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Exploring Architectural Grammar: Landscape Literacy 

Allison Hennie | University of Memphis

Introduction
Although the built environment is not always designed 
to adapt, it still grows.  Determining design solutions 
for this growth relies on an art of inquiry focused on 
successfully combining emic and etic perspectives. 
Emic perspectives describe an architectural grammar 
from an insider point of view from the user, while 
etic perspectives denote an external or generalized 
architectural grammar. As a licensed architect trained 
in applied anthropology, I have participated in the 
interface between these two perspectives in a museum 
setting. The following paper explores the process of 
developing an architectural model for designing co-
created landscapes based on anthropological theories, 
case studies, and my own experiences. 

Arts of inquiry
The architectural process is an art of inquiry – the act 
of seeking knowledge (Ingold 2013). Knowledge grows 
from practical and observational engagements with 
the beings and things around us (Ingold 2013). This 
practice moves forward with the creation of tangible 
outcomes communicated through design literacy. For 
example, my architectural education in academic and 
career-centered settings taught me an architectural 
grammar that specified scale, form, structure, materials, 
and color. Design literacy also addresses intangible 
items such as defining architectural style, a building’s 
users, and a rationale or justification.

Borrowing a framework established by George Orwell 
(1946), why practice architecture?

1. Sheer egoism – Based on an architects 
desire to be remembered. For example, 
to be featured in a design magazine, to 
win a competition, to start their own firm. 
Architects are not alone in this desire. This 
selfish sentiment is often abandoned and the 
motivation to practice switches to designing 
primarily for others. When this does not 
occur, architects continue going through the 

motion of getting back at those who snubbed 
them. 

2. Aesthetic enthusiasm – Related to the 
poetic conceptions of space, harmonious 
arrangement of building elements, and 
experimentation with materials. It is often 
accompanied with trendy words and phrases. 
There are always aesthetic considerations 
within the practice of architecture.

3. Historical impulse – Derived from the desire 
to see things from the past in order to move 
forward, or evoke feelings of nostalgia. An 
advantage of the looking to the past is that it 
captures the eye, as well as memories.

4. Political purpose – Political is used here 
in the widest sense of the word. To push 
landscapes in a certain direction, to persuade 
others’ ideals about the kind of space they 
want to occupy. Architecture is not free 
from political bias – stating that architecture 
has nothing to do with politics, is in itself a 
political statement. 

To claim design literacy, one must layer visual 
communication with more complicated understandings 
and interpretations of the built environment. The route 
I followed for this undertaking started in academia 
and transitioned into employment. My undergraduate 
studies in architecture at Carnegie Mellon University 
nurtured my visual storytelling abilities through hand 
sketching and model making, but other communication 
skills were not well incorporated into the curriculum – 
three semesters of hand drawing versus one semester 
of English. 

Employment at various architecture firms across the 
country provided me with experiences to develop 
additional communication skills. I took hold of 
opportunities to create marketing materials, produce 
documents for historic preservation projects, navigate 
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the corporate atmosphere, focus on sustainable design 
practices, and participate in the design-build process. 
Eventually, due to the downturn in the economic 
cycle, I was no longer employed full-time and 
found myself freelancing while living in Memphis, 
Tennessee. The contract jobs ended and I found 
myself no longer having the resources or energy 
to continue working independently. At that point I 
entered graduate school at the University of Memphis 
to study a complementary discipline to architecture – 
anthropology. My professional training continued with 
the University’s Museum Studies Graduate Certificate 
Program, which offered opportunities outside the 
classroom to integrate architecture and anthropology. 
The goal was to continue expanding my self-defined 
understanding of architectural practice.

In order to become literate in applied anthropology, 
I found it useful to view anthropological approaches 
as another art of inquiry. Similar to an architect’s 
training, anthropologists rely on their own form 
of literacy to conceptualize spatial understandings 
of the city and architectural grammar. Specialties 
of applied anthropology include, an awareness of 
cultural diversity, a close connection to everyday 
life through a research method known as participant-
observation, and the ability and willingness to 
define problems holistically (Hannerz 1980). The 
emphasis on participant-observations, or viewing 
“social phenomenon in their natural setting,” are 
found in methods such as informal interviews and 
the “collection of personal documents such as life 
histories” from both the anthropologist and the 
community (Hannerz 1980:31) A characteristic 
product of anthropological work is ethnography. 
Ethnography is “predominately qualitative, richly 
contextualized accounts of human thought and action” 
(Hannerz 1980:8). Tangible ethnographic outcomes 
are, “recollective accounts which serve a documentary 
purpose” (Ingold 2013:3). Ethnography leads to new 
ways of understanding and negotiating values among 
social units. 

Human ecology
In order to comprehend anthropological studies 
concerning the interface between people and the 
environment, it is useful to take an ecological 
perspective. Human ecology is the study of 
relationships between humans and their environments. 
Ecological theory includes concepts such as community 
behavior, interrelationships and spatial organization. 
From an ecological standpoint, people tend to behave 
like other living things, such that “competition [is a] 
basic form of coexistence” (Hannerz 1980:27). Similar 
to patterns of invasion and succession found in nature, 
the strongest inhabitants of the urban environment 
occupy the most advantageous locations, while others 
adjust to their demands. As the city grows over time, 
the relocation pattern of stronger inhabitants causes 
others to establish themselves in alternative locations. 
This perspective has greatly impacted the shape of the 
city over time.

Examples of relocation patterns are described in 
Fredrik Barth’s Ethnic Groups and Their Boundaries 
(1969), a compilation of empirical investigations 
focused on adaptations. From an ecological point 
of view, the interdependence of social units can 
take on the following forms (Barth 1969:19-20): 1) 
Social units may occupy clearly defined niches in 
the natural environment with minimal competition 
for resources. In such cases, the interdependence 
tends to occur through trade and ceremonial rituals, 
2) Social units may be in competition for resources, 
thereby monopolizing territories and articulating 
political borders, 3) Social units may also compete and 
accommodate important goods and services, which 
entails political and economic interdependence, and 4) 
Multiple social units in partial competition within the 
same niche, leading to one group displacing another 
or the development of an increased complimentary 
interdependence. 

Landscape literacy
The following ecological case study provides an 
understanding of the interface between arts of 
inquiry, between architecture and anthropology. Anne 
Spirn and the West Philadelphia Landscape Project 
(WPLP) blends landscape architecture design and 
anthropological engagement. The outcome of this 
blending is what Spirn refers to as landscape literacy. 
“To read landscape is also to anticipate the possible, 
to envision, choose and shape the future: to see, for 
example, the connections between buried, sewered 
stream, vacant land and polluted river, and to imagine 
rebuilding a community while purifying its water” 
(Spirn 2009:400).

The Mill Creek neighborhood of West Philadelphia 
illustrates a series of failures of 20th century urban 
planning, design and policy-making (Spirn 2009). 
Planning efforts buried the natural Mill Creek in sewer 
lines and built homes in the creek’s floodplain. The 
buried creek eventually resulted in sinking building 
foundations, broken sewer pipes accompanied 
by sludge and smells, flooding basements, and 
abandonment. Mill Creek is one of the poorest 
neighborhoods of Philadelphia; Mill Creek is also 
home to highly educated middle class residents that 
are predominantly African-American (Spirn 2009). 
Without a connection to the neighborhood’s history, 
many of the residents felt that the people who lived 
in Mill Creek caused the poor conditions; it is “the 
internalization of shame in one’s neighborhood” (Spirn 
2005:409). 

To create a framework for action The WPLP 
integrated multiple stakeholders from the Mill 
Creek Neighborhood including university students, 
community members and organizations, along with 
public school teachers and students. The 20-year 
project produced tangible products such as the design 
and construction of community landscape projects, 
a digital database for communication between 
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stakeholders, and a curriculum enrichment program 
for an inner-city junior high school. The intent of these 
projects was to enhance the quality of the environment, 
economy, and educational systems in the community 
while increasing public awareness of the forces that 
shape the Mill Creek Neighborhood. 

Once given knowledge about the dangers of buried 
floodplains, the residents began to question if the 
current conditions of the Mill Creek neighborhood 
would remain, or if other possibilities could come to 
fruition. University and Mill Creek students developed 
landscape projects demonstrating storm water 
detention, built a water garden, outdoor classroom and 
website, and envisioned a city-wide march on city hall 
to influence new planning policies (Spirn 2009). “To 
read and shape landscape is to learn and teach: to know 
the world, to express ideas and to influence others” 
(Spirn 2005:409). Landscape literacy engaged the Mill 
Creek community to reimagine their own space.

The C.H. Nash Museum at Chucalissa
I remain inspired by Anne Spirn’s concept of landscape 
literacy. During and following my graduate studies 
in anthropology and museum studies, I have been 
fortunate enough to work at The C.H. Nash Museum 
at Chucalissa, owned and operated by the University 
of Memphis. The Museum’s context provided me with 
opportunities to integrate anthropological concepts 
with the practice of architecture. The Museum’s current 
position as a “third place,” or living laboratory for 
community engagement and service learning, allows 
for the exploration of landscape literacy.

Chucalissa is located on the grounds of a prehistoric 
earthwork complex in Southwest Memphis, Tennessee. 
The archaeological site and accompanying museum 
were first conceived as a place of academic privilege 
that ignored the surrounding community, founded as a 
by-product of 1930s Jim Crow era segregation policies. 
During the past decade, however, the Museum initiated 
an outreach program with the surrounding community 
that is composed of 95% African-Americans and 
primarily blue-collar. Key to the current outreach is a 
radical transparency and commitment to engagement 
on the part of the Museum. Success of the Museum’s 
initiative also relies on the community’s willingness 
to trust the motives of an institution that previously 
expressed no interest in their welfare (Connolly et al, 
2012). 

Although Chucalissa is located adjacent to the 1000-
acre T.O. Fuller State Park, the immediate vicinity 
is equally filled with heavy industry. The residential 
area in the Museum vicinity is located within one mile 
of factories that report toxic emissions. Visitors and 
residents regularly comment about the toxic emissions 
apparent in the immediate vicinity of the Museum and 
State Park that deters some from participating in all 
the outdoor components of Chucalissa. While many 
communities are switching to a knowledge-based 
economy, Memphis supports the construction of new 

industrial complexes in response to the abilities and 
realities of its current workforce. 

Active community members from the adjacent area 
known as Westwood have voiced their concerns to 
Chucalissa that the City ignores their needs related 
to the unsustainable development that denies basic 
rights of environmental protection and economic 
advancement for underserved communities. Seeking to 
function as an asset and stakeholder in the community, 
Chucalissa facilitated available resources to address 
community concerns. One avenue that the community, 
T.O. Fuller State Park and Chucalissa agreed to take 
was for the Museum to coordinate and host NCCC 
AmeriCorps Teams. During the past two years 
Chucalissa and AmeriCorps teams have assisted the 
Westwood residents with minor home repair and 
landscaping activities to prevent properties from 
receiving municipal code violations. The community 
determined and organized the work for AmeriCorps to 
perform. 

The Chucalissa staff also consulted community 
members about planned renovations in the Museum 
exhibit hallway. Influenced by an existing exhibit at 
Chucalissa that details the traditional crops of Native 
American agriculture – corns, beans and squash – 
community members voiced concerns that youth are 
disconnected from food production. After residents 
shared food stories of the past, the community 
expressed a desire for an urban garden, but remarked 
that there was not an appropriate place in their 
neighborhood. Within weeks, community members 
were weeding, watering and harvesting their own crops 
on the Museum grounds (Connolly et al, 2012). 

Additional mutually beneficial collaborative projects 
include: hosting local social celebrations; co-
creating an exhibit hall on the cultural heritage of 
the neighborhood; developing a resource center and 
website of the community’s cultural heritage; and 
hosting, coordinating, and facilitating AmeriCorps 
NCCC Teams for construction and cultural heritage 
projects in the surrounding neighborhoods.  Today, the 
Westwood community considers the Museum a true 
and complete social asset and stakeholder in Southwest 
Memphis.

Figure 1. Community-directed urban garden at Chu-
calissa.
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Architectural (il)literacy
During my involvement at Chucalissa, a professor 
at the University selected the site as a design studio 
project. Based on my previous work and teaching 
experiences along with my connection to Chucalissa, 
the professor contacted me. We exchanged a few brief 
emails about the site as well as the project. Shortly 
after, the professor sent me an invitation to participate 
as a member of the design jury to critique the student 
work at the halfway point of the project. I extended this 
invitation to include the Museum Director. The studio 
professor provided the following description of the 
project:

A new archeological center is to be built on this 
wonderful site to re-introduce the city to its native 
inhabitants and their culture. The center is to tell 
the tale of the various groups of Native Americans 
who have inhabited the site and the sophisticated 
communities they developed with networks reaching 
into the surrounding regions. The center is intended 
to be specific in its reach to educate the public on 
the Chucalissa site, yet seeks a broader appeal to 
greater audience in an attempt to generate greater 
revenue streams. The center should serve to educate 
the public on the valuable site, but it should also serve 
to pay respect to the site’s sacred attributes. It should 
be a destination for school children, families, and 
researchers alike who not only want to learn about this 
place, but enjoy this place for its remarkable beauty 
and tranquility.
The jury was comprised of architects, interns, the 
Museum Director and myself. The students offered 
preliminary design solutions, while jury members 
offered insights to further develop each project. 
The projects were the start of visually attractive 

solutions, albeit with misunderstandings about existing 
conditions, the Museum’s mission, and users of the site.  

The Museum Director, acting as the client, provided 
students with additional stories that emphasized 
Chucalissa’s relationship with the surrounding 
community. The Museum “listens to the concerns 
of the group or person, lets the ‘other’ define the 
situation, and responds by trying to meet that need. 
In listening and learning, receiving and giving, the…
relationship is horizontal, lateral, parallel. It is not 
hierarchical” (Kronick 2011:23). Etic perspectives do 
not overshadow emic perspectives. 

The Director suggested that the projects think more 
holistically about the site and the relevancy of 
the museum to the community – not solely on the 
building. In other words, to move beyond ‘sheer 
egoism, aesthetic enthusiasm, and historic impulse.’ 
The Director also followed up with an email to the 
professor with additional points for the students to 
consider: alternative building locations at the site; 
proposed and realized outdoor exhibits; general 
statements about keeping the footprint of the building 
as light as possible, as also expressed by Native 
Americans desires; images of similar sites; and the 
need for the Museum to blend into the prehistoric 
architecture of the site. The Director provided contact 
info and extended an open invitation for the students to 
ask any questions.

The Director and I maintained an open ‘listening and 
learning’ attitude until the day of the final review. 
While eager and willing to answer any additional 
questions the students may have, no one contacted 
us! We were baffled by this lack of engagement, as it 

Figure 2. Rain shelter on Chucalissa’s nature trail constructed by AmeriCorps Team
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was the exact opposite type of behavior encouraged at 
the Museum. I questioned why the students were not 
actively developing their own design literacy. 
 
At the final review it was easy to see the visual 
progression of each project. The designs, however, 
remained conventional etic solutions. One would be 
hard-pressed to find a student who could explain what 
their projects offered to the public versus eating a plate 
of worms, so to speak.

Co-creating architecture
While the architecture students were developing 
their design solutions, Chucalissa staff, community 
members, and AmeriCorps members were 
simultaneously exploring the initial phases of a co-
created outdoor exhibit set at Chucalissa entitled 
“Landscape Literacy.” This approach of co-creation is 
meant, “to give voice and be responsive to the needs 
and interests of local community members; to provide 
a place for community engagement and dialogue; 
and to help participants develop skills that will 
support their own individual and community goals” 
(Simon 2010:187). Without co-creative participation, 
current and future activities cannot be envisioned at 
Chucalissa.

The Landscape Literacy exhibit is a continuation of 
Chucalissa’s commitment to its community, and to 
educate visitors about environmental injustices of 
underserved communities through the communities’ 
voice. The exhibit is intended to build common a 
ground of cultural, linguistic, and aesthetic interaction, 
by helping participants develop a critical understanding 
of the reality surrounding them; increase their ability to 
analyze and communicate their own experiences of the 

world, acquire the necessary skills to carry out personal 
inquiry, and re-envision the place where they live. 

In 2012, the Museum collected qualitative data through 
focus groups, semi-structured interviews and surveys 
from local residents, visitors, members of the academic 
community, and museum staff for the future direction 
of programs and exhibits at Chucalissa. The data 
revealed the following desired directions: 

1. The enhancement of existing outdoor 
experiences at the community- and museum-
level.

2. A community-based framework to share 
cultural heritage.

As a result of these desires and by following the 
successful model of the WPLP, the exhibit includes 
the design and construction of outdoor interactive 
labs, a digital cultural heritage hub, and curricula for 
multi-generational learning. The completed exhibit 
set will address the pre-identified needs by enhancing 
the 40-acre built environment on which the Museum 
is located into a teaching landscape that demonstrates 
the elegance and efficiency of the natural and built 
environment. The goal of the exhibit is to physically, 
intellectually, and emotionally connect people and 
places through Native American and traditional 
cultures, resulting in an increased awareness and 
appreciation of the evolving natural landscape.

The Landscape Literacy exhibits extend the previous 
built works at the Museum. Existing preliminary 
outdoor projects that contribute to the overall vision 
for the exhibit include an arboretum, medicinal plant 
sanctuary, rain shelter, writing desk, outdoor classroom, 

Figure 3. Volunteers plant Chucalissa’s three sisters garden – corn, beans, and squash.
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guided plant walk, and associated programming. These 
projects are evaluated and adjusted accordingly based 
on the level of community engagement. The design 
process also involved identifying and implementing the 
following five goals: 

Goal 1: Create a Sense of Place: Develop marketing 
and branding strategies to increase visibility, which 
highlight the distinctive cultural and physical identities 
of Chucalissa and the surrounding community.

Chucalissa is currently enhancing its exhibits, updating 
educational programming, and strengthening its status 
as an anchor through community partnerships. Given 
the Museum’s unlikely location near an industrial 
blue-collar area off the typical tourist path, the 
museum must constantly work on its visibility. The 
Museum co-created a brochure of prehistoric sites 
and museums along the Mississippi River between St. 
Louis, Missouri and Natchez, Mississippi to coordinate 
marketing efforts. As the brochure develops a digital 
presence the Landscape Literacy exhibit will act as a 
“tagline” to compliment the Museum’s mission and 
provide a holistic vision for the Museum’s site.

Goal 2: Enhance Educational Engagement: Cultivate 
and disseminate knowledge for both on-site and off-site 
audiences through appropriate use of external trends, 
such as social media and technologies.

Museum staff and employees regularly contribute 
content to social media pages and recognize the 
importance of technologies for the enrichment of the 
visitor experience. The Museum also administers a 
community-based website that contains interviews, 
videos and information pertaining to Southwest 

Memphis. The Landscape Literacy exhibit will offer 
a distinctive learning experience through outdoor 
hands-on interactives that allow Museum and visitor 
contributions to a digital database. 

Goal 3: Stabilize economics and operations: Promote 
the Museum’s value in order to obtain additional 
funding, and demonstrate efficiencies in Museum 
operations.

The Museum internally discusses the alignment of 
available resources and operational needs on a regular 
basis, as well as the professional development of 
staff to meet staffing needs. As part of the Museum’s 
advocacy efforts to promote the significance of 
museums to policymakers and the public, the Museum 
created Economic and Education Impact Statements. 
These impact statements are highlighted on the 
American Alliance for Museums’ website. The success 
of the Landscape Literacy exhibit will help leverage 
additional funding. 

Goal 4: Improve infrastructure: Promote 
sustainability and comply with universal access 
standards.

In order to accommodate multi-generational learning, 
the Museum provides ADA compliant indoor spaces, 
and recognizes the need to incorporate those standards 
for its outdoor exhibits. Landscape Literacy exhibit 
is modeled after sustainable building methods and 
universal design.

Goal 5: Remain relevant to its audience: Engage local, 
regional and international partnerships.

Figure 4. Museum staff and volunteer construct an outdoor exhibit at Chucalissa.
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The Museum follows a participatory model and is 
committed to community engagement. The Museum 
understands the need to reconcile the experiences the 
Museum provided the community in the past with 
current practices, in order to remain relevant in the 
future. The design process of the Landscape Literacy 
exhibit is intended to maintain current relationships, 
while increasing the Museum’s visibility to invite new 
partnerships; resulting in a sustainable model. 

The community’s desire to start an urban garden 
directly contributed to the original concept of the 
Landscape Literacy exhibit. The continued community 
engagement and realization of exhibit components 
relies on the equal and co-creative participation of 
the C.H. Nash Museum at Chucalissa, The Westwood 
Community, AmeriCorps NCCC teams and future 
partners.

Final comments
Although architecture and anthropology use different 
approaches, the disciplines share something in common 
– they are both arts of inquiry. The previous two case 
studies at Chucalissa demonstrate outcomes of these 
differences. Relatively speaking, the student projects 
emphasize an etic or outsider viewpoint focused on 
tangible results, while the Landscape Literacy exhibit 
promotes an emic or community viewpoint with 
intangible results. When these two approaches meld, 
like with the WPLP, the process allows for one to 
think in new ways about what goes on around them by 
reflecting on their situation as well as that of others. My 
own investigations into landscape literacy have shown 
that applying a model of co-creation in architectural 
design results in design-literate solutions with practical 
relevance in ever-changing landscapes.
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