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Abstract

As a sub-sets of American culture, African Americans have not been able to offer culturally specific

architectural elements to the design process because the history of African American form and space

has not been recognized within academia. This thesis is an attempt to fill the gaps in the African

American history of form and space. I do so by producing computational models of African

American architecture and spatial planning from four key periods of American history: (i) the

African Plantations (1619-1793) , (ii) the American plantations (1793-1865), (iii) the African American

gardens (1619-present), and (iv) the Middle Passage Monument (1993). These architectural elements

can play an integral role in designing for African American communities in the future. To

demonstrate this point, I use these African American architectural elements in designing housing

units in Harlem. In my conclusion, I present ideas and goals for future research in African American

architecture and spatial planning.

Thesis Supervisor: Bill Porter
Title: Norman B. and Murial Leventhal Professor of Architecture and Planning
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Preface
Career Choice

While growing up on the street of Harlem, N.Y.,
and being bused to great schools in affluent
White neighborhoods, I always asked my mother
the same question; Why do Black people live in
brick shacks and Whites live in glass towers? In
1973,my dream was to clad all of Harlem's run
down buildings in dark blue glass and chrome
trim. Every apartment would have a view of a
tree line park, either on the street or in someone's
back yard. People would party on the streets all
night long, and hang on the stoops during the
day. Sugar-coating a world of urban decay was
my goal. This goal brought me to the field of
architecture .

. '.:.:-:.:.:.:.'

':':' ..:.:.:.;:WIf:"
:.:.:.:.:.:.:.: ......;

..:~~:..;,::- .•..•

P.I Pruitt Igoe Public Housing by Leinweber
Yamasaki Hellmut (Source unknown)
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A trip to Puerto Rico, as an M.LT. graduate
student in the spring of '93 changed my entire
perspective on how to approach the process of
design for people's cultures. In order to success-
fully design for the people of SanJuan, I felt I had
to answer two personal questions. First, in recog-
nizing that I knew very little about Puerto Rican
culture, how could Imeet the needs of the people,
and not mask over their culture?

Second Ihad to ask myself a larger question; how
could I design for Puerto Ricans if I didn't even
know how to design for my own people? If
Reverend Calvin Butts of Abyssinnia Baptist
Church in Harlem walked up to me and asked
me to design a housing unit, adjacent to the
church, built of architectural features that were
distinctly African American, where would I be-
gin? What kind of examples of the past could I
use to influence and develop design principles?
In Puerto Rico, I noticed that the plaza is a strong
element of design which relates to place through
its history. Could I find similar elements of de-
sign within the African American context?

My undergraduate training in architecture was
based on European influences and culture. For
example, I was taught that, in terms of room
layout, the living room must have the best view.
This view was based on European aspects and
principles of architecture.

I feel this masters thesis provides me an opportu-
nity to move away from Euro-centric concep-
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tions of space and form. It allows me to address
a larger question for myself as an aspiring archi-
tect; what would an American city look like if
African Americans were able to bring their own
history and cultural ideas of public and private
space to the design table?

Pluralism in Architecture and the Modernist
Movement

Pluralism is a condition of society in which a
number of distinct ethnic, religious or cultural
groups, co-exist within one nation. Although
America is a pluralist society, the modernist
movement, which began in the early 1920sand is
still exercised today, instilled an attitude of
sameness. Values about the way we live and
socialize, were given a universal label. In archi-
tecture, this belief manifested itself a uniform
standardized way of designing buildings. One
prime example of a modernist building is the
Brownville public housing (fig. 1.2).

I argue that visual depravation through
"sameness" has contributed to the urban decay
found in many neighborhoods, once rich in his-
tory and culture. For example, most African
American neighborhoods are visually un-wel-
coming, not only due to decay and crime, but
because they have been visually deprived of
their history by the generic sameness of the build-
ings. Harlem is a perfect example. Originally a
neighborhood defined by African American cul-
ture, Harlem underwent a substantial change
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from the 50s-70s.Modernist building were erected
in all corners of the neighborhood. These struc-
tures are slab buildings that drop to the street
with little or no gathering spaces out front.

I argue that it is now time to redress the mistakes
of the 50s and 60s. In this day and age, we need
to "celebrate diversity" and culture not only in
our activities but in our architecture - not only
in our White communities, but in our communi-
ties made up of people of color. The modernist
attitude resulting in a lack of cultural reflectivity
must be re-examined. As we begin redesigning
our cities,we should design buildings and neigh-
borhoods that offer a formal and spatial lan-
guage unique to the cultures of their inhabitants.

The African American Focus

This thesis will concern itself exclusively with
African American neighborhoods. The reason I
have chosen to focus on African American neigh-
borhoods is two-fold: (1)as an African American
myself, I wished to learn more about how to
design for my own people, and (2) the problems
of inserting cultural elements into African Ameri-
can architecture are unique and more difficult
because much of our history has been denied us.
For example, our history has only begun to be
recognized as aviable topic of study within main-
stream and academic society within the last
twenty years. Only now are we beginning to
learn the history of the African American cow-
boys, painters, service persons, and architects.



13

Although many people have heard of Paul R.
Williams, architect of the stars inCalifornia from
1930 - 50, most people do not know that some
plantations allowed the slaves to design and
build their own housing in their native styles and
spatial layouts. When this history of African
American architectural form and space is re-
vealed, we may finally be able to shape our own
environment in ways unique to our culture. This
thesis seeks to fill the gaps in African A~erican
history of form and space.

The potential for African American architecture
stands at the same doorstep jazz once did in the
early 1920s. African Americans have a lot to
contribute to the design process that is unique to
their culture. Open space can be planned based
on the activities of the culture. Rap, for example,
originated in Harlem as a result of the space and
culture of the seventies block parties. The archi-
tecture in Harlem - consisting of streets, stoops,
steps and window sills set at heights close to the
street-encouraged street activities to occur. As
the sun set behind the buildings of Harlem, the
music came alive, disco combined with vocal
rhythm and rhyme. The first rap music ever sung
came from the mouth of Mohammed Ali, "float
like a butterfly, sting like a bee." Guys would
develop other rhymes off of his. After a full
summer in 1979of these battling block parties in
Harlem, these events made there way to a larger
arena.
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P.2 The Old African Meeting
House - used as an ice house and
prison for slaves at Melrose Planta-
tion- Parish, Louisiana 1800 (Vlach
1993)

African Americans' Contribution to Architec-
ture

The most appropriate people tobring this history
forward are the African Americans native to
these environments. They can offer a fresh ap-
proach to designing for these cultures. Without a
doubt, the 35 Million plus African Americans
who have suffered and fought to make their
communities livable should be a part of the de-
signing and general planning of these communi-
ties.Just asJazz and Rap have brought fresh ideas
to the musical palette, African Americans have
that much to offer architecture and more.

I argue thatin order to bring these issues forward
in mainstream society, academia must embrace
these ideas. Otherwise we will have more Afri-
can American architects only trained in design-
ing based upon European influence. For ex-
ample, there are over 100African American col-
leges in the South, rich in history. Although the
buildings on these college campuses were de-
signed by African Americans, these architects
were trained with little knowledge of their cul-
ture. Thus, the history of their culture is masked
by the buildings.



1.1 Skidmore, Owings and
Merrill. Public Housing in Harlem
1951. (Plunz 1990)
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Chapter 1
Design Research

1.0 Thesis Introduction

This thesis focuses on design research and the
development of African American Architecture
in order to develop building program base on the
culture. The African American race has had a
very unique path of cultural development and
history. Living patterns and unique cultural
aspects canbecome critical functions in the build-
ing process. In the first part of this thesis I will
present historical aspects and elements of Afri-
can American lifestyle that can be used within
the design process. In the latter chapters, I will
present an application of these elements within
current society, concluding with a discussion of
its potential. This chapter will offer a greater
understanding of the problems that go with Af-
rican'Americans and their relationships in archi-
tecture.

This chapter first discuss how design research
can help architects incorporate culture thier de-
signs. Second it provides an historical overview
ofAfrican American people (1619-1990), and the
current state of the culture. It also outlines the
African American city, providing both a descrip-
tion of American cities lacking cultural and com-
munal values, and an explanation of how they
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have developed an national sameness. Finally, it
provides an historical overview ofAfrican Ameri-
can architects and the roles they played in his-
tory. In order to do adequate research on a
particular area of a culture, one must first under-
stand the culture, then begin the process ofprob-
ing into the particular sectors in order to find
elements of the culture missing from the design
process.

Thesecond chapter defines the architectural prob-
lem, and identifies these aspects of the design
process to whichhistorical information can be
applied. Programming of social spaces defined
by cultural aspects such as streets, gardens and
monuments, provide unique elements to build-
ing form that can serve the users needs and
possibly transform building form. The third
chapter will draw upon cultural behaviors and
unrecognized design issues, within a context of

1.2 Brownsville Public Housing in Brooklyn, NY.
Designed by Walker and Poor. (Plunz 1990)
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spatial planning and programming. Diagrams
and models of significant examples of African
and African American communities offer spe-
cificthree dimensional examples ofphysical space
and some formal planning. They are studies
offering cultural artifacts and programming ele-
men ts which, I argue throughou t the thesis, have
not changed within African American culture
from slavery until the present. For example, the
origins of the use and application of the African
American "street," in places like Harlem, Chi-
cago, Detroit and Newark NJ, date back to the
plantations of the South migrating north.

Finally, in the last chapter, I present topics for
further research and conclusions. I will address
issues of cultural detailing, typology and the
future of the American city. The goal of the
chapter is to use the history of African American
shape and form. presented in the earlier chap-
ters, and discuss future research that can provide
avenues for its use.

1.1 Design Research

Design research in the area of African American
studies in architecture, can offer a path of inquiry
to get at the heart of design issues. It asks for a
greater understanding of the user, just as is in any
other design approach. For example, a consult-
ing firm cannot offer adequate advice without
first knowing their client..



MITLibraries
Document Services

Room 14-0551
77 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02139
Ph: 617.253.5668 Fax: 617.253.1690
Email: docs@mit.edu
http://libraries.mit. edu/docs

DISCLAIMER OF QUALITY

Due to the condition of the original material, there are unavoidable
flaws in this reproduction. We have made every effort possible to
provide you with the best copy available. If you are dissatisfied with
this product and find it unusable, please contact Document Services as
soon as possible.

Thank you.

A u11-\DIZ W\ \:S - TYP l::::-.' 'P6 . \8

'DOEs NO-r E)(15(

mailto:docs@mit.edu


19

Design research in this area can also provide a
designer with a larger palette of design concepts,
and elements, with which to resolve difficult
design issues in Black communities.

The need for design research, of this kind, can be
seen in communities like Newar k, NJ and the
South Bronx, NY, where original context and
history have been destroyed due to arson and
abandonment. The current architectural context
of these communities is that of 1940s, and 1950s
modem, block housing and the people housed or
to be housed are African American. Whose val-
ues should be borrowed, and whose history
should be used as a starting point to build new
housing? I argue that the culture of the inhabit-
ants should be integrated into the design of new
housing. But what is the culture and history of
African Americans?

1.2 African Americans

African Americans were brought to the New
World in 1619 under the most extreme condi-
tions through the Middle Passage (Franklin 1993).
As a people, African Americans have made envi-
ronmental impacts on America since 1619 (374
Years). Brought over as cargo, African Ameri-
cans have gone from slavery to modern day
achievers and heroes within a shorter period of
time than any other culture in modem day his-
tory. Transition and migration, as I will discuss
in the latter part of this section, have been meta-



1.3 Plan Version - Le Corbusier
1925 (Rowe 1993)
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phors for the culture. From 1619- 1820,Africans
were kidnapped from the Western shores of Af-
rica and brought to the Americas to be used as
free labor for the construction and agricultural
development of the Americas. The first thirty
years after slavery was abolished in the US (1865
-1895), low wages, hard labor and the lynching
in the south, lead Blacks to migrate north in
search of prosperity. At this point, let me de-
scribe the years of slavery in greater detail.

The first shipload of slaves arrived in Virginia in
1619,only 12years after the first successful Ameri-
can settlement. Blacks proved themselves to be
adaptable to the plantation work, and, by the end
of the seventeenth century, the prosperity of the
southern British settlement was totally tied to the
institution of slavery. American slavery was not
the beginning of the slave trade; some say it
began with British ships in search of trading
goods on the Guinea and Brazilian coasts back in
1562. Local tribes from the mainland were
brought across the Atlantic to the Guinea coast in
groupings of 300 at a time. African American
slaves carne from many different parts of Africa.
From the coast of Mozambique in the southeast,
to the Northwest. Most came in groups from
what is now called West and Central Africa.
Some of Ethnic groups that inhabited the West-
ern and Central regions were Wolof, Mandingo,
Kru, Bambara, Thus and Yorubas. (Hull 1976).
All these tribes brought to the Americas had their
own music, stories, religion, and dance. These
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1.4 The route of the slave ships
(Middle Passage) 1618 - 1808
officially, 1861 unofficialy (Asante)

cultural elements sustained them through the
terrible trauma of being uprooted, transported
clear across the world, and plunged into labor
force.

The voyage from Africa to the Americas was an
enduring nightmare of two months or more. It
was called the "Middle Passage" because it was
the central stretch of a triangular path of trade.
What made it so horrible was the intense pres-
sure to squeeze the greatest profit out of the trade
no matter what the cost to the commodity -
slaves. Overcrowding the ships was the obvious
way to raise the rate of profit on a voyage. Ships
as small as 90 tons would be loaded with 390
slaves, plus crew and provisions. Once a captain
reported 160 of his black cargo dead on arrival
The agent wrote: " We find the covert of com-
manders, crowding in their slaves above their
proportion, for the advantage of freight, is the
only reason of the great loss to the company"
(Meltzer 1993). Thus, sometimes the traders
went so far that they defeated their own purpose
by destroying most of their commodity.

American slavery lasted from 1619- 1886at the
conclusion the American Civil War. Slavery was
made up of a social system of the interlocking
nature of its various parts: labor, oversees impor-
tation, brutality, leisure, punishment, and profit.
The South was made up of fertile soils and abun-
dant sunshine. Itwas the center of agriculture in
the United States and demanded a lot of land and
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labor. Unlike the North, the South depended
upon Africans for every aspect of the economic
life of the region (Long 1985).

Slave village were made up of people from many
different tribes, most plantations were made up
of people from, Ghana, Nigeria, Cameroon,
Congo and Angola. Itwas not uncommon to find
Africans that could not understand the English
language, and therefore, not being able to com-
municate with Angelos or other slaves (Long
1985).

Ghana

Region from
which Africans
were taken

1.5 Region of population decrease during the slave
trade.
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1.6 Family of African Ameri-
cans heading North in search of
opportunity. (Turner 1993)

1.7 In the North African
Americans found better jobs and
academic opportunities. (Adero
1993)

Within the slave villages Africans were treated
terribly. No one can deny the cruel nature of
American slavery, although, for the people of
that time period, slavery was the norm. During
times of slavery, it was not uncommon to find
slave owners escorting enslaved Africans into
Southern towns on leashes, as we do dogs and
horses today (Meltzer 1993).

In1793,with the invention of the cotton gin, slave
plantations grew throughout the South. The
cotton gin allowed the separation of the seeds
from the fiber mechanically, and elevated a dy-
ing institution - cotton - to the central economic
and political forefront of American life. In 1793,
the United States prod uced 10,000bales of cotton
annually, by 1800,production shot up to 100,000.
Prior to the Civil War, cotton was over two thirds
of the American export market, and as a result of
the high demand for cotton, the need for and
price of slaves grew. In 1619 the first ships to
reach the American shores brought with them 21
Africans, by 1790and the first census count there
were over 757,000Africans within the borders of
the US. In some parts of the Black Belt, those
numbers grew after 1810 and slaves outnum-
bered whites by more than two to one in certain
towns. The slave population in the South qua-
drupled to about 3 million in 1850and 4 million
by the eve of the civil war (Asante 1993).

During times of slavery, cabins were so tiny that
dancing, singing, storytelling, and religious meet-
ings usually took place on front porches or in the
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"street" behind the row of slave cabins. Slave
churches were the scene of regular festivities that
formed an integral part of Black Christianity. In
today's society, African Americans of all eco-
nomic backgrounds, still gather in a similar fash-
ion during formal and informal affairs. At most
African American gatherings, dancing and
preaching are on the agenda. Spaces for these
types of public gathering can be viewed as
inherent parts of the culture (Wright 1980).

In the 1850s the big planters who supplied the
textiles mills of the North and of England had
their eyes on ever greater profits. Slavery was
essential to this aim, and the slave holders grew
bolder in their determination to preserve it. Civil
War was fought not only against the arguments
for slavery but also for economics and general
control as processors to the Civil War of 1861.
Slavery ended in 1865with promulgation of the
Thirteenth Amendment to the constitution by
Congress's.

The ending of slavery brought about a false sense
of hope for most Africans. Prior to the end of the
Civil War, African people were by law not de-
clared as citizens, "no Black (African) could be a
citizen of any state, regardless of his status,"
meaning enslaved or free. Racism, low wages
and separatism lead most African Americans
North is search of greater prosperity.

Migration has been the theme of the 1900s. Fear
of local Ku Klux Klan agencies, and few civil
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rights led most African people North, to places
like Detroit, New York, New Jersey, Washington
DC and Chicago in search of jobs and freedom.
Between the years if 1889-1918 there were over
3,200 lynching reported in the South. In some
states in the South, an African was lynched every
day. Crimes against a white woman was the
reason most frequently used to justify a lynching.

The migration movement gave rise to the devel-
opment of places like Harlem, Chicago and De-
troit. An incredible aura of confidence and cre-
ativity occurred in the northern cities as African
Americans journeyed to the urban areas during
the 1920s. InNew York City the northern migra-
tion gave rise to the production of artist, writers,
musician, orators, dramatists and entertainers of
great talent. There was so much authenticity that
the period was called the Harlem Renaissance.
This period which lasted from the 1920s to the
1940schanged not only New York but the way in
which we see the world of the Arts some of the
best poets, jazz and blues classicists developed in
Harlem.

1.8 Migration Movement 19205-19505



1.9 Paintings of Jacob Lawrence portraying the
despair and prosperity of the Black Migration.
(Turner 1993)
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The Civil Rights movement of the 1960's .was the
next and probably one of the most globally influ-
ential movements of modern America. From the
Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education civil rights
case in 1954, to the destruction of the Black Pan-
ther party in the early seventies, the Civil Rights
movement transformed America and gave birth
to many long lasting heroes. Thurgood Marshall,
Martin .Luther King, and Malcom X were all
people that changed the way America declared
policies and thought about the rights of others.

Todays African American culture has come along
way since the Civil Rights Movement of the
sixties. The African American population, as of
the 1990 Census, estimates over 35 Million Afri-
can Americans reside in this country. The Afri-
can American community continues to grow at a
faster rate than the national average. Currently
at 12.40/0of the popula tion, the African American
popula tion is expected to grow to over 51 Million
by the year 2050 and over 16% of the population.
The Black Belt of the South (Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, and Georgia) still contains the largest
consentration of African Americans. New York
City, on the other hand, has the highest popula-
tion of African Americans based on its size.

1.3 The African American City

The distribution of the African American popu-
lation in the United States is historically and
economically based. The states with the highest
percentages of their total population being Afri-
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New York, NY 3,201,000

Philadelphia, Pa 1,109,000

Detroit, Mi 949,000

Texas 641,000

Atlanta, Ga 608,000

Washington DC 965,000

Los Angeles 524,000

San Francisco 524,000

1.10 Current population of American cities with the highest numbers of Africans Americans
(Asante 1993)



1.11 Tuskegee University
Designed by Robert R Taylor

can American, are all former slave-holding states.
Three of those, Mississippi, South Carolina and
Louisiana, have the highest percentages of the
general population. Washington DC has the
highest percentage of African Americans to the
total population of the city, 70%. From these
numbers, one can see that most African Ameri-
cans live in urban settings - 3 Million live in
suburban neighborhoods and homes, 22 Million
live in cities (Asante & Mattson).

African Americans have owned up to chasing
and earning the American dream ever since sla-
very. The suburban model of home ownership
has become the American dream for all Blackand
White. White Flight and the absentee African
American can account for the lack ofBlackmiddle
class within our cities. The strongest role model
for most African American youth has been the
local drug dealer.

Harlem, my home town, is an example of a city
vibrant in culture and spirit in spite of its eco-
nomic despair. Harlem has served as a model
Chocolate City since the 1920s when it became
the home of many of Americas greatest heroes.
Yet, to day, Chocolate Cities throughout the
United States are in serious turmoil. Most inner
cities have very few middle class or upper class
African Americans, they have become haven for
drug traffic and poverty. The average percentage
of the general population, below the poverty line
is 10.8%, while that for African Americans it is



1.12 Apartment designed by
Paul Williams for Frank Sinatra at
Trousdale Estates (Hudson 1994)

29

29.9 %, for whites it is 8.2%, for other races it is
16.6%. The areas suffering the most are South
Eastern states, in some places, the poverty rate
almost reaches 40% of the local population.

It is critical to design properly for the poor and
less fortunate. Certain types of buildings, often
functioning successfully in affluent areas, are
mal-suited for the inner-city. For example, high-
rise buildings, such as Pruitt Igoe in St Louis and
the Robert Taylor housing in Chicago, have func-
tioned unsuccessfully as housing projects. Un-
fortunately housing of this type is still being
constructed in most American cities (Asante 1993).

1.4 African American Architects

The first African American to become licensed to
practice architecture was RobertRTaylorin 1892.
Since that time, the rate of growth of African
Americans into the field of architecture has not
increased. Currently there are only 900 Black

1.13 The home of Lucille Ball and Dezi Amaz at
Palms Spings designed by Paul Williams. (Hudson 1994)
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1.14 Bolgantavia Library in
Bolgantavia, Ghana, designed by
Max Bond.(Travis 1990)

architects throughout the United States. There
are very few architects to represent the under-
standings of the people for whom they, at times,
build. African American cities can not change
without the input of educated people from within.

Robert R.Taylor, the first Black graduate ofMIT' s
School of Architecture, went on to design twenty
buildings on the now famous Tuskegee Institute
grounds. The institute was founded by George
Washington Carver and strengthened by the ten-
ure of Booker T. Washington's teachings and
influence. All of the buildings on campus were
designed in a Greek Revival style which was a
major part of Robert R. Taylor's pedagogy at MIT
in the late 1800's. All of the buildings of Tuskegee
were built by the students, with an emphasis
placed on craft as a part of architectural thinking.

Architects named Moses McKissack, Vertner
Tandy and famed Californian, Paul Williams,
blazed onto the scene in the 1930s, 40s and 50s.
They were all products of the early 1900's: men
of conviction and determination, in spite of great
odds. They went on to shape the American land-
scape with architecture derivative of classic Eu-
ropean formal elements and style.

Paul Williams, the Black" Architect of the Stars",
designed homes for Cary Grant, Frank Sinatra,
Bojangles Robinson, Betty Gable, Lucille Ball and
William Holden. He also published two books of
architecture: Small Homes of Tomorrow (1945),
and Homes of Today (1946). Through these
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books, he provided lessons in good design for
people of modest means, extending himself be-
yond clients of wealth and power. The talented
designer created over 3,000projects inthe United
States, Columbia, and France (Hudson 1994).

Architecture, as a course of study, is taught in
most colleges, especially the Blackcolleges of the
south. Hampton in Virginia, Florida A & M in
Tallahassee, and Prairie View A & M in Texas,
have focused programs to develop architects and
city planners. The social nature of architecture

1.15 The Martin Luther King Jr - Center For Non
Violence, Atlanta Ga. 1982 (Photo Courtesy of Davis
Brody Architects 1994)
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does not provide the economic opportunities for
most African American architects as it does their
white counter parts. For example, only a few
African American architects have been selected
to receive commissions of great stature. The
commissions most African Americans architects
receive, place the them in the position of being
the architect of record, meaning the architect to
do the legal filing and at times construction docu-
mentation for the commission - not design.
Generally the design phase of a project is com-
pleted by a highly acclaimed white architect.
Such was the case with Tuskegee Chapel on the
campus of Tuskegee University in Alabama. It
was designed by Paul Rudolph, a white architect
in the north, while the architects of record were
Fry & Welch Associates, an African American
firm in the south. In spite of the close proximity
to the job, Fry & Welch were removed from the
programming phase of the project. Thus, they
were stopped from having a major part in the
design process and formal conclusions of the
project (Travis 1990).
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Chapter 2
The Problem
2.0 Introduction

Within this chapter I will discuss how African
American culture can be applied to building
design. First, I will present the concept of build-
ing programming and architectural design. Sec-
ond, I will discuss the differences in African and
European ways of seeing space, in order clearly
see how designing for another culture differs in
process. Finally, I will provide examples of how
past architects and planners have designed for
African American communities and why there is
a need for change.

2.1 Programming as a Phase of Architectural
Design

Architectural projects move through five stages
ofdesign and construction: (1) schema tics,which
include the outlining of building programs, gen-
eral concept and cost, (2) design and develop-
ment which include building form, refinement of
materials, cost and construction, (3) construc-
tion documents which include methods ofbuild-
ing construction, materials and specification, (4)
bidding and negotiations in which building cost
and construction fees are allocated to a construc-
tion company capable of the work within a set
fee, and, finally (5)building construction (Cuff
1993).
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The remainder of this chapter will deal exclu-
sively with programming, the key layer in the
schematic phase of a project, for it is at these times
that the use of space and definition of form are
addressed.

Architectural programming is the assigning and
organization of building spaces and sizing, in
order to define the capacity of building use and
form. After spaces are defined, generally in text
form or bubble diagramming, their arrangement
are ordered according to desired performance.
Programming is completed within the initial
stages of the client-architect relationship.

Design is processed in a layered approach of
inquiry and refinement. History, materials and
general form making are all part of a layered
approach. Architects like Frank L. Wright and
Corbusier designed spaces with many layers of
refined architectural elements and design inten-
tions. One essential part of designing, is focusing
on the refinement of how space is used at various
scales. In order to design well, one must study
the architectural com ponen ts and their ma terials
and how they are used. An example of this
would be the layering process of providing hous-
ing to an area. The first layer would be the urban
issue of general housing quantity and means of
execution on the macro scale. The next layer in
the process would be the unit design, followed
by the design of spaces within the unit and so on.



2.1 Site Plan of the Gunston
Hall Plantation Fairfax County,
Va. (Vlach 1993)
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2.2 Programming Concepts

In the programming phase of architectural de-
sign, American design has traditionally priori-
tized building form over use of space (fig. 4.11).
Design elements for American buildings are con-
cerned with order, form and space, and success is
based on the advancement and organization of
these essential qualities. Columns, pediments,
stairs, elevated spaces, building axis as an orga-
nizer and redefinition of building proportions,
are all part of the formal game of creating archi-
tecture based on American values.

In contrast, African and African American archi-
tecture prioritizes the use of space over building
form. African architecture and space planning
makes a greater attempt at working with the land
and light in order to control and please the daily
palette of living. African planning also concerns
itself with the social ordering of spaces based on
occupation and sex. Within the Dagomba com-
pounds ofNorthern Ghana, forexample, attached
huts are organized around daily activities, and
forms are determined by status. I will discuss
this in more detail in Chapter 3. Specifically, I
will present the following examples to support
my argument: (1)African huts on American plan-
tations, (2)housing on the American slave plan-
tation, and (3)African-American gardens.
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2.3 Addressing African American Culture and
Design

I argue that culture (how people use space and
define form) should be a primary part of the
programming phase of architectural design. The
absence of specific culture has been part of the
urban problem of designing for a multitude of
people; thus, the programming phase provides
an architect with a venue for addressing this
urban problem.

Addressing culture in the programming phase
can provide places to create and reinforce com-
munity, thereby bringing the neighborhood alive
with activity. Examples of this can be found in
the New York City Brownstones in the late 1800s,
and, more recently, in Seaside, Walton Country
Florida, and Villa Victoria in Boston.

Culture within the design process played a strong
part in the manufacturing of New York City
brownstones and tenements of the late 1800s.

2.3 Seaside Housing community in Walton Florida
(Katz 1993)



2.4 Seaside Housing commu-
nity (Katz 1993)
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Within the streets of Harlem, these buildings
were programmed for various levels of income
and cultural priorities. For example, in the past,
Harlem brownstones included the essential com-
ponents of middle and upper class Jewish family
living in a suburban setting. Lower levels were
reserved for servants and grand dinning, street
levels were parlor and living areas, and the up-
per stories had bedrooms, storage and maids
quarters. Today most New York Apartments are
broken up into smaller compact homes based on
current spatial necessity. As servant's wages
have increased, the grand dinning rooms and
parlors have disappeared, making way forsmaller
apartments that require less cleaning and main-
tenance.

Seaside in Walton County Florida is an example
of good design with cultural expression. It is an
attitude about today's American architectural
culture, both in form and spatial layout. For
example, the housing and shops are built in a
Neoclassical style. These forms and images re-
late to the "common" image of the American
home. With regard to layout, Seaside is built to
encourage community interaction; for example,
itscompact layout promotes a "five minute walk"
- the time it takes most people to cover a quarter-
mile on foot. This was done to create a more
pedestrian friendly community.

VillaVictoria in Boston is an example of low cost
design with a strong cultural influence. Creating
place that has cultural harmony and visual plea-
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"Assoon as the good weather comes,
theplaza comes alive. Children play
handball. Four-person dominoes
games start. PeopIepassing through,
just strolling, or going perhaps to
the nearby Laundromat of day-care
center. In July, there is African
American festival with traditional
foods, dancing and music alongwith
a greased pole climb" (Rowe).

sure has been a struggle for most architects. Villa
Victoria is a successful communal means of liv-
ing within the context of Puerto Rican architec-
tural expression. From 1967 till 1982, Villa
Victoria occupy 19 acres with 736 units, and
commercial space mixed in, was designed by
John Sharratt for the BRA and the Emergency
Tenants Association. This form of housing has
become a model of how a Puerto Rican architec-
tural form, color and program has been trans-
ported to the US and used in the building of
community. The open focal component of the
planning is "the plaza" which has a special
meaning within the culture of Puerto Rico.

2.5 La Plaza at Villa Victoria in
Boston. 1982 (Rowe 1993)

The architecture has brought the neighborhood
2.6 Villa Victoria (Rowe 1993) alive with activity by providing places to create

and reinforce community. Although most of the
people living in Villa Victoria are not Puerto
Rican, African Americans as well as Chinese
have all benefitted from the elements of Puerto
Rican architectural form.
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2.4 Incorporating African American culture
When Designing for African American Com-
munities

In the past, design within African American com-
munities has been focused on the negative issues
such as vandalism. Good housing, as in the kind
found within communities of luxury, has not
been a priority of city planners and housing
policy makers. The use of smooth hardened
materials that deter vandalism, has been the or-
der ofthe day formost inner-city housing projects.
Such materials strip cultural expression from the
design process. I argue that this must change.
Architects must begin to incorporate African
American culture into African American com-
munities, but how?

In the next chapter I will present a methodology
for incorporating African American culture into
African American communities. I will first de-
scribe three elements of architectural design
(form) that are particular to African-American
culture: (1)buildings arrangements that facilitate
tightly knit living, (2) the street as a place of
gatherings, and (3)garden space as a welcoming
mat to a building.
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Chapter 3
African American History and
Design

3.0 Introduction

Within this chapter I will demonstrate through
modeling, graphs and text, how African and
African American culture, history and tradition,
have been instrumental features in the design of
past and present urban and architectural spaces.
The chapter defines architectural settings from
two periods within American slavery, I will
present a traditional use of outdoor space in the
garden, and finally discuss a formal approach to
the monumentalization African American his-
tory.

3.1 Research Methods

In this these I will rely heavily on Auto Cad
modeling to communicate three dimensionally,
architectural elements and spatial composition.
Auto Cad modeling verses hand drawing, allows
for a greater understanding of space and form
since one can see all sides of an object, building,
or city. It provides spatial representation with-
out the need to build a life-size model or take
very tiny cameras through a small hand-made
model. Thus I can use Modeling from planta-
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3.1 Decorated Dagomba Huts
of Ghana, 1991 (Lochner 1991)

tions of the 1700sto th~man ument of the 1990sto
show building form, and spatial order. Solid
Modeling of these periods display, in three di-
mensions, the architectural elements of the build-
ings and their environments. Also modeling
areas never seen in photographs, as in the case of
the pre-cotton gin slave plantations, can be ana-
lyzed and dissected in order to clearly note key
elements of design.

3.2 The African Plantation

One style of America Architecture that is never
mentioned is the architecture of African influ-
ence within the Southern Black Belt between the
years of 1619till 1793. There were two types of
housing built on Southern plantations between
the years of 1619-1865, the first was those made
of mud and straw, laid out in traditional African
style. The second occured after a change in the
tax laws which demanded that slave housing be
constructed in a Greek revivalist style (1793 -
1865). As Africans were shipped over to the
United States, they brought with them intellect
and technical skills, in particular building and
agriculture. In fact there were some slaves that
were so good at building and architectural devel-
opment that they were loaned to other planta-
tions as building specialists and craftsmen. Be-
fore rotation of crops, when soil became de-
pleted, entire households- including the planter' s
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Chronology of African American Involvement
in Culture and Architecture

1619 -1993

1619 First slave ships of the
English Colonies (Middle

AFRICAN
Passage)

PLANTATION
1619 -1793

1793 Tax laws declare slave

[ housing as taxable property
AMERICAN (Houses to be made in

PLANTATION Greek Revival Style)
1793 -1861

1892 Robert R Taylor.. becomes the first
licenced black architect-AMERICAN 1923 1m Paul Williams is defined

ARCHITECTURE .. as the architect of the
1865 -1980 II stars

1970

1982
ARCHITECTURE C Donald Stull designs theOF AFRICAN

AMERICAN SOCIET 1992 Middle Passage Memorial
1980-1993

3.2
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3.3 Interior audience of the
chamber of the Naber (king) of
Karaza. (Hull 1976)

dwelling and the slaves' simple huts - were peri-
odically moved to new locations on the planta-
tion (Wright, 1980).

Between the period of 1619-1793, not all planta-
tions used slaves; on those that did, slaves were
allowed to build their dwellings as they wished.
I argue that these slaves followed African ideas
of a tightly clustered asymmetrical village com-
pound. (This same pattern also characterized the
plantations of the former British and French colo-
nies in the West Indies).

I support my argument by demonstrating the
similarities between African architecture and the
way in which slaves built their housing from
1619 - 1793. I have chosen to compare slave
housing with these found in Upper and Lower
Ghana for the following reason: as noted earlier,
slave catchers often bought Africans from other
Africans, the ones brought to the Americas were
at first from the upper and Northern regions of

3.4 An example of a modern day Dagomba huts
found in upper Ghana. (Hull 1976)



45

The African Plantation
16205-17905

Within the Black Belt

Plan
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3.5 Tightly packed mud slave housing, the work and recreational areas were either
inside the compound or in the spaces between the compounds.
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Dispersed
settle men ts.
Circular
compound
household,
round with
conical roof.

Nucleated
settlemen ts.
Dispersed
settlemen ts.
Circular
compound
house holds
with concial
roofs.

Rectangular
compound house-
holds.

compound house-
holds. Flat roofed

3.6 Distribution of rural housing in Ghana

Ghana (Marmah 1979).

Ghana had many different types of buildings
including round and rectangular buildings and
structures. The allocation of the spaces within
the compound was generally based on family
relationships and those relationships were trans-
ferred to the planning of the compound. The
social and cultural factors of housing transfor-
mations are values or traditions within certain
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3.7 Housing was typically far from the slave masters house, as long as the Africans came to
work on time the slave masters usually did not care.
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African societies, such as family relations and
occupations. They affect the mechanisms by
which the villages are formed. Within the Gha-
naian system of building, most compounds had
rectangular and cylindrical huts joined together
in a compound like fashion. Their tightly packed
arrangement of space was based on communal
ways of living, and working within the com-
pound.

Slave housing in the south from 1619 -1793 also
diplayed this type of arrangment. Decorated
huts from various tribes were constructed of red
Georgian Clay and arranged around trees used
for shading during the work day. Also in order
to rotate crops throughout every piece of usable
land, slave quarters had to be mobile. Thus
Africans rebuilt their huts many times within the
course of a year (Vlach 1993).

On an urban scale one must not forget that some
plantations had enough slaves to make little cit-
ies out of their compounds. A popular miscon-
ception about Africa has been that African tribes
did not build towns and that they lacked the
political sophistication and organization to do
so. Most Europeans viewed Africans as living in
isolated, unstructured bush communities with
little or no understanding of architectural de-
sign, or appreciation of esthetics in town organi-
zation. They assumed that town life largely re-
sulted from alien-European or Asian-inspiration.
Furthermore, outside observers intended to ig-



The American Plantation
17905-1861

Within the Black Belt
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Axonometric of Site Slave Houses

Elevations

3.8 The area in front of the slave houses was used for rectreation, work and farming.
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nore Africa's rich architectural diversity and to
describe its peoples' dwellings as monotonous,
look-alike mud and thatch structure (Hull,1976).

This view of African cities is misconceived. Afri-
can cities existed and served many. For example
the spiritual and ceremonial cities of He and
Daura, whose components were derived from
their respective positions within Yoruba and
Hausa civilizations, and grew into commercial
centers of exchange. In addition, cities of the
West African Sudan mushroomed from the ex-
pansion of trade between the southern forest,
northern Africa and Egypt.

Written evidence reveals the importance of hu-
man relationships as a major determinant in the
placement of space. Towns in Africa had physi-
cal definition and spatial planning, as seen in the
planning of the walled city of He constructed by
the Yoruba tribe of Nigeria. Kinship and lineage
structures were reinforced by the compartmen-
talization ofurban space. Althoughmobilitywas
stifled, the beneficial role of the family as an
educated, cultured, cooperative labor and wel-
fare mechanism was greatly enhanced. This at-
tention to human relationships over geometric
consideration, undoubtedly helped to minimize
criminality and social disorientation. The simi-
larities between slave plantations and African
towns and cities, nurture and support my argu-
ment that the slave trade could not have erased



3.9 The "Street" as it is com-
monly called was the area outside of
the slave cabins used for recreation.
(Wright 1980)
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generations of spatial understanding. Notions
and personal feelings toward how space was
developed must have been passed down through
the family.

3.3 The Cotton Gin and Reformed African
Community

The period of slave life most familiar to archi-
tects, is that of the American Plantation from
1970-1861. During that period, Grecian style
slave housing surrounded a work area that served
as a place of communal activity from working to
entertainment. Within the Black Belt of the south
we find plantations were made up of a slave
masters house - generally large and luxurious, a
village of Angelo helpers, and a city of slaves.
Slave quarters were always behind the Big House
and the largest plantations were professionally

3.10 The Southern Black Belt were areas
in the Sou th with the highest concentra tions
of slave plantations. (Vlach 1994)
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3.11 Slave quarters on a Georgia
coastal plantation, St. Catherine's
Island Ga. 1880 (Westmacott 1993)

landscaped and well designed. These planta-
tions also had hospitals, churches and schools for
Angelo children.

This change in the design of slave housing can be
attributed to the invention of the cotton gin in
1793. Higher profits stimulated the rapid spread
of cotton plantations and larger holdings of both
land and slaves. Tax lists began to identify "Ne-
gro quarters" as permanent. By the early nine-
teenth century, plantation slavery was deeply
entrenched in the South. In 1810, the southern
slave population numbered more than a million.
In some parts of the Black Belt, slaves outnum-
bered whites by more than two-to-one. The Slave
population then quadrupled to about 3million in
1850 and 4 million on the eve of the Civil War.
During these ante-bellum decades, slave owners
- especially the wealthy planters, - developed a
more architectural, more symbolic, and at the
same time more calculated way of regulating
slave housing. While the extent of control varied
according to the wealth, education, and con-
science of the individual owner, a distinct pat-
tern emerged, defining first the architecture of
the big house and then, slave quarters (Wright,
1980).

Slave quarters were often laid out as far from the
Master's house as possible. The suffering of
Africans at that time lead most slaves to develop
lifestyles and traditions dramatically different
than that of the slave master. Slaves took an
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3.12 During times of slavery the street as it is called, became an extension of the house
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3.13 A view of the Village at
Lawra, Ghana, 1901 (Westmacott
1993)

3.14 Yard scene, Union Point,
Ga, 1900 (Westmacott 1993)

active role in defining and claiming their territo-
rial domains, and they employed a variety of
means that historian Rys Isaac has collectively
labeled /I slave opportunism./I According to Isaac,
Black territory definitions were often made in
subtle or clandestine ways probably unrecog-
nized by most slave owners (Vlach, 1993).

For example, the space outside of slave cabins
was referred by most as the street; it was used as
the center of slave activity and work. Since slave
quarters were simple in layout and construction,
the freedom ofexpression came in terms ofplace-
ment of building on the plantation around an
outdoor communal space. Used as an extension
of the home, weddings or "jumping the broom"
took place within this space as did cooking, danc-
ing and story telling. These spaces were also
used for public punishment. They also served as
gardens or welcoming spaces. The strongest
qualities of slave housing socially, and spatially,
were the street and the gardens.

Slave artisans hid their efforts to create homes,
rather than simply crude shelters for slave fami-
lies. Their homes revealed pride in craftsman-
ship and an African American artistic tradition
distinct form the slave owners architectural con-
trol. For example hidden inside of the quarters
were creations of obvious architectural orna-
menta tion and detail. The houses were made of
rough shingles and split logs joined with clay.
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Floors were made of tamped earth hard like
asphalt, they were evidence of a hidden African
tradition: slaves cooked clay over a fire, mixing in
oxblood and cow dung, and then poured in place
to make a hard dirt floor. The slave housing of
this period was constructed of basic materials,
and resembled the construction techniques used
in Africa. (Wright 1980)

All of the factors above contributed to the stron-
ger communal bonds on the plantations. These
bonds helped slaves survive the cruelty punish-
ment and hard living, commonplace throughout
this period. Further research will be needed in
order to find additional architectural elements.

3.16 Photo of Mrs Mandia Smith's Garden.
Fumature, work space, plants andcrops make the yard
an extension of the house.
(Westmacott 1993)
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3.17 The African American Garden is alwasy seen as a welcoming extension of the home.
Food crops are grown away form the home, as the were during slave times
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3.4 The African American Garden

Today, within certain African American homes
of the south, one finds gardens used as welcom-
ing and extension spaces of the home. Gardens
and outdoor space as a means of bringing the
outside world in and the inside world out, has
been a historical feature of many societies. Re-
cently an extensive study of the African Ameri-
can yards and gardens in the South was com-
pleted by Richard Westmacott, a Professor of
Environmental Design at the University of Geor-
gia. These surveys, have developed into cata-
logues ofhow African Americans developed and
maintained outdoor space and landscaping. It is
one of a few books that talk about African Ameri-
cans and space. He traces the principle functions
of African American yards and gardens over the
past two hundred years and has recorded many
unique styles and spatial features.

Gardens have played a key role in the lives of
their inhabitants. They were not only places of
leisure but also work. For example they became
an extension of the kitchen for various household
chores, and we used to display various plants
and ornaments. The space also became a place of
entertainment and recreation, as in slave times.
Maintained mostly by the female of the house,
these gardens were made of plants, lawn furni-
ture, and elements of decoration.
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3.18 The Middle Passage Monument designed by Donald Stull.



60

Westmacott's study is interesting, because it
shows the practice of swept gardens can be traced
back to West African tribal traditions. For ex-
ample the origins of the African American gar-
den has been traced to places in Nigeria and
Ghana.

During slavery, African American gardens were
used primarily to grow life-sustaining vegetables,
often to raise chickens and pigs. The yard was
often the only place where the slave family could
assert some measure of independence and per-
haps find some degree of spiritual refreshment.
Since slavery, working the garden for the sur-
vival of the family has become less urgent;
currently in the South, pleasure is taken in grow-
ing flowers and produce, and in welcoming
friends to the African American home.

The garden was used specifically as an outdoor
living space, or an extension of the house. Work-
ing, lounging and playing were all functions of
the garden. An area was swept clear and sur-
rounded by lawn furniture, plants and any object
that can add to the efficiency or decor of the
garden and define the active areas of the yard.
The gardens of past slave owners served to com-
plete the visual aspects of the plantation home, in
contrast to the African American yard, produc-
tivity and outdoor living was the order of the day
for African Americans (Westmacott 1992).
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3.19 Computer generated images of the Middle Passage Monument
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3.4 Monuments and Space

The Middle Passage Memorial is a collaboration
of African and African-American Architects and
Artists from two continents memorializing the
inhumane history of the African slave trade.
Over the past three years, various artists, archi-
tects, directors, and other members of the African
American community became interested in con-
structing a monument to memorialize the 10
million lives lost during the passage from Africa
to the shores of the Americas. Time spent on the
ship between Africa and the Americas became
known as the "Middle Passage./I

The fountainhead of the Middle Passage Memo-
rial has been Mr. Paul Goodnight, an outstand-
ing Mural Master. Mr. Goodnight conceived his
vision upon returning from Zimbabwe. Inspired
by his journey, Mr. Goodnight has solicited the
help and services of other famous African Ameri-
can Muralists including John Biggers and Nelson
Stevens. From these associations, others became
involved such as Don Stull, a Principal at Stull
and Lee Architects. Mr. Stull has given physical
form to the monument by organizing program
and space literally from the text of a letter offered
to Paul Goodnight.

Formal elements of the monument are the cube,
the triangle and the circle; formal metaphors
used to describe the passage. Each of these
shapes are the basic elements of architecture and
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form making. In a letter to the artist Paul
Goodnight, Don describes his vision of the monu-
ment, how the forms are to be interpreted and the
passage. The following is a segment of that letter:

Monuments are visual stimulants, stand-
ing free in space and viewed by moving
about them, or as things to enter and expe-
rience from within. The most interesting
possibility is a bit of both, making the
outside view provocative, pulling the
viewer irresistibly, promising delights
within. Architecture is more likely to in-
duce desired emotional response by cap-
turing its audience in controlled space,
than if the audience is left in the vastness
of outdoor environments.

Through the manipulation of built ele-
ments scale indicators and the environ-
ment; light sun, water, wind, vegetation,
the designer can focus awareness in a
determined way. The concept for the
monument begins with a simple cube,
rotating and tilted as to defy balance while
appearing at rest on a glowing globe,
paired with a soaring triangular obelisk
which adds visual stability to the compo-
sition and symbolizes strength. With these
elements set in place on the horizon, the
experiential sequence iscomprised ofsev-
eral provocation's; the triangular obelisk,
the rotated tilted cube set in a circular
"Sea" of agitated waters whose source is
three waterfalls, abridge that gives access
to the interior volume of the geometrically
obscured cube while suspended above
the active waters and finally the choreo-
graphed movement of both natural and
artificial light throughout the monument.

The cube's interior is where architecture
and environment are joined by artwork
called "The Quilt." As the interior cube
surfaces rise from the waters below, they
depict images, forms, color and traditions
ofa homeland distant, yet familiar. These
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images are further enlivened by direct
and indirect natural light through a slot in
the cube, and animated light reflections
from the turbulent water below.

The monument's presence demonstrates an ab-
straction of modernist form making, by taking
basic modem forms and using them in as visual
language in order to tell an architectural story of
the Middle Passage. This point strengthen the
underlying theme of this thesis, music, art and
architecture use similar instruments and elements
as vehicles of expression. Cultural differences
are the vehicles for variety and human advance-
ment, variety within the patch work of the quilt
makes the tapestry richer.

Building Site located
in Central Harlem

3.20 Map of Harlem, New York City.
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Housing Community
1994

Harlem, NY
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3.21 Circular forms provide a visual relationship with the past, while spatial layout
can be focused on gathering.
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The simple elements of the Middle Passage Monu-
ment are used to define its formal meaning. A
well of water, symbolic of the ocean, and a bridge
crossing over, are its strongest components.
Paintings coat the inside of what is to be a sus-
pended cube held up by an obelisk, balanced on
a clear ball, used to set the stage for a frightening
internal experience, like that for which the Afri-
can end ured one-hundred and twenty years ago.

3.5 An Urban Housing Scheme - Design
Sample
Before presenting my design scheme, I will first
summarize the key African American design
elements found in the three models just pre-
sented:

Tightly knit living arrangements:
Inthe Dagomba huts ofAfrican villages we found
buildings that faced each other, and had central
areas used as resting and social components of
the compound. Compounds were made up of
cylindrical buildings mixed with square huts, the
men typically lived in the squares huts while the
women and children lived in the round ones.

The Street:
The street in post cotton gin plantations became
a place of tribal gathering the development of
song and entertainment( old Negro song) in the
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3.22 Design priorities are placed on providing places to sit, small enclosed spaces surrounded
by private garden spaces and windows that focus on the street.
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1800s. Streets are not new to any culture, nor was
the trumpet or microphone, it is the way in which
they were used by each culture that brought
about their transformation.

Garden Space:
Used as a welcoming mat, generally contained
home made products of the house, extended into
the entry or porch. Flowers and plantings, used
as substance for survival and decor, ordered the
space. Decoration is not the priority, the empha-
sis of the space is placed on bringing the indoor
world out.

As an art, architecture is more than satisfying the
purely functional requirements of abuilding pro-
gram. The items listed and explored in this chap-
ter can be considered social engineering until
they have manifest themselves into some type of
serious formal arrangement beyond two dimen-
sions. The goal of this section, is to provide an
example of how one may use the aforementioned
design elements in a controlled setting.

Because housing is the building block of commu-
nity within an urban environment, housing pre-
sents the greatest potential for the application of
the researched material. I have selected Harlem
because it is a unique African American Commu-
nity rich in history and hope. In the next few
paragraphs, I will describe Harlem in great de-



69

tail, after which I will present the design sample.

Harlem and African Americans have been an one
of artistically heritage and a struggle for civil
freedom. Harlem originated as a Jewish suburb
of in the late 1800s and became a community for
African Americans in the early 1900s.

Harlem became predominately Black when it's
housing was new. Within Harlem we find
churches and institutions set on wide boulevards
or facing well designed parks and plaza. Below
I have provided an excerpt from The City Ob-
served to describe Harlem in greater detail.

The village of Nieuw Haarlem was established in
1658 by Peter Stuyvesant in what is now east
Harlem and was connected with New
Amsterdam, ten miles to the south, by a road
built by the Dutch West India company's Black
slaves. Eight years later the British governor,
Richard Nicolls, drew a diagonal across Manhat-
tan, from the East River at 74th street to the
Hudson River to separate Harlem from New
York which was henceforth to be known as
Lancaster, Early in the 19th century James
Roosevelt cultivated a large estate along the East
River before moving to Hyde Park. A country
village existed at 125th Street and First Avenue.
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The opening of the New York and Harlem Rail-
road in 1837 marks the beginning of Harlem's'
development as a suburb for the well-to -do.
Many of the handsome brich and brownstone
rows of the era have survived. The extension of
the elevated railway to Harlem in 1879 was fol-
lowed by the construction of tenement houses
along the routs of the els and apartment houses-
some on a lavish scale-along the better avenues.
These were augmented by schools, clubs, the-
aters, and commercial buildings.
The completion of the IRT Lenox ave. Subway in
1904 encouraged a real estate boom in Harlem,
but many more apartments were built than
could be rented, and entire buildings adjacent to
Lenox Avenue near 135th Street remained unoc-
cupied. Just at this time the blocks west of Herald
Square, where a large part of the city's Black
population was living, were being redeveloped.
The construction ofPennsylvania Station, Macy's
Department Store, large hotels, offices and loft
buildings was forcing Blacks to seek living space
elsewhere. But in no other parts of the city were
they welcome.

The Black settlement in the high-prestige neigh-
borhood of Harlem was made possible by Philip
A. Payton, Jr. (1876-1917), a remarkable Black
Realtor who founded the Afro-American Reality
Company in 1904. Alert to both the opportunity
in Harlem and the desperate housing situation in
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the Tenderloin, he was able to open Harlem's
many vacant apartment buildings to Blacks by
assuming the management of individual build-
ings and guaranteeing premium rents to their
landlords. The availability of good housing was
unprecedented; the hard-pressed Black commu-
nity flocked to Payton's buildings often paying
exorbitant rents but for, a short while at least,
enjoying good housing.

Since Payton's day, Harlem's troubles have been
due not to the areas physical short-comings but
to the abuse and exploration that our society
visits upon its Black members. The great influx
of Blacks during the 1920s instead of being al-
lowed to spread, was bottled up in this one area.
The privations of the Great Depression, the inad-
equacy of public and private measures to deal
with poverty, and the failures of urban renewal
have further burdened Harlem and its people.

Spatial organization ofHarlem' s streets and build-
ings have no set patterns, and all are not base on
a hierarchy of space. The community of Harlem
begins on 110th Street and Morningside Avenue,
cuts across central park, down to 106th Street and
Park Avenue and extends itself over the eastern
sector of upper Manhattan to the heights of 155th
Street and St Nicholas Place. It's flanked to the
left of the map by Morningside Heights (Colum-
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bia University) and Washington Heights. It's
easy to see how Harlem's borders came to be,
since New York's buildings sit directly on Bed-
rock it is not uncommon to see rock out-cropping
at various locations throughout the city.

Harlem is a flat piece of land, located in a valley, below

Morningside Heights and Washington Heights.

Morningside Park, St Nicholas Park and Jackie Robinson

Park were developed as parks do to the sharp out growths

of bedrock, in Manhattans early days these areas were

deemed un-buildable and made in to city parks, as were

most areas ofManhattan, that contained unbuildable land.

(Goldberger 1979)

The element of top priority within the designing
of housing of any scale has to be public space and
its relationship to the street as was seen in previ-
ous studies from the compound huts of the Afri-
can plantations in the south. People of African
decent in major cities of the north have brought
with them traditions of southern and what I
argue, African lifestyle. Thus, street or space
outside of the home is part of building design.
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Street life on lower levels should come inside and
private space should come out-thus beginning
the process of opening the home to the public and
vise-versa. Sitting and gathering are, certain
forms of work and play can become a part of the
building program. In my design sample I have
looked at the urban issues of social interaction
that could become a part of the outdoor environ-
ment, possibly year round.
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Chapter 4
Conclusions and Future Direc-
tion

4.0 Introduction

The previous chapters presented an historical
overview of African Americans and their social
and architectural contributions to the American
landscape. This chapter will examine how these
historical findings can abe used in today' sworld.
and will present options for future interest in
African American Architecture. I will present
arguments concerning artifact, detailing and
memory, architectural typology and finally ur-
ban design. Urban design provides a platform
for architecture to begin. Most major American
cities have African American districts and this
chapter will discuss how the design process can
be targeted for these places.

4.1 Cultural Detailing and Architectural
Artifact

The idea of architecture as artifact is critical to
African American neighborhoods since the his-
tory of the people has been lost. When we look at
neighborhoods like Newark NJ, which is rich in
the history of African Americans that have mi-
grated from the South in the 1920, 30s, and 40s,
we see the following; a people who have settled
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4.1 Rural Hatian Shot Gun
House (Vlach 1991)

4.2 Rural American Shot Gun
House (Vlach 1991)

in these towns to escape racism, hard labor on the
farms and a slow economy. This history should
be captured in its architecture. Not only as
plaques or standing memorials, architecture can
begin to tell a story through its detail and in some
cases its form. Dennis Frenchman a professor at
MIT and urban designer once said, Newark NJ is
one of the hardest design projects he ever had.
He stated that his dilemma came from a lack of
history of place.

Thus, providing visual elements of texture as is
the case to the 28th Street YMCA (fig. 4.4,4.5) or
color as is the case of the Dagomba Huts in
Ghana, (fig 3.1) within the design of African
American buildings are critical. Color, imagery
and textures central to themes of African Ameri-
can culture could have a strong design influence
and add to the notion of architecture as artifact.
Karen Phillips of the Abyssinnian Baptist Church
Corporation once said "It would be great if the
housing policies set up by the City of New York
could only allow for the turn of a brick, one
would be surprised by the visual results." One
example of artifact in an African American com-
muni ty are the iron ga tes of 125th street in Harlem.
An African American Artist of the early 1980s
painted murals on the facades of metal gates and
awnings giving Harlem's main street a cultural
flare.

I feel the idea of architectural artifact and its
affects on the communities in which it appears



4.3 28th Street YMCA in
California, Model of African Ameri-
can Ornamentation at the cornice
(Hudson 1994)

4.4 Detail of Cornice - Booker T
Washington. (Hudson 1994)
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should be further investigated. The few ex-
amples of artifact in Harlem are not enough to
transform a depressed community and should
be increased.

4.2 Architecture and The Typology of Afri-
can American Space

Typology looks at the study of classifying vari-
ous types of building styles, elements and gen-
eral form in order to find similarities and draw
formal conclusions. Its application to African
American building form would be easy ifAfrican
Americans were to have continued building and
developing their own homes beyond 1793,a time
when African Architecture stopped, the adapta-
tion of the Greek Revival style by Africans began.

Use of space and spatial ordering is the focal
point of African American space making. There
are many examples ofpast and present symbolic
archetypes that could fall under the category of
this paper, although not proven to be cultural
artifacts by most archeologists. One example of
a cultural archetype developed during slavery,
was the shotgun house (fig4.1,4.2). The shotgun
house was one of many house types found in
African American post-Civil War construction.
It can be traced as far back as the 16th century,
and was labeled as indicative of African
culture. (Vlach) The origins this house type are
murky and hard to define, and do not fully
demonstrate a method of design based on the
social nature of African American people. Even
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still the shot gun house is ingrained in southern
building tradition. As a type it has played a very
important role in a way of living within the form.

Type in terms ofAfrican American Architectural
culture ask a very selective question, how much
of the past and in some cases the present formal
cuIture are needed inorder to provide a building
typology? It has been over 200 Years since our
African relatives have had the freedom to create
huts and slave cabins with unique styles and
layouts. We all have our reservation when it
comes down to copying the past. The thesis only
ask that one look carefully at forms and new
building types in order to define our streets and
communities with a more specific cultural influ-
ences.

4.3 The American City

The potential of African American Place Making
in the next century will come in two parts. The
first has to come from the architects who will
have a to have greater understanding of the
people they serve. The second must come from
the people; the African American community
must reinvest in the physical build-up of their
communities.

Government of the past provided funding for
various types of communal activities and hous-
ing, with an emphasis on cost and efficiency of
design. This did very little to instill investment or
pride into the African American community,



4.6 African Huts found in Northern
Ghana

4.7 Slave House of the1800s

4.8 Shot Gun House 1800s-1900s

4.9 Tuskegee Universtiy Designed by
Robert R Taylor. 1910

4.10 The Martin Luther Center for
Non-Violent Change. 1982 (See
fig. 1.15)
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since the people were so removed from the plan-
ning process. Generic, sterile building types and
environments were the result ofmassive housing
with no response to the programmatic or visual
needs of the inhabitant. Social engineering in
addition to poor maintenance lead communities
once rich in street life, to despair. Most housing
agencies are beginning to rethink the role of
government and the physical construction of the
city. African American groups are turning to the
private sector for help with funding opportuni-
ties proposed by smaller housing companies and
developing agencies. Utilizing individual wealth
for the financial support of these neighborhoods
will be the priority in the next century.

Current middle class African Americans face a
similar problem in suburbia as they did in the
modernist inner-city environment of the 50s and
60s. Formal spaces centered around the idea of
individual wealth and power, spaces designed
with few opportunities to meet and interact as
families and, most ofall,meeting as communities
or villages. A problem of this nature is a question
of design for many of Americans, not just those
of African decent. Communal investment into
housing has become a viable option for many
home buyers, in particular those with small fami-
lies and low income. Private investment within
communal settings can offer design choices
unique to the investor or community.
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Sports figures, entertainers and entrepreneurs
will be called upon for moral and financial sup-
port; such has been the casewith the Abyssinnian
Baptist Church Corporation. Located in Harlem
New York,they have re-constructed many brown-
stones and tenements for the less fortunate, using
private and governmental agencies. The church
established itself as a corporate venture in the
early 80's in order to legally acquire funding for
housing and community building projects. Due
to guidelines and restrictions placed on the de-
signing of these buildings by government agen-
cies subsidizing these projects, most to the hous-
ing stock built by Abyssinnia has been that of
generic style and detail. In spite of partial invest-
ment by private funding, government agencies
still have a strong hold on the designing of these
buildings, just as the slave masters did on Afri-
cans in the 1800s.The next stage in the develop-
ment of the corporation will be that of total
private investment in housing stock in order to
have greater design options. As the trend to-
wards self grows, so do ideals of self-expression.

The process of financial empowering began in
the early 1980s, as African American leaders
grew tired of the isolation at the top, having little
or no social contact with other members of the
African American community. Social outlets
and networking within the Black community
offer opportunities for a reconnection of lost
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folks in the early eighties. The participation of
these leaders both spiritually and financially has
begun filtering its way back into the African
American community. For example, nationally
televised news program, James Jacobs,President
of the National Urban League, discussed a chang-
ing trend within the African American commu-
nity. He stated, "The African American race has
turned to the development of self-empowering
through networking in order to attain pieces of
the American pie typically closed to most mi-
norities." His point of view is shared by many; a
prime example of this is seen within the business
world. For example Wall Street Week has de-
voted an entire program to issues surrounding
Black Enterprise and its potential. Within the
programs introduction it stated that "African
Americans have risen to many level of financial
and political power faster than any other race of
people in modem times."

Learning the architectural language and history
of the culture is critical to the process of design-
ing community. Theories of "streets" have many
meanings for many cultures. Design priorities
placed on different levels of performance offer
the opportunity for design success. As was de-
scribed earlier, within Harlem the street, once
closed to traffic, served to develop the origins of
Rap music, within times of slavery, the street
served as a place of gathering, weddings and
entertainment. Incurrent society the street con-
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tinues to serve similar meanings of communica-
tion and social gathering. Suburbia has lost the
ideas of street. Street edges have been replaced
by chain link fences and territorial lawns. Within
the redevelopment of the South Bronx in New
York: we find just that, newly built ranch housing
that only relates to the plot of land in front of the
house, the idea of the street is missing, and, is
communal.

The long term goal of the African American City
is to provide neighborhoods with greater owner-
ship. Currently most American cities have a
strong hold on urban blight contain people with
little ownership. As the notion of self empower-
ing with the help of the endowed sector of the
African American popula tion increase, we can
refer back to the original hypothesis with greater

4.11 Image of the American Dream - Designed By
William Rawn (Kemp 1993)
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understanding. What would cities like Harlem,
Newar k NJ,Watts and Comton look like if they to
be designed by African Americans.

The American city is changing complexion and
texture. Martin Luther King finds the idea of the
American Melting Pot a misconception. He de-
scribes America as a quilt constructed of a patch-
work, of people and faces, not a melting pot.
Jesse Jackson also speaks of America and the
American worker in the same light, in that we
must seek methods under which we can
strengthen cultural ties by strengthening the fab-
rics before they are sewn together. Contrary to
most, African Americans are at the beginning
stages of healing and strengthening there own
relationship amongst one another. It is hard for
any family to develop successful offspring if the
parents don't get along, the African American
family is at the beginning of this process through
reinvestment.

This section talks about the argument ofplurality
and itsplace in American society, and not just for
African Americans. Pluralism is a condition of
society in which a number of distinct ethnic,
religious or cultural groups, co-exist within one
nation. When we look at architectural context of
places like Province Town or Washington DC,
we find works of architecture with historical
links to the origins of their inhabitants. Most
cities communicate visual history through archi-
tecture. The visual nature of places like Rio
Piedras and the congregation of folks around the
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plaza in Puerto Rico, to the village of Sienna, in
Italy we find place defined by culture, the modes
of communication and congregation shaped by
the buildings.

Past social context of the American city has been
defined by its social components, Spanish, Jew-
ish, Polish, Italian etc. These textures and flavors
provide a social order native to that culture. As
we move into the year 2000 the United States is
becoming a nation with a growing number of
people ofcolor. As these numbers increase and as
we begin the process of rethinking housing and
the way it is built we must find greater means of
strengthening community through design.

4.4 Conel us ions

Buildings are, in many ways, like people; great
buildings, such as Falling Water and Parthenon,
have universal significance as do great people.
The greatest buildings have a great sense of
history and culture. For every culture this can be
an easy task to fulfill, except that of African
Americans. Design research in the area of Afri-
can American architecture is still at its beginning
stages. Thus, more work is needed to define
more elements of programming and building
design for African Americans.

Within the thesis, Ipresented a general outline of
the people, the architects, past buildings made
by Africans and African Americans, a design
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solution based on the findings and future direc-
tions and goals for this type of work. In the first
chapter I gave specific references to the history of
African Americans (1619- 1990),and the current
state of the culture and the architectural profes-
sion, from the individual to group level and then
to the city. I offered an outline of the African
American city and, current attitudes ofhow these
citieshave formulated themselves into cities lack-
ing African American culture. Rather they have
become communal havens for international
sameness. All of the above was used to construct
the basis of design research on African American
architecture.

Also I offered diagrams and models of signifi-
cant examples of African and African American
communities and epics of architecture, offered
specific three dimensional examples of physical
space, and some formal planning of key works.
These models have provided social program-
ming attitudes of public space. These studies,
provide cultural artifacts and programming ele-
ments that have not changed since the days of
slavery.

I also discussed how culture can be applied to
building design. The first piece of the argument
spoke of building programming and architec-
tural design. The section concluded with ex-
amples ofhow past architects and planners have
used culture in design and urban planning.
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The third chapter offered the history of African
American Architecture by means visually de-
scribing past building programs and spaces.
Within this chapter Idiscussed and demonstrated
through modeling and text how African and
African American culture, history and tradition,
have been instrumental features in the design of
past urban and architectural spaces. The chapter
defined architectural settings from four different
areas of study, a traditional use of outdoor space,
a formal approach to the monumentality of Af-
rican American history, and finally a representa-
tion within current society. With the application
of materials found from the research, I strength-
ened design points and offered a new focus for
design.

Finally providing a home for the findings and
theories in the last chapter was critical. The long
major goal of this thesis was to develop an aware-
ness of unrecognized history, and provide av-
enues for its use. I feel this thesis is the first step
towards finding methods of design for African
American societies.
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