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Walking down a small town Main Street, the 
mind starts to drift—recalling a nostalgic sense 
of better times, where happy people stroll 
the streets, read the newspaper, and greet 
each other as they ask the store clerk for their 
order. flashback to reality—the street is lonely, 
half the buildings are vacant, and instead of 
people walking by, cars drive past. Many small 
town Main Streets have become either empty 
spaces or hollowed out tourist zones. People 
long for their cute Main Street to thrive, but 
how can they ever be what they once were? is 
it even possible? 

Main Streets have faded in functional relevancy, 
suffering at the hands of big box stores, online 
retailers, and  automobile-centered life. in many 
aspects, they are becoming an antiquated 
response to today’s lifestyles. Even as many 

towns seek to draw upon the nostalgia of better 
days, they have waned in their ability to reflect 
social conditions and meet the needs of today. 
Small town Main Streets often have a difficult time 
generating enough economic power to spark new 
developments. When this does happen, though, 
developers tend to look backwards, drawing on 
what they perceive as comfortable, safe forms, but 
in doing so edge on degrading the comfortable 
into kitsch. Seeking that lost aura of yesterday, 
Main Streets are becoming a dime in a dozen. 
What is Main Street in the modern age? can a new 
intervention simultaneously harmonize with the 
existing context and evolve with the future?  

introDUction
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hoW DiD i gEt StartED?

throughout my experience in architecture studio, i have worked with many projects dealing with 
responding to existing contexts of often historic buildings. While some of my designs did a better job 
than did others of responding to these contexts, i was intrigued as to why some attitudes of contextualism 
worked better than others. i started looking at various ways architects related their interventions to the 
neighboring structures. While studying abroad in Europe, i observed a great variety in the way cultures 
and localities approached designing next to their historic buildings. at the same time, i spent a good 
part of my life living in a small town that i watched struggle with vacancy and lack of investment. While i 
saw the community treasure its sparsely populated Main Street, i also saw the continued growth of chain 
stores near the highway, while Main Street buildings were left to one by one burn to the ground. When 
presented with the prospect of writing a thesis, then, it is fitting I continue my exploration of contextual 
design while relating it to a problem closer to home — the fading relevancy of small town Main Streets. 
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SMall toWn StUDiES

looking at Main Streets throughout Michigan, they 
often seem cute, picturesque, and in part symbolic 
of how life should be lived. however, one does 
not have to look very deep to see how the current 
state of Main Street does not entirely coincide with 
the reality of today’s lifestyles. the following brief 
look at four towns shows buildings and streets that 
seemingly follow the prevailing best practices of 
contextual design for Main Streets, yet still show 
a number of issues. how can this be? this is not a 
coincidence, but rather a symptom of the need to 
rethink contextual design.
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boUtiqUES anD barS
Lake Orion, MI
Main Streets used to be the economic core of 
small towns. now, new development is often 
limited to auto-oriented bypasses, while the 
old Main Street is relegated to boutiques and 
bars
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Scaling UP
Holland, MI
Many new developments are much larger 
than their context. the result trades variety of 
expression for homogeneity. Some of these 
buildings try to break up their facades, but look 
like scaled up versions of smaller buildings.
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colUMnS anD cornicES
Northville, MI
Infill buildings often use “traditional” elements 
or materials such as columns and cornices, or 
brick in an effort to “fit in.” Such buildings often 
look kitschy, or monotonous and uninspired
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WhErE Do thE carS go?
Oxford, MI
to stay viable, Main Street must accommodate 
the automobile. Does it continue to be a large-
scale thoroughfare, or does this take away from 
the pedestrian experience? how is parking 
accommodated while keeping a street wall?
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Main StrEEt

contExtUal 
DESign 

fraMEWorKinnovation

EvolUtion
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thESiS StrUctUrE

to best address the topic of Main Street’s evolution, this thesis is broken into three parts. it begins 
by setting up a new framework for understanding contextual design based on social conditions rather 
than aesthetic or formal relationships. this includes gathering a vocabulary to discuss contextual design, 
examining differing philosophies towards historic buildings as contexts, explaining the current prevailing 
view of designing new buildings next to old buildings, and looking at design guidelines. it concludes 
by evaluating the commonly held ideas of contextual design, then introducing social conditions and 
lifestyles as another context that should be addressed. based off of this foundation, the second part 
of this research delves into Main Street america. it analyzes the history of Main Streets, and shows that 
they have been evolving for the last hundred and fifty years, and must keep evolving to stay viable. This 
section then uses the framework of social conditions to identify a new set of design guidelines for Main 
Street. finally, the third part of this thesis uses cedar Springs (a Michigan small town) to explore potential 
ways that this necessary evolution could take form, and begins to test their effectiveness and sensitivity 
to their context.
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Part i
rEthinKing contExtUal DESign
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chaPtEr 01
PhiloSoPhical UnDErPinningS

What should a new building next to an old 
building look like? need the new intervention 
take on the style of its existing neighbors to 
“fit in,” or ought it differentiate itself with a 
modern style to “be true” to itself? This was 
the initial question that this thesis sought to 
answer. however, the debate often presented as 
a dichotomy of embracing either harmony and 
unity or progress and expression, is actually one 
full of subtleties and evolution in the thoughts 
themselves. investigation into the question led 
to many varying philosophical viewpoints. thus, 
to understand the attitudes of contextual design, 
one should start with these various philosophical 
opinions and attitudes towards respecting historic 
or existing contexts.
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viollEt-lE-DUc — living hiStory

Viollet-le-Duc was one of the first people to 
rigorously pursue preserving and restoring 
buildings. a 19th century french architect, he saw 
buildings as living entities, and did not shy away 
from restoring or even improving historic structures. 
He was one of the first people to systematize 
building in a contextually sensitive manner, and 
created many invaluable stylistic studies. though 
very talented and science/research oriented in 
his work, he was criticized for being too inventive 
or heavy-handed with conjecture. for example, 
while restoring churches and castles, he would 
often recreate many elements that he saw as 
improvements to the original design. 

John rUSKin — SacrED hiStory

John ruskin, a leading English art critic of the 
victorian era, argued for a very hands-off approach 
to historic preservation. he promoted a non-
interventionism, which held the existing historic 
structure with a near sacred status. he believed 
that such buildings only need good stewardship 
to preserve what has been handed down to the 
present generation, and that restoration was 
nearly always a bad idea. 

Abbeville Church of St Wulfran by John Ruskin

Château de Pierrefonds by Viollet-Le-Duc
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thE italian School —
hiStory aS a Story

finally, the italian school (originating with raffaello 
Stern’s and valadier’s restoration work on the arch 
of titus in the early 1800s) strikes a middle road. it 
allows for restoration of a historic building as long 
as the work is minimal and clearly distinct from the 
existing structure. this philosophy is, even today, 
apparent all throughout italy, as the history of 
a building can often be read through its façade. 
the Pisan cathedral, for instance, has walls that, 
when damaged in WWii, were reconstructed, but 
out of tan sandstone instead of the original white 
marble. thus, the observer sees the complete 
expression of the building, but is not confused 
with what the newer intervention is and what is the 
more historic. note, they do not make the straight-
cut distinction of modern and historic, because 
when there is thousands of years of history, all is 
not equal. rather, it is a timeline, where any given 
intervention is judged as newer or older than 
another given interventions.

Restoration work on the Pisa Cathedral. Pisa, Italy
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MoDErniSM — hiStorical aPathy

le corbusier, like many other modernists, saw this 
association with the past as a weight that hampered 
progress, and thus sought to free architecture 
and design from their semiotic histories. the 
modernists saw program and function as the 
primary originators of form. in this light, corbusier 
developed his five Points of architecture, as a 
way for buildings to evolve to meet the needs of 
industrialized society. on an urban scale, corbusier 
and other modernists often saw buildings as 
objects, rather than continuously integrated with 
the surrounding contexts. this attitude varied 
in degree, ranging from ambivalence towards 
context—in which their buildings stand alone and 
contrast their neighbors, to hostility—to where 
the context is intentionally wiped away to make a 
clean slate for the new. this was attitude of urban 
renewal efforts, such as corbu’s ill-fated Plan for 
Paris and actualized projects like Mies van der 
rohe’s lafayette Park. not many people today 
argue that demolishing the historic core of Paris for 
concrete housing towers would have been a good 
idea, but lafayette Park is praised with often little 
regard to Detroit’s black bottom neighborhood it 
replaced.

Unité d’Habitation; Le Corbusier, Marseille

Ville Radieuse (Plan for Paris), Le Corbusier

Lafayette Park Mies; Van Der Rohe, Detroit
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PoSt-MoDErniSM anD KitSch — 
ovEr-rEliancE on thE faMiliar

Post-Modernism reacted against Modernism’s 
shirking of historical form and ornamentation. in 
turn, the new movement embraced kitsch as a 
valid element of design. What is kitsch, though? 
Kitsch has become a damning adjective in the 
world of art and architecture. it relies on using 
familiar elements (often out of context), to evoke 
a comforting emotional response. a copy of a 
copy, it makes no advancements to the practice, 
and it misses an opportunity to evoke a new pull 
on the emotion — stronger than just nostalgia 
and comfort. art and architecture drawing on 
the familiar is not intrinsically wrong. critics may 
bemoan faux historic towns, such as frankenmuth, 
Mi (discussed later, as a little bavaria), just as others 
decry frank ghery’s and Zaha hadid’s buildings’ 
extreme lack of aesthetic contextual deference. 
in moderation, leaning on the familiar is common 
practice. it is when the forms are overused as 
a crutch to the point where people don’t notice 
them or grow tired of them that the comfortable 
can become kitsch. 

M2 Building; Kengo Kuma, Tokyo

Grand Castle Apartments, Grand Rapids
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the problem with kitsch is that it cheapens the 
original to the point that we lose appreciation for 
it, or even gain a distaste for the original. as the 
villain, Syndrome, from Pixar’s The Incredibles said, 
“When everyone is super, no one will be.” While 
fun to see bavarian buildings in frankenmuth, 
people would soon lose their bemusement if they 
started popping up all over the suburbs. Where 
kitsch can be most destructive is when it is used for 
consciously contriving and repeating something 
for commercial gain, especially when doing it 
poorly.

Frankenmuth Hometown Morning; Thomas Kinkade Painting
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The ideas and implications of kitsch are explored in Tessa Decarlo’s interview with Thomas Kinkade, a 
prolific painter who started and ran a massive commercial painting operation. Having set up a whole 
system of production painters to quickly turn out thousands of “nostalgic-feeling” paintings, he was at 
once beloved for democratizing access to paintings, and vehemently criticized for cheapening the art 
into a mere manufacturing process. 

“It’s about reaffirming images that are comfortable, which isn’t very interesting,’’ says Gary Garrels, 
the chief curator at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. ‘’There’s just very little to discuss there.’’

To Mr. Kinkade, such attitudes reveal the emotional poverty of the art elite. ‘’High culture is paranoid 
about sentiment,’’ he says. ‘’But human beings are intensely sentimental. And if art does not speak a 
language that’s accessible to people, it relegates itself to obscurity.’’

What Mr. Baker (An art critic for the San Francisco Chronicle) found most disturbing about the pictures, 
and the greatest bar to their ever being taken seriously, was the artist’s relentlessly comforting 
message. ‘’Do we want what we call ‘art’ to serve this social function of quelling our anxiety in an 
almost pharmaceutical fashion?’’ he asked.

Mr. Kinkade nevertheless remains convinced that art mandarins like Mr. Baker will someday recognize 
his work’s value. ‘’There is room for an experimental, intellectual bent in the arts, but there is also room 
for a populist mainstream vision,’’ he says. ‘’This is a new type of art, the art of everyone, and I’m on 
the cutting edge.’’ (Decarlo)
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vEnicE chartEr

thE PaSt iS iMPortant to PrESErvE
“Imbued with a message from the past, the historic monuments of generations of people remain  to  
the  present  day  as  living  witnesses  of  their  age-old  traditions...It is  our duty  to  hand them  on  in  
the  full  richness  of  their authenticity.”

WhEn PoSSiblE, PrESErvE hiStoric architEctUrE aS iS
“The  conservation  of  a  monument  implies  preserving  a  setting  which  is  not  out  of  scale.  
Wherever the traditional setting exists, it must be kept. No new construction, demolition or 
modification which would alter the relations of mass and colour must be allowed.”

rEStorE WithoUt conJEctUrE
“The process of restoration is a highly specialized operation. Its aim is to preserve and reveal the 
aesthetic and historic value of the monument and is based on respect for original material and 
authentic documents. It must stop at the point where conjecture begins, and in this case moreover any 
extra work  which is indispensable must be distinct from the architectural composition and must bear a 
contemporary stamp.”

MaKE aDDitionS DiStinct
“Replacements of missing parts must integrate harmoniously with the whole, but at the same time must 
be distinguishable from the original so that restoration does not falsify the artistic or historic evidence.”

PrESErvE, bUt Do not faKE hiStory
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vEnicE chartEr – PrESErvation 
froM faKE hiStory

in 1964, a group of conservation professionals from 
around the world met in venice to develop a more 
coherent strategy towards historic preservation, 
and to counter the fears of “fake history.” 
together, they wrote The Venice Charter for the 
Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and 
Sites. While based on previous documents to the 
same effect (such as the athens charter of 1931), 
the venice charter was the most comprehensive 
attempt at systematizing the historic preservation 
movement. 

this document went on to serve as the basis for 
contemporary preservation philosophy, as well 
as the prevailing mindset of how to build new 
buildings next to old buildings. the farthest 
reaching clause of the charter was that new 
interventions “must bear a contemporary stamp.”  
(iind int. congress of architects)
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forM baSED rElationShiPS

as compared to style-based relationships, form-
based contextual relationships look much more at 
how the patterning of buildings interact with each 
other. They generally offer a more abstract, flexible 
way to relate to the existing context, but can edge 
on creating a “checklist” of design requirements. 

MaSSing

MaSSing

ParKing configUration
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hEight ScalE/lEvEl of ornaMEnt

fEnEStration rhythMSEtbacKS
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National and University Library of Slovenia, Jože Plečnik, 1941



29

chaPtEr 02
nEW traDitionaliSM

Steven Semes, an architecture professor at notre Dame, makes the case for a more contextual approach 
to architectural interventions in historic contexts. He explains how today’s approach, as exemplified by 
the Charter of Venice of 1964, focuses on creating “architecture of our time.” In an infill situation, then, 
an architect seeks to design a building that contrasts its context, fearing that emulating a historic style 
too closely is not only difficult due to lack of trade skills, but also disingenuous. The Charter’s philosophy 
holds that new construction should maintain compatibility with its context through abstract relationships, 
such as size, massing, facade rhythm, and the like. however, Semes argues that this vague sense of 
abstract relationships coupled with the desire for contrast leads to visual dissonance and discord, where 
the buildings are disjointed and ill-fitting rather than contributing to a sense of wholeness. He goes on to 
say how architects need not worry as much about avoiding drawing from historic styles, as contemporary 
architecture is not one style, but a diverse blend that can and should utilize other styles as a means of 
creating coherence without compromising its authenticity. in this way, continuity is emphasized over 
contrast (Semes).

at the same time, it is worth it to note that Semes is a professor at notre Dame, a school that is unique 
in its emphasis on teaching classical architecture. Whereas most architecture programs believe it is not 
authentic and often inappropriate to build new buildings in the classical style, notre Dame sees it as a 
style still alive and usable. in his book A Future of the Past, he outlines ways for effecting this sense of 
continuity within the contemporary and historic through a “new traditional” architecture.
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contExtUal rElationShiPS — 
ACCORDING TO NeW TRADITIONALISTS

litEral rEPlication

here, the existing building is literally copied in the 
new construction, so that it appears seamless from 
old to new. for instance, the carson Pirie Scott 
building in chicago was originally built in 1899 by 
louis Sullivan, but had multiple additions up until 
the 60s. the lambs club (in which the building 
was mirrored with a new addition) is criticized as 
a poor example of replication because it breaks 
the classical principle of avoiding duality. Semes 
explains how replication can be a useful tool so 
long as the replication is used in small portions 
that don’t detract or ellipse the larger whole.

Lambs Club; New York. Built in 1905, renovated in 1915

Carson Pirie Scott Building; Louis Sullivan, Chicago
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invEntion Within a StylE

in this approach, new interventions are 
built in the same or similar style, but add or 
change elements in a manner more free 
than replication. the emphasis is continuity 
through consistency of building culture. thus, 
the importance is placed on using the same 
language as the existing structure, rather than 
just the forms. the louvre, for instance, was 
the subject of continuous additions in the 
same style. however, the fact that buildings 
were continually changed or added onto then, 
does not solidly justify doing so now, as the 
stylistic gap (and building culture) from 1900 to 
2017 is arguably much larger than that of 1570 
to 1870. looking at more contemporary times, 
the carhart Mansion (added onto in 2000) 
and Whitman college at Princeton are prime 
examples of new traditional architecture.

Whitman College, Princeton University. Built in 2007

Carhart Mansion with 2000 Addition. New York



32

abStract rEfErEncE
in this approach, compatibility is sought while 
working within the modern building culture. “It is 
the attempt to the modernist designer to maintain 
visual continuity with traditional architecture 
without actually practicing or reproducing it.” 
(Semes 209) thus, things like horizontal lines, 
fenestration patterns, and massing are carried 
over, while stripping down most of the ornament 
and often using modern materials. Semes poses 
Seaman’s church institute as a rare good example 
of a method that generally is internally incompatible 
with itself. the Seaman’s church institute makes 
use of more modern methods, to the point of 
using crispness as detail in its own right. Semes 
says how this approach works better when working 
vernacular architecture, rather than high style. he 
also mentions colin rowe as a one of the better 
proponents of this view. he sees aldo rossi’s 
Scholastic building as a building that attempts an 
abstract reference but fails to achieve a respectful 
continuity, even though it received much positive 
acclaim. he says it is merely cartoonish. (210)

Seaman’s Church Institute, New York, 1991

Scholastic Building, Aldo Rossi. New York, 2002
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intEntional oPPoSition
Semes states that this is not a new strategy. 
“Emperor Augustus found Rome a city of brick 
and left it a city of marble.” (223)
renaissance architects also used this strategy 
not to make something new, but to return to 
something old, as in, ancient greece and rome. 
it can be used to alleviate current damages to a 
site. the designer must be careful to preserve 
the character. Semes praises Michaelangelo 
for his work, but it was all still using traditional 
language. he says that relationships such as 
mass and height are not enough, and that there 
should be a common language. often new 
contrasting work has an object quality, which 
shirks its contextual relationship. “Success is 
then largely a matter of scale and the degree 
to which the contrasting new work impinges 
on the observer’s perceptions of the original 
setting.” (224)
carlos Scarpa is a strong proponent of this view. 
Semes believes that it leads to a fragmented 
ruin, rather than a recomposed whole. When 
speaking of Scarpa’s castelvecchio, Semes 
says, ”he disfigures it.” (230) 

castelvecchio
Pierpont Morgan Library, Renzo Piano, New York, 2006

Castelvecchio, Restoration by Carlos Scarpa, Verona, 1973
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Space

Structure

Elements

Composition

Proportion

Ornament

Character

Space is well defined, as would be a solid body.

The structural system is articulated in a logical manner to show how 
loads are transferred.

Buildings and their surrounds are made up of elements that help 
define the character,  adapt the form to varying and changing needs, 
and cater to the human scale.

“Traditional buildings are arrangements of nested composite forms.”
The three canons of arrangement are:
Number         — odd numbered, to avoid a duality of focus
Punctuation   — gracefully joining building parts by transitions
Infliction        — hierarchy

A traditional building should keep consistent internal proportions.
The three proportional relationships are: 
Equality            — elements the same size
Punctuation      — one element is much smaller than the other, such  
        as a border
Differentiation  — elements are different sizes, but not to extremes

Small pieces that, while subservient to the larger whole, 
act as reinforcement to the expression of the building

This is what binds buildings together — how the other principles 
come together. Character is the “phenomenological aspect of 
architecture as it is actually experienced...” (Semes)

thE SEvEn PrinciPlES of traDitional architEctUrE
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the seven principles (per Steven Semes) 
serve to convey the meaning of the building: 
essentially, what does the building have to 
say? Meaning can be direct through the forms 
themselves, as with empathic (“expressive of 
emotional state,” as with the Vatican being 
embracive), symbolic (like a church being in the 
shape of a cross), or conventional (commonly 
understood to mean x) meanings. they can also 
be indirect through non-architectural means, 
as through associations. new traditionalists 
argue that modern architecture takes 
essentially the opposite view from traditional 
architecture with respect to each of the seven 

principles. traditional and modern architecture are 
thus “antithetical.” Accordingly, modern buildings 
should not be built next to existing traditional 
buildings, but should be built with other modern 
buildings. the new traditionalists seem to be 
suggesting traditional and modern districts in 
cities; this brings to mind Paris or Warsaw, in which 
the old town is preserved as distinct from the 
modern developments. for a practical example 
of this antithetical relationship, they believe that 
buildings should be interesting at varying scales, 
and that modern buildings often are not.

Palais Garnier, Charles Garnier, Paris, 1861
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in a way, new traditionalists seem to be arguing 
for a system that can be continually added onto 
in a cohesive fashion, as with the Palais garnier (a 
seeming extension of the form and ornamentation 
surrounding it), rather than like the Seagram 
building, which is already an individual, pure form 
in itself. this is seemingly the distinction of striated 
and smooth space, where the former is infinitely 
extendable, and the latter is uniquely arranged 
in a non-repeatable pattern. however, could not 
the city as a whole be the next extension of the 
Seagram building? it seems rather narrow minded 
in this aspect. 

in his book, Semes decries the desire for novelty, 
saying how when designers often “call into 
question what x (a sink, door, window, building, 
etc) can be,” it strains the new intervention’s 
ability to communicate with historic architecture. 
Much of the modern avant garde seeks to be free 
of semantics. Semes sees this as degrading. he 
would rather the design industry pursue beauty, 
as the harmonious relationship of complexity and 
unity, instead of novelty. 

he also attacks modernist urban planning,  using 

corbu’s plan for replacing the historic areas 
of Paris with high-rise “object-buildings” and 
forgoing neighborhood streets with highways. 
he goes on to question how people can 
effectively use modern architecture detached 
from its failed urban planning counterpart. (80)

Semes explains how modern buildings often 
use abstract references to reflect the context 
of existing buildings, but because they lack 
a common  language, they fail to achieve 
cohesion with the context. high-style and 
vernacular architecture should thus interact 
in a creative dialog. (87) he then praises 
various Post-Modernists for integrating 
more traditional techniques, materials, and 
elements. however, is not such Post-Modernist 
architecture often criticized by others as being 
untrue to itself or even schizophrenic in its 
stylistic mashups? he gives the example of 
robert a.M. Stern as a good example. While 
some of Stern’s buildings are interesting and 
seemingly appropriate, others could be seen 
to go too far in their partial emulation of 
traditional architecture.
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Seagram Building, Mies van der Rohe, New York, 1958 The Clarendon, Robert A.M. Stern, Boston, 2010
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Moving bEyonD aESthEticS

in the process of researching for a thesis, it is good 
to occasionally  step back, take stock of tangents 
and the squabbles of differing viewpoints, and 
assess how they fit into the larger picture. Based 
on the previous research, there seems to be not 
one but many plausible (albeit often opposing) 
answers to the question of “ how to design new 
buildings next to old buildings.” Therefore, trying 
to answer this question with any singular set of 
specific principles or stylistic mandates (without 
being extremely broad) becomes quite laborious, 
and could quite possibly be contrary to the very 
idea of contextual design. there are presumably 
many wrong answers to the question, but no one 
right answer. Modern architecture is often criticized 
(e.g. by the likes of Semes) as being cold and out-

of-place with its neighbors. however, what 
makes the neighboring buildings, specifically 
traditional buildings, intrinsically better than 
modern buildings? the modern age brought 
many advances in all aspects of life; was this 
not true for architecture too? as told by the 
likes of Semes, traditional architecture is 
guided by a set of principles and has a certain 
building culture; what makes these principles 
and their respective culture the best? could 
they be improved upon? as the history of 
architecture has shown, the obvious answer is 
yes, architectural design and its accompanying 
building culture can always be improved. So 
there are many ways to approach building in 
a historical context. Which is the best way? it 
depends. Many designers refer to the various 
approaches (be it replication, invention within 
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a style, abstract reference, or intentional 
opposition) as just tools in a toolbox. 

What should be apparent upon further 
examination, though, is that modern 
architecture can be really quite exciting, 
especially when examining Michigan’s 
contributions. the fresh wave of design 
coursing through the state’s veins brought 
a new level of efficiency, comfort, and 
aesthetic pleasure to wide range of people. 
the industry’s current mindset, then, accepts 
modern innovation as a good thing, and shifts 
the focus towards striking a balance between 
empathizing with context and progress.

it is easy to get caught up in the debate 
between building in a contemporary style 
versus a traditional one. however, if they are 
really just tools in a toolbox of approaches, 
what deeper principles should guide 
contextual design? Many tools can be applied 
in any given context, though one or two may 
be more appropriate than the others. the 
following are general guidelines for contextual 
design garnered from the previous research.

contExtUal finDingS

The older and more significant the context, 
the less appropriate to emulate it, and the 
more care must be taken to both distinguish 
the intervention from and not compete with the 
existing. Some neighborhoods beg more respect 
for their harmonious character, while others are 
more open to or benefit from a collage of styles

More often than not, the quality of outcome is 
not a matter of what contextual relationship 
is chosen (copying, compatible, or contrasting), 
but how well it is implemented. Depending on 
the context, one method may be much easier to 
implement well. 

People like interesting buildings. Pedestrian 
buildings should relate to a pedestrian scale. 
newer buildings are often stripped down 
versions of their older neighbors: less interesting. 
however, the crisp, clean connections of modern 
architecture can be the detail of interest, just as 
classical ornamentation is an detail of interest. 

And finally, unity does not require uniformity.
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anything can bE DonE WEll, bUt...

So WHy noT BuIlD “TRADITIonAl BuIlDIngS?”

coPying coMPatiblE contraSting
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traDitionally StylED nEW 
bUilDingS chEaPEn thE 

originalS
+

MoDErn bUilDingS can 
bEttEr rESPonD to 

MoDErn nEEDS
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chaPtEr 03
franKEnMUth

To quickly test this research and its findings, this study looks at the town of Frankenmuth, MI, analyzing 
its complex character, and then delving into designing a building that begins to show ways to respond 
to such a character in a contextually sensitive manner.

the town is known as a little bavaria. immigrants came from rostal, germany in 1845. the hilly area 
reminded them of their homeland. they were a strict lutheran society. originally, the immigrants 
constructed a town with pretty typical american architecture of brick and stick built wood. however, the 
1950s saw hard economic times. a young businessman from fischer’s hotel went to germany and fell in 
love with the bavarian architecture. he came back and remodeled his place as the bavarian inn. the rest 
of the town saw his success, and quickly followed in his footsteps. today, the main street does indeed 
look like a little bavaria. the surrounding buildings, though, are often a sad mishmash of oddly placed 
angled-timber trims, and frilly balconies. 

the frankenmuth history Museum was built in 1905 as a hotel, and has lived as a saloon and a newspaper 
building. this study focuses on designing a building adjacent to the museum.
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hoW DoES franKEnMUth SEE itSElf?

Frankenmuth is a rural, farming community that cherishes and protects its agricultural roots. Below are 
excerpts from a study put together by the town defining its character and mission

“The city center has also been enhanced as downtown businesses are vital and diverse, and no new 
strip malls, regional shopping malls or ‘big-box’ stores have been built at the edge of the city. All new 
commercial development is aesthetically pleasing, and designed to be compatible with adjoining land 
uses.”

“Goal 1: The downtown maintains its unique and appealing Bavarian architectural style and new 
buildings capture the human scale, level of detail and compact arrangement of structures from earlier 
periods. Structures and places of historical and architectural significance have been renewed and serve 
as reinforcing elements of visual character.”

“Goal 2: Preserve and promote the rights of the individual property owner while maintaining a simple, 
small town Bavarian character. “

(City of Frankenmuth)
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When looking at the context of frankenmuth, three things stand out:
History — town began with american stick built buildings.
Aesthetic — the town is a Disneyland of bavarian architecture, some of which are better than others.
Culture — traditional bavarian architecture is heavy and massive (responding to the cold), with lots of 
 timber and stucco. however, what does contemporary architecture look like in modern day 
 bavaria? germany is at the forefront of modern architecture. Does frankenmuth feel a connection 
 to their old homeland as it evolves?

Contemporary Frankenmuth
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Mittelfränkischen, Germany

19th Century Frankenmuth

What is the full cultural history of frankenmuth? 
Why does the current architecture not reflect 
modern day bavaria? What about the beginnings 
of the town? 
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bavarian-StylED toWnS.
Solvang, ca, leavenworth, Wa, helen, ga

both helen and leavenworth were logging towns 
without much german culture. they fell upon 
hard economic times, and started converting 
their towns to look like bavaria. helen has it 
written in its zoning ordinance that buildings must 
be in the bavarian style, and has a population of 
less than 600. Solvang was actually founded by 
Danish lutheran immigrants, and seems closer 
to frankenmuth than are the other two towns; 
however, it too originally was a typical brick and 
wood town, and it wasn’t until the 1940s that 
bavarian styled renovations appeared. 

Solvang, CA

Helen, GA

Leavenworth, WA

School built in 1914, Demolished in 1970
Solvang, CA
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MUSEUM hiStory
“The Frankenmuth Historical Association has 
owned and operated this museum and gift shop 
since 1974. it contains original artifacts from the 
frankenmuth area dating back to the chippewa 
indian occupation. a major renovation of exhibits 
occurred in 1995.  the building itself dates back 
to the frankenmuth’s thriving hotel beginnings. 
it was built near the turn of the century, and was 
originally the commerce hotel. it is a red brick 
building, with a pillared porch and balcony, and is 
located at 613 S. Main.”

facaDE collagES
contextual design can be successful without 
copying the existing buildings. in fact, the elevation 
studies show that literal duplication lessens 
the impact of the original building. in the other 
examples, the level of contextual success is tied to 
multiple contextual references working in unison, 
rather than any one adequately establishing the 
relationship by itself.

rEflEction
in the process of designing a building for 
frankenmuth, it became apparent that there 
are many larger considerations at play than just 
aesthetics.
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SKEtch DESign 2
- the ornament breaking 
up the facade into smaller 
elements better speaks to 
the more fine, pedestrian 
scale of the context

- the smaller fenestration to 
solid ratio better aligns with 
the context

- the addition of street 
furniture would strengthen 
the pedestrian scale

SKEtch DESign 1
- the brick patterning references 
the adjacent building’s material, 
but in an innovative manner

- the balcony is reinterpreted 
as an overhang, and keeps the 
horizontal lines

- overall, though, the building 
is of a more course scale, and 
seems out of place
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chaPtEr 04
Social contExt

in contextual design, there is more than just the 
physical context. often social conditions and 
lifestyles play a much more important role in the 
success or failure of a building. the following 
examinations of architectural philosophies unearth 
a new importance of considering social conditions 
and lifestyles as a context to consider in contextual 
design.



52

KEnnEth fraMPton - critical rEgionaliSM
in his essay Towards a Critical Regionalism, Kenneth frampton tries to reconcile the cutting-edge drive 
towards universality with the resistive regionalism opposing any sort of change. his answer to this 
dialectical struggle is critical regionalism. frampton explains how unfettered traditional regionalism is 
nostalgic, populist sentimentalism that often leads to oppressive, dead architecture that is stuck in the 
past, but also how pure modernism destroys local culture. he talks of critical regionalism as the attitude 
of filtering the avante-garde in a way that mediates and integrates modernist progress and drive towards 
universality (Frampton). Thus, the fads are filtered out, and the lasting innovations are integrated into the 
local fabric of architecture.  in this way, the local culture keeps its identity but is able to advance and grow 
(e.g. sustainability, lifestyle changes, affordability).

Säynätsalo Town Hall, Alvar Aalto. Finland, 1951. Noted as an example of applied Critical Regionalism
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WaltEr bEnJaMin - critical architEctUrE
in his essay Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century, Walter benjamin examines Parisian architectural innovations 
during the Industrial Revolution. He describes the abundance of “critical architecture” as a response to major cultural 
changes, where ideas of social hierarchy, urban identity, and the private individuality were all being rethought in vivid 
manner. the four architectural aspects he speaks of—arcades, private interiors, boulevards, and barricades—all saw 
major evolutions due to social issues of the time. new construction often looked to the future for desired ideals, and 
sought a way for the built environment to effect them: e.g, arcades as small, independent, urban utopias; interiors and 
the importance of the private individual; the experience of walking city streets; and the order-inducing regularity of the 
boulevards. In essence, architecture has great potential to reflect, critique, and advance socio-economic conditions 
(benjamin).

19th Century Paris, Charles Marville. 
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robErt vEntUri - coMPlExity anD thE WEll-DonE WholE
in his book Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, robert venturi critiques the modern architecture 
movement as oversimplifying. the same could also be said of new traditionalists, who view classical 
architecture as a silver bullet solution. Venturi speaks of complexity in architecture as necessary to reflect 
the complexity of life and life’s needs. he states that many modern buildings are pure only because they 
selectively choose the problems to address (venturi) venturi uses residential projects as examples of 
over-abstracting house life. This often results in leaky roofs, or layouts that do not reflect the user’s needs. 
less is a bore, compared to the richness of meaning offered by complexity of expression. a city too, can 
be seen as a well done whole — a composition of parts that may not relate well outside the whole, but 
come together to form something great than the sum of its parts. the city is a complicated place, and it is 
difficult to design the whole thing as the designer sees fit, then try to fit the city’s needs into the premade 
style. humanity, especially now, is rapidly progressing, and thus cities need to adapt to these changes. 
classical architecture by itself simply does not comprehensively serve these needs anymore. 

Children’s Museum of Houston, Robert Venturi. 1980.
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colin roWE - collagE city
Indeed, total design systems are inherently flawed, 
as they are utopias that offer a single answer, 
which inevitably does not reflect the complexity of 
the city. rather, as colin rowe explains in his work, 
Collage City, a city should be like a bricollage — 
by working with the given elements in a given 
place and time, a collage of responses that arise 
naturally in a collage of mashup of ideas. it does 
not exclusively imitate the past nor shun it for the 
future. furthermore, this idea can be extended 
to a collage of cities. Paris may decide to remain 
largely homogeneous, but boston may want to be 
on the cutting edge of brutalist innovations. in this 
way, the varying approaches enrich the collective 
experience. rowe speaks of the prevailing view of 
architecture as a mix of science, collective will, with 
a bit of Darwism, “which is very largely, a notion 
of the architect as a sort of human ouiji-board or 
planchette, as a sensitive antenna who receives 
and transmutes the logical messages of destiny” 
(rowe 8).

Metropolis, Paul Citroen.1923. Imagined example of a collage city
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Social conDitionS aS contExt

these four writings all speak of ways to relate 
architecture to place other aesthetic or formal 
relationships. in essence, they all see architecture 
as a response, in one form or another, to social 
conditions. this paradigm shift in the way the 
design profession see contextual relationship is 
the root of this thesis. rather than merely relating 
new buildings to the aesthetic and formal context 
of their neighboring buildings, the most important 
context is the social context. the question 
changes from if this new building respects the 
height of the surrounding buildings, to whether it 
foster a positive impact in the given social context. 
the formerly discussed topics of aesthetics and 
form are still relevant and helpful, but should 
be considered subservient to the larger issue of 
addressing the activities and life that play out 
within the given context.

this view of contextual design better relates to the 
actual people affected by buildings. it becomes 
more about the people and their activities within 
than the structures themselves.

bUt Wait, What aboUt thE 
1970S?

Unfortunately, changing social conditions can 
leave buildings as outdated fads. the more 
architecture closely reflects or critiques a 
temporal social condition, the greater the risk 
it runs of becoming outdated as conditions 
change. advocates for new traditionalism 
claim that classical buildings appeal to more 
timeless conditions and ideals (though the 
reality of this can be disputed). on the other 
hand, brutalism sought to exude the honestly 
arising from social hardship of its time with its 
austere concrete. however, this sentiment is 
just not a resonating message anymore. 

“For any significant building in any style, the 
period between its 30th and 60th birthdays is 
awkward. by 30, it has been around too long to 
seem new or edgy. its style has probably fallen 
out of fashion, and most likely it needs repairs. 
but it’s not yet old enough to be distinguished 
— to seem properly historical. What do you do 
with a building that is tired but not venerated?” 
(hurley)
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Boston City Hall, Kallmann McKinnell & Knowles Architects. 1968. Widely hated as an ugly, yet critically acclaimed as a prime example of Brutalism
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In many cases, buildings are first valued for their 
relationship to current/future social conditions, 
then later valued for their character and historic 
aura. character is largely a result of the people that 
inhabit the place and the activities that happen 
within. thus, after they begin life as a social 
critique, but before they become historic, their 
historic value can come from how well its message 
and activities within continue to resonate.

often, communities seem to be faced with 
choosing between copies and experiments. this 
does not have to be true. Whether people save 
“questionable” buildings to let the future decide 
their fate or try to better everything now is not a 
question that begs a single answer. it must be a 
natural process of evolution. a major issue is that 
many buildings in the 1970s and 1980s were too 
large of scale to allow for this evolution. rather 
than integrating into a context and allowing the 
space to evolve, they scrap the whole thing and 
start over. Zooming in, such buildings often did 
not adequately respond to the scale of the users. 
While brutalist buildings make an impact to people 
passing by at 70 miles per hour on the interstate, 
they often are too bleak for the pedestrian. it is 
jarring. 

Building in Lapeer, MI. Note the out of scale facade elements
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it is not for lack of cornices that many 1970s 
buildings are despised for not “fitting in” 
contextually, but a mix of misjudging the 
longevity of social conditions, being too 
large a scale, and just poor design.

Typical 1970s retail building - note lack of interaction with the pedestrian
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Part 2
Main StrEEt
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1920s Holland, MI
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chaPtEr 05
hiStory of Main StrEEt

now that a new framework for understanding 
contextual design has been set up, this research 
can refocus on Main Street america. if contextual 
design is to be based primarily on social context, 
then an acute understanding of this context is 
needed. There is most definitely the nostalgic 
vision of the idyllic Main Street form, however, this 
is actually a relatively recent thought construction. 
indeed, Main Streets have been changing and 
evolving for their entire existence. What people 
generally think of as the “perfect” Main Street is in 
reality closer to an idealized form of Main Streets 
from the 1920s. the following timeline shows 
how Main Streets are not a static form, and must 
continue to evolve to adapt to changing social 
conditions.
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1800s
Main Streets form around 

Train Depots

- The Main Street forms as a filter of commerce: 
train / community, & town’s industry / train 

- Development is clustered together, as people 
can only walk or move goods so far from the 
station without being very inconvenient.

- Buildings generally are two, three, or more 
stories, of an Italianate style.

- The community walks, or rides a horse or 
carraige into town, which they would often just 
tie up in front of a building.

- Intoduction of the automobile. Motorists 
park their cars alongside the road, like horses

- Small towns see more traffic as people have 
more freedom of transportation. 

- The Main Streets often expand into longer 
strips.

- Chain Retailers start to appear

- Stores continue to expand further outside the 
downtown, generally as one-story buildings

- As traffic increases, so does congestion and the 
need for parking. Lots have larger setbacks or 
varying building orientation for more parking. 

- Store sizes start to expand into supermarkets, 
Chain retailing rises to commercial dominance. 

- The 1930s brings a wave of “modernizing” 
storefronts.

- For want of faster, congestion free travel, 
bypasses, followed by highways diverts the 
primary traffic flow away from Main Street. 

- Development quickly follows suit, and grows 
along the on/off ramps. 

- These new buildings are generally set back 
from the road, with a private parking lot in front 
or to the side.

1910s-1920s
Main Streets expand outwards 

with the Automobile

1930s-1940s
Development continues to adapt to the 

automobile, becoming less dense

1950s
Highways draw development 

away from Main Street
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- With the increasing ease of transportation, 
consumers are more willing to drive further 
distances to shop

- Increased competition and need for efficiency. 

- This leads to even larger “big-box” stores. 

- Main Street becomes increasingly vacant and 
unused. 

- Main Streets see a resurgence with movements such 
as New Urbanism, relying on a nostalgic view of the 
past. 

- Main such strips are “cutified” and filled with 
boutiques and bars, drawing a more touristy crowd. 

- All the while, though, everyday retail continues to 
grow away from the downtown.

Online retailing, overabundance of shopping 
centers, and consumer shifts towards service and 
dining/drinking leads to skrinkage of retail brick 
and mortar stores. People now, more than ever, 
value a vibrant Main Street, but how can it evolve 
to today’s conditions? Does it just embrace its 
liesurely aspirations, or can it also seek to regain 
its place as a integral piece of the functional and 
social life of small towns?

1960s-1990s
Rise of Big Box Stores and increasing 

vacancy on Main Street

2000-2010s
New Urbanism brings Main Street cutification, 

but big-box culture continues

2020s - Beyond
How Does Main Street 

Continue to Evolve?

?
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riSE of thE taxPayEr 
as towns were growing in the 1910s and 1920s, 
investors saw the potential in the cheaply-priced 
land along new transit routes and paved roads. 
indeed, development of urban cores tended to 
follow these routes as they expanded. thus, as 
the Main Streets grew, these pieces of adjacent 
land would grow in value with the demand for 
development. thus, such investors bought the 
plots while they were still cheap, and built smaller 
buildings on them as a sort of placeholder. these 
buildings usually had retail storefronts on the first 
floor, and sometimes had a story of office space 
or residences on top. they were simply built, and 
often plastered in signs promoting their business. 
Such buildings could provide a modest revenue 
stream, enough to pay the property tax, and 
possibly produce a small profit, but were really 
anticipatory of bigger, greater things to come. 
as such, this style of building became known 
as “taxpayers” and were found extending from 
growing cities throughout the country at the turn 
of the century (liebs 10). however, it was also the 
beginning of a larger shift in retail.
 investors and retailers soon saw the 
economic power of these taxpayer strips along 
thoroughfares. Main Streets were gaining a 

negative perception for being overly crowded 
with automobiles and people, and people 
often desired a convenient alternative for 
smaller shopping tasks. as people commuted 
to and from their home, business, job, or day-
on-the-town, they could be presented with a 
convenient opportunity to both fulfill their daily 
errands, and essentially window shop from 
the comfort of their car’s seat. in a way, it was 
like forced window shopping, as the passerby 
commuting along the routes was greeted by 
a wall of signs and advertisements. no longer 
did the consumer need to wade through the 
congestion of downtown to find a given store 
that sold what they wanted, or walk to a local 
market, but now the stores were brought to the 
consumers on their commutes. this model of 
buying cheap land along thoroughfares, away 
from the congestion of the town’s core, ended 
up being so economically profitable that the 
interim buildings tended to stay longer than 
expected. in many cases, these developments 
did not grow vertically as initially expected, but 
multiplied horizontally, as the strips stretched 
further and further from the urban core into 
cheap land. Even larger department stores 
started opening locations on these strips. 
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the taxpayer model, then, morphed from one of 
transition and anticipation, to an end in and of 
itself.
 this development of commercial corridors 
thrived with the explosion of the automobile. 
Personal car usage surged with the advent of 
the Model t and affordable automobiles, and 
consumers were now free to drive to their store 
of choice. thus, stores strove to cater even more 
to their customers’ convenience by adapting their 
buildings to the car. Up until this point, storefronts 
were right on the road, and cars would park up 
front like horses tied at the reigns. however, with 
the increased automotive usage, this arrangement 
led to parking congestion, and difficulty seeing 
the storefronts from the road. to alleviate these 
new problems, business owners starting buying 
adjacent lots and demolishing the building (or 
saving it from development in the first place) 
to serve as a parking lot. retail magazines and 
design guidelines started recommending that 
retailers set their buildings back from the road an 
additional amount to allow for more parking. the 
strips continued to sprawl further outward with the 
expansion of residential neighborhoods through 
the 1920s.
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MoDErniZing Main StrEEt –
in thE 1930s
a particularly interesting period in Main Street’s 
history was the 1930s, when an influx of federal 
money and credit spurred a wave of modernization. 
in response to the Depression, the new Deal 
consisted of a lot of initiatives to spur more credit 
and lending, but it was not extremely evident to 
the working class people. by directing this cash 
flow towards Main Streets, it was a visual symbol 
of the country’s resurgence, recovery, and sense of 
stability. gabrielle Esperdy details this period in her 
book, Modernizing Main Street. Such Main Streets 
were modernized with glass and metal facades, 
serving as a source of work when larger projects 
had seemingly dried up in the industry. (Esperdy 
4) there followed a wave of standardization and 
consumerism. Main Streets were seen as modern, 
as they all could contain the same brands, 
newspapers, and stores, hotels, and stores as 
both each other and Fifth Avenue. (14) “Across 
the country, Main Streets possessed an ‘essential 
homogeneity’ regardless of size and location: 
‘breakfast number three is likely to consist of the 
same orange juice, toast, and coffee in new york, 
n.y. as in new albany, ind., and the drug store in 
which it is served is sure to be as nearly like its big-
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city prototype as the proprietor can make it” (15).

title 1 of the national house act (passed in 1934) 
helped spur financing for Main Street improvements 
and storefront modernizations. this was in large part by 
guaranteeing loans to businesses for improvements (for 
$5000, then $50,000) that otherwise would be unable to 
get credit. it was known as the Modernization credit Plan 
(McP). Envisioned as a temporary measure, it lasted until 
1943. there was also a very large public awareness and 
advertising campaign: “Modernize for Profit” (71). This 
was led by the Better Housing Program (BHP). “Enough 
money was ultimately spent on commercial modernization 
during this period (1934-1943)--as estimated $4 to $6 
billion in McP loans and cash payments--to provide a new 
storefront for each of the 1.5 million retail establishments 
then operating in the united States” (222).

obsolescence was seen as “the psychological wearing 
out of a property:” thus, a matter of style (154). There 
was a large push to convince store owners that they had 
to keep their building on the cutting stylistic edge to 
continuously appeal to consumers and stay competitive 
with their neighbors. “new is better.” To this point, 
traditional ornamentation become associated with being 
old and antiquated; thus, a stylistic update was often 
accomplished by chopping off and covering up such 
ornamentation with a “modern” material. Much of the 
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modernization was essentially facadism—cosmetic surgery for buildings. they stripped off markers of 
age to portray a youthful, even ageless building. (176) Unfortunately, this meant that the modernization 
dealt mostly with the surface, but not the root of the larger lifestyle shift towards auto-centric commercial 
corridors.

Can the MCP inform a way forward today? People often comment on projects, “that’s great, but how are 
you going to convince people?” If the MCP is any evidence, the answer lays in very aggressive marketing 
and selling the idea: getting nusiness owners to sign on the dotted line by dangling the promise of 
profits. This program also spurred new developments and advancements in storefront technologies (e.g. 
curved glass) but also in methods of appealing to consumer wants and behaviors.
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So WhErE DiD thE noStalgic 
Main StrEEt viSion coME froM?
through people have generally always thought 
fondly of small town Main Streets, today’s idealized 
image was largely popularized by Walt Disney’s 
Main Street U.S.a. turns out, Disney was inspired 
by his old hometown of Marceline, Mo. though 
he only lived there from 1905 to 1910, he fondly 
recalled his time there. So much so, that he sought 
to spread his nostalgia, and modeled a key part of 
his theme park after the town in 1955. this image 
was then spread far and wide.
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nEW UrbaniSM
new Urbanism rose to counter suburban sprawl 
and poor town planning. Still influential today, it 
promotes walkability, mixed-use development, 
quality of architecture, and sustainability. it is 
generally applied as large-scale, homogeneous 
developments using a traditional style. the 
resulting towns have been featured in movies, such 
as the truman Show, as utopian. new Urbanism has 
a lot of good things about it. What’s not to love? 
the issues arise when an all-encompassing view 
creates neighborhoods in one fell, homogeneous 
swoop. While the proponents of the movement do 
state that the principles can be applied at any scale, 
it is most apparent when developers embrace it 
for new community developments. the issue is 
that the buildings hearken back to an older age, 
and seems like a Williamsburg-esque place where 
things are just a bit too perfect. is it really genuine? 
Many of the principles are good, but the resulting 
buildings rely very heavily on colonial or similar 
traditional architecture. these neighborhoods do 
not have the layering of history that makes older 
communities so desirable.

— WalKability
— connEctivity
— MixED-USE & DivErSity
— MixED hoUSing
— qUality DESign
— incrEaSED DEnSity
— grEEn tranSPortation
— SUStainability
— qUality of lifE
— traDitional StrUctUrE
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Main StrEEt aMErica PrograM

“The Main Street Approach is a historic preservation 
based economic development strategy that focuses 
on leveraging existing social, economic, physical and 
cultural assets to energize community revitalization 
efforts and help manage success for the long term. 
the approach leads to tangible outcomes that 
benefit the entire community through encouraging 
communities to enact long-term change while also 
implementing short-term, inexpensive and place-
based activities that attract people to the commercial 
core and create a sense of enthusiasm about the 
community.” (Main Street America)

the Main Street america program (started in 1980) 
has been applied in hundreds of small towns across 
the country, and has found relatively good success. 
if this is the case, why not just accept it as the go 
to solution? the issue is that it largely focuses 
on preserving the aura of historic structures, and 
reinforcing that. Many towns, though, do not have 
a good, historic building stock. these towns, then, 
feel pressured to “fake it” through conjecture and 
new construction, which, as the previous research 
has shown, is less than ideal. furthermore, while 
the program definitely enhances the towns, it does 
not address the underlying need for continuing 
evolution, and thus still heavily relies on nostalgia.

Successful Main Street Districts provide:
— Walkable, human-scale environments
— Unique, historic, and attractive architecture
— a mix of uses, activities, and consumers
— a strong existing tax base that attracts
     new businesses and creates jobs
— a center for activity and community life
— Positive community image and identity
— opportunities for public-private partnerships
— A place for the community to define its identity 
through a shared vision of place
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(Main Street America)
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chaPtEr 06
Evolving Main StrEEt

be it rising with the logging industry, or falling to 
the malls, Main Streets need to adapt as society 
changes. how can they evolve with the digital age? 
Small towns often seek to preserve an aura from 
better times, but the result is either unsuccessful, 
kitschy, or grasping at a reality that no longer exists. 
Successful Main Street need not merely exist for 
the high-end shopper who prefers (and can afford) 
the experience, but rather can seek to regain its 
prowess as the functional core of the small town.
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Evolving Main StrEEt
 Main Streets across america, once the main 
strips of shopping and urban life, are now 
painfully undergoing this process of adapting 
to changing lifestyle of social conditions. as 
things like the automobile, malls, and the 
internet arose, the main street became an 
antiquated response, even as many towns 
seek to draw upon the nostalgia of better days. 
While many main streets are vibrant areas of 
walkable life, many others (especially in small 
towns) have become either empty spaces or 
hollowed out to cater mostly just to tourists—
without serving much functional purpose for 
the residents.

Many municipalities may be hesitant to 
build anything with much of a contemporary 
style for the fear of it becoming a failed 
experimentation and receiving the public’s ire. 
People often look at much the architecture 
of the 1970s, which is widely disdained, and 
are afraid to build anything new, lest their 
intervention be similarly despised once it goes 
out of style. however, it is not necessarily the 
fault of brutalism, per say, but poor execution 
and poor contextual relationships that make 

these buildings suffer.
 When every town bases itself off of 
nostalgia, eventually their appeal is going to run 
out, and the towns (having frozen themselves from 
continued evolution), will no longer be very viable 
or relevant anymore. nostalgia can be great, but 
the system should ideally be independently viable, 
and not just altruistic. rather, design for Main 
Streets (as with any scene in the built environment) 
should be based off of fostering the activities 
within. 

for instance, possible evolutions could include 
a greater diversity of mixed uses, or enclusion of 
new retail strategies. towns often like to tout their 
vibrant life, but the vibrancy often only extends 
to ShoPPing and Playing. A “complete” 
community could also include livE + WorK + 
MaKE spaces. Even looking just at shopping, 
one can see room for evolution. considering 
the need for viability in new developments in 
today’s economy, do big box stores and online 
retailers have a place on Main Street? retailers 
such as Warby Parker and amazon have started 
opening brick and mortar stores as showrooms for 
their online stock. larger chains like target have 
launched downsized stores for urban locations. 
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HUMAN SCALE
Main Street can offer a much desired (yet 
condensed) urban experience, but it needs to 
court the pedestrian

STIMULATING

TRANSPARENT

STREET FURNITURE 
& GREENERY

SIZE/LEVEL OF
MATERIAL DETAIL

HIGH 
DENSITY

SAFE
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FINE-GRAINED
In the age big-box stores and the drive for efficiency, 
smaller developments can actually be more 
sustainable. They lead to a more enclusive market & 
promotes design equity. Addtionally, if the 
development goes under, or is considered ugly it 
does not necessarily kill the whole block. Larger 
developments should be limited and dispersed. 

LESS 
FINANCIALLY 

RISKY & MORE 
DYNAMIC

LOWER ENTRY
COST TO PLAY
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RESTORE HISTORIC STRUCTURES

HOST PUBLIC EVENTS OFFER PARK SPACEPROVIDE COMMUNITY A 
PLACE TO COME TOGETHER

BUILD EXCITING NEW BUILDINGS

CORE OF COMMUNITY LIFE
Main Streets started as the center of small towns’ 
life and identity. This is key element to there 
continued success, and entails a holistic approach 
of getting the community excited and engaged.
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LOCAL COMMUNITY

SURROUNDING AREA

GLOBAL MARKETS

MULTIPLE SCALES OF MARKETS

Businesses and programs should at once create a 
sustainable system - at once internally supporting each 
other, while also drawing from outside markets
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PARKING STRUCTURES

FLEXIBLE SOLUTIONS

ENCOURAGE WALKING

AUTO-FRIENDLY
Address inherent problems of congestion and lack 
of convenient parking with creative solutions. 
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USEFUL AND 
RELEVENT

NOSTALGIC
AND AMUSING

MORE SUSTAINABLE

BETTER URBAN
EXPERIENCE

>

USEFUL PROGRAMMING
Move beyond the boutiques and bars, to include a 
more wholistic, diverse offering. This will position the 
town to hold a higher place of relevancy in the 
day-to-day life of residents.
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ExPanDing thE valUES

While not an all-inclusive listing, these design values 
begin to give a better picture of how buildings 
on Main Street can respond to their conditions, 
beyond aesthetics and formal arrangement. these 
values would then serve as a basis for further 
investigation into the particularities of a given town. 
this process can be applied to any context, with the 
understanding that it would yield different results. 
for example, a development along the highway 
would not have such an emphasis on human scale 
design, but rather, it would be designed to attract 
the attention of a motorist traveling by at 70 mph. 
thus, the design considerations and expressions 
would be very different. case in point, the la 
cathedral was designed to be very massive, but 
it is designed to be seen from the highway—not 
the sidewalk.

additionally, these Main Street values can be 
expanded upon. For instance, how do fine grained 
developments square with the growing trend 
of efficiency through size? There are indeed still 
benefits of larger buildings. They often offer a 
cheaper means of density, share funding sources, 
and give space for larger tenants. However, fine 

Los Angeles Cathedral, Rafael Moneo. 2002. Note the Massive Scale
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grained does not preclude large developments. 
it is good to have a mix of larger and smaller 
developments, but they should be limited and 
dispersed. blocks  having just one large building 
should be avoided. thus, the larger buildings 
should be spread out, and creatively placed/
shaped to still allow for a diverse, fine-grained 
streetfront. this should not mean arbitrarily cutting 
up large lots, but working with the local conditions 
to infill in interesting, creative ways. 

Parking is another thing. While not every building 
needs parking, there should be convenient 
parking available. this can take form as a central 
parking structure, or as flexible spaces. If people 
are walking from  a garage already, they are more 

likely to continue walking around a bit before 
or after their intended destination. thus, it is a 
balance of convenience and destination building.

how can these ideas be implemented? this can 
take the form of policies such as tax incentives 
(e.g. taxing development of virgin land at a higher 
rate), community engagement & advertising 
strategies (like the McP program in the 30s), and 
public/private partnerships. towns would have to 
convince businesses that moving to Main Street 
and putting money into the community is not just 
altruistic, but also good for them too. for instance, 
maybe everyone gets a tax write off for improving 
their sidewalk. It benefits them to improve their 
streets.

relate general Main Street 
Design values to individual 

town

attract quality architects 
to Design Solutions

Develop Plan & Educate 
community and business 

owners

Update Zoning for 
higher Density and new 

Uses

balancing tax code to favor 
Main Street over virgin land

facade improvements & 
greenscape & Parking, and 

innovative Programming
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Part 3
cEDar SPringS
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chaPtEr 07
conSiDEring thE conDitionS

cedar Springs is a small town of roughly 3600 
people in Western Michigan, located thirty minutes 
north of grand rapids. it is a prime example of 
the hundreds of small towns across america — 
sharing many common characteristics, assets, and 
struggles, but each also having a multitude of 
unique conditions. there has not been much new 
development on Main Street for the last couple 
decades, but with a successful brewery recently 
opening and a new library, the town seems to be on 
the cusp of a revitalization movement. What form 
will this movement take? Will it take the accepted 
route of cutification, or truly evolve to adapt to 
the today’s conditions? this thesis will use cedar 
Springs to prototype the process of applying the 
ideas of contextual design as a function of social 
conditions and their evolution.
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PhySical lanDScaPE

like many other small towns, Cedar Springs first 
developed along a rail line and a major auto 
thoroughfare. the residential neighborhood 
expanded perpendicular from Main Street, and the 
West side of town includes a mix of both residential 
and industrial functions. this allowed residents 
the ability to walk to their jobs and shopping 
needs. With the advent of the interstate, though, 
development shifted towards the new highway, 
away from both Main Street and the houses. thus, 
while more conveniently accessible to automobile 
traffic passing by, the new developments lost much 
of their sense of connection to the town. the Main 
Street, in turn, became increasingly vacant as the 
influx of highway-focused chain stores continued. 
today, newer housing developments with curving 
streets have started sprouting up on the outskirts 
of town. The two significant, recent developments, 
though, are the cedar Springs brewery and the 
library. additionally, it is worthy to note that there 
is more than ample parking available on lots off 
the Main Street.
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All Demographic Data from 2012-2016 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates
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Social lanDScaPE

Demographic data can be an important piece of 
understanding in the holistic process of contextual 
design. looking at cedar Springs, one can see that 
the town actually has a fairly high poverty rate and 
low educational attainment. only 21% of people 
(25 and older) have completed a college degree. 
interestingly, enough, though, is that the number 
of residents currently enrolled in college is two-
thirds of the number of total college graduates in 
town. What that signals is likely a trend of brain 
Drain — where young people leave town after 
receiving a higher education. this would suggest 
that the town should at once cater to a non-
college-educated population that makes up the 
base of the town, but also appeal to the younger 
generation to stay after they return from college. 

44% 56%

26%

96% 4% 1% 2%

25%

37%

12%

1,597
2,020

227

- 5 5-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-59 60-64 65-74 75-84 85+

296
220

263

180

650

554
506

171
105

213
146

86

929 907

1336

445

0 -17

WhiteMale Female Black Asian Other

18 - 34 35 - 64 65+

Sex

Age Age

Race

Population: 3,617 Median Age: 34.6 Years Old

Poverty Rate: 25.6%

1 $12,060  $16,643 
2 $16,240  $22,411 
3 $20,420  $28,180 
4 $24,600  $33,948 
5 $28,780  $39,716 
6 $32,960  $45,485 
7 $37,140  $51,253 
8 $41,320  $57,022 

Persons
in

House-
hold

2017 
Federal 
Poverty
Level

Medicaid 
Eligibility 
(138% of 

FPL)

44% 56%

26%

96% 4% 1% 2%

25%

37%

12%

1,597
2,020

227

- 5 5-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-59 60-64 65-74 75-84 85+

296
220

263

180

650

554
506

171
105

213
146

86

929 907

1336

445

0 -17

WhiteMale Female Black Asian Other

18 - 34 35 - 64 65+

Sex

Age Age

Race

Population: 3,617 Median Age: 34.6 Years Old

Poverty Rate: 25.6%

1 $12,060  $16,643 
2 $16,240  $22,411 
3 $20,420  $28,180 
4 $24,600  $33,948 
5 $28,780  $39,716 
6 $32,960  $45,485 
7 $37,140  $51,253 
8 $41,320  $57,022 

Persons
in

House-
hold

2017 
Federal 
Poverty
Level

Medicaid 
Eligibility 
(138% of 

FPL)

44% 56%

26%

96% 4% 1% 2%

25%

37%

12%

1,597
2,020

227

- 5 5-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-59 60-64 65-74 75-84 85+

296
220

263

180

650

554
506

171
105

213
146

86

929 907

1336

445

0 -17

WhiteMale Female Black Asian Other

18 - 34 35 - 64 65+

Sex

Age Age

Race

Population: 3,617 Median Age: 34.6 Years Old

Poverty Rate: 25.6%

1 $12,060  $16,643 
2 $16,240  $22,411 
3 $20,420  $28,180 
4 $24,600  $33,948 
5 $28,780  $39,716 
6 $32,960  $45,485 
7 $37,140  $51,253 
8 $41,320  $57,022 

Persons
in

House-
hold

2017 
Federal 
Poverty
Level

Medicaid 
Eligibility 
(138% of 

FPL)

44% 56%

26%

96% 4% 1% 2%

25%

37%

12%

1,597
2,020

227

- 5 5-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-59 60-64 65-74 75-84 85+

296
220

263

180

650

554
506

171
105

213
146

86

929 907

1336

445

0 -17

WhiteMale Female Black Asian Other

18 - 34 35 - 64 65+

Sex

Age Age

Race

Population: 3,617 Median Age: 34.6 Years Old

Poverty Rate: 25.6%

1 $12,060  $16,643 
2 $16,240  $22,411 
3 $20,420  $28,180 
4 $24,600  $33,948 
5 $28,780  $39,716 
6 $32,960  $45,485 
7 $37,140  $51,253 
8 $41,320  $57,022 

Persons
in

House-
hold

2017 
Federal 
Poverty
Level

Medicaid 
Eligibility 
(138% of 

FPL)



100

0

300

600

900

1200

1500

0

300

600

900

1200

1500

19%
29%

16%

11%

6%

6%

5%

4%
4%

7%

3%
2% 1%

5%

13%

10%

9%

6%

6%

5%

6%

5%

5%

5%
4%

4%
4%

  Production

  Office and Admin

  Sales

  Management, business, and financial

  Personal care

  Construction

  Installation & Repair

  Transportation

  Food Prep

  Fire & Police

  Computer, engineering, and science

  Healthcare

  Education, legal, community, arts, and media

  Grounds Keeping

Manufacturing

Health care and social assistance

Educational services

Accommodation and food services

Public administration

Other services

Wholesale trade, Transportation and Warehousing

Administrative & waste mangmt

Finance, insurance, and Real Estate

Professional, scientific, & tech. services
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bUSinESS tyPE coUnt
General Use Specific Use
Row Labels Count of Business Name Row Labels Count of Business Name
Food 25 Food - Restaurant 11
Retail 23 Auto Repair 10
Service 20 Food - Fast Food 9
Financial Service 12 Financial Service 8
Auto Repair 10 Manufacturing 8
Manufacturing 8 Hair/Nail Salon 8
Hair/Nail Salon 8 School 7
School 7 Vacant    7
Vacant    7 Retail 6
Retail - Construction 6 Retail - Construction 6
Medicine 6 Church 5
City Service 5 Service 4
Church 5 Bank 4
Bank 4 Dance 4
Gas Station 4 City Service 4
Fitness 3 Insurance 4
Dollar Store 3 Gas Station 4
Park 2 Dollar Store 3
Trailer Home Park 2 Retail - Clothes 3
Auto Sales 2 Fitness 3
Theater 1 Food - Bar 3
Service  1 Service - Printing/Graphics 3
Dental 1 Medicine 3
Funeral Home 1 Trailer Home Park 2
American Legion 1 Retail - Furniture 2
Grain Mill 1 Retail - Electronics 2
Museum 1 Park 2
Nursing Home 1 Service Retail 2
Grand Total 170 Realtor 2

Auto Sales 2
Chiropracter 2
Retail - Gaming 2
Video Store 1
Pharmacy 1
Service - Vet 1
Laundry 1
Nursing Home 1
Food - Coffee 1
Service - Staffing 1
Library 1
Jeweler 1
Dental 1
Theater 1
American Legion 1
Funeral Home 1
Grain Mill 1
Copy Shop 1
Grocery 1
Service - Tanning Salon 1
Food - Ice Cream 1
Treatment 1
Eye Care 1
Retail - Brewing 1
Service  1
Museum 1
Florist 1
Retail - Tea 1
Grand Total 170

General Use Specific Use
Row Labels Count of Business Name Row Labels Count of Business Name
Food 25 Food - Restaurant 11
Retail 23 Auto Repair 10
Service 20 Food - Fast Food 9
Financial Service 12 Financial Service 8
Auto Repair 10 Manufacturing 8
Manufacturing 8 Hair/Nail Salon 8
Hair/Nail Salon 8 School 7
School 7 Vacant    7
Vacant    7 Retail 6
Retail - Construction 6 Retail - Construction 6
Medicine 6 Church 5
City Service 5 Service 4
Church 5 Bank 4
Bank 4 Dance 4
Gas Station 4 City Service 4
Fitness 3 Insurance 4
Dollar Store 3 Gas Station 4
Park 2 Dollar Store 3
Trailer Home Park 2 Retail - Clothes 3
Auto Sales 2 Fitness 3
Theater 1 Food - Bar 3
Service  1 Service - Printing/Graphics 3
Dental 1 Medicine 3
Funeral Home 1 Trailer Home Park 2
American Legion 1 Retail - Furniture 2
Grain Mill 1 Retail - Electronics 2
Museum 1 Park 2
Nursing Home 1 Service Retail 2
Grand Total 170 Realtor 2

Auto Sales 2
Chiropracter 2
Retail - Gaming 2
Video Store 1
Pharmacy 1
Service - Vet 1
Laundry 1
Nursing Home 1
Food - Coffee 1
Service - Staffing 1
Library 1
Jeweler 1
Dental 1
Theater 1
American Legion 1
Funeral Home 1
Grain Mill 1
Copy Shop 1
Grocery 1
Service - Tanning Salon 1
Food - Ice Cream 1
Treatment 1
Eye Care 1
Retail - Brewing 1
Service  1
Museum 1
Florist 1
Retail - Tea 1
Grand Total 170

EconoMic lanDScaPE

Correlating with the finding that 79% of the 
town’s adult population has not finished a college 
degree, there is a high percentage (29%) of 
people employed in the manufacturing industry. 
new developments should thus consider the blue 
collar background of the town. looking at the local 
businesses, one can see that there are many more 
retail and food based businesses, but not as many 
neighborhood service establishments.
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      $1,500 to $1,999

      $1,000 to $1,499

      $500 to $999

      Less than $500

RentedOwned

32%

7%

25%

36%

32%
26%

21% 21%

21%

31%35%

13%

2%4%67%27%

4%

62%
38%

96%

Living Alone Adults Living 
Together

Single Parent Married Couple

One Person Two People Three People Four or More

One Bedroom Two Bedrooms Three Bedrooms Four or More

132

331

22 9

Vacant

Occupied

Household Type (Total Households: 1,324)

Household Size (Total Households: 1,324)

Bedrooms per Housing Unit (Total Units: 1,380) Housing Vacancy

Housing Ownership

Monthly Housing Rents

hoUSing lanDScaPE

another opportunity for evolution could come in 
the form of finding alternative housing solutions. 
nearly a third of the town is living alone, as a 
single occupant in a residence. however, only 
13% of the housing stock is one bedroom. as the 
town trends towards more living-alone situations, 
could its housing stock evolve to include more 
single-occupancy options? Since a quarter of 
the population is living below the poverty line, 
this may be a matter of efficiency for economic 
benefit.
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tranSPortation lanDScaPE

as much as planners like to predict the demise of 
the automobile, cars are often a necessary reality 
of life in many small towns, as public transit does 
not run through the towns. furthermore, many 
of the residents work outside of town, with the 
average commute being 28 minutes (roughly the 
time it takes to drive to grand rapids). thus, any 
significant plan for the town needs to acknowledge 
the reality of the automobile’s importance, with 
amenities such as parking.

WhitE PinE trail

one of the town’s major assets is the White Pine 
trail. a converted rail line, the trail runs 90 miles 
from grand rapids to cadillac and cuts directly 
through town. While the town has a strong cycling 
culture and does see a bit of outside cycling 
traffic from the trail, the connection from trail to 
Main Street is very weak. additionally, none of the 
town commutes on bike. thus, there is a great 
opportunity to foster the existing bike culture 
into a more functional and supported means of 
transportation.
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A copy of the City Zoning Ordinance may be obtained

by accessing the City of Cedar Springs web site at
http://www.cedar-springs.mi.us.  Click on "City Or-

dinances" at the bottom of the homepage, then click
on the "Zoning Ordinance" link on the next page.
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laws and the Enhanced Access to Public Records Act, PA 462 of 1996, as amended.
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ProPoSED DEvEloPMEntS

fUtUrE lanDScaPE

cedar Springs recently put together a Masterplan (in 2017) that details their plan for the future. it 
proposes concentrating development to the blocks adjacent to the Main Street, exploring new housing 
options, and creating a new recreation center on the north side of town. it also proposes clearing 
a vast tract of forested land in an effort to attract large r&D developments. however, much of the 
development proposed by the plan is not on the Main Street itself, but in the areas surrounding it.
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Identifying underutilized spaces on Main Street followed by potential evolutionary developments and connections
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chaPtEr 08
Evolving thE MaStErPlan

Upon examining the various conditions of cedar 
Springs, the actual needs start to become 
apparent. the town does not need buildings of 
a certain height or buildings of a certain material, 
the town needs services to support the community 
life and grow the local economy. there are four 
findings that this thesis will focus on.

1.the housing stock does not correlate with the 
current distribution of living situations; there are 
a disproportionately high number of people living 
alone. Since a quarter of the town is below the 
poverty line, this is an opportunity to offer more 
efficient housing than the prevalent single family 
house. 

2. the White Pine trail (converted rail line) is a 
major asset both to the residents, and to cyclists 
passing through. however, the connection to the 

trail is very underdeveloped. the town should 
embrace the regional cycling culture.

3. Even with the cycling culture, car usage is very 
high, and the Main Street has already lost a lot of 
business at the hands of development adjacent 
to the interstate. any new masterplan needs to 
consider convenience for the automobile.

4 there is a large contingency of manufacturing-
industry workers in the town. as these jobs slowly 
disappear, it would be helpful to develop services 
that complement these making skills.

With these in mind, the next step is to identify 
assets and spaces open for development. the 
masterplan then envisions potential matches for 
sites and programs in a way that one starts to 
support another.
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chaPtEr 09
living on Main StrEEt

drive anymore, and can struggle staying active and 
engaged in society. by locating an assisted living 
care home directly on Main Street, the residents 
can more easily stay active and keep a level of 
independence. they also become a de-facto user 
base for the local businesses, and bring visitor 
traffic as well. 
 this project, then, consists of three stories 
of assisted living care residences, on top of the 
added program of a daycare, based around an 
intergenerational model of living and learning. 
in this way, the emphasis is really directed at 
supporting the town’s community, rather than 
relying on drawing tourists to boutiques.

 Small towns have the opportunity to 
provide a quality urban experience on a small 
scale. they can offer many of the same amenities 
such as cafes, pharmacies, groceries, barbers, 
and parks, all within an easily walkable distance. 
in its masterplan, cedar Springs recognizes this 
potential, but is seemingly very optimistic as to 
how many people will be moving into the town. 
rather than just looking at young adults wanting 
a hip experience, though, who else could benefit 
from this urban experience “lite edition”? The 
elderly population is often overlooked, when they 
could actually benefit the most from this situation. 
in many cases, they would prefer to not (or cannot) 
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Moving to Main StrEEt

green acres is a newly built assisted living home 
in cedar Springs. it serves the growing need of 
caring for the elderly population. built less than 
a mile South of Main Street, it emulates a Main 
Street environment by putting fake facades on all 
the rooms in its hallways. thus, a hair cutting room 
becomes “the barber shop.” Rather than just 
copying such an environment with fake facades, 
what if the facility was placed directly on the Main 
Street? While there are benefits of having every 
function enclosed with one facility, it would provide 
the seniors with a more wholesome, respectable 
experience if they actually had easy access to the 
amenities that Main Street offers. the seniors (as 
well as the people who visit) would also become 
a de facto user base to support local businesses. 
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intErgEnErational MoDElS
Providence Mount St. vincent in Seattle is a prime 
example of an intergenerational living/learning 
center. Under its roof is both a nursing home and 
a preschool. 

“At the Mount, there are plenty of opportunities for 
intergenerational engagement between residents 
and the children. Six times a week, teachers take 
their groups to the residential floors to visit the 
elders for anywhere from 20 minutes for the infants 
to 60 minutes for the older children. residents 
are welcome to observe in the classrooms, and 
structured activities for the children and residents 
to participate in together are scheduled daily. 
because they share the same building, there are 
opportunities for spontaneous engagement, 
too—when inclement weather strikes, and the 
children must make do with the halls, lobby, and 
vacant rooms as their playground, for example. 
or when an area musician comes around to play 
tunes for the children to sing and dance to along 
with the elders.” (Jansen)

MONDAY DECEMBER 5, 2005 SECTION F 
COPYRIGHT 2005 / THE LOS ANGELES TIMES

Good for Each Other
By Susan Brink
T i m e s  S t a f f  W r i t e r

THE elderly woman, white hair brushed
and tidy, peach lipstick matching her
velour jogging pants, isn’t quite sure

why she goes to the adult day-care center in Van
Nuys, and can’t remember how long she’s been
going there. 

“My memory isn’t so good anymore,” says
Irene Overlee, 88, of North Hollywood. 

But she remembers every word of “The Itsy
Bitsy Spider,” and that’s all that matters right now

to the half-dozen wild-haired toddlers in the center
of a circle made up of Overlee and four other
seniors. The children are dancing and clapping as
the seniors chant the spider ditty — until, on cue,
Overlee and the others reach the line about the rain
coming down. In unison, they upturn the contents
of a paper bag, causing crumpled, colorful tissue
paper to rain down on the floor. 

The toddlers squeal with delight. They want
to do it again and again. They pick up the papers
and refill the bags held open by the five senior
citizens, their fun undiluted by the fact that the

adults around them have canes, walkers, hearing
aids and, in some cases, mild to moderate
dementia. These things are all very familiar, for
the seniors and youngsters attend day care at the
same site. 

Children and elderly people increasingly live
in age-segregated worlds. Developmental
experts say that the growing number of facilities
o ffering intergenerational day care, where
seniors like Overlee and young children spend
time together, is a partial answer to some unde-
niable demographics. 

Day-care centers that mix the generations have doubled in the last decade. Researchers are finding
that they boost children’s self-esteem and improve elders’ moods.

Photographs by Al Seib Los Angeles Times 
PLAY TIME: Paul Ramirez, 97, holds 7-month-old Kayla Phillips at the ONEgeneration center in Van Nuys, a pioneering center for
seniors and children. 

WHeRe THe PeOPLe GO TO LIVe, 
NOT TO DIe.
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aDaPting thE PrograM

The first step in putting an assisted living care and 
daycare facility on Main Street was researching 
requirements and best design practices for the 
programs. the program was then adapted to 
take advantage of its Main Street location. for 
instance, the first iterations spread the daycare’s 
classrooms throughout the first floor, snaking 
across the alley way to provide ample interior 
space. after further evaluation, though, it made 
more sense to condense the spaces in the front, 
opening up the alley, and shifting the focus 
outward to Main Street, rather than inwards with 
a sprawling interior. Some of the spaces could 
thus be shrunk, presuming that they will be 
supplemented by other spaces in the town, e.g. 
the local park.
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MatEriality

the material of the building, too relates the 
building to the life of Main Street. brick is used for 
its fire resistance properties, but is expressed in a 
modern fashion, and accented with wood: resulting 
in an visually stimulating, yet not overwhelming set 
of facades. 
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Apartments
Apartments
Apartments

Daycare Communal 
Space

incrEaSing accESSibility to 
local aSSEtS

living on Main Street, seniors will have access to a 
much greater range of services and amenities than 
they would in a traditional facility, or even their 
own home. instead of only eating in their room 
or a cafeteria, they can easily go across the street 
to a cafe. likewise, the library, park, theater, and 
other assets are all within walkable distances. this 
is especially important since this population often 
cannot drive any longer, which can lead to social 
isolation. Similarly, it is a positive benefit for child 
to have daycare close to home. the parent can 
walk the child over to the classroom. Similarly, if 

the parent works on the Main Street, too, he or 
she can easily join the child for lunch or other 
events. in this way, the center’s location adds 
to the sense of community, and fosters a self-
supporting ecosystem of programs.
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finE grainED MinDSEt
larger developments often are needed for 
economic viability.
Keeping a fine-grained
mindset, the middle of 
the block is utilized as
way to expand the
overall size, but keep
the frontage at a
minimum. the rear 
keeps a smaller, more 
residential scale.

17.5 Feet 4.5 Feet

oPtiMiZing light anD viEWS 
on narroW lot

aSSiStED living  
Micro-aPartMEntS

46 UnitS
tyPical: 300 Sf

as the center offers many 
communal amenities, the
rooms themselves can be
smaller and more efficient.
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Childcare centers should be “Providing an intriguing 
environment, yet one devoid of overpowering colors, 
features and literal ‘themes.’ the designer should avoid 
such literalness because it inhibits the child’s ability to 
imagine a series of alternate meanings to objects and 
features.” The design must support a balance of activities: 
indoor and outdoor   |   quiet and active
individual and group  |  large and small motor activity
child and staff initiated  (US gSa)

lEarning on Main StrEEt

Designing “through the eyes of a child,” the 
daycare spaces provide a range of experiences, 
catered to kid-sized scale. the large windows 
accentuate their location on Main Street, allowing 
the children to watch the activity — stimulating 
their developing senses. the center also provides 
quieter, more personal spaces for reflection.
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StrEngthEning coMMUnity With 
intErgEnErational lEarning

coMMUnal living rooM

located on the corner of the block, the 
communal living room becomes the life of the 
project. it provides a place for old and young 
to come together for a variety of activities. 
the openness to Main Street at once activates 
the sidewalk and invites people in, but also 
activates the inside with connection to the 
energy of the street. 

1. the kids learn to be comfortable around older people
2. Spending time with kids helps seniors fight off loneliness.
3. having kids around makes seniors more active.
4. Kids don’t care about the signs of dementia.
5. Putting kids in contact with seniors fights ageism.
(hicks)



124

Local
Businesses COMMUNITY

WORKSHOP Economic and 
Social Growth

Entrepreneurs

Local
Residents

Underemployed 
Manufacturing 

Workers



125

chaPtEr 10
MaKing on Main StrEEt

cedar Springs is a working class town with a high 
percentage of skilled laborers and workers in 
the manufacturing industry. While it is good and 
worthwhile to attract more manufacturing jobs, 
the industry is shrinking in a way that makes the 
likelihood of a larger company moving to the town 
rather slim. rather, the town could look to help 
support its manufacturing base as jobs become 
more scare, in a way that the residents can use 
their skills to start a business or retrain themselves 
for a new career. Much like a co-working space, 
a makerspace would be an incubator where 
this population could put their skills to work. 
furthermore, many other people in the town 
could benefit from having such tools available. As 
such, the second proposal for cedar Springs is a 
community workshop.
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viSUally
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SiDEWalK
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viSUally
activating
SiDEWalK

In keeping with the efficient, working-nature of 
the program, a vacant auto parts store on the 
north end of the Main Street is an ideal site for 
the community workshop. the building is opened 
up, uncovering the large windows. the facade 
is enliven by accentuating structural elements, 
entryways, and transitions. it also invites interaction 
with functional elements such as overhangs and 
benches.
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The first attempt at laying out the space shows a 
mix of 3D printers, laser cutters, computers, and 
electronics near the front, and a woodshop with 
cnc near the back. however, by rotating the 
layout by 90 degrees, both the electronic and shop 
zones become visually connected to the sidewalk 
and community as a whole. this, then, showcases 
an important point: a human scale building can 
activate the sidewalk and add interest not just 
with its facade and materiality, but also with a view 
inside through its windows. the passerby is thus 
invited to watch the maker work, or come in and 
check out the space.
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chaPtEr 11
rEclaiMED SUrfacE lot

Surface parking lots provide unique opportunities. 
the town currently has an overabundance of 
parking spaces, to the point that they fragment 
the experience of walking the Main Street. Some 
of these lots could be re-purposed to allow for a 
more pedestrian or cyclist-centric experience. one 
such lot is outside a gym on the north end of town. 
it could be reclaimed as a pocket park with much 
needed bike parking. not every building needs 
its own parking, but there should be convenient 
parking. this can take form as a central parking 
structure or as system of flexible spaces. If people 
are walking from a parking spot already, they are 
more likely to continue walking around a bit before 
or after their intended destination.
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contExtUal DESign ProcESS

ExaMinE gEnEral conDition anD DESign valUES

(Main StrEEt)

aDaPt DESign valUES to nEEDS of SPEcific toWn

(cEDar SPringS)

iDEntify PrograM that fillS thE nEED

(aSSiStED living)
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EvolUtion!
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final thoUghtS

by allowing for a greater freedom for evolution 
and encouraging diversity of design, towns 
can achieve a greater level of local character 
and identity. rather than seeking to become a 
nostalgic tourist attraction, towns can spark a 
more vibrant community and stronger economy, 
making Main Street relevant beyond boutiques 
and bars. Many municipalities may be hesitant 
to build anything with a contemporary style or 
function for fear drawing public ire. however, unity 
does not require uniformity. by giving emphasis 
to social conditions in contextual design, new 
developments can transcend the columns & 
cornices and seek out creative and dynamic ways 
to respond to the actual needs of the residents. be 
it new forms of retail, an assisted living care home, 
a makerspace, or things more radical, Main Streets 
have an infinity of potential ways to evolve towards 
the needs of today and tomorrow.
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