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      The space around us is in a constant state of flux, and as the world continues to grow the 
amount of usable space is beginning to curb.  It now becomes the job of the architect to 
organize and compose a solution for this constant fluctuation.  The architecture has to be 

looked at as more than just a simple piece of work constructed as a place to work and dwell 
within, and instead needs to be looked at as a living, breathing piece integrally woven into 

the way our society functions.  As cities have grown and evolved so too has the way in 
which the city’s urban edge is defined, and as the world has progressed into the global 

economy that exists today, with it so has the city.  For years there has been a fine line that 
separates the turbulence of urban life from the “less advanced” rural communities that exist 
beyond the city limits.  Today however that line or edge has become more of a reality in its 

existence through the way in which cities have cut themselves off from the rural communities 
that neighbor them, viewing them only as step away from progress instead of as a way from 

which to benefit from.  Can a city become more than just what is defined as the built 
environment and begin to use these communities as an economic source? Architecture 
cannot simply become a statement by itself but instead needs to be viewed as a way in 

which to help.  Looking at both the macro and micro levels architecture needs to become 
not only a place with which to engage as a means for protection, but also needs to 

become a producer of goods itself with the space it occupies.  It is the goal of this thesis to 
test this, redefining the way in which cities define their borders creating a system from which 

the architecture becomes a hub with has economical and cultural benefits as a way with 
which to help the shrinking that many cities face today ”advanced” rural communities that 
exist beyond the city limits.  Today however that line or edge has become more of a reality 

in its existence through the way in which cities have cut themselves off from the rural 
communities that neighbor them, viewing them only as step away from progress instead of 
as a way from which to benefit from.  Can a city become more than just what is defined as 

the built environment and begin to use these communities as an economic source? 
Architecture cannot simply become a statement by itself but instead needs to be viewed as 

a way in which to help.  Looking at both the macro and micro levels architecture needs to 
become not only a place with which to engage as a means for protection, but also needs 
to become a producer of goods itself with the space it occupies.  It is the goal of this thesis 

to test this, redefining the way in which cities define their borders creating a system from 
which the architecture becomes a hub with has economical and cultural benefits as a way 

with which to help the shrinking that many cities face today.  This thesis begins to explore 
and tries to understand the way that cities begin to define the borders that create their 

existence, creating the urban edge.  The goal of this is to try and create a transit that acts as 
a threshold from the urban core city to the rural villages that exist. This is done with the hope 
of creating a more viable community, in the sense that rural neighborhoods could begin to 

work with the urban city in a way that would create a multi-faceted economic exchange 
between each other, thereby redefining the urban edge and how a city works.  A young 

business man awakes to start his day rested.  He gets ready in the same manner that he 
always does and heads to work.  Driving to work each day takes about 25 minutes one way, 

averaging nearly 100 hours spent per year on commuting to work alone.  This actually 
translates to more time spent driving to and from work, than what the average business man 
takes on vacation (two weeks, eighty hours.) Why is this?  The cities we live in have become 

fully dependant on the car sprawling out and taking up much of the agricultural land that 
could benefit a city; how though?  Can the city begin to consider rural communities as a 
source of economic income and sustainability for the city itself, instead of seeing it as just 

another piece of land that, over time, will slowly become engulfed in what today is 
suburbia?  The space around us is in a constant state of flux, and as the world continues to 

grow the amount of space is beginning to curb.  It then becomes the job of the architect to 
organize and compose a solution for this constant fluctuation.  The architecture has to be 

looked at as more than just a simple piece of work constructed as a place to work and dwell 
within, and instead, it needs to be looked at as a key element, integrally woven into the way 

our society functions.  For years there has been a fine line that separates the turbulence of 
urban life from the “less advanced” rural communities that exist beyond the city limits.  As 
time has continued, this line has become more and more of a reality, causing the line to 

have a physical presence separated by the newly developed suburbs.  As the space around 
continues to be over populated, the idea of land and space becomes more of a precious 

commodity, “two-thirds of the world’s population live in endless urban agglomerations, result-
ing in enormous pressure on space.  At the same time valuable space is disappearing as the 

consequence of a growing number of natural disasters.” (NAI Publishers, 83)  The world’s 
population is uninterruptedly growing each day, while the amount of land quietly watches.  

It is due to this curbing that space is now becoming a precious resource.  Therefore the way 
that at city create its edge needs to be rethought.  Architecture cannot simply become a 
statement by itself but instead needs to be viewed as a way in which to help.  Looking at 

both the macro and micro levels, architecture needs to become not only a place to 
engage as a means for protection, but also needs to become a producer of goods itself, 

with the space it occupies.  “A profession that bases its efforts to win cultural respect on 
mere spectacle is living dangerously.  But the solution cannot dispense with architecture. The 

architect as sinner can only be redeemed by the architect as savior, in the person of an 
architect who faces up to the challenge.” (NAI Publishers, 5)  The communities on the 

outskirts need to be looked at individually to see how they may become a benefit for the 
city which is their neighbor.  The two need to begin to work with each other, creating a 

system of dependence upon one another.  It is the goal of this thesis to use architecture as a 
means to begin to blur the line between urban and rural communities by creating a physical 

connection between the two.  Not coming as a surprise to many, cities have been facing 
this challenge for most of this past century, what individuals have coined as “urban sprawl,” 
or the idea of no place-ness has simply become a part of the American psyche.  Following 
World War II in the late 1940’s to 1950’s, Americans established the “American Dream,” the 
image of a white picket fence surrounding a house in the middle of a quiet neighborhood, 

otherwise known as suburbia.  This was a place which began to lose its architectural richness, 
leading to the “cookie cutter” architecture.  It is not the intention of this paper to argue that 
the goals and aspirations of the “American Dream” are wrong in any such way, but instead 

to bring awareness to this issue of sprawl that the “American Dream” took on.  This escalated 
as people during this era began to spread farther and farther away from the city, growing 

less and less dense the farther out they went.  This led to the present concern over land 
usage and zoning regulations.  It is the intent that the following research will begin to address 

the issues of the existing urban edge, which in turn will create the opportunity to redefine it 
and reestablish it as a vital part to the success of cities. When examining the edge that exists 

between the urban city and rural community as it is today, it needs to be clearly defined in 
part as to how it exists.  To do this however, one must first understand the way the human 

individual and psyche begins to define place.  Place goes beyond the simple Webster 
definition which states place as simply a “physical environment: space,” (“Merriam-Webster’s 

Collegiate Dictionary”, 946) but also brings into the picture the question of Martin 
Heidegger’s place of dwelling and inhabiting.  Heidegger defines the idea of place as 

“mere positions between which there lies a measurable distance,” (Heidegger, 106) whereas 
man and spaceare related through dwelling by thought and speech, each being related to 

the other through one another, and each only exist through the recognition of one to the 
other.  That is, space cannot be a location or place of dwelling without an individual man 
recognizing it as such.  In order for a location to become a place of dwelling man has to 
become conscious and willing to recognize the fact that the location is a place to dwell.  
Man is the bridge, which responds to location and space and he builds his own sense of 

dwelling on that site.  This idea of location and place, which in turn are affected by climate, 
geography, culture, and architecture (the built environment) allows and encourages man to 

associate such as a place of dwelling.  This is something that exists within our human psyche 
and is also what causes us to establish a hierarchy based upon our individual acceptances.
    It is from these places of dwelling that we then become to recognize a place or location 
as urban or rural. “The question is universally considered as though it were now, and forever 
must remain, quite impossible for working people to live in the country and yet be engaged 

in pursuits other than agricultural; as though crowded, unhealthy cities were the last word 
of economic science; and as if our present form of industry, in which sharp lines divide 

agricultural from industrial pursuits, were necessarily an enduring one.  This fallacy is the very 
common one of ignoring altogether the possibility of alternatives other than those presented 

to the mind.  There are in reality not only, as is so constantly assumed, two alternatives-town 
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-the design of the 
city is a reflection 
of this: as a city of 
neighbourhoods, 
represented by 
countless 
nationalities, 
design is a 
commonality that 
can unify an 
otherwise 
fragmented 
population”



*the question then raised is how design can accomplish this?*
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|abstract|



      The space around us is in a constant 
state of flux, and as the world continues 
to grow the amount of usable space is 
beginning to curb.  It now becomes the 
job of the architect to organize and com-
pose a solution for this constant fluctua-
tion.  The architecture has to be looked at 
as more than just a simple piece of work 
constructed as a place to work and dwell 
within, and instead needs to be looked 
at as a living, breathing piece integrally 
woven into the way our society func-
tions.  As cities have grown and evolved 
so too has the way in which the city’s ur-
ban edge is defined, and as the world 
has progressed into the global economy 
that exists today, with it so has the city.  
For years there has been a fine line that 
separates the turbulence of urban life 
from the “less advanced” rural com-
munities that exist beyond the city lim-
its.  Today however that line or edge has 
become more of a reality in its existence 
through the way in which cities have cut 
themselves off from the rural communi-
ties that neighbor them, viewing them 
only as step away from progress instead 
of as a way from which to benefit from.  
Can a city become more than just what 
is defined as the built environment and 
begin to use these communities as an 
economic source? Architecture cannot 
simply become a statement by itself but 
instead needs to be viewed as a way in 
which to help.  Looking at both the mac-
ro and micro levels architecture needs to 
become not only a place with which to 
engage as a means for protection, but 
also needs to become a producer of 
goods itself with the space it occupies.  
      It is the goal of this thesis to test this, 
redefining the way in which cities de-
fine their borders creating a system from 
which the architecture becomes a hub 
with has economical and cultural ben-
efits as a way with which to help the 
shrinking that many cities face today.
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Introduction|
    This thesis begins to explore and tries 
to understand the way that cities begin 
to define the borders that create their 
existence, creating the urban edge.  The 
goal of this is to try and create a transit 
that acts as a threshold from the urban 
core city to the rural villages that exist. This 
is done with the hope of creating a more 
viable community, in the sense that rural 
neighborhoods could begin to work with 
the urban city in a way that would cre-
ate a multi-faceted economic exchange 
between each other, thereby redefining 
the urban edge and how a city works. 
    A young business man awakes to start 
his day rested.  He gets ready in the same 
manner that he always does and heads 
to work.  Driving to work each day takes 
about 25 minutes one way, averaging 
nearly 100 hours spent per year on com-
muting to work alone.  This actually trans-
lates to more time spent driving to and 
from work, than what the average busi-
ness man takes on vacation (two weeks, 
eighty hours.) Why is this?  The cities we 
live in have become fully dependant 
on the car sprawling out and taking up 
much of the agricultural land that could 
benefit a city; how though?  Can the 
city begin to consider rural communi-
ties as a source of economic income 
and sustainability for the city itself, in-
stead of seeing it as just another piece of 
land that, over time, will slowly become 
engulfed in what today is suburbia?
Space Recognition|
    The space around us is in a constant 
state of flux, and as the world continues 
to grow the amount of space is begin-
ning to curb.  It then becomes the job 
of the architect to organize and com-
pose a solution for this constant fluctua-
tion.  The architecture has to be looked 
at as more than just a simple piece of 
work constructed as a place to work and 
dwell within, and instead, it needs to be 
looked at as a key element, integrally 
woven into the way our society functions.
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For years there has been a fine line that 
separates the turbulence of urban life 
from the “less advanced” rural commu-
nities that exist beyond the city limits.  As 
time has continued, this line has become 
more and more of a reality, causing the 
line to have a physical presence sepa-
rated by the newly developed suburbs.
As the space around continues to be 
over populated, the idea of land and 
space becomes more of a precious com-
modity, “two-thirds of the world’s popu-
lation live in endless urban agglomera-
tions, resulting in enormous pressure on 
space.  At the same time valuable space 
is disappearing as the consequence of 
a growing number of natural disasters.” 
(NAI Publishers, 83)  The world’s popu-
lation is uninterruptedly growing each 
day, while the amount of land quietly 
watches.  It is due to this curbing that 
space is now becoming a precious re-
source.  Therefore the way that at city 
create its edge needs to be rethought. 
 Architecture cannot simply become a 
statement by itself but instead needs to 
be viewed as a way in which to help.  
Looking at both the macro and micro 
levels, architecture needs to become not 
only a place to engage as a means for 
protection, but also needs to become a 
producer of goods itself, with the space 
it occupies.  “A profession that bases its 
efforts to win cultural respect on mere 
spectacle is living dangerously.  But the 
solution cannot dispense with architec-
ture. The architect as sinner can only be 
redeemed by the architect as savior, 
in the person of an architect who faces 
up to the challenge.” (NAI Publishers, 5)
The communities on the outskirts need to 
be looked at individually to see how they 
may become a benefit for the city which 
is their neighbor.  The two need to begin to 
work with each other, creating a system of 
dependence upon one another.  It is the 
goal of this thesis to use architecture as a 
means to begin to blur the line between 
urban and rural communities by creating
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a physical connection between the two.
    Not coming as a surprise to many, cities 
have been facing this challenge for most 
of this past century, what individuals have 
coined as “urban sprawl,” or the idea of 
no place-ness has simply become a part 
of the American psyche.  Following World 
War II in the late 1940’s to 1950’s, Ameri-
cans established the “American Dream,” 
the image of a white picket fence sur-
rounding a house in the middle of a quiet 
neighborhood, otherwise known as sub-
urbia.  This was a place which began to 
lose its architectural richness, leading to 
the “cookie cutter” architecture.  It is not 
the intention of this paper to argue that 
the goals and aspirations of the “Ameri-
can Dream” are wrong in any such way, 
but instead to bring awareness to this is-
sue of sprawl that the “American Dream” 
took on.  This escalated as people during 
this era began to spread farther and far-
ther away from the city, growing less and 
less dense the farther out they went.  This 
led to the present concern over land us-
age and zoning regulations.  It is the in-
tent that the following research will begin 
to address the issues of the existing urban 
edge, which in turn will create the op-
portunity to redefine it and reestablish 
it as a vital part to the success of cities. 
Place Definition|
    When examining the edge that ex-
ists between the urban city and rural 
community as it is today, it needs to be 
clearly defined in part as to how it exists.  
To do this however, one must first under-
stand the way the human individual and 
psyche begins to define place.  Place 
goes beyond the simple Webster defini-
tion which states place as simply a “phys-
ical environment: space,” (“Merriam-
Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary”, 946) but 
also brings into the picture the question of 
Martin Heidegger’s place of dwelling and 
inhabiting.  Heidegger defines the idea of 
place as “mere positions between which 
there lies a measurable distance,” (Hei-
degger, 106) whereas man and space
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are related through dwelling by thought 
and speech, each being related to the 
other through one another, and each 
only exist through the recognition of one 
to the other.  That is, space cannot be a 
location or place of dwelling without an 
individual man recognizing it as such.  In 
order for a location to become a place 
of dwelling man has to become con-
scious and willing to recognize the fact 
that the location is a place to dwell.  Man 
is the bridge, which responds to location 
and space and he builds his own sense of 
dwelling on that site.  This idea of location 
and place, which in turn are affected by 
climate, geography, culture, and archi-
tecture (the built environment) allows and 
encourages man to associate such as a 
place of dwelling.  This is something that 
exists within our human psyche and is also 
what causes us to establish a hierarchy 
based upon our individual acceptances.
    It is from these places of dwelling that 
we then become to recognize a place 
or location as urban or rural. “The ques-
tion is universally considered as though 
it were now, and forever must remain, 
quite impossible for working people to 
live in the country and yet be engaged 
in pursuits other than agricultural; as 
though crowded, unhealthy cities were 
the last word of economic science; and 
as if our present form of industry, in which 
sharp lines divide agricultural from indus-
trial pursuits, were necessarily an endur-
ing one.  This fallacy is the very common 
one of ignoring altogether the possibility 
of alternatives other than those present-
ed to the mind.  There are in reality not 
only, as is so constantly assumed, two 
alternatives-town life and country life-
but a third alternative, in which all the 
advantages of the most energetic and 
active town life, with all the beauty and 
delight of the country, may be secured 
in perfect combination…”  (Howard, 14)  
Individuals have established a system to 
classify and distinguish the place they 
dwell as being either that of an urban city  
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condition or of a rural community, with 
no middle ground in between the two.  
Ebenezer Howard represented the distin-
guishing factors that exist between the 
urban and rural through his magnet dia-
gram that demonstrates how individuals 
are attracted to a dwelling place within 
one of these regions; Howard identifies 
these magnets as town and country.
Town Magnet
Closing out of nature-social opportunity
Isolation of crowds-places of amusement
Distance from work-high money wages
Excessive hours-army of unemployed
Fogs and droughts-costly drainage
Foul air murky sky-well lit streets
Country Magnet
Lack of society-beauty of nature
Hands out of work-land lying idle
Trespassers beware-wood meadow forest
Lack of drainage-abundance of water
Lack of amusement-bright sunshine
No public spirit-need for reform
Each area identifies the pros and cons, 
and as it stands today requires people to 
begin to associate with one or the other 
establishing an “edge of separation.”  
The two systems try to act as independent 
identities functioning juxtaposed with one 
another.  How can the way cities establish 
and use the edges or (borders) that distin-
guish them be more thought out?  Can 
the land that surrounds a city be used as 
a means to help the city economically, in-
stead of simply being viewed as a means 
to grow and expand?
    Howard also talks about a third mag-
net in his diagram, which he entitles as 
town-country or garden city.  It is through 
this magnet that there begins to be-
come a connection between the two, 
an already existing urban city and a ru-
ral community creating an “edge of 
containment.”  Within this magnet, How-
ard envisions a complete restructure of 
the way cities exist today; establishing 
a system of layers whereby the two ex-
isting conditions would exist simultane-
ously, creating a greater attraction for
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people to establish it as their dwelling.  
Town-Country Magnet (Garden City)
Beauty of nature-social opportunity
Fields and parks of easy access
Low rents-high wages
Low rates-plenty to do
Low prices-no sweating
Field for enterprise-flow of capital
Pure air and water-good drainage
Bright homes and gardens-no smoke no 
slums
Freedom-cooperation
How though, can we still have the affect 
of Howard’s Garden City idea without a 
completely drastic reevaluation of the 
city?  Is it possible to open up the cit-
ies “edge of separation,” to create an 
“edge of containment” without a com-
plete face-lift?  Is it possible to achieve 
this by using the resources which al-
ready exist in the rural and urban areas? 
Edge over Time| 
    In order to have an understanding of 
this there needs to be a deeper under-
standing of the way in which cities have 
evolved over time, more specifically the 
way the urban edge has evolved with it.  
In a quick time line, the cities edge has 
seen four main stages in time: starting 
with the most primitive nomadic edge less 
communities, walled civilizations (which 
existed extensively throughout Europe), 
America suburbia or the sprawling city, 
and the green belt cities.  From the ex-
istence of a permanent civilization in the 
form of a built environment, the edge that 
distinguished the border of the city was 
clearly visible.  This can be seen in the vast 
number of walled cities throughout Eu-
rope.   The wall served a simple purpose; it 
was seen as a way to defend the city from 
various invaders who would try to take 
the city and all who resided within.  The 
wall also began to create the distinction 
between the more advanced urban city 
and the less advanced rural communities.    
The wealth, power and anything that was 
seen as crucial to the survival of the city 
itself was to be housed inside the walls, 
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establishing the urban center as the im-
portant part of a city’s existence.  This left 
the countryside to the work of the slaves.  
However, with the ever growing advance-
ment of weapons, the sole purpose of the 
wall acting as an edge of defense began 
to be obsolete.  This caused the wall to be 
used in other ways, creating more of a so-
cial separation which can be seen in the 
Berlin Wall which was erected after the 
fall of the German army in World War II.  
Berlin, which was separated at the end of 
the war, was divided into two sectors as a 
way to separate Soviet controlled East Ber-
lin from the democratic Western society.
    Following the time of walled cities, as 
the areas continued to grow and ex-
pand many people began to feel that 
the borders that distinguished them were 
too constrictive, and it is within this move-
ment that this thesis begins to take hold.  
The urban sprawl that followed the walled 
cities has been under a lot of heated de-
bate for the way it responds to the exist-
ing land and that which constitutes a 
cities edge.  “Urban sprawl, also known 
as suburban sprawl, is a multifaceted 
concept, which includes the spreading 
outwards of a city and its suburbs to its 
outskirts, to low-density, auto-dependent 
development on rural land with associ-
ated design features that encourage car 
dependency.” (“Absolute Astronomy”)  
The main criticism with the way cities 
began to sprawl out is, and was, largely 
related to the way the land was zoned 
around the city, which required single 
use, and low density structure to occur.  
This has been most prominent throughout 
the United States because of the popu-
larity and rise of the car company.  If this 
has been an issue which has been under 
such scrutiny, why are we still viewing and 
thinking about the way we use space 
in the same sense?    The way we distin-
guish place needs to become more than 
the big box that can be plopped down 
anywhere with the intention of revital-
izing an area.  It is seen that the density
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issue that was arising in the walled cities 
was not as big of an issue as that which 
arises from the city sprawling movement.  
“We spent decades fixing what was not 
broken.  Modest repairs would have done 
the job at less cost and with fewer mis-
takes.  We were sold a bill of goods about 
failure and progress.  Not coincidentally, 
that bill of goods always seemed to profit 
private and often narrow and short-term, 
interests.  Cities, downtowns, small busi-
nesses, manufacturing, old buildings, 
public transportation, streets, sidewalks, 
farmers’ markets, public squares and all 
related elements did not match the im-
age of progress defined for post-World 
War II America.  They were the old way, 
to be discarded.” (Gratz, and Mintz, 334-
335)  As a way to address the issue that 
confronts us with the sprawling out of ur-
ban areas, designers and architects are 
beginning to rethink the way a city de-
fines its edge, “smart thinking today rec-
ognizes one incontrovertible fact: the way 
we have been developing for the past 
50 years just does not work.  Innovation, 
creativity, a willingness to try something 
different are key to setting a new direc-
tion,” (Gratz, and Mintz, 334) One such 
way has been the growth boundary, 
or green belt.  The green belt begins to 
act in a way similar to the wall in that it 
clearly distinguishes the border of a city 
by restricting expansion.  Many modern 
American cities did not and do not face 
the pressure to maintain itself within a 
certain area by establishing a zone that 
restricts its development outwards, thus 
forcing the city to constantly recycle it-
self through the re-use of land and archi-
tectural structures.  The green belt has 
five main purposes by which it operates:
1.To check the unrestricted sprawl of 
large built-up areas
2.To prevent neighboring towns from 
merging into one another
3.To assist in safeguarding the countryside 
from encroachment
4.To preserve the setting and special 
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character of historic towns
5.To assist in urban regeneration, by en-
couraging the recycling of derelict and 
other urban land 
Although the greenbelt begins to bring 
to the surface the ideas of how to cre-
ate natural areas to act as these buffer 
zones, it acts in a similar manner as the 
walled cities, by completely cutting off 
any and all ties that existed between the 
outlying rural communities.  Instead, one 
can begin to see the way that the rural 
communities that surround an area are 
more woven in and integral to this fabric.
Land|
    The initial site chosen for this thesis was 
Grand Rapids Michigan.  It emerged from 
a case study in which urban areas were 
already beginning to encroach upon or 
had already begun to sprawl over rural 
land.  Grand Rapids sits in the southwest-
ern part of the state of Michigan, in an 
area that has largely become Michigan’s 
urban industrial core, with Grand Rapids, 
Lansing, and Detroit all existing simultane-
ously in the southern half of the state.  This 
however, is also the productive farmland 
belt that exists within the state and as the 
urban areas grow and expand they en-
croach upon these areas.  The city exists 
juxtaposed to many of the most produc-
tive rural communities within the state of 
Michigan, and yet the two survive inde-
pendent of each other.  The Grand Rapids 
metropolitan area has a population of 1.3 
million, making it the second largest city 
in Michigan following Detroit, and similar 
to its Detroit counterpart Grand Rapids 
suffers from the American “suburbanized” 
city.  The area immediately around Grand 
Rapids has become reliant upon the car, 
forcing large amounts of land in and 
around the city to sit vacant; becoming 
the memories of what once was, as the 
city continues to just grow outward.  Can 
Grand Rapids begin to rethink before it 
suffers a similar fate as that of Detroit?  
Is there a way for the productive rural 
communities that surround Grand Rapids 
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to become more of an asset to the city 
rather than just another neighborhood to 
become part of suburbia?  Can the rural 
communities become a key contribu-
tor to the economic success of the city? 
Conclusion|
    The thesis begins to explore the role that 
the architect now plays in this puzzle, by 
recognizing that land usage needs to be-
come more than just space to overtake, 
and by giving a sense of meaning to the 
land through the use of place as dwelling 
instead of suburban “no place.”  It is im-
portant for the architect to foster a local 
presence, but the larger global picture 
cannot be ignored.  The method of me-
diating between the micro and macro 
of a local city within the global picture 
will reestablish the way in which the ar-
chitect thinks about the urban edge.
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The city of Volterra is located on the north western side of Ita-
ly within the region of Tuscany.  The establishment of the city 
dates back to the Eutruscans sometime around the 2nd and 
3rd century ad and it is from the Eutruscans that Volterra gets 
it name, however originally it used to be know as Velathri 
which meant height or hill, but became know as Volterra be-
cause this was the way in which the Romans translated it.  
Volterra was a powerful  and wealthy city under the Eutrus-
cans as more than 20,000 people lived within the nearly 7 
kilometers of wall which surrounded the city.

The wall of Volterra was seen by the citizens as the safe guard 
creating the feeling of an almost unconquerable city with 
the fact the wall began to define the edge within where one 
would not only receive a sense of protection but also a sense 
of foundation.  The wall divided the lowly field workers from 
the wealthier class of people, so not only was the wall acting 
as a barrier simply to the enemies with whom the people of 
Volterra wanted to keep out but it also provided this sense 
for some of its own people.  

The wall became subconsciously the first way of defining 
the cities edge creating a physical barrier between the rural 
communities outside.

.1

italy                                                                                                                                          
eu.|walled city 
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or.|green belt

002precedent

As cities have evolved so to have the edges that define 
them.  Portland is a city located along the West Coast of the 
United States resting along the Williamette River in Oregon 
with a land density of 4,113 people.  Under Oregon law each 
city or metropolitan area is required to have and maintain 
an urban growth boundary, or green belt.  Brought on from 
the shrinking of cities as people began to move out to the 
suburbs the overall goal of the Portland Green Belt is to help 
regulate that moving out of the city center protecting both 
the farm land and natural landscape that exist immediately 
around.  There are five purposes of including land in Green 
Belts which are:
1.to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built-up areas
2.to prevent neighboring towns from merging into one another
3.to assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment
4.to preserve the setting and special character of historic towns 
5.to assist in urban regeneration, by encouraging the recy-
cling of derelict and other abandoned buildings

Unlike the edge that was first used to define the city the 
Green Belt has less of a presence in the fact that there is not 
physically a barrier built up and constructed to prevent the 
passage of, but the green belt still works in a similar manor in 
the way with which it cuts the ties from the rural communities 
that surround it.

|033|green belt precedent studies

images courtesy of 
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|038|precedent studies radical space planning 

With the ever growing threat of space vs. overpopulation the 
way in which people use and occupy space on earth is be-
coming more of a concern than what it use to, the ideology 
of the American Dream is going to have to be drastically 
rethought as we continue to grow and advance as people 
but also as cities grow.  A region which has made sort of a 
big first leap in this rethinking space is the Netherlands, two 
architecture firms specifically being MVRDV and Rietveld 
Landscape. 

MVRDV is an architecture firm that pursues a fascination 
for radical methodical research: on density and on pub-
lic realms. Through investigation and use of the complex 
amounts of data that accompany contemporary design 
processes.  One of their most influential projects being KM3 
which takes into consideration the amount of space that 
a population of one million people would need, a cube of 
3.37 kilometers contains all the programme required. (studies 
based on Dutch statistics)  The ideology of multiple uses of 
space energy and other resources is what MVRDV stresses.

The second firm Rietveld Landscape is a firm where design 
and research uses a specific method along with competi-
tive analysis followed by clear concepts form the basis of our 
strategic and sometimes radical interventions.  This is seen in 
there project New Amsterdam Park where the firm creates a 
public domain on the water, using the Amstel river that flows 
though Amsterdam.  The park will create a variety of spaces 
including water streets and squares, inner worlds within large 
barges and over head routes on top of barges.  This project 
expresses the firms belief in the reuse of existing develop-
ment of and processes. 

netherlands                                                                                                                                          
eu.|radical space 

.2

.1

images courtesy of 
Rietveld Landscape(top)
Rietveld Landscape (middle)
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The demand for “good food”-defined as healthy, afford-
able, and fairly and sustainability produced is rising.  Whether 
it’s from a rural family-run farm, community-supported agri-
culture group, or a backyard plot, locally grown food is in-
creasingly viewed as a solution for many economic, environ-
mentally, and health concerns.

Eastern Market is a farmers market that has been feeding the 
larger Metropolitan Detroit Area since 1841.  It is located ap-
proximately one mile Northeast of the city’s downtown area, 
expanded in 1921 Eastern Market currently covers an area of 
43 acres and has become a selling point for a wide variety 
of produce, meat, spice and other products drawing indi-
viduals not only from the larger Detroit area but also drawing 
people from across the state and even from Ohio.  The heart 
of the market is the markets six block open air public market 
that can attract around 40,000 individuals on any given Sat-
urday during the summer.

Eastern Market exists as a vital part to the succes-survival of 
the city.  How though could the rethinking of a traditional 
farmers market impact a city?  Could the market have an 
impact on a cities edge and the way with which it is defined?

|041|eastern market precedent studies

images courtesy of 
Evan Welch
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|046|precedent studies mobile market

How though can this farmers market be rethought?  In Los 
Angeles California this exact question has been considered.  
The project|Redesign your Farmers Market brings together 
designers, architects, farmers, chefs, vendors, and farmer’s 
market shoppers to think about how good design can im-
prove upon modern farmers market experience.  The assign-
ment was to design a new venue, product, distribution meth-
od or marketing mechanism that increases both financial 
returns to farmers and access to healthy foods for consum-
ers of all scales-from the home cook to food service chefs.  
Innovation should help small family farmers bring good food 
to market and/or provide consumers access to good food.

The winning scheme of which really questioned the way in 
which the produce and goods were|are distributed.  The 
way in which food is distributed today exerts the majority 
of its energy consumption or carbon footprint in the trans-
portation or distribution of goods.  As a way in which to cut 
down on this energy consumption Mia Lehrer + Associates 
proposed Farm on Wheels which redefined the distribution of 
goods in a three step system: 1 taking produce directly from 
local fields, 2 to a local framers market, 3 which then distrib-
utes the produce out into the neighborhoods through a fleet 
of electrically powered vans.  This begins to really promote 
the demand for “good food” while enabling easy access to 
all neighborhoods.

images courtesy of 
www.good.is 
(Redesign your Farmers Market)
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With the growing demand for the “American Dream” the 
edge that existed between the rural neighborhood and 
the urban city began to become blurred through suburbia, 
a place in which all architectural richness was lost becom-
ing coined as cookie cutter architecture or big box.  This 
however has had a counter affect on the way cities exist 
and function that can be seen in the exhibition of shrink-
ing cities “Whether in the USA, Britain, or Belgium, Finland, 
Italy, Russia, Kazakhstan, or China: everywhere, cities are 
shrinking...Shrunken cities contradict the image, familiar 
since the Industrial Revolution, of the “boomtown”, a big 
city characterized by constant economic and demographic 
growth. Shrunken cities spur a reconsideration not only of 
traditional ideas of the European city, but also of the future 
development of urban worlds.  The drastic changes in cit-
ies caused by shrinking thus present not only an economic 
and social, but also a cultural challenge.” (Shrinking Cities)

The question then becomes so how can this expanding out of 
the cities center be turned around?  Is it possible to begin to 
install a sense of importance of design within an individual?

|049|no-placeness anti|precedent studies

images courtesy of 
Empryean Isles (top)
Shawndra and Simon(middle)
Duncan Lang (bottom)
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Similar to the way in which cities have begun to undergo drastic changes with the ever 
presence of shrinking space the rural communities have also begun to be investigated 
more in depth in the form of new ruralism.  “New Ruralism is the preservation and enhance-
ment of the urban edge rural areas as places that are indispensable to the economic, 
environmental, and cultural vitality of cities and metropolitan regions.” (A Call for New 
Ruralism) The idea is rather simple establish a local agricultural system that includes not 
only rural communities but individual farms and stewardship to the natural environment.

This ideology draws from several examples one of the most obvious being that of 
“Garden City” by Ebenezar Howard where the local agricultural system actually be-
came a part within the city.  Although New Ruralism does not throw the agriculture 
immediately within the city there would be a strong rural and urban tie creating multi-
faceted exchange a key part being that of locally grown foods.  

With this type of thinking the edge that has existed between the rural and urban con-
dition begins to become blurred not in the physical sense being that the distinction of 
rural meet urban would not be noticeable but in the sense that people would begin 
to see urban and rural areas as one component working together in such a manner 
to compliment one another.

|054|edge rethought? new ruralism

new rural-
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|056|edge rethought? foodshed

A foodshed is the area from which a population draws its food encompassing everyt-
ing from the farm to the table and all the transportation in between.  “Alternative pro-
ducers, alternative consumers, and alternative small entrepreneurs are rediscovering 
community and finding common ground in municipal and community food councils.  
Recognition of one’s residence within a foodshed can confer a sense of connection 
and responsibility to a particular locality.  The foodshed can provide a place for us 
to ground ourselves in hte biological and social realities of living on the land and 
from the land in a place that we can call home, a place to which we are or can be-
come native.” (Hendrickson, Kloppenburg, and Stevenson, 1)  It is through the use of a 
foodshed that a city becomes dependant upon the rural communities that surround 
them create a multi-faceted exchange that not only has an economical impact 
on the way through which the city functions but also has a cultural impact as well.

It is through this thinking that there can begin to become a large urban edge that 
begins to enclude the rural communities that exist as vital resources to the city that 
they border.

foodshedge

food shed edge
01 boston.100 mile radius
02 buffalo.100 mile radius
03 chicago.60 mile radius

04 grand rapids.14 mile radius
05 new york.200 mile radius

06 philadelphia.100 mile radius
07 washington d.c.100 mile radius



|058|edge rethought? mi. land usage

In order to begin to implement these movements there needs to become an un-
derstanding between the productive landscape verses the actual landusage and 
how the two are working with or against eachother.  Specifically in Michigan, as it 
pertains to this thesis, the largest portion of productive landscape can be located in 
the southern half of the state which is also the same place in which Michigan’s largest 
Metropolitan areas (Detroit, Grand Rapids, and Lansing) find themselves.  This sets itself 
up to be ideal in order to begin to implement theses ideologies of New Ruralism and 
a Foodshed where there becomes a strong connection between the land that a city 
sits on and then in turn how that land is used or not used to help with the productivity 
of the city itself.

However in Michigan instead of seeing the land as a resource from which the im-
mediate city could benefit from the productive farmland is slowing begin to be en-
croached upon through the sprawling out of Michigan largest Metropolitan areas 
and it is through that this thesis begins to engage itself.  The simple act of throwing 
up a farmers market and claiming that one can recieve fresh produce is not enough 
when the benefit from the land could be of such greater importance.  How can this 
be rethought?

   
productive    farmland

statewide
251 farmers markets

mi.



|060|edge rethought? mi. railroad transects

Michigan is also a land that is scarred from a spider web of railroad transects, which 
at one point in time served as a vital connection for the rural communities to the 
growing metropolitan regions.  Today a vast number of these tracks are still utilized to 
carry cargo across the state and country.  With the correct system established could 
these tracks become a larger distribution system for locally grown produce?  Using the 
railroad tracks as a means to carry produce from place to place would not only cut 
down on the carbon footprint which food normally travels, but it would encourage a 
healthier lifestyle with the promotion of locally grown produce.

regional 
233,000 miles of railroad tracks+++
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south mi. 
railroad transects

connected communities
kent + ottawa
01 kent.caledonia
02 kent.cedar springs
03 kent.grand rapids
04 kent.kent city
05 kent.lowell
06 kent.rockford
07 kent.sparta
08 ottawa.coopersville
09 ottawa.grand haven
10 ottawa.holland
11 ottawa.hudsonville
12 ottawa.zeeland

det.

lans.
gr.
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|064|site selection site requirements

1. A city that is currently being affected by and suffering from 
urban sprawl.

 A city that falls within a productive agricultural farm belt 
currently ignoring the productivity of the land

The urban context and rural context must have a con-
nectivity that can be highlighted, adapted, and rethought

 The site must sit as a currently placeless place as the result 
of urban sprawl

rural

urban
+



rural

urban
+

Grand Rapids is Michigans second largest Metropolitan 
area, with a population around 200,000 within the immedi-
ate city, located in the middle of Kent County in Western 
Michigan.  Grand Rapids at an early age gained recognition 
for itself as being the furniture capital of the United States, 
becoming an industrial powerhouse during the time of the 
industrial revolution.  It is also a city that during these hard 
economic times has some how managed to see economic 
growth do in part to a group of local private investors.  The 
city is seeing success yes, but Grand Rapids similar to that  of 
Detroit is suffering from signs of urban sprawl, the urban edge 
has become blurred by no-placeness suburbia (Forest Hills, 
Ada, East Grand Rapids, and Rockford).  Grand Rapids sits in 
the middle of Michigans farmbelt and is bordered by several 
small rural communities, all of which are beginning to be en-
gulfed in the sprawling no-placeness of what is Grand Rap-
ids.  Grand Rapids which was at one time dependant upon 
these rural communities for food and economic survival has 
with the help of a global food market begun to turn upon 
the areas that were at one time necesary for its survival.  The 
urban edge needs to be redefined and rethough.  How can 
it begin to create an area from which both urban and rural 
can begin to interact as a resource for eachother creating a 
more viable community and urban city.

|065|grand rapids, mi. site selection
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Coopersville Michigan is one of these neighboring rural com-
munities surrounding Grand Rapids.  The community is locat-
ed 12 miles west of Grand Rapids sitting directly between 
Lake Michigan and Grand Rapids.  Coopersville has a popu-
lation of about 3,900 people and sits in the northeastern cor-
ner of Ottawa County.  The two are connected today by 
interstate 96 and prior to that by a railway transect that now 
sits as a scar of what was once a vital connection from Grand 
Rapids to the lakeshore and the outlying rural communities.  
Coopersville exists today as a mostly manufacturing based 
economic community that slowly is weaning away from its 
agricultural roots that helped bring the community to life.  
If Grand Rapids continues to grow out and expand in the 
way it is doing, over time these communities will slowly be 
engulfed up in the suburbian no placeness that already ex-
ists around Grand Rapids.  How then can the way with which 
a city defines its edges begin to help the communities that 
neighbor them allowing them to be used in such a way as to 
draw from the resources that  they already have?
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kent + ottawa county communities
01 kent.caledonia
02 kent.cedar springs
03 kent.grand rapids
04 kent.kent city
05 kent.lowell
06 kent.rockford
07 kent.sparta
08 ottawa.coopersville
09 ottawa.grand haven
10 ottawa.holland
11 ottawa.hudsonville
12 ottawa.zeeland
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02
 location.coopersville mi
 land area.4.8sq miles
 population.3,910 people
 characteristics.historic main st vacant parking lot which sits within the 
heart of downtown coopersville.  area allows for easy access to railroad that 
used to be a vital connection for coopersville to grand rapids that now sits idle.
 size of site.8,925sq ft vacant lot

|   |091
092

01
 location.grand rapids mi
 land area.15.6sq miles
 population.14,056 people
 characteristics.located within one of grand rapids old industrial strips giv-
ing it access to the connecting railroad. the site is bordered by the grand river on 
the west  highway 196 to the north and residential neighborhoods on the east.
 size of site.52,500sq ft vacant lot
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Moving forward into schematic design, the proj-
ect began to receive a major focus through the 
architectural component of the inter rural rail 
farmers market.  This would become the year 
round permanent structure located on the edge 
of Grand Rapids downtown city center.  The idea 
is that the architectural component would es-
tablish itself as a central hub from which all the 
neighboring rural villages would be able to have 
an economic exchange by creating a distribu-
tion system that utilizes the already existing rail 
lines, which in most of the rural villages sit unused 
and uncared for, known as the inter rural rail.  The 
permanent market would take cues from cur-
rent open air farmers market by trying to create 
and establish an architecture that speaks that 
language through the use and experimenting of 
large shed like structures with a breathable skin 
through shade screens.  The goal is that the (small) 
local private farmer would have an easy way to 
distribute his or her crops.  Today they can only be 
distributed at a local scale, at his or her own cost, 
or by bringing their own crops to the local market 
which may be miles away.  Today a majority of 
the carbon gases that are produced are attribut-
ed to the current food distribution system.  So how 
can this carbon footprint be reduced?  One of the 
ways that this is accomplished is by people utiliz-
ing their local farmers markets.  How do designers 
then re-invent and re-think the way that the local 
farmers markets begin to operate and the affect 
that it has on the cities, who are their neighbors.  
That is the goal of the inter rural rail, to begin to 
question this common day market place and 
make it more of an intricate self sustaining system.

|096|schematic design market ? design concept



|098|schematic design market ? rethought

Grand Rapids Michigan plans to bring an urban year-round market to the city center 
by the end of 2012.  The city has noticed the increasing demand for “good food,” 
which is defined as healthy, affordable, and fairly and sustainability produced.   Lo-
cally grown food is increasingly viewed as a solution for many economic, environ-
mental, and health concerns; yet significant barriers exist in bringing that food to 
urban tables.   The goal of the Grand Rapids Public Market would be to create a 
dynamic place that attracts the region’s diverse residents and visitors, to strength-
en and celebrate Grand Rapids’ local food system, to catalyze redevelopment 
around the Urban Market, to provide opportunities to independent entrepreneurs, 
and to promote healthy lifestyles and create a model of sustainable development.
 “Even if a steady supply of good food is available, it can’t be deliv-
ered without better distribution networks that efficiently move it to multiple out-
lets and consumers.  What we need is a massive shift in our food delivery systems 
that will provide a variety of opportunities for farmers to sell directly and effec-
tively to urban residents, helping us redefine the path from farm to fork.  It’s time 
to rethink our local farmers markets.” (Project Redesign Your Farmers’ Market)

gr. mi. 
desire for a market

+
images courtesy of 
Adam Fagen (top)
John Cizmas middle)
Adam Fagen (bottom)
Bing Maps
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|102|schematic design market ? program

program spaces
micro brewery|4,000sq. ft.

 .01 entrance + waiting area
 .02 bar
 .03 brewery
 .04 kitchen|food preparation 
 .05 restaurant dining

inter rural rail market|43,000sq. ft.
 .06 entrance
 .07 market
 .08 direct market entrance
 .09 market storage
 .10 open market/distribution circulation

.11 exhibition storage
 .12 exhibition space
 .13 kitchen space + cooking classrooms
 .14 cold storage

.16 i.r.r. administration
 .17 reception
 .18 private meeting rooms
 .19 travel office
 .20 office

.21 ceo office
.22 conference room

.23 open office space
.24 work area

.25 break area
.26 exhibition space

outdoor park+market|.1 acre
growing gardens|.3 acre

orchard|.2 acre



|104|schematic design market ? distribution

inter rural rail
.01 produce
        privately owned farms provide crops and goods 

.02 rail
        public transportation of crops and goods
        creates a wider distribution at a micro (local) scale
        provides a service to bring goods into neighboring cities
        opens an exchange between rural and urban communities

.03 market
        a permanent structure provides for a year round market

.04 community
        public distribution of goods across communities   permanent structure creates a community gathering place and educational center 

+ +
.01

.02
.03

.04
+

market
distribution system

+
+
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i.r.r. |final design|

inter rural rail|rural urban connection



|130|final design design concept

Can rural architecture begin to have an urban 
feel and site?  The challenge with this is that rural 
architecture becomes a language of necessity.  In 
looking at any sort of rural structure, one would no-
tice that the doors and the windows are located 
only where they are specifically needed, and the 
rest is simply covered with cladding that acts as a 
means of protection from the weather.  The loca-
tion is not only decided based on necessity, but 
also on the size of the opening allowing no room 
for error.  How are these principals applied to an 
urban context?  The main goal with the inter rural 
rail market was to establish a sense of openness.  
This was done first through the use of a simple post 
and beam structure that was mostly an open floor 
plan allowing for flexibility and adaptability.  This 
was one of the rather obvious steps though as this 
structure is almost an exact replica of rural archi-
tecture structure.  The bay sizes were determined 
from the dimensions of the rail cars that would 
pull up alongside the market, allowing for each 
bay to be opened up and easily accessed.  The 
challenge that arose was how to clad this simple 
structure.  Most rural architecture has one monot-
onous skin that wraps around the whole structure 
without change; can this be done successfully in 
an urban context that allows for an open feel to 
it?  The solution was a folded wood lathe screen 
that became the main focus wall of the design.  
As a way to separate the more administrative 
functions from the i.r.r. market,  a tower at the 
main intersection rises up creating not only a 
separation between administrative and market 
space but also allowing for exhibition and art 
studio space which focuses the view to the east, 
towards downtown Grand Rapids.  The tower is 
clad in aluminum metal panels varying in size to 
give the tower an air of playfulness that relates 
to the old industrial strip that the i.r.r. market sits 
in.  The site was used to its full advantage with 
the creation of two railroad spurs that break off 
and allow the i.r.r. rail to stop while not obstruct-
ing traffic.  The two programs of the building 
were also pulled to the south end of the site to 
address the street and pedestrian traffic, which 
are separated to allow either one to operate 
and function separately of the other.  Grow-
ing gardens and an orchard sit on the north 
end of the site becoming a park where people 
could go and visit, but also a place where peo-
ple could learn to grow their own “good food.”  
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program spaces
micro brewery|4,000sq. ft.

 .01 entrance + waiting area
 .02 bar
 .03 brewery
 .04 kitchen|food preparation 
 .05 restaurant dining

inter rural rail market|43,000sq. ft.
 .06 entrance
 .07 market
 .08 direct market entrance
 .09 market storage
 .10 open market/distribution circulation

outdoor park+market|.1 acre
growing gardens|.3 acre

orchard|.2 acre
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2nd
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program spaces

inter rural rail market|43,000sq. ft.
 .11 exhibition storage
 .12 exhibition space
 .13 kitchen space + cooking 

classrooms
 .14 cold storage

micro brewery|4,000sq. ft.
	 .01	entrance	+	waiting	area
	 .02	bar
	 .03	brewery
	 .04	kitchen|food	preparation	
	 .05	restaurant	dining

outdoor park+market|.1 acre
growing gardens|.3 acre

orchard|.2 acre
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inter rural rail market|43,000sq. ft.
 .16 i.r.r. administration
 .17 reception
 .18 private meeting rooms
 .19 travel office
 .20 office

.21 ceo office
.22 conference room

.23 open office space
.24 work area

.25 break area

micro brewery|4,000sq. ft.
	 .01	entrance	+	waiting	area
	 .02	bar
	 .03	brewery
	 .04	kitchen|food	preparation	
	 .05	restaurant	dining

outdoor park+market|.1 acre
growing gardens|.3 acre

orchard|.2 acre
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 .26 exhibition space
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	 .01	entrance	+	waiting	area
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	 .04	kitchen|food	preparation	
	 .05	restaurant	dining

outdoor park+market|.1 acre
growing gardens|.3 acre
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.continuous insulation

.conc. slab

.footing wall

.grade

.wood screen

.wood screen nailer 4’o.c.

.structural steel tubing

.double payne window unit

.steel column behind

.wood screen anchor

.structural beam

.corrugated steel roofing

.structural truss

.continuous insulation

.roof decking

.insulated cap flashing
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In conclusion the Inter Rural Rail Market be-
comes a critique of the way we define the ur-
ban edge.  The market becomes a way for the 
small rural village to begin to become more inte-
grated and interdependent with the urban city, 
their neighbor, creating an economic exchange 
and a system that makes “good food” more ac-
cessible.  Technology is ever changing and we 
are constantly looking towards the future with 
“what’s the next new idea.”  This ideology needs 
to be woven into the way we look at the urban 
city.  It is obvious to many that urban sprawl has 
had a negative effect on the environment and 
also with the way a city operates.  The i.r.r. be-
gins to address this issue, but it is only the step-
ping stone of many ideas and changes that need 
to take place.  How will you make an impact?

Critics final remarks:
1. “Interesting discussion for Detroit, Grand Rap-
ids, Michigan, what is the potential of this being 
used in Eastern cities of the United States, or even 
India, Asia?  They already have an extensive rail 
network system, would there be a building?”
2. “A lot of great work however there is a lot of 
compartmentalization about the project and 
there is no reason to buy into it at the street level 
or how it addresses the neighborhood largely in 
part because the train arrival is not celebrated.”
3. “Beautiful architecture, but it either needs to 
become more site specific or it needs to take the 
approach of being a proto type for all these ur-
ban markets.  In which case site then becomes 
irrelevant, right now it is too much in the middle.”
4. “Is the train really more ecological? More re-
search on the rail road and also how the system 
really will operate, such as how does the rail 
know it will be carrying a full load of produce?”
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