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Abstract / Landscapes carry layered material remnants of history
embedded in the surface and underground. Phenomenologically, spaces
contain a compression of time; the present is the moment between past
and future. Archaeology uncovers material traces from past activities,
revealing a site’s history as layers of time. Brownfields bear material traces
in the form of contaminants in the soil and / or water, and become clues for
understanding past activities. Brownfields where industrial activities once
occurred leave larger structures as material ruins, revealing an industrial
past and a deindustrializing future.These types of sites have the potential to
recast landscape architects as both archaeologists uncovering the past, and
designers reimagining a new future for a site’s legacy. This article explores
the impact of trace and remnant physical materials on the future terrain of
landscape architecture operating within deindustrializing sites. Ithaca Falls and
former Ithaca Gun Factory, a culturally and historically significant landscape
in the Finger Lakes region of New York State, is used as a case study for
approaching a historically layered, complex landscape with material remnants.

Key words / Material; Traces; Brownfields; Landscape Archaeology; Industrial
Ruin; Ithaca
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Deindustrializing sites contain material remnants leftover
from previous uses, layered as moments in time. Historical
lifecycle processes including extraction, production,
consumption, and disposal have left physical traces of
these activities in the ground in the form of toxic and non-
toxic materials. Archaeological approaches offer ways to
use these material remnants to decode the anthropogenic
practices that left them. As the most visible material
remains on deindustrializing sites, old industrial structures
are our 21st century ruins. Conventional design approaches
to these sites are antiquated. Often, we treat them just as
we treated ruins in the 18th century, by romanticizing them
asnostalgic objects. Otherwise, we convert these once
active sites into late 19th century passive public parks.
Such approaches to deindustrialized brownfield sites lack
depth because they focus on leftover objects and translate
the landscape into a non-operative, passive surface. These
landscapes are rich with histories of activity and landscape
change, and their potential futures should be reimagined
in this light. The field of archaeology offers the metaphor
of the palimpsest, the idea of an active history perpetually
erased and rewritten on the surface of the landscape.
Landscape architecture must work with that momentum,
rather than preserving frozen objects from a previous
century. We must develop strategies of design archaeology
that actively engage with the site’s past and future
productivity by developing a process-based approach that
builds on the site’s legacy of activity. One site that would
benefit from this approach is the former Ithaca Gun Factory
and the Ithaca Falls area, which serves as a case study for
this article.

Material remnants in deindustrializing landscapes
offer windows into the past and future, as artifacts from
processes of extraction, production, function, exchange,
consumption, transformation, and disposal. These artifacts
“have histories just as we do. They have lifecycles.”
Toxic and non-toxic elements embedded in the surface and
underground are manifestations of past industrial activities.
Archaeology is the ideal tool for revealing these historical

layers, as it is “quite simply the study of the past through
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1. Aerial photograph of Ithaca Gun Factory on May 5, 2008 before its
demolition. The image is looking east, with Gun Hill Apartments in the lower
right of the photo, and Ithaca Falls at the top left of the photo. © Simon
Wheeler / Ithaca Journal Staff

2. 1889 Map of Ithaca, Cornell Campus, by Frederick W. Beers. This excerpt
from the map describes the Ithaca Gun Site in relationship to Ithaca Falls,
highlighting the underground tunnel that supplied hydropower to the nearby
industries, whose remnant infrastructure still exists today. The deterioration
of the map also demonstrates the tension between preservation and decay.
© Tompkins County NYGenWeb Project, USGenWeb Project.

material remains”. "' Considering the lifecycles of material
remnants gives us clues to understanding cultural history.
As these processes play out over and over again, they write
and rewrite their histories onto the landscape. Osbert Guy
Stanhope Crawford, a highly influential early twentieth
century landscape archaeologist, once wrote that the
landscape is akin to

“a palimpsest, a document that has been written on and
erased over and over again...The features concerned are...
products of human labor; these are the letters and words inscribed
on the land. But it is not casy to read them because. .. the land
has been subjected to continual change throughout the ages.” &)

Considering these perpetual cycles of erasure and
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rewriting is crucial for understanding the past and
imagining the future of deindustrializing sites. How can we
use this lens to develop a method for approaching the future
of a specific site, such as an industrial ruin?

For centuries, humans have had a profound curiosity
about ruined structures left in the landscape from an
earlier time. Today, we find relatively recent ruins
on deindustrialized sites. Landscape architects have
a long history of romanticizing ruins, particularly in
the picturesque movement of the 18th century. These
dilapidated structures “harkened back nostalgically” to an

Bl The use of the ruin as an

earlier, supposedly better time
aesthetic object of decay sentimentalized and romanticized
the past. Today, ruins on deindustrialized sites are material
relics from humanity’s rapid industrialization. Surprisingly,
centuries later, landscape architects cling to the picturesque
tendency to romanticize these objects, full of nostalgia for
the industrial past.

Design approaches that abstract, reference, or celebrate
these material remnants are passive approaches, and are
counter productive for reimagining the full potentials
of deindustrializing sites. They prevent us from moving
forward into the future. Aestheticized ruins become frozen,
stagnant objects romanticized in the landscape, just as they
were 300 years ago during the picturesque. At Gas Works
Park in Seattle, WA by Richard Haag, the old industrial
structures became nothing more than sentimentalized ruins.
As the first landscape architecture project of its kind in the
U.S, Gas Works marked a turning point in our awareness of
these sites and how the profession is equipped to approach
them; as such, the project is highly significant. However,
at its core, the design approach was recycled from the
picturesque ruin and the pastoral park. The landscape
becomes sprinkled with lawn, serving as a platform or
pedestal for the display of the ruin, much like an art
museum or a sculpture park. Elizabeth Meyer critiques this
approach, which robsthe landscape of character, making
it placeless and ubiquitous. She laments the invisibility of
industrial history in these parks, noticing that

“that history — and the processes of settling, decomposition,
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3. 1893 Sanborn Map showing the various industries that developed
aroundlthaca Falls in relation to the raceway, supply access to hydropower.
© Tompkins County NYGenWeb Project, USGenWeb Project

4. Early 1900s photograph of Ithaca Falls in the winter with the various
industries sprinkled up the gorge, accessing its hydropower via the raceway.
© Tompkins County NYGenWeb Project, USGenWeb Project

5. Early 1900s photograph of Ithaca Gun Factory in the background, with
the Ithaca Paper Mills in the foreground, highlighting a direct relationship
between these industries through the hydropower they access together. ©
Tompkins County NYGenWeb Project, USGenWeb Project

remediation, and groundwater seepage that might accompany
it — is hidden under a thin green veneer of grass and asphalt.
Like the open-space parks of the mid-twentieth century, these
early large parks on industrial sites were a form of forgetting and
deception.” i

With these antiquated approaches, the landscape is
rendered non-operative and prevents visitors from having
an experiential encounter with the site, its past, its present
processes, and its future.

Many of these deindustrialized sites were packaged
in a “thin green veneer” as a way to assuage a collective
cultural anxiety about our industrial past, generated by the
presence of material contaminants in these landscapes.
Meyer appropriately calls these landscapes “disturbed
sites”, since “... they have been disturbed by new processes
— interrupted and interfered with — and that alteration
disturbs us, makes us uneasy, anxious, worried, and

agitated.” ™ Our anxiety about the toxicity of these sites
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often urgesus to react by employing the fastest and cheapest
solutions: getting the problem out of sight and out of mind
by digging it up and sending it to a landfill, to be buried
somewhere else and become someone else’s problem. This
anxiety is unproductive, because it does not allow us to
think critically about the problem or make decisions that
would be most appropriate for the site, project, or planet.
These landscapes must be engaged with and confronted
head on, working with material legacies directly on site.

Ithaca Gun Factory (Fig. 1) is experiencing these
typical trajectories, with material legacies in the form
of toxicity as well as large ruins. Current plans for the
Ithaca Gun Factory and Ithaca Falls Overlook site take the
passive, anxiety-driven approach, with a proposal that aims
to haul away the toxic materials in order to create a park
and build condominiums. But the site’s rich history begs
for attention. Many industries dependent on hydropower
developed around the Ithaca Falls area during the 1800s
(Fig. 2, 3), such as the Ithaca Paper Mill and Paper
Company, a saw mill, and a plaster mill (Fig. 4). Ithaca Gun
Company developed in parallel with these other industries,
and became a place of pride for the City of Ithaca when
it operated from 1885~1987 during the World Wars and
industrial revolution (Fig. 5). The company manufactured
and tested proprietary guns (Fig. 6) by shooting across the
Fall Creek gorge. In the 1990s, the sitegenerated anxiety
and fear in the community when high concentrations of
lead leftover from gun testing were discovered,casting a
dark shadow over the site’s history (Fig. 7).

In the early 2000s, the EPA extracted and hauled
away contaminants from the site to get it to a standard
safe for residential use. However, due to erosion, more
concentrations of lead have been discovered, further
marginalizing this landscape. As the various industries
around Ithaca Falls (Fig. 8) declined and abandoned their
sites during the mid-1900s, they left behind physical
ruins in the landscape, many of which are still present and
partially readapted today as part of the access to Ithaca
Falls (Fig. 9). Ithaca Gun Factory left behind the largest and

most visible of all these ruins. Its main production facility

was demolished in 2010, but its foundations and concrete
pads remain (Fig. 10). One of its most intact artifacts is
the smoke stack, which can be seen throughout most of
the city (Fig. 11). Landscapes like Ithaca Gun and Ithaca
Falls have a legacy of production, and there was a missed
opportunity when they were transformed into passive
surfaces. To approach disturbed, derelict, and wasted sites
containing ruins and contaminants like these, we need to
reactivate them by building on the productivity of their past
and allowing them to continue to change through future
processes. We ultimately need landscape-based strategies
that maintain the spirit of change by engaging with the
social, cultural, ecological, and industrial processes that
continuously shape and reshape our landscapes.

The future of deindustrializing landscapes should
be reimaginedin ways that enablea new and productive
understanding of the site itself, by bridging the past with
the future using the material traces left on the land. In
considering this future, it is important to understand that
“[r]elationships between people, places, and things can
be traced and explained not only in past landscapes, but
also from past to present, and on into the future.” ' In

order to move beyond antiquated landscape approaches, it

is necessary to engage with the material remnantson site,
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9. BMEAT BTHEERFES (HT20144F108 ) . © Catherine De Almeida
9. Ruins left by the Fall Creek Mills still exist today, photographed in October 2014. © Catherine De Aimeida
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including the toxic ones. These sites require a process-
based approach; one that interacts with the site, its history,
and processes of decay in both its remediation and afterlife.
Sites like the Ithaca Gun Factory and others around
Ithaca Falls exist because their processes of production,
consumption, and disposal were fed by industry. After
industries leave, ecological processes take their place in
consuming the site, making it productive in its decay.
Landscape architecture needs to approach the temporal
dynamics of these sites in the same way that landscape
archaeology does, understanding that landscapes are
continuously transformed by long term change.

If we employ a strategy of design archaeology on
the Ithaca Gun and Ithaca Falls site, we can rethink our
approaches to follow in the legacy of industrial production
and community pride, maintaining the spirit of the site
through process and change, rather than celebrating one
particular use in time with its material leftovers. I propose
pairing an active program focused on production with a
passive program that engages with the community through
education and recreation. Increased access to these sites is
always a priority, but access to the process of remaking the
site should be foregrounded. The process of remediation
should be made visible, not trucked away or hidden under
a “thin green veneer”. All material remnants should remain
on site to feed the renewal of the landscape. Toxicity
can be concentrated into one area on the site, allowing
for development around the site to begin in parallel.
Degradation of contaminants can take place over a longer
period of time without limiting the social and cultural
productivity of the remaining parts of the landscape. The
site’s active legacy may continue by producing materials
that feed the landscape’s productivity, and by generating
power in order to create a self-sufficient and economically
viable landscape. The site can maintain itself without
having to rely heavily on external resources. By utilizing a
lifecycle approach to these landscapes, they become part of
a larger lifecycle of historic processes that once were, and
may continue to be, part of the productivity and activity of

the site. LAF
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10. Photograph of the Ithaca Gun site, showing the decaying bridge across the
raceway and the concrete pad left by one of the buildings. Photographed in
October 2014. © Catherine De Almeida

11.  Photograph of the Ithaca Gun site, showing the prominent smoke stack and
the remnant concrete foundations left by the main building. Photographed in
October 2014. © Catherine De Almeida
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