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The critical importance of memory as a key to
understanding personal, social, and cultural
identity has been studied by scholars of
Philosophy, Sociology, and Anthropology as
well as those disciplines focused on the built
environment such as Geography, Landscape
Architecture, Urban Studies, Architecture,
and Interdisciplinary Studies. This impressive
bibliography of scholarly work typically
combines “memory” and “place” to describe
two different areas of research, namely the
“memory of place” and the “place of memory.”
The “memory of place” can be understood
as a way of remembering that derives from
one’s physical bodily experience and relates
to the way that the material environment we
inhabit and pass through is interwoven with our
memories.!"! Although this way of understanding
memory accepts that places and physical
environment play pivotal roles in shaping,
defining, and contributing to our sense of self
and our perception of the world around us, it
admits that places also come to be defined by
their connections with the people who inhabit
and experience them. In contrast, “place of
memory” can be understood as a physical reality
less related to the texture of lived experience,
and more to a specific locality and materiality'.
It is a place where memory is crystallized and
“the exhausted capital of collective memory
condenses and is expressed.””*' Born of the
interplay between memory and history, the
place of memory marks a past event that exists
beyond the experience of any individual person.
The two projects examined here focus on the
idiosyncratic interrelationship between memory

and place, drawing our attention to the past,
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including the diversity of its repositories and
how it continues to have a bearing on the
present.

In Dark Matter: Research on an Evolving
Funerary Landscape in St. Louis, Missouri, John
Whitaker from the Sam Fox School of Design and
Visual Arts at Washington University in St. Louis
shares his research by design thesis, which
suggests a new typology of memorial landscape
where the program of memorial, ecological
preserve and collective action overlap and are
strategically merged. According to Whitaker,
environmentally ethical funeral practices are
urgently needed in the context of mass biological
extinctions, global pandemic, and accelerating
climate change. Framed as an “expanded field
of grief,” this project fuses the pain felt losing a
loved one with the grief associated with global
ecological ruin and environmental decline.
Using the St. Marcus Cemetery in St. Louis as a
testing ground, Whitaker uses landscape design
as a way of realizing the ecological values of
the deceased, while the decomposition of their
remains in turn defines the landscape. This
project transforms a static memorial site into
an evolving ecology of memories, celebrating
ambiguity and unpredictability, evoking mystery,
inviting interpretation, and nurturing a powerful
sense of place.

In “Landscape Prompts” Awaiting
Attendance: Uncovering the Persistent Factors
That Shape the Drowned Lands, independent
artist Chen Jiacheng reimagines a new approach
to landscape stewardship based on a thorough
understanding of the rich and vibrant evolution
of place. According to Chen, in order to better

evoke the layered memories of place, designers
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should think beyond the comparatively recent
documented history of literate culture. This
project delves into geologic past and prehistoric
culture to reveal the persistent spirit of a place.
Using “the Drowned Lands” in the Orange
County of New York State as an example, Chen
identifies hydrogeological dynamics and the
human desire succession as key elements of
the landscape’s continuity and stability. Four
liminal places serve as “landscape prompts”
narrating a little-known local tale embedded in
the rural landscape, linked by a pathway system
featuring ecological and recreational attractions.
This project conceptualizes the ground as a
significant meeting place and confluence of the
individual and collective mysticism of past and
present.

Focusing on an urban burial ground and
a rural landscape respectively, Whitaker and
Chen engage memory to conjure productive
connections between “biology” and “geology,”
“nature” and “culture,” and “material” and
“sense.” In both cases, memory reaches out
from an individual sense of being into the wider
world, from the span of a single human lifetime
to the timeless natural and cultural cycle, and
thus reveals the imperative of positive planetary
stewardship for our own long-term social-

ecological wellbeing. LAF
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