation of the north-south avenues
over the cross streets. The blocks
that are the complement of this
network are long and relatively
narrow: 600 feet, more often 800
by 200 feet, with the short dimen-
sion on the dominant avenues.

The intensity of circulation on the
avenues early led to the reorienta-
tion of the end parcels of the blocks
toward the avenues. The hierarchical
relation of the streets was thus com-
plemented by the contrasted parcels
and uses on the various sides of the
blocks. Larger parcels and buildings
at the end served a more metropoli-
tan scale of use, while small parcels
and buildings preserve a diversity of
other, usually residential, uses. A
deceptively simple plan was organ-
ized and dimensioned in such a way

as to sustain local diversity even in
the face of extensive development.

With the pressure for greater and
greater building size on the avenues,
and thus for the assembly of ever
more parcels into the end block
parcel, the complementary relation
of the long sides of the block is
threatened. The remainder of par-
cels in midblock becomes too small
and too isolated to sustain an alter-
native environment relative to the
intensity of the avenues. A plan that
has shown remarkable resilience is
reaching, or has passed, its limits.

Conceivable corrections to such a
problem can be either conservative
or still acceptive of development:
either resisting the assembly of end
parcels over a certain size or design-
ing these larger buildings such that
traits of the side-street parcels are
restored.

A quasi-autonomous feature of a
plan is thus under severe stress and
requires either protection by legal
constraints or an architectural solu-
tion. Failing one of these steps (or
some other stratagem), a complete
re-interpretation of the entire city
sector is required.

Paris: Block between Avenue Kleber
and Rue Lauriston near the Ftoile

The major streets of Paris typically
bound large urban sectors. There is
a passage from metropolitan uses
along the major streets to ever
greater privacy as one penetrates
the intersecting but descending
order of streets within each sector.
Typically, a broad side of a block, or

2

Map of the first six wards of Savannah
in the 1730s.

The small blocks, such as those marked | to
4, are single parcels reserved for communal
use. The typical division of the larger blocks
into private parcels is shown at the top
center. The continuity of the private parcels
from ward to ward and the greater number
of streets accessing those parcels yield linear
zones, paralleling the river, in contrast to
the nondirectionality of the additive square
wards. Other “readings” are discussed in the
text. From Stanford Anderson, “The Plan of
Savannah,” Harvard Architectural Review
(Spring 1981}, p. 63.

Map of historic Savannah.

The successively lighter shading shows the
chronology of the extension of Savannah. The
alternative “readings” discussed in the text
can be recognized in this plan. From Turpin
Bannister, “Oglethorpe’s Sources for the
Savannah Plan,” Journal of the Society of
Architectural Historians (May 1961), p. 61.
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ilot, coincides with the major street,
while the opposite side of that block
will be part of a much different
urban structure. Typically, again,
the block will be so deep that build-
ings fronting the streets will have
courtyards and even other buildings
behind them on the same parcels.
Thus growth and intensification

of use on the parcels fronting the
major streets may have relatively
little impact on parcels that ad-

join but face lesser streets. Radical
change in one element is possible
without necessarily altering the
urban sector radically.

Avenue Kleber is a major street of
the kind just described and has
come under intensive development.
As it exits from the Etoile, the frst
long block of avenue Kleber is
bounded on the west by an atypi-
cally narrow block. The parallel-
ing long side of this block is rue
Lauriston, a narrow street ascend-
ing a hill and, until recent decades,
a double-sided street with resi-
dences and local commerce. The
narrowness of this block has made
it vulnerable to the intense develop-
ment initiated from avenue Kleber.
Metropolitan commercial forces
penetrate the block, pushing out
both residential and commercial
use and making rue Lauriston a
fragile, one-sided environment.
Although rue Lauriston may have
seemed a minor feature, with its
decline, the viability of the entire
urban sector of which it is a part

is in jeopardy.

A quasi-autonomous feature, typi-
cal within Paris, is here weakly
configured and stressed beyond its



limits. It may be too late to solve
this problem either through legal
constraints or by architectural de-
sign. A complete re-interpretation
of the entire city sector has been
achieved de facto and only radi-
cal steps could offer yet another,
more positive interpretation. Rue
Lauriston may provide a warning
for other less inherently vulnerable
urban sectors.

Conclusion

I would like, finally, to reflect on the
set of examples I have put before
you. The peculiarity of the biock
in the Paris example is certainly
susceptible to an historical account,
but it would probably be neither
very Interesting nor very contribu-
tive to any deeper understanding,
The systemic character of both the
Savannah and New York examples
invites and will reward conven-
tional historical analysis. Yet, in all
three cases, if we go beyond an
account of their historic origins

to an account of their temporal
duration (as sketched in my presen-
tations), we are rewarded with new
questions and observations that
reach to what [ have termed the
quasi-autonomy of the physical
environment and of the discipline.
I am then led to propose that cer-
tain features of these places should
receive our critical attention: street
hierarchies, network configura-
tions, block and parcel organiza-
tion, building types and forms, the
differentiation of these elements
and their relations to one another,
and finally, the remarkable tenacity
of all these features. The quasi-
autonomy of these elements gives

them a different temporal struc-
ture than that of the daily unfold-
ing of the city and also a different
explanatory, critical, and projec-
tive role.

NOTE

1 Stanford Anderson, “The Plan of Savannah
and Changes of Occupancy during Its
Early Years: City Plan as Resource,”
Harvard Architectural Review (Spring
1981), pp. 60-67.

3 Map of part of the 16th Arrondissement
of Paris.

The place Charles de Gaulle is partially shown
at the upper right. The very large street
running west from the Etoile is avenue Foch.
The two large radials south and east of
avenue Foch are avenue Victor Hugo and
avenue Kleber. Between these two avenues is
the smaller rue Lauriston.

MIT Urban Ecology Project, Stanford
Anderson
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