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Challenge 

EVERYONE HAS DIFFERENT OPINIONS ABOUT 
WHAT SHOULD HAPPEN 

 
IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO PREDICT WHAT THE 

MARKET WILL DO 
 

How do we create a comprehensive plan 
without knowing what the future holds? 



How we divide up our land is more 
important than what we do with it. 

Zoning, use changes, bulk limitations 

The size, shape, orientation, legal process of the subdivision 



= 



• defining 

• context	  



A large part of the problem stems from the aesthetic, figural 
issues pertaining to the New Urbanist movement which 
privileges an historic style. This style permeates current in-
town zoning ordinances and is by default associated with 
'good planning'.  



What we think we want 



What we end up with  



There is a perception that a modern building is, by 
definition, not contextual with its surroundings. Much of this 
bias comes from the disasters of the early modernist ideology 
as it relates to the idea of constituting an urban strategy. For 
the majority of the history of the modern planning movement, 
the primary framework was predicated on the privileging of 
the object and its relationship to the undifferentiated field. 



This understanding of urban space was in direct opposition 
to the historical notions of open, public space and was, 
ultimately, a failed venture. We can to look to le Corbusier's 
Plan Voisin and its influence on urban planning (and urban 
renewal) in the United States from the mid-forties through 
the 1980's to understand the significant damage done. The 
general public's understanding of modern architecture seems 
to be that it caused the death of any kind of viable urban 
condition.  



	  	  	  early	  modernist	  context	  

plan voisin ville contemporaine 

the early modernist ideology as it relates to the idea of constituting an urban 
framework was predicated on the privileging of the object on an 
undifferentiated field.  this understanding of urban space was in direct 
opposition to the historical notions of open, public space and was, ultimately 
a failed venture.     



Ayn Rand's Roark was the iconic figurehead of the 
movement; an architect who placed his own personal desire 
(in the guise of principled resistance) before that of his 
fellow city dwellers. 



His tools were le Corbusier's dogmatic manifestos describing 
the city as a sick body that needed healing. Unfortunately for 
many American cities this healing included the wholesale 
destruction of much of the stuff that makes a city a city.  



It also fundamentally changed the way we think of context. 
There was no room for compromise, and this vacuum has 
ultimately created the reactionary environment that has 
existed since the early part of the last century and continues 
to exist today. 



Context is an interesting concept. It has been discussed 
relative to architecture and planning for decades in the 
academic environment. It seems to be generally understood 
in a similar way by architects, but ultimately there is still 
confusion over what, exactly, makes a project contextual. 
Considering the confusion that exists in academic discourse, 
it is no wonder the development community (along with the 
planners who are currently re-writing urban zoning 
ordinances) are at a loss when it comes to understanding 
context.  



The current conventional wisdom is derived from the New 
Urbanism movement, reacting to the problems of modern 
planning through the total re-making of the city as viewed 
through an historic lens. New Urbanism seems to have given 
everyone involved in the development community a clear 
road map to successful urban planning (not unlike the way 
modern architecture allowed cheap building materials and 
systems to become acceptable to the general public).  



The reality, however, is that much of what the new ordinances, 
based on New Urbanist precepts, require produces cities that 
are unnecessarily nostalgic and banal. It is clear that the street 
requires activation and animation to allow for active public 
participation outside of the automobile as professed by the 
Congress for New Urbanism.  



no0ons	  of	  infill	  



What is not so clear is how to legislate the development of 
the city to recapture, if possible, those qualities so clearly 
described by Jane Jacobs, while operating within a modern 
vernacular (and by this I mean the vernacular of Mies and 
Gropius as interpreted through modern building and planning 
techniques)  



notions of infill 

1954, mitchell street looking west toward peachtree street 



We can begin by simply trying to understand the basic nature 
of the word context; a word that appears to be the repository 
of much misunderstanding.  Hopefully by shedding some 
light on this issue it may be possible to demonstrate the 
inherent value of modern buildings, or at least allow for the 
understanding that they are not necessarily the problem of 
the modern city. 



   notions of infill 

state of georgia building fulton national bank 



   circumstantial development 

1930 1990 
peachtree street over 60 years of development indicating the 
difficulties in attempting to determine adjacent styles as they emerge 
over time.  the ‘context’ in which the Ponce exists has radically 
changed over time.  is the original context still in evidence?     



   circumstantial development  

midcity and tech square under construction 



   what is context? 

2.  the whole situation, background, or environment relevant to a particular   
event, personality or creation.  

 

1.  the parts of a sentence, paragraph, discourse immediately next to or             
surrounding a specific word or passage and determining its exact meaning. 

villa savoye studio ozenfant   seaside 

Context is primarily a term used in the critique of literary 
works, so it may be possible to use the framework 
of writing and language to discover a clearer understanding 
of the word. 



In both writing and architecture meaning emerges through 
the juxtaposition of separate elements within a structure that 
is clearly defined. The structure, in both cases, must exist 
prior to the individual utterances.  This is similar to 
Aristotle's pronouncement that the collective exists prior to 
individual. This would seem counterintuitive but upon closer 
reading it becomes clear that the collective is the ontological 
component of our notion of being in the world. At some point 
the question of the original is irrelevant. In linguistic terms 
there are essentially two elements that make up the 
framework that we understand as a comprehensible, 
meaningful work.  



The first element of the framework can be described as sort 
of paratactic system. This paratactic (associative) system 
exists outside of any hierarchical structure, much as a 
dictionary is organized around an alphabetical system where 
the proximity of one word to another is purely circumstantial. 
The system is inherently neutral; it describes the vertical 
relationship between words in a sentence and words outside 
the framework of that sentence. It is a relationship primarily 
about contiguity between two separate entities which may or 
may not be typologically similar. The interaction is 
understood through proximity.  





The second element of the framework is the syntax created 
by the particular combination of the elements in order to 
provide a hierarchical understanding of the thing. The 
syntagmatic (serial) describes the horizontal relationship 
between words inside the framework of a sentence.  The 
words each have certain individual meanings that interact 
sequentially through time to provide some meaningful event. 
Both the paratactic and the syntactic must exist 
simultaneously, but the degree to which one exists to the 
exclusion of the other is determined through the relationship 
of the parts to the whole and can be manipulated by the 
designer of the thing, whether a writer or planner. 



These ideas are directly analogous to the framework of the 
built environment. In our typical early twentieth century 
suburban neighborhood, for example, we see the serial 
system constituted from the relationship among the street, 
the sidewalk, the front yard, the porch, the house (with it's 
own particular internal logic), the back yard, and finally the 
alley. We pass through these elements in much the same 
way we read through the sentence.  





The red dog jumped over the fence. 
blue 
green 
big 

cat 
cow 
lion 

F 
B

F 







1952, forsyth street looking northeast 1956, peachtree street 

the street is the primary element of the public realm in contemporary 
cities.  the act of revealing the street as a spatial component of the 
urban framework supersedes all other moves as the tactile constitution 
of the public and private dialectic.  this operation exists outside of a 
dogmatic stylistic requirement.  we fulfill our obligation to the collective 
by activating the public realm; then exercise our right to design.  

   revealing the street 



the articulation of ‘front’ can be accomplished using many different 
methods as long as the basic syntax of the constituent elements follow 
the grammar of the city:  
street - sidewalk - front - threshold - interior/public - private     

   addressing the street 

stevens and wilkinson building looking west along edgewood avenue toward five points 



   addressing the street 

street - sidewalk - front - threshold - interior/public - private     



The hardware store 

This idea can be explained spatially through a very simple 
description. Critical to this explanation, however, 
is the understanding that what we primarily do as political 
beings is bring order to the world in which we live. The 
underlying question is not if we bring order to the world, but 
how we bring order to the world. 















Simply put, I can't insert a convenience store in a typical 
late century suburban neighborhood because the system 
(and usually the laws) won't allow it. I can, however, insert 
the store into an early 20th century neighborhood because 
the primary element of the ordering system is not the object 
itself but the framework. 





Ultimately we live in a system comprised of the relationship 
between our rights and our obligations. We fulfill our 
obligation to the collective by activating the public realm; 
then exercise our right to design the individual holding. 



The point of all this, of course, is that a modern building is 
not a-contextual any more than a craftsman 
bungalow is contextual. Either may or may not work within 
the context of a particular neighborhood or 
area of the city, but ultimately the style of the building 
cannot answer the question. A modern building can 
be as successful a contextual intervention as anything else. 
It's just gotten a bad rap over the last forty years. 



ultimately the city will grow of its own accord to the extent we, as a 
public body, allow.  it is clear that the street requires activation and 
animation to allow for active public participation outside of the 
automobile.  what is not so clear is how to legislate the development of 
this city as a pedestrian system.  we are scared of density and of public 
transportation.  we require abundant parking and large amounts of open 
space in each project.   
 

the city should be read as a pre-existing framework into which many 
different pieces can be fit.  great cities set up a system of 
equivalencies, not a system of prescriptive similitude.            



01. Master Plan 
 

02. Standards – Public Works 
 

03. Standards – Building 
 

04. Development Controls 
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