“Preservation Future: a Conversation
”
Robert Leaver and Philip Marshall

Whose voices matter to this conversation about Preservation Future?

We begin not with the usual voices but those often left out of this conversation.  We think at least five voices have been left out:
One voice left out is that of diverse ethnic cultures whose sense of color and aesthetics is not Yankee New England or what would fit in the current color palette of acceptable preservation. For example, in the West Elmwood section of Providence, RI there are 50 or so unusual colorfully-painted churches. To bring these colors into the future of preservation, will require us to create a milieu of intercultural acceptance in urban areas that is both past and future.  Go beyond the melting pot (one color) and beyond multicultural (many colors), which keeps each culture distinct, often standing apart from each other. An intercultural milieu would connect and create the over-laps among the distinct cultures without absorbing them.  (Intercultural is the work of Charles Landry.)   
The second voice left out is the planet. The future of our species depends on us reducing the cost and use of energy. And we know how to do it with our buildings. We have 21st practices of building science, but we can’t use them in old buildings.  In RI, to qualify as a preserved building the window frames and panes must be the original thin pine frame and single pane of glass.  Yet, energy use will be cut by using 21st century building material of composites instead of pine and triple pane glass instead of single pane.  Here the voice of the planet is more important than preservation.      
A third voice left out is the next generation of young creators who want to be set free from the current standards and practices to design buildings for the future.  As emerging professionals they are called to create the next memory layer in our culture, using future building materials based on emergent conditions and not past conditions. By putting forward their solutions, they want to feel their life and work matter to the future of the world without copying or being constrained by their ancestors and elders. Yes, they must honor their ancestors by building on the visions of those that have gone before, but not contained by history. As the mythologist Michael Meade tells us: “The role of the elder is to hold the ground while the young go wild.”

A fourth voice left out of the conversation is the sense of what matters to a place beyond buildings; its wholeness and all its parts. This ongoing conversation of exploring “Preservation…Future” challenges us to look more holistically at a place. We have to bring in the public places…the entire public realm…people… new building materials... the processes that created what is being preserved…the natural world.  For example, on Martha’s Vineyard, where Robert have been working with a citizen-led steering committee for the past 4 years to develop a 50 year vision for the Island, there is a “un-development” project in the works. In this case the need was to rebuild a damaged ecosystem by removing an old house that had been built in the wrong spot was a higher priority than preserving the house where it was originally built. (On the Island, few houses get torn down; like most houses this one will be moved to another spot).   
And finally, the fifth voice…we can’t forget the stories that reveal the soul of a place. Soul is revealed in depth and complexity of stories such as who lived in that house, what happened from time to time in that building or that neighborhood that was memorable? For example, Rhode Islanders are famous for giving directions based on what use exist: “go to the corner where the Almacs used to be and take a right turn next to the gas station that used to be a Gulf station and is now an Exxon.” 
What is the new why of preservation?

We really like this Ruskin quote…“Create today that which is worthy of being our future history.” Preservation has to become equally concerned about creating the next history or future memories as much as preserving what has already passed. 
To make this future move, we have to move beyond the notion of protecting character of a city or village, which implies character what is fixed in time or we stop time and new experience from unfolding. This is Sigmoid Freud’s notion that character is fully formed at age 5.  Freud got it wrong. Psychologically, from an archetypal view, true character has to evolve…breathe…follow its destiny. This is the “acorn theory” of James Hillman, in The Souls’ Code, where one’s character is already fully formed somewhere “out there” in the world and our task is to fill it out.  And there is no guarantee we will find and fill out our character. Hillman’s acorn theory is revealed in the Jane Jacobs images in Philip’s slide show available at www.PreservationFuture.com. Jacobs began her life known for her work in saving cities and fans think of her only based on her book, Life and Death of Great American Cities. But contrary to her public fame, she wanted to be known for her original contributions to the theory and practice of the economies of cities and regions, especially understanding import substitution of goods and services as her subsequent 5 books are testimony to. Every city or place has miles to go before its character is aligned with its destiny.
Character evolves when we experience and create layers of distinct memories in our culture, layers that are represented in buildings, cultural artifacts, stories, or musical styles and so on. The layers are always different –past, present and future – and our psyches need these differences, even rough edges if you will, for our well being.  When everything in our world looks and feels the same, our psyches are ill at ease, not healthy. 

It is time to bring Preservation and Future together in conversation, to create an overlap, the almond shape, between preservation and future…The overlap, almond shape is the mandorla, which means a healing place. Creating the overlap is not easy. It requires standing in a creative tension of opposites: preservation and future.
What will climate change, post peak oil and continued population growth, bring with them?

Philip tells the story of the Hopi’s who built their homes and other buildings as flexible structures so they could be reconfigured to accommodate change like the arrival or departure of family – young or old. The Hopi defined strength not as something solid or complete, but rather as what was flexible and adaptive. 
Some conditions that impact how we think about Preservation Future. In the wake of climate change and post-peak oil [defined as there is less supply of oil today (or projected to be discovered) than when oil supplies were at their peak or prime].  There are no more landfills to dump stuff in. There will be the inevitable unification of families across multiple generations.

To respond to these conditions will require us to live like the Hopi’s, where future buildings will be designed for disassembly. In 1991 or so, BMW was the first car maker to build a car that could be disassembled after its life expectancy was complete. Some parts could be re-used in other cars and other parts could be disposed of more benignly than dumping a whole car into a landfill. BMW did this out of necessity because there were no more holes in Germany to dump cars in. If a car can be disassembled then buildings, as part of our future history, can be designed to do the same. 
And we will have to build buildings to last like cathedrals.  This is the idea of John Abrams and his design/build firm, South Mountain Company on Martha’s Vineyard. They see their work as that of cathedral builders.  (See John’s book: The Companies We Keep.)
Future coastal buildings throughout New England will have to be built on stilts to accommodate rise in sea levels do to climate change.
Solar panels will have to become public art/aesthetic additions – even visibly vertical at their proper 30 degree tilt, on the top of historic buildings. Wind turbines too.

There is a population trend analysis that shows how the earth’s biomass will be one day covered with buildings based on the projected rate of births.  Thus, compactness and density in the built environment will emerge as a tool to handle population growth.   

How do we best learn about Preservation Future?

Begin by knowing the context for our learning.  For example, at the end of each century the myths, stories and forms that defined it crumbled. The new century can’t be birthed through the channels of the past century or any previous ones. To create our future history we have to let go of the past.
Here are some further reflections of Michael Meade: the new century brings new challenges and the new century wants new forms, new stories and new myths to take hold. This process of creation requires us to begin by owning the current context and conditions – both immediate and emergent. Conditions like post peak oil  require is to be “Janus-like” with one eye looking back to the past to uncover or recover what myths or forms fit for the future and our other eye looking forward, inventing. The task is for us to be myth makers for the 21st century. This work is akin to applying Arnold Toynbee’s definition of a renaissance: the simultaneous recovery of what has been lost and the invention of fresh things and experiences. Toynbee is describing the process of Preservation Future. 
What are the dangers of generalizations? There are many dangers.  We have to move beyond the trap of looking at all buildings from one era as better, usually classical or colonial, than anything built from another era, usually modern. Generalizing about the buildings in eras – classical, modernism, post-modernism – is problematic because we get stuck in huge generalizations about the defining qualities of each era as all good (classical) or all bad (modern).  Here is what William Butler Yeats has to say: “the mind that generalizes continually prevents itself from those experiences which would allow itself to feel and see deeply.” So we must look at each building and place, in all their particulars, distinct from the era in which they were built. This move to seeing the particulars, allows us to enter the deeper soul of a place as well as the buildings that help create the sense of place. 

How do we learn from failures, especially when old buildings fail?  Here is Antonio Machado…”Last night I dreamt marvelous error…that I had a bee hive, here, inside my heart…and the old bees were making sweet honey from my old failures.”
_______________________
Philip is a trained geologist and preservationist on the faculty at Roger Williams University in Bristol, RI.  Robert is a community psychologist and the convener of New Commons in Providence, RI.

� An earlier version of this paper was prepared for and presented to the Rhode Island Statewide Preservation conference in April 2008.
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