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A New American Urban Park 

America in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century was a coun¬ 

try of small towns. Until 1830 the majority of the country's popula- 
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tion lived in small urbanAwith a close relationship to the land, owing 

largely to the agrarian make up of the economy. Even in larger cities 

such as New York, Boston, and Philadelphia the majority of houses had 

gardens, and the edge between the urban and rural was relatively close 

at hand. The natural landscape was perceived to be an almost infin¬ 

ite phenomenon, especially in comparison to the density of Europe. 

Towns were constructed with the idea of taming a small part of the 

wilderness, controlling the land through the rational hand of man. 

With the wilderness dominant and the character of the land so expan¬ 

sive, people did not consider a need for open space within the town. 

The typical colonial New England town of the period was densely built 

with the exception of a central green common used for military parades 

and grazing stock. Tne common, along with the cemetary, were the only 
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designated public open spaces. 

As American towns and cities continued to grow in the early nine¬ 

teenth century little thought was given to maintaining open space 

within them. One exception was the new botanical gardens founded to 

catalogue the wealth of plant material being collected on exploratory 

trips into the continent. A series of these gardens and arboreta were 

begun in the first quarter of the century. Their primary function of 

exhibiting and maintaining a variety of species of plants, had the un¬ 

intended result of opening up a substantial parcel of land within the 

city to the urban population. A similar situation developed with the 

growth.of cemetaries during approximately the same period. The central 



churchyards within older cities could no longer serve the population» 

and thus larger cemetaries were created at city edges. The land was 

planted in a gardenesque manner that responded to the romantic notion 

of a naturalistic burial ground. Today as a result, cemetaries often 

provide the best examples of specimen trees within a city. At the 

time, these beautiful sites quickly' became places for picnics and 

social gatherings for an"urban population faced with a lack of attrac¬ 

tive open space. 

It is approximately at this point that the American park move¬ 

ment began. It came into being at a time of incredible growth in the 

country, brought on by the industrial revolution and the consequent 

urbanization of America. The names of Andrew Jackson Downing and later 

of course, Frederick Law Olmsted, are central to the movement, in the 

effect they had on the development of the urban landscape. It is im¬ 

portant to note however that their roots came firmly out of the 

naturalist movement of the eighteenth century. The landscape paintings 

of Claude Lorraine, Nicholas Poussin, and Salvator Rosa gave birth to 

those of Constable and Turner in England, comprising the English Roman¬ 

tic Movement in painting with its poetic counterpart guided by Coleridge 

and Wordsworth. This notion of nature as ideal, well-suited to America, 

was then the source of the American Romantic Movement. The Hudson 

River school of painting and the transcendentalism of Emerson and Thoreau 

shaped America's vision of her landscape. In the new world however, 

the classical landscape of Poussin had become the emotional, rugged 

landscape of direct observation. It was this sense of observed wild¬ 

erness that became the point of reference for the early period of the 

park movement. 

As a counterpoint to the industrial city the wilderness was offered 

as the cure for its ills. In his essay "Nature and City Planning in 

the Nineteenth Century," Michael Laurie states five concepts upon which 



The five might be summarized as follows: the park movement was built, 

improved health, improved educational benefits, improved morals, im¬ 

proved aesthetics, and improved property values. All may be regarded 

as remedies to problems faced by cities during the period. Implicit 

in such a list was the need for justification of urban parks. In a 

time of such rapid growth the pressure of the marketplace tended to¬ 

ward unchecked high density development. It was only through economic, 

and to a lesser extent, social appeals that supporters of the park 

movement were able to justify the need for public urban parks. 

The early park type as exemplified by the works of Downing and 

Olmsted was conceived of as a large intervention of natural landscape 

within the city. In her essay "Cnanging Roles of Uroan Parks" Galen 

Cranz gives this park type the title of Pleasure Garden. The design 

of these gardens continued over a period of approximately fifty years 

until the turn of the century. Occuring as they did during the in¬ 

dustrial revolution, much of their design was conceived of in response 

to its effects on the city. The most important impetus for the crea¬ 

tion of the parks was the threat of epidemics owing to crowded condi¬ 

tions. It was believed that parks could serve as the "lungs of the 
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city." Their primary function was a place of respite from the urban 

density and the monotony of the assembly line. 

With the coming of the twentieth century a new attitude toward 

the city was adopted by park designers. Rather than offering the 

park as an antidote for urbanity, it became a tool to be used in improv¬ 

ing the city. By this time the increase in the overall area of the 

city had made large, centrally located parks unfeasible in serving the 

needs of the population. The solution was a number of smaller parks 

designed for local use. Incorporated within this was the introduction 



of playgrounds for children. Cranz entitles this park type the Reform 

Park. Its rational site plan and straightforward building designs sat 

in marked contrast to the earlier picturesque designs of Olmsted. The 

function of the park was to change as well. An emphasis was now direc¬ 

ted toward organized sports and active participation rather than relax¬ 

ation and passive contemplation. 

The 1930's saw the refinement of this idea in the introduction of 

the Recreational Facility. Now landscape was completely de-emphasized 

in deference to the functions of sports fields and buildings. Lasting 

until the mid I9b0's, these parks were designed to be complements to 

the small outdoor space of the suburban house. As places to inhabit 

they were largely without character, owing to their stated program 

and the relative economy of means employed in their design. 

Finally the desire for more light and air in the center city 

brought about the design of Open Space parks at a small scale in oppor¬ 

tune locations. The function of such parks was to allow for the 

occurence of everyday life, as social centers for neighborhoods. Em¬ 

phasis was placed on the park as a landmark by which one understood 

the organization of the city. Thus the connection between parks be¬ 

came an issue as important as the parks themselves. 

This idea of connection points up the question of spatial charac¬ 

teristics in the history of the American urban park and city. Space in 

the nineteenth century city was perceived to be a volumetric entity 

with clearly defined perimeters. While an outdoor space might be de¬ 

fined by the volumes of adjacent buildings, the space was nevertheless 

seen to be a finite volume in and of itself. It was within this under¬ 

standing of space that the American urban park took shape. Often the 

site for the park was*rectangular void within the city fabric. The 



park was not created simply by the subtraction of buildings, but by the 

insertion of a volumetric form within the city grid. This concept of 

a pure volumetric space remains the premise by which the majority of 

parks are designed. 

In contrast to the concept is the reality of space within current 

American cities. With the modern movement came the redefinition of 

space as a continuous, homogeneous entity; a field upon which objects 

were placed. Steven Peterson has termed it anti-space.^ It is the 

space of the ville radieuse, the ground against which Le Corbusier's 

buildings are seen. It is undifferentiated Newtonian space within 

which the laws of the universe operate. It is also the space of the 

modern American city. Barbara Stauffâcher Solomon says of it; 

"In the name of the Modern Movement, and despising historic cities, 

the tabula rasa object building was dropped into the romantic garden. 

The landscape was a buffer between buildings. It looked wonderful in 

Le Corbusier's drawings. The problem was that the disconnected roman¬ 

tic garden reverted to a parking lot." 

The continuation of the nineteenth century idea of a volumetric park 

when placed within the twentieth century city does not resolve the 

space of the city. Instead it is viewed as but one more object set 

within the field, having no relation to the adjacent land or buildings. 

As a result the park is alienated from the city, just as the object 

buildings are. 

In the same manner that the continued design of pure volumetric 

parks ahve resulted in an ill-fit with the city, the continuation of 

outdated park usage patterns as design to^Is has resulted in parks 

that are ill-suited to the needs of people today. "To a large extent 

the recreation patterns and needs of today’s urban population have 



changed from those of the nineteenth century. Shorter working hours 

and automation in industry are more likely to induce boredom than 
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exhaustion. The need is for diversion rather than recuperation." 

The design of a new American urban park is proposed as the vehicle 

for the thesis. Within the design the questions of the park's spatial 

relationship to the city as well as its functions will be addressed. 

Specifically it is believed that a contemporary urban park can make 

coherent the currently ambiguous space found between object buildings 

in the modern city, by providing a fabric to link them together. In 

doing so it would be within the quality of the park to act as both 

space and anti-space, both object and field. The urban park's function 

today should be centered around the idea of active participation of 

the user. The park will be both a destination and connection. To that 

end, a -series of follies is proposed which will allow people to parti¬ 

cipate in the park and the city at large. 

The site chosen for the thesis project is located in St. Paul, 

Minnesota. The park will function as a gateway and link between the 

Minnesota State Capitol and the downtown. 
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In reconsidering the thesis proposal I find that my intentions in 

the design of a new urban park remained fairly constant throughout the 

semester. It was helpful to be able to return to the thesis statement 

as a way of testing the validity of the design from time to time. While 

I don’t believe one is necessarily able to prove a thesis through an act 

of design» the exercise of adopting a stance and defending it was very 

helpful. As a student, one finds oneself a repository and collander of 

others’ work, sifting through what is thought to be useful and somehow 

fashioning a set of principles from this. It is a process that usually 

encompasses the entire career of an architect. I think this was a good 

point in time to put to test beliefs I have come to realize in what is 

an admittedly short period of six years. 

In choosing a vehicle for the thesis design I believe I made a crit¬ 

ical error in selecting St. Paul. That it was necessary to be very fam¬ 

iliar with the city chosen, became more and more apparent to me as the 

semester progressed. I feel I spent a large amount of time trying to 

construct the city as a place in my mind so that I could have an image 

to react to. Had I selected a city I was more familiar with I believe 

I could have begun to apply myself to the design more quickly. 

The selection of a competition package also posed problems in my 

decisions of where to concentrate my effort in the city. I think per¬ 

haps I made the wrong decision in the inclusion of the competition site 

within the scheme, allowing it to bias the overall design to an undue 

degree. Finally the issue of the skywalk system was never resolved in 

the scheme satisfactorially. I failed to posit an integration between 

the skywalks and the park. It was a difficult question and I think now 

I might have avoided it all together through the selection of another 

city. I am glad I had to work with it, as it provided an interesting 

challenge, but the issue tended to steer me away from other problems 



as well 

Having only designed at a city scale twice before, in the process 

of the project I found myself often in unfamiliar territory which I en¬ 

joyed. Unfortunately I had a difficult time resolving my predilection 

for understatement in design with the need to make a large gesture for 

the city. Daniel Burnham would say, ’’Make no small plans." My desire 

to operate within the rules of the game, ie., piecemeal development, 

without the power of Haussmann, eventually led to the scheme not mak¬ 

ing a bold enough gesture to the city in order to reorganize it. X be¬ 

lieve it is possible to do so, and here again I enjoyed the challenge, 

in the end though the project fails to give the city center a structure. 

While the scheme is ultimately not a successful design, I found 

the semester to be a very successful learning experience for me. There 

were several issues I felt worthwhile exploring in the design. One of 

these was the provision of very specific uses and a very specific popu¬ 

lation for a park. Clearly the opening of a greenspace within a city 

today does not guarrantee it will be used. X found the subjects of use 

planning and ways of bringing people to the park to be very helpful in 

making design decicions. In the same manner that parks must justify 

their existence to the public in terms of use, they must also do so in 

terms of finances. This I also found to be very interesting as a way 

of providing a framework for the parks to be designed within. Lastly 

I enjoyed testing the park's ability to serve as an ordering device to 

the city. Given the bulk of a center city, parks must make a distinct 

mark in order to make their presence felt. There are, it would seem, 

spstial limits to the park's effective use as an ordering device. The 

project was enjoyable because it attempted, at least in part, to ex¬ 

plore these limits. 
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