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FIGURE 33.  The as-built plan of Mr. Tamalpais Theater (drawing by L. Jewell).
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ON-SITE DESIGN OF AMERICAN OUTDOOR THEATRES

entity — whether it is a booklet, a teakettle or a building — improves during
an open-ended cycle that allows full size trials, evaluation and modification.
However, the size and complexity of landscapes present challenges to
portraying an accurate, full-size mock-up or portrayal of a scheme in
drawings, models and other simulations. The daily invelvement of junior
designers and the frequent visits by the senior designers at Red Rocks and
Mt. Tamalpais encouraged the use of full-scale mock-ups that were
considered in their permanent locations. In fact, the consistent presence of
designers allowed every newly constructed element to be built as a trial
effort before the designers committed to its final form. Furthermore, each
completed element served to inform the design process for elements o be
built later.

At Red Rocks, Morse’s daily visits to evaluate ‘mock-ups’ on the site were
key to determining the interplay of the human-made and nature-made.
Hoyt’s original concept had imagined the platform stage running right up to
Stage Rock, bur the early drawings had not spelled out the abutment of

FIGURE 34. The g0 rows of stone seats fall approximately 46 feet ar M. Tamalpais Theater (drawing by L. Jewell).

the two. Only after the excavation for the dressing rooms exposed the base of
Stage Rock did Morse strike his chalk line onto the rock’s face to designate
an elevation for the stage floor. He also took the opportunity to further
refine this line when he used the roof of the completed dressing room as a
mock-up of the stage. By terracing the proposed rows into the earth before
completing their details of the seats and aisles, Morse and the NPS staff could
observe a range of lighting conditions when determining whether to use
concrete or stone for the seat-walls and aisles. Morse could have constructed
a mock-up bench in Hoyt’s studio, but it could never have simulated the
experience of moving along the nearly joo hundred foot-long rows with
the vast rock formation as a backdrop. Once the rows were roughed in, the
terrace walls cast striking shadows that provided the context for Morse’s
development of the sweeping geometry of the concrete supports for the seats.
Likewise, at Mt. Tamalpais, only after observing the completed lower rows
did Knight recognise the opportunity to align the upper rows to follow the
topography in clevation as well as in plan. He then spent days at the site
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FIGURE 37.  Stone retaining walls supported the 12 feet of fill in the revine that once crossed

the stage. These walls also allowed actors to move from stage left to stage right without being
seenn (MHS).

FIGURE 35. In Apnl 1934, construction began. With the only earthmoving equipment ever used
on the site, enrollees re-graded the stage, installed drainage and water supply lines and began the
rongh temmacing of the lower seats, following the alignment of the existing 1929 row (MI/PL).

FIGURE 36. A saeen of chicaquin oaks was planted as a backdop to the stage. The
embankment between the stage and auditorium was high enough to accommodate the prompter’s FIGURE 38. Apnl 1934. The enrollees first built the lower and midway horizontal
box shount above (NAJ. aisles, before laying out the seats between the nwo (NA).
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FIGURE 39.
pound stones. Note the NPS foremen in his regulation hat and jodhpurs (NA).

FIGURE 40. fler the p

ritia

ry aisles were completed, the foremen constrcted a series of
wood templates that divided each distance from aisle to aisle into zo rows, resulting in
shorter row-to-row distances in locations where the aisles were doser together (MHS).

FIGURE 41. I May of 1936, the annual play was performed with nine rows of stone
seats completed (University of Califomia College of Environmental Design Archives.
UCCEDA).

setting grade stakes to mock-up the undulating elevations of each upper row,
returning regularly to fine tune these elevations with the landscape foreman
who made the daily design adjustments.

Most importantly, these opportunities to incorporate a site’s intricacies
and to build in-place mock-ups enabled — and at times forced — the CCC
designers to give form to the tensions between site and structure that
unfolded as the theatres were constructed. At both theatres, the designers
began with clear, thoughtful — although completely different — conceptual
approaches to incorporating large interventions into natural settings. Neither
completed theatre became a perfect, tidy rendition of its conceptual diagram
with every detail resolved under its original premise. Rather, the open-ended
design process recorded how and where the intervention and the landscape
prevailed on each other in 2 manner that intensifies the visitor’s experience of
both the original gesture and the character of the site.

At Red Rocks, if the protruding ledge on the north wall had been
discovered in a pre-construction site analysis, Hoyt would likely have
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FIGURE 42. ¢ 1937-1938. Upon completion of the lower 20 rows, the 8o-foot
high booms were relocated to the top of the theatre and a track rail was installed
along the middle aisle to distribute stone across the site more quickly (UCCEDA).

FIGURE 43. 1937. Per Knight's instructions, workers selected stones with twe
surfaces at right angles to provide a flat top and vertical riser without COMPTOMESTg
the weathered look of the stones by cutting them (NA).

FIGURE 44. ¢ 1937. New equipment, like this boist mounted on a truck, was introduced
to the site. The man wearing a hat and tie was likely a designer from the district office
(INA).

reconciled the seating rows and ledge to preserve the auditorium’s SYmmetry.
Or, if the theatre were constructed today under a conventional-contract, the
contractor might well have destroyed the ledge to make the completed
theatre match the designer’s drawings. Instead, because the completed stage
had set the centreline of the auditorium, the ‘perfection’ of the original
diagram was ‘compromised’, though in a way that does not compromise the
conceptual intent. The intrusion of the rock formation into the symmetrical
geometry of the auditorium makes visitors more conscious of both the
imposed geometry and the imposing rock. Today, the tension remains as
visitors experience the intended contrast between ninety parallel benches
and the jagged rocks, and then ultimately sense that the rock formation has
pushed its way into the theatre to rechim territory from the intruding rows
of sears.

Similarly, at Mt. Tamalpais, Knight's original concept of a harmonious
merger of theatre and landscape is highlighted by how visitors attention is
alternatively captured by the massive natural stones and carefully crafted edge
of the rows. Knight's directive to introduce only right-angled edges along
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FIGURE 45.
tracks (MHS).

1939. With the theatre nearing completion, envollees pose at the mid-aisle cart

AMERICAN OUTDOOR THEATRES

the face of the rows, while also merging the stones into the earth, required
constant design judgment. When a foreman without the trained design
insight of Holloway placed the stones, the results were a clumsy arrangement
of awkward edges and musplaced shapes that were eventually rejected by
the client and the NPS. In contmast, Knight, Holloway and Howard Cox
utilised careful selection and meticulous positioning of natural elements, in
a manner similar to contemporary environmental artist Andy Goldsworthy,
to underline the role of the human hand while also highlighting the unique
and unpredictable character of the juncture of the earth with each stone’s
irregular edges.

If Knight and the landscape foremen had not been on the site
continuously, they would not have had the opportunity to create the
dynamic undulations of stone that record, not only the original topography,
but the careful positioning of stones orchestrated by the designers and
builders. The rock and vegetation protruding into the rows, the sweep of the
rows along the native topography and the undulating seats leave a permanent
record of the complicated push and pull between the human-made and the
nature-made that occurred each day during construction. The results remain
evident today as one enters the top of the theatre and looks down. From
above, the irregularly sized stones appear disorganised and a part of the

FIGURE 46.

Eron: the stage, the viewer can easily discem the varying elevation of each of the upper rows that were laid out to follow the topographic undulations (L. Jewell).
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mountainside, but then, when moving through the seats, the sweeping arcs
of the terraced rows provide a sharp, clearly human-made contrast to the
rugged natural terrain. Upon reaching the bottom of the theatre, the view
back uphill is to an imposing stack of irregularly sized stones that moves up
and down in response to the original ravine and knolls of the site.

This choreography between the human-made and the landscape was not
accidental or imagined abstractly in the mind of the designer. It is a result of
a long series of individual decisions made by the designers as they evaluated
and responded to the particulars of each condition that arose as the theatres
were built. When allowed to develop over time, the interfice of these
structures and their sites, like the relationship between humans and nature,
became more complex than simple contrast or harmonious merger. It
developed into a multifaceted assemblage of individual interactions where the
dominant voice continuously shifts from site to structure and back again.
Designers can best, and perhaps can only, achieve such a vigorous complexity
by incrementally completing their designs onsite.

Is it possible to use on-site, incremental design today?

The current separation of design and construction in the United States
evolved during the latter half of the twenteth century to accommodate
the American approach to competitive bidding, budgeting, code review
and litigation. Today, to facilitate budgering, comply with regulatory and
approval processes and diminish their liability, most clients in the United
States seek final detailed drawings prior to beginning construction. In this
COntext, it is easy to quickly dismiss onsite, incremental design as an historical
relic.

However. examples of designing, at least parts of projects, with
incremental onsite processes stll exist. Unfortunately, the methods of
designing and building a landscape are infrequently discussed in a design press
that focuses on finished work rather than on the delivery systems that create

: JEWELL and RASMUSSEN CANCIAN

landscapes. Small projects on campuses, botanical gardens and public parks,
residential design-build projects, estates with unlimited budgets and public
art projects often allow a trial-and-error method of developing a design while
constructing it from a schematic drawing. To facilitate shorter construction
time, developers, local governments and institutions are increasingly turning
to alternative project delivery methods that allow concurrent construction
and design with incremental code and budget review. Digital technology has
opened new possibilities for onsite design through instantaneous images of
changing site conditions, global positioning records of field changes and
Internet sites with digital drawing files that are immediately accessible to
review agencies and clients.

Unfortunately few landscape architects or architects are actively
incorporating concurrent design and construction into their design process.
Perhaps, it is because the potential benefits of designing during construction
seem to be ourweighed by the risks. Or maybe it is because design education
empbhasises the ability to propose and develop landscape designs in drawings
almost to the exclusion of studying and evaluating proposals on the ground.
Yet, as Mt. Tamalpais and Red Rocks demonstrate, using onsite incremental
design is well worth the risk. Designing on site during construction is not just
a means of reclaiming lost craftsmanship and connection to site, but also
a particularly effective method for including the unexpected in designed
landscapes. Today, many design theorists are calling for more open-ended
design proposals that can incorporate the constant change and mulriple
perspectives of today’s unsettled world. Many design practitioners are
focusing on digital technology as the means to include this contemporary
complexity in their work. The CCC history suggests that another way to
capture living, unpredictable relationships in designed landscapes may lie, not
in anticipating every possibility on screen, but in responding to unexpected
possibilities as they take shape on the site.

Berkeley, CA

NOTES
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many finished drawings of CCC-built projects. He
explained that the first priority was to keep the
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develop detailed designs on paper before construction
began.
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