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Assignment 1: Archaeology 
 
In An Archaeology of Knowledge, Michel Foucault critiques linear national historiography and instead 
describes a new method of “archaeological” analysis that identifies knowledge produced as ruptures in time 
rather than as part of a chronological progressive continuity. In this assignment we will look for ruptures 
in urban form in the difficult transition from the architecture of the city to metropolitan architecture. This 
assignment asks you to identify historical ruptures in the urban form of New York and Phnom Penh, as 
each transformed from neighborhood, village or city to metropolis. These ruptures in form represent new 
forms of knowledge about inhabitation. 
 
Begin by looking for interruptions or discontinuities in the urban fabric of both cities. Identify breaks in the 
pattern of the city due to a change in the grid orientation, block size, building type, natural features, or 
infrastructure. Perform a “stratigraphy” or a de-layering of the city of the present in order to uncover 
physical evidence of struggles, conflicts and tensions in its history. Embedded in the form of the city is 
knowledge about the architecture, society, technology, social life, cultural aspirations, ecology and the 
human body. The city is an archive of that knowledge that you need to sift, sort and catalog. This 
knowledge is essential as we seek knew knowledge in adapting and transforming our cities to contemporary 
aspirations for equity and sustainability. 
 

 
Figure Ground Example showing three different fragments of Wiesbaden, Germany, Wayne Copper, 
Cornell Masters thesis, 1967. 
 
A form of rendering urban fragments is Rowe/Koetter’s Collage City, where private, built space is 
rendered black and public open space is left white, creating a figure/ground reading of the city as a 
composition of solids and voids. This gestalt pattern makes the ruptures in the historical continuity of the 
city immediately apparent.  



The figure ground technique renders the private life of the city opaque. In Transparent Cities, (1994) I 
advocated for an overlay method that reveals the relationship between public and private, local and 
metropolitan (through the presence of infrastructure) and built from landscape. Transparent Cities present a 
method to understand how cities adapt and change over time and depicts urban form as a process not a 
static object. 
 

 
Transparent Cities, overlay of acetate places, detail of Lower East Side. Brian McGrath The high ground at 
the eastern end of Grand Street creates a bulge in the East River estuary. North of this hill was a swamp 
where the tidal estuary advanced and receded – today’s alphabet city. Robert Moses built the FDR 
expressway, East River Park and the modern social housing lining the East River. 
 



Rossi’s The Architecture of the City advocates for an analysis of the property regime of the city as it moves 
from pre-capitalist, capitalist, para-capitalist and socialist stages. This requires not only looking at figure 
ground relations of streets, blocks and open space, but at building typology as the core unit of the urban 
fabric. Farming and village settlements define a pre-capitalist phase of transforming a natural territory into 
a human settlement. How are slopes and water managed to ensure stability and food supply? At some point 
the city develops into an economic unit with surplus supplies and capital. At that point money is invested in 
land speculation. Areas of cities are extended as organized gridded unites, either with a municipal plan or 
as laid out by the private developer. After that property is sold, subdivided, or uses changed as prices 
increase or due to economic decline. First buyers move out, new comers move in. The dynamics of arts and 
cultural districts are tied to these economic fluctuations in the para-capitalist phase as artists and cultural 
organizations often seek “soft spots” in cities where rent is cheap. In the socialist phase, government takes a 
major role in developing or redeveloping the city, as in the case above in the pubic housing, parks and 
highways on the Lower East Side of New York. 
 

 
 
Typomorphological Analysis and figure/ground time series from Sanborn Insurance Maps, Anne Vernez 
Moudon study of San Francisco neighborhood (7 x 8 block area) 
 
Ungers’ Cities within the City proposes to look at urban fragments of Berlin when it was a city divided by 
the Cold War as dense island forming an archipelago in a green lagoon. You can trace this history from the 
historical maps provided of Phnom Penh and from Bromley and Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps of New 
York. Boyarksy and Koolhaas both collect old post cards to understand how Chicago and New York 
became a multi-level metropolis. Where in your urban fabric does a plan analysis become inadequate and 
sectional or three-dimensional depictions are necessary. 
 



 
 
After you have identified the urban fragment from both cities that you wish to document, first draw it in 
figure ground. Second act as an archaeologist, digging down from the present to uncover the moment when 
a city originated and when it took on the form of a metropolis, tracing the shifts Rossi identifies. What 
constitutes the transitions from rural land to city to metropolis? What evidence is there in both city’s 
present space and form of these shifts as a rupture in time? Identify sample areas of around one square 
kilometer where you are able to draw individual buildings as well as urban patterns. Additionally, this 
semester we will be looking at how art and cultural districts emerge within the urban form of the city, and 
become institutionalized through architectural form in the metropolis. Please refer to the blog resources for 
links to art and cultural organizations in both New York and Phnom Penh; 
 
Assignment issued on Friday, August 31 
Pin-ups Friday, September  14 and September 21 
Final review Friday, September 28, final drawings due Thursday, September 27, 12:00 noon 
pdf versions e-mailed to forum organizers. 
 
In class on September 7 we will decide scale formats for sets of comparative drawings at the same scale. 
 
All drawings to be printed and pinned up on October 14, digital versions to be presented by forum 
organizers. 
 
Elijah Borrero, Patricia Vallejo Arroyo, Andres Oyaga Loewy 
Marco Rangel, Alicia Chiu, Mike Goetz 
 
Furthermore results of assignment will be sent to Phnom Penh to be exhibited in the Our City 
Festival as part of the City Lab http://urbanlabphnompenh.wordpress.com/ 


