
HOUSING AND GARDENS 

Thesis by Cindy Ottchen, Spring 1987. 

Rice School of Architecture 



"God Almighty first planted a garden; and, indeed, 
it is the purest of human pleasures. It is the 
greatest refreshment to the spirits of man, without 
which buildings and palaces are but gross handiworks; 
and a man shall ever see that when ages grow to 
civility and elegancy, men come to build stately 
sooner than to garden finely, as if gardening were 
the greater perfection." 

-Bacon 
"Essay on Gardens" 



ISSUES 

The issues addressed in this thesis are two: the physical configuration and 

architectural expression of a large-scale housing project and the reciprocal 

relationship this project may form with a garden. 

While housing may be seen as the anonymous fabric of the city, the garden has 

come to be broadly understood as man’s vision of paradise and is therefore 

concerned with the dialogue between human concepts of the ideal and the 

reality of nature. The search for the ideal inevitably devolves into one . 

of two visions, according to William McClung in The Architecture of 

Paradise. The first is a vision of arcadia which looks back to an idyllic 

past related to serenity and repose for the individual. The second is a 

vision of utopia which looks forward to a perfected state of ecstasy and 

celebration for the community. Taking Eden as the archetypal garden of the 

past and Jerusalem as the archetypal utopian city of the future we find 

ourselves bracketed by the two opposed versions of Paradise: the open 

Arcadia (an unprotected garden without buildings or walls) and the 

urban fortress (a building which will enclose a garden). The essential 

difference between the two visions architecturally is the degree of 

enclosure or fortification, so that the presence of a real or implied 

wall may serve as the primary architectural event which marks a present 

synthesis or mediation between the two archetypes. 

The issue of the garden itself encompasses three relationships: to landscape, 



to dwelling, and to city. The relationship between garden and landscape 

must include the idea of the garden as a place that is either open or 

enclosed^ idealized and separate, or similar and continuous with its surroundings. 

Because it is necessary for man to invent the physical conditions that will 

turn wilderness into a home for his soul, the history of gardens is the 

history of the relationship between human artifice and nature. The 

evolution of the way man thinks about nature (from imperfect nature in the 

Renaissance to an acceptance of nature the way it is today) directly 

influences the concepts and designs of gardens to the extent that we 

have few, if any models for appropriate gardens for our day. 

The idea that garden and dwelling are integrally related to one another evolves 

from the notion of dwelling as "metaphorical reconstitution of paradise lost, 

the garden that was man's proper environment on this planet and that 

continues to serve as the model even after nature, like man, has fallen" 

(McClung). While the dwelling can be seen as the reconstitution of the 

original garden, the garden can also be seen as the extension to the dwelling: 

the garden can be thematically seen as an outdoor room, a refuge and solace, 

a place of contemplation, a place of production, a place of social interaction, 

a place to be close to some version of nature, and a place with spiritual or 

representational connotations. 

Historically the garden has mediated between the dwelling and raw nature. 

As Colin Rowe has observed in his essay "The Present Urban Predicament," 



"At the beginning of this century there existed a very great 
concern for the garden as support and extension of the house. 
Meaning that, in the early years of the century, there was a 
widely distributed conviction that house and garden should exist 
in the most animated, interactive relationship. Garden was to 
be structure for the exhibition of the house as event. Or, 
alternatively, house was to be event for the presentation of 
garden as structure." 

Modernism liberated both the garden and the dwelling from the strictness of 

these ideas. At the Villa Savoye the dwelling is raised on piloti so that 

nature, as the precondition of the garden, may continue uninterrupted under 

the building. The garden is displaced to the roof and the dwelling serves as 

( \ 
architectural promenade^-the structure-' for the garden as event. 

In a more general way, the modern sensibility elevates nature itself to the 

level of an idealization. A certain transparency exists between dwelling 

and nature when the two are juxtaposed without mediation. When unmediated 

nature is seen as ideal, the architect may attempt to re-establish the 

relationship between dwelling and nature by adapting the building to the 

landscape in some literal or metaphorical way, as has Aalto, Wright, and 

Ambasz. The early American painters of landscape were fascinated with 

pastoral landscape and the dream of Arcadia, and made thèse ideas 

architecturally manifest by juxtaposing the object-building against an untouched 

natural landscape, or merging architecture and nature by blurr.ing the distinction 

between the two. Robert Geddes in his essay "The Forest Edge" says the 

ideal location for dwelling is this place where grassland meets wilderness 

and offers both shelter and openness, and inspiring the architecture of 

arcades, colonnades, loggias, porches, courtyards, and peristyles. 



The relationship of garden to city is a more subtle one. Historically, 

gardens have been known to serve as analogs or critiques of cities, while 

the idea of a collective garden deals with the themes of theater, communion 

and celebration. Beginning with Laugier in 1755, the relationship between 

landscape design and urban design can be seen as having developed an 

informative tone: the paradigm of the formal French garden became a 

critique of urban form (medieval Paris). That the garden could reveal 

what the city ought to become was demonstrated by the influence of the gardens 

of Versailles on Haussmann's plan for Paris. It's city fabric was analogous 

to the dense brush of the wilderness and was subject to cutting, pruning, 

and the grand gestures of the classical gardener (ceremonial axis, radiating 

paths, fixed rond points, etc.) 

Landscape design took on an exemplary role at a different urban scale as 

well, with garden elements such as trees being transposed to the street 

and used architecturally to define space. In contrast, the garden city 

tried to emulate nature with its curvy streets and picturesque clumps 

of trees, illustrated by the suburb of Riverside near Chicago by Frederick 

Law Olmsted. 



PROPOSAL 

The design proposal attempts to conflate these ideas and issues in a single 

project which proposes that dwelling at the scale of housing (multiple repetitive 

units) be given relationship to the garden. The garden, because of its 

size and freedom from the automobile, can take on the role of analog to the 

city. It can be a place of production for a fundamental housing need yet 

operate at different scales, offering refuge to the individual, social 

communion for the group, and a reconstitution of the city as theater. 

The site is across the Hudson River from Manhattan, centered on 70th Street, 

and extending 1000* north and south. It is located on man-made land at 

the base of the Palisades, about 525' in depth. A ferry crossing may be provided 

to negotiate the river. Housing of about 1000 units is planned by the 

developer for the site, as well as recreational facilities and some commercial 

space. Apartment prices would be aimed at the urban professional, but compete 

favorably with Manhattan's average. 



INTENTIONS 

This thesis attempted to link housing and gardens in a meaningful way and sought 

an understanding of the garden in terms of three relationships: to landscape, 

to dwelling, and to city. It saw housing as something anonymous and repetitious, 

and the gardens as the necessary relief to these characteristics, i.e. 

representational or narrative. House (or housing) and garden were seen as 

reciprocal in nature, the roles of setting and event being interchangeable. 

The modernist juxtaposition of architecture against landscape seemed to 

ignore this important role of the garden in providing a transitional habitation 

between the two. Therefore, the intention evolved into one in which the 

issues of large-scale housing developments (scale, introversion, anonymity, and 

language, etc.) were pitted against the representational aspects of the 

garden to see if it were possible for the one to mitigate the other. 

The profundity of these twentieth-century issues was inflamed by the scale 

of the project as much as the site chosen. The singularity of the program 

itself offered its own set of issues and lessons. The disconnection between 

dwelling and place of work removed this project from the periphery of utopias 

by Ledoux or Fourier, for example, as models. Bofill’s projects, on the 

other hand, were good examples of this problem but offered no solutions. 

It seemed as though the concept of the garden needed to include the activity 

of production in some way in order to connect the housing with the garden in 

an essential way (the garden producing something the housing needed) as well 

as to integrate the garden into the housing project on a conceptual level. I 

decided to do this by integrating the physical plant which would produce 



heating and cooling for the housing units into the garden. Heat and energy 

were provided by solar towers whose receptors rotated to catch the sun’s rays, 

much like sunflowers. These made up the north end of the garden, along with the 

water tower which desalinated and stored water from the river for use in this 

heating/cooling operation as well as1the garden. These concepts, arrived at 

late in the semester, provide the embryo of a garden concept based on regenerative 

notions. Consequently, the narrative and the architecture of the garden needed 

further development to fill the site and encompass the recreational and 

contemplative aspects which I felt needed inclusion in the project. 

How to deal with the scale of the project (approx. 1000 units) was another 

major issue. The housing block was conceived of as the garden wall allowing 

each unit to have views of both city skyline to the éast and the garden. This 

concept afforded several variations and strategies. The two I chose to use in 

the project was the building of a wall which defined the riverfront and met the 

scale of New York City, and several walls built out of the Palisades at 

regular intervals, with oblique views toward New York. The next step was their 

articulation. The front wall was to have two very different facades: a 

glass one which reflected the skyline of New York, and a particularized, layered, 

and windowed one at the scale of the garden. Each unit had either a balcony 

to the garden or to the river. The walls on the Palisade cliffs had 

common rooms facing the river and terraces for the units along the sides. 

The garden facade of the front wall was to respond to garden, allowing 

a non-arbitrary variety and sense of identity at a different scale. 



It was also important to address the issue of connections to future develop¬ 

ment on either side of the project, to the city of West New York on the other 

side of the Palisades, and to New York City across the river. Provision for 

a public thoroughfare was made at the base of the Palisades, and a major 

footpath wound its way up from the retail area to the top of the cliff. 

The central pier on the site was retained for a public ferry stop, and 

protected marinas were cut into the parking terrace at the riverfront for 

the residents to dock their own boats at. The ends of the gardens were 

marked by tower forms which had the potential to be pivotal points should 

there be additions to the project. The rhythm of marinas, housing walls, and 

entrances was based on the New York street grid extended across the Hudson. 

One reason for this was to set a precedent for the subdivision of developments 

at a familiar and consistent scale at which connections could be more easily 

made. 

The garden itself began to take form as an urban analogy, a potential which 

I had pointed out in my original proposal. The water tower and solar receptors 

represented production or industry at the north end while a library tower and 

sunken court represented the arts and humanities at the south. The center 

of the garden represented community and administration in the form of two 

overscaled and different windows looking out to either end. Adjacent to one 

was an engineered playing field, and tennis courts and a swimming pool formed 

adjuncts to the recreation/community center. Contemplative gardens formed 

transitions between the center of the garden and the ends. Orchards and 

allotment gardens with sheds for tools made borders running the whole length 

of the site. 



REVIEW 

The central discussion of the review seemed to be directed toward the 

scale of the project and the facade of the front wall. Few comments 

were made about the garden except a statement that a synthesis of 

housing and garden had not been achieved and another that the garden 

needed an idea at the scale of the project (i.e. big). The jurors included 

Lars Lerup, Wm. Cannady, Peter Waldman, Rudolpho Machado, and Dean Mitchell. 

The discussion was led by Lars Lerup who stated that 'you either like it 

or you don't' and presented us with the issue of ideology. He seemed to 

feel that the use of modernist ideas of housing blocks and architectural 

language (the river facade) made a valiant effort, but that if one were 

to do this the obligation was to further develop the language. His 

personal stance was against large-scale projects and the repetitive, 

anonymous facades that often go with them. The feeling was that a 

response to the critiques of modernism was called for. The jurors 

had different feelings about the simultaneous use of classicism and 

modernism. Lerup saw the scheme as resolutely modern and felt that the 

hillside walk was ’romantic' and that the semi-circular space for retail 

activity was a classical 'pastiche.' Machado said that he was beyond the 

moral of not mixing the classical with the modern, and that if the hillside 

walk was romantic, so was the reflective facade. He felt more drawings 

were required to understand the housing (i.e. plans, garden facades, etc.). 



RESPONSE 

Many of the jurors skepticisms could have been answered by two drawings: 

the garden facade, and a sectional perspective of the garden. That these 

two did not appear in the final presentation was a matter of lack of time. 

This was unfortunate, but I felt that some of the jurors comments were 

pertinent and enlightening. Specifically, the obligation to develop the 

so-called modern language and the garden needing a large-scale move, making 

smaller, more intimate places by using the section. I did not feel that 

the review of a thesis project was necessarily the place to discuss work 

only in terms of one's personal ideology. While criticism seemed easy to 

give, a more amenable strategy was apparently more difficult to offer. 

It was unclear whether, for example, the scale of the project was impossible 

(to certain jurors) or the way the scheme organized the units into walls was 

the main problem. In retrospect, I feel that I took on two problems of 

enormous difficulty: the articulation of a large-scale housing project with 

its pitfalls of repetition, monotony and muteness, and secondly, the 

reconstitution of the garden: what is it in our time? Progress was hard 

to win in the mire of such vague issues. I feel that what I did learn 

will form the basis for further exploration and experimentation. The 

benefits of doing a thesis are not necessarily in the project's resolution, 

but in the act of thinking with a certain long-term and well-considered 

quality. 
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