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Research Article

Place through Time: Investigating Place Identity Language
within the Temporal Dimension

Chris Bennett'”, Laura Hanks?

'Graduate Student, Department of Architecture & Built Envir., Faculty of Engineering, University of Nottingham, UK.
2 Assoc. Prof., Department of Architecture & Built Envir., Faculty of Engineering, University of Nottingham, UK.

Abstract

After an in-depth discussion on space, place, placelessness and place identity through
readings from Heidegger, Norberg-Schulz, Relph and Lynch, the work concenfrates on Aldo
Rossi's Pathogenic and Propelling definitions. The paper aims to use these definitions fo further
understand the symbiotic relationship between place and architecture. This relationship leads to
a continuous evolutionary process which develops place identity over time and plays an intrinsic
part in architectural design. By transposing language from Rossi's ‘The Architecture of the City’
and applying it to place identity, the paper enables analysis into the effectiveness of pathogenic,
propelling, and evolved place identity approaches. This language is explored further through the
use of key case studies, mapping their identity from pathogenic to evolved.

The paper concludes that place identity plays a strong role in maintaining the authenticity of
place. However, when necessary to maintain relevance in a changing world, architectural identity

is required to be transformative and revealing - evolving and propelling alongside people, place,
and culture.

Keywords: Architecture, Identity, Language, Place, Time.
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Arastirma Makalesi

Zaman icinde Yer: Yer Kimligi Dilini Zamansal Boyutta incelemek

Chris Bennett'”, Laura Hanks?

'LisansUstt Ogrenci, Mimarlik ve Yapili Cevre BSIUmU, MUhendislik Fakiltesi, Nottingham Universitesi, ingiltere.
2Doc. Dr., Mimarlik ve Yapil Cevre B&IOmU, MUhendislik Fakdltesi, Nottingham Universitesi, ingiltere.

Ozet

Heidegger, Norberg-Schulz, Relph ve Lynch'in eserlerinden; yer, yer kimligi ve yersizlik Uzerine derin
tartismalarnn ardindan, bu calisma Aldo Rossi’nin Patojenik ve ltici tanimlarina odaklanmaktadir.
Mckale, yer ve mimar arasindaki simbiyotik iliskiyi daha iyi anlamak icin bu tanimlan kullanmayi
amaglamaktadir. Bu iliski, zaman icinde mekan kimligini gelistren ve mimari tasarmin ayrimaz
bir parcasi olan surekli bir evrimsel strece yol agmaktadir. Rossi'nin ‘The Architecture of the City’
kitabindakidiliaktararak ve onu mekan kimligine uygulayarak, patojenik, itici ve evrimlesmis yerkimligi
yaklasimlannin efkililigine yénelik analiz yapilmasina olanak saglar. Bu dil, kimliklerinin patojenden
evrime dogru haritalandigl, anahtar alan calismalarnnin kullaniimasiyla derinlemisine arastinlir.

Makale, yer kimliginin gerektiginde degisen dUnyada gecerliligini korumak icin yerin 6zgunligunu
korumada gUclU bir rol oynamasina ragmen, mimari kimligin dénUstiricU ve aciklayici -insanlarla,
yerle ve kUltUrle birlikte gelisen ve harekete geciren- olmasi gerektigini belirtir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Dil, Kimlik, Mekan, Mimarlik, Zaman.

Sorumlu Yazar: laura.hanks@nottingham.ac.uk
Alinma Tarihi: 12.09.2023 - Kabul Tarihi: 09.10.2023
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INTRODUCTION: PLACE THROUGH TIME

An understanding of place is necessary to understand architecture as “without
place, architecture simply doesn’'t exist. When architecture is created so is
place” (Kief, 2015). Place is “a meaningful location” (Cresswell, 2004), yet also
a way of seeing, knowing, and understanding the world. As Christian Norberg-
Schulz opined, "It is meaningless to imagine any happening without reference
to a locality. Place is evidently an integral part of existence” (Norberg-Schulz,
1980). Architecture can respond to a place’s identity through a comprehensive
analysis of the cultural, historic, physical, social, and environmental contextfs.
The result is an architecture that is ‘rooted’ in its place and displays ‘sitedness’,
along with an appreciation of time, place and understanding (Krause, 1991).
Although a considered visual response is not essential to place identity, it can
allow significance and meaning to be attributed. “Place identity has greatest
power when visual form, individual and social meaning come tfogether”
(Ruggeri, 2010). This response does not, however, need to be a replica of the
formal identity, but rather “the colours, materials, smells and sounds which are
recognised and shared emotional heritage” (Sepe, 2013).

Furthermore, place identity is not simply a product of the architecture; while
spatial qualities may distinguish a place from others, “characteristics of the
inhabitants ... distinguish them from inhabitants of other places” (Carta, 1999).
Each individual has a unique yet significant relationship with ‘their’ place, or any
place they visit. Some memories and responses will be shared while others will
be individual. Therefore “overlapping definitions of place identity exist — again
both individual and collective” (Hague, 2005). It is the complex relationship
architecture has with place and identity that enables such meaningful and
deep-rooted, emotional responses.

“Places are spaces with identity” (Day, 2002). Architecture defines place and
place plays an infrinsic part in architectural design. This symbiofic relationship
drives a continuous evolutionary process. Place identity is “not static and
unchangeable, but varies as circumstances and attitudes change; and it is not
uniform and undifferentiated, but has several components and forms” (Relph,
1976): the same place could be described differently with time (Hague, 2005).

Aims and Objectives

This paper aims to gain a greater understanding of whether place identity
adapts and evolves in an ever-changing world, or if it remains a static entity.
By tfransposing language from Aldo Rossi's ‘The Architecture of the City' and
applying it fo place identity, it enables a developed discussion and analysis
into the effectiveness of pathogenic, propelling, and evolved place identity
approaches. Finally, it aims tfo understand if there are connections between
the legibility and effectiveness of place identity; what are the consequences of
tangible and intangible interventions alongside material and formal responses?

Methodology

Pathogenic, propelling and evolved place identity approaches will be tested
using a case study methodology, using a mixture of primary (site drawings,
planning applications, etc.) and secondary sources (books, journals, and arficles,
etc.). The process will comprise two steps: research involving a review and
critique of existing literature on place identity, enabling a contextual framework
of perception and reproduction of place, alongside analysis of existing theories
into how identity evolves over time; and analysis involving the application of this
framework to relevant case studies and consideration of the effectiveness of
the place identity approaches. The case studies, which all share an aoffiliation
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with place, will be categorised into pathogenic, propelling and evolved place
identities, allowing comparison between the contrasting strategies.

LITERATURE REVIEW: PLACE THROUGH TIME

Importance of Place Identity

The importance of the relationship between architecture and place identity
needs to be understood in order to appreciate fully the need to understand
how place identity evolves over time. As Kief observed, " [p]lace plays an intrinsic
part in any architectural design. It defines the what, where, and when of the
structures and people who inhabit that place” (Kief, 2015). Allowing places to
be unique, to differentiate themselves from other parts of the world, is a principal
human desire of both individual and collective identity. Furthermore, with
globalisation increasingly apparent, creating a sense of place becomes ever
more meaningful. In 1976, Relph put forward the concept of ‘placelessness’,
“the casual eradication of distinctive places and the making of standardised
landscapes” (Relph, 1976). These sites, bereft of cultural, historical, and personal
meaning, are the result of globalisation within economics and politics (Arefi,
1999). In response, Frampton argued the cenftral strategy of critical regionalism
was to "mediate the impact of universal civilization with elements derived
indirectly from the peculiarities of a particular place” (Frampton, 1998). Although
there were major criticisms of Relph's ‘Place and Placelessness’, “that it is
essentialist; out of touch with what places are today” (Seamon, 2008), scholars
still maintain that an appreciation of the concept, also labelled ‘non-place’,
‘commodification’ and ‘standardisation’, can provide useful understanding o
enable better acknowledgement of place in future designs. With the current
social and polifical landscape, this is potentially more relevant than ever
with a "backlash against globalisation and supra-national organisations, and
a seeming strengthening of national sovereignty and regionally devolved
parliaments” (Hourston Hanks, 2018).

For Feld, “[hJuman experience begins with space and time and then proceeds
to place” (Feld, 1996). Perhaps a more fundamental reading of place provides
justification far greater than merely the human enjoyment of experiencing
different place identities. A more dynamic and open-ended reading suggests
place as the origin of community and individual identity. It suggests the locus
of the emergence of identity alongside the separatfion of subjectivity and
objectivity.

This reading stems from Heidegger's thinking, often regarded as a backstop of
place identity theory, and discussed and built upon by many since then including
Malpas and Norberg-Schulz. There is a suggestion from both these authors that
architecture reveals things about the identity of a specific place, revealing wider
concepts about the cosmos at a larger scale, whilst simultaneously revealing
the identity of individual people at a smaller scale. Architecture, therefore, has
the ability to draw parallels across scales between people and place, where “[1]
he primary purpose of architecture is hence to make a world visible” (Norberg-
Schulz, 1988). Norberg-Schulz draws on an example first provided by Heidegger:
a temple that, “in its standing there, first gives to things their look and men their
ouflook on themselves” (Heidegger, 1971), suggesting a simultaneous revealing
of both place and personalidentity. Heidegger terms this as the temple “sett[ing]
truth into work” (Heidegger, 1971), while Norberg-Schulz adds that the “given
place possess[es] a hidden meaning revealed by the temple” (Norberg-Schulz,
1988). The temple is not simply added to what is there, but it allows things o
emerge as what they are.




Figure 1. Relationship between
Place, People and Architecture

Figure 2. Elements of the
Generation of Place Identity

Place

People Architecture

In a similar yet even more radical vein, ‘Place and Experience’, the first major
publication by Jeff Malpas, proposes place as the origin of self-identity from a
philosophical and psychological perspective. Malpas builds upon the notion
that we discover something from the landscape and describes place as a way
of understanding where our communal and individual identity emerges. It is
suggested that place is a primary unit of experience and that nothing can begin
untilwe begin to engage with place. Malpas argues that place is something that
pre-exists; it has the possibility of an identity that needs to be discovered. This is
mirrored by our individual identity as he goes on to say, “[t]he land around us is
indeed a reflection, not only of our practical and technological capacities, but
also of our culture and society” (Malpus, 2018). He concludes we only discover
ourselves through the way we engage with and the way we fransform places.

These works suggest a complex andreciprocal three-way arrangement between
place, people and architecture [Figure 1]. Architecture encompasses our
fundamental reading of the world; both the places within it and our individual
identity. Therefore, an understanding of this relationship - of place identity - is
crucial.

Differences between the Generation and the Continuation of Place

While it is understood that “good architecture is born out of and developed in
the context of existing environments” (Breitling, 2012), to further interpret the
relationship between architecture and place, the generation of place identity
must be understood.

Place Identity
/" \\
o N
g \
F b
/ \

Industry Knowledge Environmental Viaterial
requirements & Culture Conditions Localism
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The elements that constitute the generation of architectural place identity
[Figure 2] can be divided intfo two main groups: place identity formed as
a function of industry; or an identity created as a result of geographical
isolation. In reality, many identities are generated as a combination of both.
Knowledge and culture appear as important elements, straddling both groups,
and consequently have a strong relationship with place. They can be used to
explore and understand each other; “Place informs culture and in return culture
influences Place” (Kief, 2015). Due to the relative permanence of buildings, they
often become bearers of individual and collective memory and knowledge,
leading to strong associations and distinct regional patterns.

Often places are born out of a developing industry, with the forms and materials
that are now seen to be vernacular to the region, used initially either as a direct
result of a pragmatic functional requirement, or the increased generation of
wealth in the area. Increased growth of a place, particularly during a period
of booming industry, can form strong ties between a quickly developing place
identity and culture. A primary example would be Stoke-on-Trent, where the
now iconic and identifying boftle kiln shape was a requirement of the firing
process being developed by the pioneering poftteries.

The degree of geographical isolation can also affect place identity. In locations
that evoke the strongest sense of place, “it is very often the pervasive presence
of a single, readily available local material... that are their most striking feature”
(Weston, 2003).

Finally, the local environment and climate often influence the creation of a
place’s identity, showcased by “[tlhe amazing skill [of] primitive builders in
dealing with climatic problems, and their ability to use minimum resources for
maximum comfort.” (Rapoport, 1969). However, the importance of climate on
the creation of the built form has been questioned, with the "examination of the
extreme differences in urban pattern and house types ... show[ing] them o be
much more related to culture than climate” (Rapoport, 1969). It could therefore
be argued that only extremes in climate have a significant effect on a place’s
identity. As Heath argued, “[v]ernacular architecture, then, represents a
localised response fo broad cultural systems, historical events, and
environmentally determined regional forces” (Heath, 2009).

Place Identity

“‘ ¢----3> Enviror

Figure 3. Elements of the
Continuation of Place Identity



The confinuation of place identity [Figure 3], however, is governed by a
different, yet related, set of parameters. In most places, the primary industry
has modernised or subsided; local culture has diminished in a globalised world;
knowledge is instantly shared; and new technology and materials, that can
be transported around the world where necessary, have been developed to
overcome environmental issues. However, the historical context is still relevant
for buildings to achieve ‘sitedness’, and to provoke and promote individual and
collective memory. While the original parameters are no longer requirements,
they are relevant as secondary elements, connected through the contexts of
history and sustainability. Therefore, the different elements that make up the
generation and confinuation of place identity induce architectural responses
relevant to the present context, and consequently, the place identity evoked
by architecture can change through fime, as the context develops.

It could be argued that contemporary placemaking is a balance between
utilising opportunity whilst retaining memory. We invariably will —-and should-
alter buildings, spaces and places depending on current opportunities
and constraints. Building forms and materials “grow, change, and evolve”
(Heath, 2009) as new knowledge and technology allow for more sustainable
construction, crucial within the current climate crisis. Sustainable architecture
and place growth occur as “fully evolved, stabilised, and embedded building
responses that embody a very slow rate of change” (Heath, 2009). This ensures
“stories and connotations are fransmitted and modified from one memory to
another; they root us in time and place” (Von Meiss, 1991).

Place Identity through Time

In contrast to this evolving representation, place idenftity in literature is often
associated with phrases such as authenticity and ‘genius loci’, the Roman
belief that “every object has its own character or spirit” (Kief, 2015). This static
reading of place, associated with Norberg-Schulz, implies every place has an
essence that was established during a point in its history. Once discovered,
a manifestation of the essence can be created that responds to the place’s
‘genius loci'. Consequently, architecture has the potfential to govern the
‘genius loci’; it “encompasses the persistent qualities ... and potential of a built
environment” (Breitling, 2012). Furthermore, Norberg-Schulz suggested, “[p]lace
must preserve its identity through change, which is to say that it remains the
same even if it is never identical” (Norberg-Schulz, 1988). This theory of a fixed
representation of place can be successfully applied to certain places, where
the entire identity responds to a single, important point of time in that place’s
history. While relevant to the discussion, this reading of place, however, creates
the impression of urban and natural landscapes as “fixed entit[ies], fragment(s]
of the past that ha[ve] endured the ravages of nature and human action”
(Heath, 2009). Accordingly, it can become problematic when afttempting to
apply it fo other places that have seemingly developed more organically.

These more fransitional places are perhaps better understood when applying
a more generous reading of Norberg-Schulz, which can be attained from his
earlier work that builds upon theories from Heidegger. This more open-ended
sense of place is built upon an understanding of give-and-take between people
and place. It is argued that people do not simply project a pre-conceived idea
outwards onto the landscape; an idea about themselves, society or even the
wider universe. Instead, the landscape, both built and natural, can be used
fo discover, acting as a structure to guide understanding. Landscape and
place do not conform in a linear process, but rather are one piece of a two-
part process between people and place. Heidegger uses the example of
a bridge, where “the banks emerge as banks only as the bridge crosses the
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stream” (Heidegger, 1971). This suggests the built landscape, the architecture
of the bridge, makes the place come into presence and reveals an element
of place identity. Norberg-Schulz adds, “[h]Juman life takes place on earth, and
the bridge makes the fact manifest” (Norberg-Schulz, 1988), suggesting that a
strong yet dynamic relationship between an architectural landscape and the
people within it can evolve over time. This reciprocal relationship allows parallels
fo be drawn between the structure of society and the landscape it is within.

Similarly, Relph argues place identity is “not static and unchangeable but varies
as circumstances and aftifudes change; anditis not uniform and undifferentiated
but has several components and forms” (Relph, 1976). This suggests the identity
of aplace responds directly to the circumstances of the fime and the attitudes of
the people. Places act as experientially based versions of spaces (Seamon, 2008),
suggesting place has a connection to the individual, and the meaning may be
different depending on individuals past experiences. As people’s opinions and
actions change based on past experiences and contemporary thinking, their
experience of a place also evolves as “appearance, observable activities, and
functions [are] inferwoven in the experiences of places” (Relph, 1976). This leads
fo a continuous evolution of experientially perceived place identity, due to the
infegral connection between people, places, and architecture. In Weston's
terms, “[s]ense of place is necessarily a function of people’s relationships with
specific locations, not a property of them, and to do with intangible memories,
associations, scents or other qualities” (Weston, 2003).

Lynch arguesthat the progression of time suggests the earth should be conserved,
"asitcannotbe preserved” (Lynch, 1972);inthe same way, it could be suggested
place identity should be conserved. Responses should be considered, however
need not replicate the existing architecture, allowing place identity to shift over
time in response to cultural changes and updated technology, while always
allowing identity to be traced back through history. Heath argues tradition itself,
“is the illusion of permanence” (Heath, 2009): vernacular forms can quickly
move outside of fradition, as it is not a “stafic legacy of a past that is handed
down from one generation to another” (Heath, 2009). It is instead a transposition
of the past within the context of the present and future.

Itis the importance of the relationship between place identity and architecture,
the fact architecture canreveal the meaning and identity of places, that inspires
the evolution of place and self-identity. As we continue to create architecture,
we, therefore, continue to reveal a developing place identity.

A New Place Identity Language

This inferpretation - a confinually developing place identity - demonstrates
parallels with some of the theories conceived and developed by Aldo Rossi
in his seminal work, ‘The Architecture of the City’. Among many pioneering
and well-regarded theories, Rossi held the view that a city remembers its past,
particularly through the use of monuments, which give structure to the city and
can hold our collective memory. When discussing the temporal dimension, Rossi
suggested: “the difference between past and future ... reflects the fact that the
past is partly being experienced now, and this may be the meanings to give
permanences: they are a past that we are still experiencing” (Rossi, 1982). “The
form of the city is always the form of a particular time of the city; but there are
many times in the formation of the city, and the city they change its face even
in the course of one man'’s life, its original references ceasing to exist” (Rossi,
1982).




Figure 4. The effect of Material
and Formal Language on
Pathogenic, Propelling and
Evolved place Identity

Of particular interest is the language Rossi uses when defining permanences into
two separate ‘aspects’; He suggests they can either be considered pathogenic
or propelling elements. Both these aspects symbolise a strong representation
of the past. Pathogenic elements appear “isolated in the city; nothing can be
added. [They] constitute, in fact, an experience so essential that it cannot be
modified” (Rossi, 1982). Whereas propelling elements represent a “form of the
past [that] has assumed a different function, but it is still infimately fied to the city;
it has been modified and we can imagine future modifications” (Rossi, 1982).

Material

Form

While Rossi uses these aspects to describe permanences of the city, it is possible
to franspose the language to place identity theory, allowing pathogenic and
propelling forms of place identity, and consequently a unique and critical
analysis of place identity within the temporal dimension. When transposing this
language to the theory of place identity, a few key concepts become apparent.
Firstly, the propelling and pathogenic aspects can be applied more widely. Rossi
suggests the language can be applied purely to the permanences of the city,
yet this language can be applied to all buildings evoking place identity, as all
buildings in a place can contribute to the collective identity. Secondly, further
definition can be applied by adding a third aspect: evolved. The place identity
of these buildings has evolved info something new, and they can no longer be
considered to conform fo the existing place identity. This leads to the subjective
guestion of when a place identity is perceived to be evolved place identity,
rather than a propelling version of the existing identity. Analysis of case studies
will be utilised to further this discussion. Thirdly and finally, artefacts can evoke
different aspects of place identity from the different elements that constitute
them. For example, the material language could evoke a different aspect of
place identity compared with the formal language, as showcased simplistically
in [Figure 4].

123 pIFINHe] VOL.2 ISSUE.2| AUTUMN 2023 | DOI: 10.55755/DepArch.2023.19



VOL.2 ISSUE.2 | AUTUMN 2023 | PLACE THROUGH TIME: INVESTIGATING PLACE IDENTITY LANGUAGE WITHIN THE TEMPORAL | BENNETT, C., HANKS, L.

DEPARCH

124

Exploring this language further, Figure 5 showcases how pathogenic and
propelling artefacts affect the identity of a place over time. The gradient of the
boxes implies the degree of evolution of each artefact from the previous.
Pathogenic artefacts retain the identity of a place, in contrast to propelling
artefacts which cause an evolution in identity over fime.

Pathogenic
Artefacts

Persistent Artefact

Propelling
Artefacts

Rupture

Time

As a result of these concepts, the following definitions can be formed as a
fransposition from Rossi’s original definitions:

Pathogenic artefacts of place: Buildings that continue to replicate the
essence of place through traditional and vernacular elements, while
responding to their context without modification.

Propelling artefacts of place: Buildings that confinue an infimate tie with
the existing place identity yet develop it, generating a modified place
identity for future developments to respond to.

Evolved artefacts of place: Buildings that evoke a place identity that has
evolved into something new and can no longer be considered to conform
to the existing place identity.

A small selection of case studies will be analysed in detail in the following
sections, each case study carefully chosen to explain, develop or question the
discussions around place identity and how the newly defined language can be
applied within the temporal dimension of place.

PATHOGENIC PLACE IDENTITY: PLACE THROUGH TIME

Lavenham, Suffolk

The Suffolk vilage of Lavenham may have been occupied for centuries, but the
identity of the village that still exists today was forged during the prospering wool
trade of the 15th and 16th centuries [Figure é]. The resulting industry upturn led
to Lavenham becoming one of the richest towns in the UK, paying considerably
more tax than larger towns. This wealth was “reflected in the magnificent
medieval buildings which were built by the wealthy merchant families” (Nash,
2017). A large portion of the building stock, therefore, was built within a relatively
short period of prosperity, utilising the same materials, building techniques
and aesthetic qualities desirable at the fime. This uniformity, now seen to be
‘quintessential Suffolk’, has survived largely untouched to the present day, as
the subsequent recession stalled growth in the area for many years. This moment

Figure 5. How Pathogenic and
Propelling Artefacts of Place
progress identity over time



of pause in Lavenham'’s history perhaps broke the opportunity for any potential
evolution and strengthened the existing uniform identity, Lavenham'’s ‘genius
loci’, that induced the primarily pathogenic place identity that still exists today.
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Figure 6. Generation of Place
Identity in Lavenham
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Figure 7. Lavenham Architectural

Identity

125 pIFINHe] VOL.2 ISSUE.2| AUTUMN 2023 | DOI: 10.55755/DepArch.2023.19



VOL.2 ISSUE.2 | AUTUMN 2023 | PLACE THROUGH TIME: INVESTIGATING PLACE IDENTITY LANGUAGE WITHIN THE TEMPORAL | BENNETT, C., HANKS, L.

DEPARCH

126

Here, then, “[b]uilding vocabulary, material usage, and craft techniques
were disseminated among builders and users alike until early experimentation
yielded to a fully developed pattern of local building practice” (Heath, 2009).
The architectural characteristics, both the material and formal language,
have remained almost unchanged even through building use change and
development, which could have resulted in performative and aesthetic
changes to the identity. Instead, the magnificent fimber-framed buildings
with plaster infill remain and are now considered some of the best examples
of half-timbered buildings in the country [Figure 7]. Diagonal glazing bars
separating small diamond panes of glass prevail, despite major developments
in glazing fechnology, and exposed fimber construction is still used regardless
of the increased maintenance required. These, among the many other iconic
architectural characteristics in Lavenham, show no sign of modification into the
future, suggesting the identity of Lavenham and its community is greater than
the pragmatic improvements possible in a contemporary world.

Lavenham demonstrates that the period in which a place is conceived has a
significant effect on the language and character of that place into the future; It
determines materials that can be used and is a starting point for understanding
the cultural and social reasoning behind a place’s creation” (Kief, 2015). It
appears the strongest pathogenic place identity occurs in places with rapid
periods of growth and recession. If a place is created during a single period with
a uniform character, place identity is more likely to remain pathogenic, as any
evolution appears out of place. This contrasts with areas built slowly, as place
identity evolves over time, allowing for continued propelling development.

PROPELLING PLACE IDENTITY: PLACE THRO