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PEAVEY PLAZA _ City of Minneapolis
A Public Place For All the Residents of the Community

His}:oric Character
the March of Time

Peavy Plaza is one of few midwestern landscapes
being documented by the Historic American
Landscapes Survey. Will that help it stave off poor
maintenance or outright redesign?

by Frank Edgerton Martin

A design sketch by Peavey Plaza landscape architect M. Paul Friedberg, FASLA, above, shows that the space was meant for active use by “all residents.”
A similar view in the present day, below, shows how the site has matured. Though it is largely intact, threats to the plaza’s historic character loom.

CHRIS FAUST, BOTTOM; PAUL FRIEDBERG AND PARTNERS, TOP.



Cultural geographers such as the late J. B. Jackson remind
us that no landscape is ever permanent, and that cultural
landscapes are as much social as visual compositions.
Going back to the linguistic origins of “landscape,”
Jackson shows how the concept in medieval Europe
implied an economic unit, a “sheath” of lands that
functioned as a greater whole. This living economy as
seen in the land changed with new

technology, global warming and

Landscapes took another three generations to merit
systematic documentation because of a smaller base of
historic research and their ephemeral essence as intersec-
tions of intentional design and ecological process. Yet, the
same cycles of fashion and the urge to “update” prevalent
in architecture and interior design also pose real threats

historic landscapes across the country.

Because they are su@’ect to change, the cﬁaffenge in

cooling periods, and the emergence }91" 6561’\/ng c%zesignec[ cmcf vernacuiar [ancfscajoes is to

of industrial cities.
American historic preservation
is also  ever-changing—only
recently discovering the impor-
tance of landscape preservation.
The

“movement” began in the 19*

landscape  preservation

century and was often supported 4474,
by women’s groups such as the
Mount Vernon Ladies Aid Society
and the Daughters of the American
Revolution (DAR), the latter working to save historic
sites across the country throughout the first half of the
twentieth century. Of course, the fact that DAR gener-
ally preserved sites related to their own Anglo-American
ancestors and the legacies of rich and powerful leaders
expresses the narrowness of the funnel out of which
American preservation continues to expand.

n 2000, sixty-five years after the creation of the Historic
IAmerican Building Survey (HABS) -- a methodology

for documenting the character, details, and struc-
ture of individual landmark buildings -- the National
Park Service, in partnership with the Americal Society
of Landscape Architects (ASLA), launched the Historic

Lancfscayes took another three genemtions
to merit sgfstematic documentation because

ofa Sma

document their “cﬁamcter-c[eﬁning” features in topog-
m}oﬁy, syatiaf _patterns, vegemtion and water features,
ﬂﬁ“ﬁougﬁ not everytﬁing can be saved, systematic
documentation cf a site’s de 'm’ng elements can lead
to new treatment regimes or imjoroveaf sustainable
}amctices, safety, accessibility, and cﬁanging user needs.
It is possible to determine the “ti}ojoing Jaoint” where too
Ff’ cﬁange to space or vegetation would afamage a
site’s om’gina( character, moog association, and tone.

Because they are subject to change, the challenge in
preserving designed and vernacular landscapes is to
document their “character-defining” features in topog-
raphy, spatial patterns, vegetation, and water features.
Although not everything can be saved, systematic
documentation of a site’s defining elements can lead
to new treatment regimes for improved sustainable
practices, safety, accessibility, and changing user needs.
It is possible to determine the “tipping point” where
too much change to space or vegetation would damage
a site’s original character, mood, association, and tone.
Once a landscape’s essence is determined, it is actually
surprising how much change in lighting, materials, and
plantings is possible to make a landscape more functional

for contemporary needs.

Shortly after HALS was established,
the National Park Service (NPS),

&31’ 6@56 Qf ﬁiSfOTiC researc ﬁ ancf ASLA, and the Library of Congress

their qaﬁemem[ essence as intersections of agreed to collaborate on developing

intentional c[esign and ecofogica[ process.

American Landscapes Survey (HALS), which would do
the same for cultural and historic outdoor spaces. Why
the gap in time? One reason is that the earlier appreciation
of buildings as historically “significant” because of their
object-like nature more closely resembled the artifacts

already cared for by museum and book conservators.

issue #9

and maintaining HALS.  Today,
NPS is responsible for the daily
operations, policies, and guidelines,
while ASLA provides technical advice via the Historic
Preservation Professional Practice Network and its state

chapters.
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hen something goes
“out of style,” whether
it's a necktie or plaza,
it is amazing how we can find good
excuses to get rid of it. Because of

rapidly changing tastes and styles,

even relatively new Modern-era
landscapes designed by noted
landscape  architects  including

Daniel Kiley, Lawrence Halprin, and
Charles Wood face extinction through
neglect, misguided “improvements,”
or outright demolition and replace-
ment.

In response to the continued

poor maintenance in downtown
Minneapolis’s beloved Peavey Plaza,
the Minnesota chapter of ASLA
(MASLA) began the state’s first HALS
survey of that half-block sunken
plaza designed by M. Paul Friedberg,
FASLA. For ASLA’s centennial in
1999, the Minnesota Chapter awarded
Peavey a medallion for excellence in
design, part of a nationwide ALSA
program to recognize the top echelon
of American designed landscapes. For
this reason, as Jean Garbarini, ASLA,
alocal landscape architect and propo-
nent of the Peavey HALS documen-
tation, explains, MASLA feels some
obligation to be an advocate for

Peavey Plaza’s preservation.

“Peavey is one of very few remaining
Modernist landscapes in Minneapolis,
and one of few landscapes in the
Twin Cities designed by a nationally-
recognized landscape architect,” she
says. “As a space, it is an example
of a successfully designed recessed
plaza, where groups and individuals
can feel comfortable in the space,
views are plentiful, and the compli-
cated and graceful water features are
unmatched in the City.” Although

nearly 35 years old, much of Peavey’s
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‘Pea\/ey is one of very few
Modernist
[cmd%ca}oes in ?\/linneajoofis,

Temaining

am{ one offew [’and’sca}?es

in the Twin Cities c[esignecf
By a nationa[[y-recognizeaf

[cma[scajoe architect.

These photographic thumbnails of Peavey Plaza
show some of the site’s “character-defining” details,
such as the concrete and metal fountains, top and

bottom, as well as some of the unsympathetic
alterations, such as new modular block retaining
walls, center.

cast concrete steps, fountain walls,
and water features are intact despite
Minnesota’s ravaging freeze-thaw
cycles. Such durability may reflect
both the preference for raw, almost
Brutalist concrete in 1970s design,
along with Friedberg’s early career
experiences designing solidly-made
adventure playgrounds and parks for
New York City neighborhoods.

s MASLA completes its
HALS report,
threats to Peavey’s future

two clear

are becoming apparent. The first is
general neglect and poor mainte-
nance. Much of Friedberg’s original
staggered locust canopy over Peavey
Plaza’s reflecting pools survives,
the trees now at full maturity.
Unfortunately, Peavey is slowly
experiencing “death by a thousand
cuts,” due to maintenance practices by
the City of Minneapolis Department
of Public Works, which is charged
with the care of the space. Over the
last decade, changes have included:

L ThereplacementofFriedberg’s
juniper berms with landscape
timber walls and the planting
of ornamental shrubs not
characteristic of the original
design,

. The use of asphalt to replace
original colored pavers and to
patch damaged areas,

. The application of poured
concrete slabs into areas of
original pavers,

. The removal of trees and the
covering of their planting
wells with concrete, and

. The introduction of falsely
historical acorn lamps to the
plaza.

Such changes, along with the lack
of new appropriate plantings to
replace those that are aging, drain
the space of its vitality. “The bones
of the space are still good,” Garbarini

says, “but the modifications have

__SCAPE spring 08
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contributed to its decline. Luckily these modifications
are largely cosmetic and can be reversed.” The HALS
survey documentation effort may lead to greater public
awareness of Peavey’s fragility. But recent developments
with the Orchestral Association’s desire to renovate and
expand Orchestra Hall bring a new level of threat to

Peavey Plaza’s survival.

Early this year, MASLA learned of the Orchestral
Association’s understandable desire to renovate its
somewhat cramped lobby spaces and visitor service facili-
ties. But, as referenced
in local news stories, the
renovation poses serious
implications for Peavey.
When the plaza opened
in 1974, it was owned and
maintained by the city.
Current early planning
by the Orchestra includes
the possibility of “priva-
tizing” Peavey through

Current ear[y p [cmning Ey the Minnesota
Orchestra Association includes the possi-
Ei(ity 0 “Jorivatizing” ?ecwey t rougﬁ
a lan -tmng‘ér to the Orchestra. The
Association has also suggested the removal
of concrete water features and Jo[antings
a[ong the Nicollet ‘Ma[ffronmge, in order

to im}arove inward views.

years of deferred maintenance to impede a building’s
functionality. Then, as the rising costs of keeping the
doors open or meeting accessibility codes seem to loom
large, the argument can be made to University trustees
that the program space “would cost more to renovate than
replace” and hence, should be demolished. Such a case
happened at the University of Minnesota a decade ago
when five buildings listed on or eligible for the National
Register of Historic Places were slipping towards demoli-
tion, an unfortunate fate averted with the arrival of a new

University president.

What really happened
Was it truly the

decaying acoustic tiles

here?

and windows that facili-
ties staff shared with the
University Regents in a
slide show? Or was it
perhaps more a question
of taste, a sense that

the Romanesque and

Aview from Nicollet Mall shows the large multi-use sunken plaza, an oasis in the city flanked now by mature trees.

a land-transfer to the Orchestra. In a meeting with a
member of the Orchestral Association’s Board in March
of this year, the HALS team also learned of a desire to
create a new performance stage connected to the building,
which would fill in some of the recessed depth of the
pool and plaza. Perhaps most potentially damaging to
Peavey’s existing design character, the Association also
has suggested the removal of concrete water features and
plantings along the Nicollet Mall frontage, in order to

improve inward views.

n preservation battles, whether over buildings or
landscapes, the rationalizations offered by owners
often mask the real motivations for change. For

example, a university’s facilities department may allow

issue #9

Neo-classical style buildings did not look “modern” and
“efficient?” When a cost-benefit argument (often based
on assumptions) is made for replacement versus renova-
tion, does it take into account the quality of new versus
old materials? Is there a calculation for the value of insti-

tutional tradition and memory?

The truth is that all buildings and parks age and need
updating, usually after about 20-50 years of use. If cities
and institutions always turn toward the lure of the new
and current technologies, we will eventually, through the
constant churn of change, forge communities that have
no historic museums, parks, schools, streetlights, bridges,
restaurants, or post offices. Either they will have been

replaced or altered beyond recognition.
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This is the inevitable crossroads at which Peavey Plaza sits.
True, it is visibly run-down, but the underlying arguments
for significant alternation need to be carefully examined.
In a city of drive-in-and-park cultural facilities such as the
new Walker Art Center, the new Guthrie Theater, and the
Weisman Art Museum, there seems to be a growing desire
for insulation from the urban conditions and perceived
problems or surrounding neighborhoods. For this reason,
a softly spoken concern about Peavey Plaza is the number
of homeless people who spend time there in the summer,
as well as instances

of prostitution and

le cities and institutions a[ways turn towa

priate and sensible; indeed, that is the way the block was
originally conceived in the early 1970s: an urban oasis
for musical performance that could draw people from
throughout the region. The early sketches and comple-
tion photographs show a place that is cared for, occupied,
and programmed throughout the year. If a design team
is hired to work with Peavey Plaza, they should become
fully versed in this site specific history, as well as The
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of
Historic Properties and the Guidelines for the Treatment of
Cultural Landscapes, the document meant to guide historic

landscape renovation and stewardship.

The real questionis not
rd . .
what Big Idea design

ofher crimes. Ttis this  the [ure of the new and current technologies, we statement can rejuve-
underlying fear, and ([ eventua[[y, tﬁrougﬁ the constant chuyn nate Peavey Plaza,

the assumption that

the Plaza’s sunken

of cﬁange, forge communities that have no

but rather, where is

the tipping point for

form and concealment  MISTOTIC MUSEUMS, }oarﬁs, schools, streetfigﬁts, preserving its best

from  Nicollet  Mall 61’1’0@65, restaurants, or post oﬁ%ces.

encourage these intru-

sions, that are driving

much of the discus-
sion about “opening

up” Peavey Plaza.

Although no design
plan is in place nor
landscape  architect
hired to create a final
design, the Orchestral
Associationis thinking
of their downtown
block as a whole. This

is perfectly appro-

Peavey Plaza still functions as intended by Paul Friedberg three decades ago: as a public
gathering place for the city of Minneapolis.

Contributors to the MASLA Peavey Plaza
HALS project:

Jean Garbarini, ASLA, CLOSE Landscape Architecture+
(Project Manager)

Chad Moffett, ASLA, Landscape Historian, Mead & Hunt, Inc.

Charlene K. Roise, Historian, Hess, Roise and Company

Andrea Kampinen, Historian, Mead & Hunt, Inc.

Frank Edgerton Martin, Landscape Historian

John Slack, ASLA, Dahligren, Shardlow & Uban

Tony Siebenaler-Ransom, CLOSE Landscape Architecture+

Tom Whitlock, ASLA, Damon Farber Associates

qualities? How can
Peavey be updated to
meet new needs, such
as ticketed outdoor
performances, while
still keeping its essen-
tial character as one of
the finest Modernist
downtown plazas in
the country? How can
worries about safety,
accessibility, and the
liability issues of the
precipitous fountain
drop-offsbeaddressed
without losing the

Current Status and Benefits of HALS

MASLA is currently assembling the HALS document and will be
submitting it to the National Park Service in April, 2008.

There are no legal guarantees associated with a HALS
survey—nor any assurances that a property will be further
protected because of the documentation effort. The benefit is
that there is a permanent record of the original design if the site
is demolished or further degraded. The only real legal protec-
tion for a landscape such as Peavey Plaza is local historic
listing, which would have to be approved by the Minneapolis
Heritage Preservation Commission and by the Minneapolis City
Council.

METROPOLITAN DESIGN CENTER IMAGE BANK, USED WITH PERMISSION OF THE REGENTS OF THE UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA



greater whole? Most Twin Citians, and especially
downtown workers, value Peavey Plaza. They have fond
memories of looking out over it and of having lunch there
over the years. When it was in its prime, Peavey did not
seem brutal, dangerous, or uninviting. It was, instead,
one of the few truly
public outdoor places in
this metropolitan region
that invented the indoor
shopping mall and

unfurled the skyway.

When we think of
historic preservation for
a designed landscape such as Peavey Plaza, we should
return to J.B. Jackson’s notion that landscapes are not just
visual designs or paintings, but places of gathering and
exchange that are essentially social. For this reason, as a
city-owned space, preserving open access for the future
is an important discussion to have. Other troubled urban
sites, through the creative stewardship of landscape archi-

tects and non-profits such as Project for Public Spaces have

When it was in its }am’me, Tem/ey did not
seem brutal, afangerous, or unim/iting. Tt
was, instead, one of the few tru[y }auﬁfic
outdoor }ofaces in this metropolitan
region that invented the indoor sdzjojoing
mall and unfur(ecf the sﬁyway.

been “privatized” in their management while remaining
broadly welcoming. The best known example of this is
Bryant Park in New York City. A similar future is possible
for Peavey Plaza, but it will take honest discussion about
the site’s real problems and a plan for the activities and
events that, as Jane
Jacobs observed back
in the hyper-demoli-
tion days of the 1960s,
are the real building

blocks of city life.

Frank Edgerton Martin holds a
landscape architectural degree in
Cultural Landscape Preservation
and History from the University
of Wisconsin, Madison. He is is a landscape historian who works on large-scale
planning and preservation projects. He recently completed a Campus Heritage
Plan for the University of Kansas and is currently at work on the Managment
Plan for the Freedom’s Frontier National Heritage Area in Missouri and Kansas.

Resources

Historic American Landscapes Survey is at www.nps.gov/hdp/hals/index.htm
The Cultural Landscape Foundation website is www.tclf.org

National Park Service Historic Landscape Initiative can be found on line at

www.nps.gov/history/HPS/hli/index.htm
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