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Monumental

“Without the monumental illusion before the eyes of living, history would be a mere abstraction. The social space 
bristles with monuments – imposing stone buildings, discreet mud shrines – which may not be directly functional but 
give every individual the justified feeling that, for the most part, they pre- existed him and will survive him. Strangely, 
it is a set of breaks and discontinuities in space that expresses continuity in time. “ 

Marc Augé, Non-Places



Conceptual Development

This project was developed over the course of the 
Fall Semester, 2010 as a collaboration between 
Lisa Naumann and Adam Levin. Original sketches 
for this project primarily addressed Buffalo’s ethnic 
diversity and the disappearance of a number of ethnic 
neighborhoods directly adjacent to the downtown 
region (neighborhoods that were demolished during 
the second major wave of redevelopment in the 
1950s to make way for the New York State Thruway, 
waterfront condominiums and parking).  However, 
early photographic documentation of the downtown 
region revealed a number of voids in the city center that 
showed stunning spatial characteristics.  Furthermore, 
the sonic characteristics of the central business district 
were much more interesting and nuanced than the 
almost oppressive silence of the adjacent areas, which 
were originally the focus of the project.

As a consequence, our attention turned from questions 
of ethnic diversity in the downtown area to questions 
concerning the spatial, architectural and historical 
significance of voids documented in early analysis. 

We focused on specific voids, where the traces of the 
demolished buildings that once occupied the sites 
could still be discerned on the walls of extant structures.  
We also focused on voids which had been re-inscribed 
with colorful advertisements, predominantly for 
businesses that had long ago ceased operating in the 
downtown region.  What drew our interest was how 
successive layers of history could inhabit a void, and 
what this meant given the city’s history, as well as its 
current ambitions to become an architectural heritage 
site.

Through early research into the downtown region, 
we were able to find a number of maps detailing the 
development of Buffalo’s downtown from the late 19th 
century to the middle of the twentieth century.  The two 
most important maps for the project became a 1901 
axonometric view of the city, which shows a dense 
tangle of low-rise 19th century structures occasionally 
punctuated with new skyscrapers, including the Dunn 
Building and Sullivan’s Guarantee Building, and a 1950 
property map, which reveals a bustling downtown 
region, complete with a number of movie palaces, 
restaurants, pubs and small businesses, as well as 
the early introduction of parking lots occasioned by 
redevelopment from the 1920s.



Using these maps, photographic documentation of 
specific voids and satellite imagery of the downtown 
region, we were able to map relationships between 
contemporary voids and previous structures, as well 
as the owners of these structures and their original 
programs.  Furthermore, research into the history of 
Buffalo revealed two distinct lines of discourse that 
seem to govern the city’s history – the first outlines the 
ascendance of a great modern metropolis, capable of 
garnering the talent of major American architects like 
Frank Lloyd Wright, Louis Sullivan, Daniel Burnham, 
H.H. Richardson and (later) Eliel and Eero Saarinen, 
as well as the attention of major European modernists, 
like Walter Gropius and Le Corbusier (both of whom 
published images of Buffalo’s industrial architecture in 
the early twentieth century) and Bruno Taut and Erich 
Mendelsohn, both of whom visited the city to experience 
firsthand the architecture published by Gropius and Le 
Corbusier.  Originating at approximately the same time, 
we discovered a parallel discourse of loss – perhaps 
most poignantly represented by Frank Severance’s 
exhibit and book “Picture Book of Earlier Buffalo” from 
1913. 





We became interested in the intersection of these two 
discourses as they had become resolved in Buffalo’s 
pregnant voids.  Given the city’s current attempts 
to redefine itself as a historical architectural tourist 
destination, and the ongoing attempts by the city and a 
number of independent trusts to preserve a number of 
Buffalo’s ailing architectural monuments, we developed 
a large-scale, ongoing curatorial project based on 
Buffalo’s voids, for which our final presentation was 
a prototype.  In the interest of realizing this project, 
we took several more trips to the downtown region 
documenting its voids, and mapping their locations to 
both the 1901 and 1950 maps of downtown.

However, because so much of the contemporary and 
historical discourse surrounding Buffalo’s architecture 
relied heavily on photographic representation of the city, 
and developing media practices that created a means 
for broad dissemination of this image content, we also 
decided that the project should entail the reproduction 
and dissemination of images, as a counter-discourse, 
which at once mirrors and complements the media 
image of the city itself.  In this interest, we began 
researching the ways in which the city is and has been 
represented in media originating outside of the city 
itself.  We used the New York Times archives as our 
primary dataset.





News concerning Buffalo from the 1930s through the 
1970s was collected, and analyzed.  We found that 
while news from the 1930s tends to emphasize the 
productive and distributive capacities of the city (in 
terms of its grain transit system, the New York Central 
train line and its large steel mills), news from the 1940s 
begins emphasizing the city’s labor conditions, with 
numerous strikes occurring in the immediate post-war 
period.  News from the 1950s is dominated by issues 
of racial tension in the city, as well as the development 
of the New York Thruway that terminated in Buffalo.  
Articles from the 1960s increasingly emphasize the 
economic troubles of the city (sometimes in an almost 
gloating way), and issues of urban blight, punctuated 
by flare-ups of racial tensions.  Finally, news from the 
1970s deals almost exclusively with Buffalo’s waning 
fortunes, issues of urban blight, line cancellations for 
New York Central train service and concerns over the 
loss of Buffalo’s rich architectural heritage (even the 
Guarantee was threatened with demolition).



In addition to the maps, these articles became the 
narrative background for the project, and it was under 
the influence of the historical narrative of the city as it 
was produced in the popular media that we began to 
raise a number of questions:  was the current condition 
of the downtown area really contingent on poor urban 
planning strategies developed in the 1950s, or was it 
really an issue of an aging 19th century infrastructure 
un-amendable to the requirements of the automobile?  
Was it redevelopment, or simply poor economic fortune 
that eventually lead to the evisceration of Buffalo’s 
downtown area?  Since many of the interests behind 
downtown redevelopment were downtown property 
owners themselves, did they err terribly in favor of 
the automobile (as argued by Robert Fogelson in his 
book “Downtown” and Mark Goldman in his book “City 
on the Edge”), or did they err by not acting quickly 
enough, considering the massive exodus of residents 
throughout the 1930s and 1940s?



It was through this line of questioning that we begin to 
rethink Buffalo’s voids in terms of openings, as points 
of fissure through which an alternative story of Buffalo 
might be developed.  We preferred the concept of 
opening, because it implies not only absence, but 
also entrance and opportunity, and it was with this 
metaphor in mind that we developed the majority of 
our project, while retaining the contradiction between 
the interlaced discourses of the city’s architectural 
prowess and its history of loss.  In other words, what 
does a monumental void look like, and what can it tell 
us about the city?

In order to answer this question, we developed a multi-
facetted, multimedia approach that included online 
publication, experimental cartography (influenced 
by Edward Soja’s book “Postmodern Geographies”) 
graphic design, and interactive and locative 
media.  Each approach, and the reasons behind its 
implementation, is outlined below.



Installation

Early diagrams for the installation portion of our project 
reveal a sequence of doors.  Each door was to be sourced 
at Buffalo re-use and (where available) labeled with the 
address from which it originally came.  Metaphorically, 
the doors represented a series of openings enacted by 
the visitor; these openings represented an entrance to 
a new location, as well as a new historical perspective.  
A large scale projection of a map of downtown Buffalo 
would be projected on the floor and activated by the 
door, along with contemporary sound recordings from 
the site to which the door was assigned.  

The concept behind the installation was to provide a 
point of entrance for the urban-scaled project, and while 
this was not the installation used in the final prototype 
(because of factors of time, money and space – it was 
designed for the Central Terminal in downtown Buffalo), 
this is still the type of interactive installation we would 
like to see realized in the future. 





For the purposes of our prototype, we used an 
abandoned dressing table, with a large circular void 
at its center, as well as a second void where a mirror 
had once been housed.  An arch lamp with an amber 
bulb was focused on the large semi-circular void in the 
center of the dressing table, casting an amber hallow 
on the floor that both mirrored the cut of the table and 
echoed the void itself.  The drawers were outfitted with 
small LED lamps, Plexiglass coated with blue film, 
and speakers, and were filled with articles printed on 
Vellum (for its translucence) from the period studied, 
outlining the history of Buffalo, as well as photograph-
sized images of the sites chosen for the project.

The concept behind the article/desk design was that, 
as a visitor opens a drawer, they hear the contemporary 
sounds associated with the site represented by the 
drawer.  He/she would have to remove the article from 
the cold blue light of historical discourse and place it 
into the warm light of its context, represented here by 
the void, which echoed the kinds of sites with which we 
were dealing.





Since the table was placed at the far end of a darkly 
lit room, visitors immediately moved towards it; and 
began opening the drawers, and looking at the articles 
in the light of the void. The sound emanating from the 
desk provided an added enticement.

At the opposite side of the room sat a table holding 
totes specifically designed for the project with the 
Buffalo Voids logo printed on them, and containing the 
book for the tour.  In addition to this, the table held a 
computer showing the blog designed for this project, as 
well as images of the sites taken in the early stages of 
design development.  Furthermore, Frank Severance’s 
“A Picture Book of Earlier Buffalo,” Le Corbusier’s 
“Towards an Architecture” – opened to pages showing 
Buffalo’s industrial architecture, and Reyner Banham’s 
“Concrete Atlantis” were placed on the table for visitors 
to explore the two primary discourses that we felt were 
best represented by the city’s monumental voids.

This portion of the project was largely influenced 
by Janet Cardiff’s 2010 installation, “The Cabinet of 
Curiousness.”









Online Supplement

The online portion of this project was designed in direct 
response to how image production and distribution has 
shaped the city of Buffalo, especially since it was largely 
through photographic reproductions published by 
Walter Gropius and Le Corbusier that the city became 
known to European modernist architects.  Today, 
this tradition is mirrored in the manner that the city is 
producing images of itself, and publishing them online.  
A perfect example of this is the upcoming conference 
on Buffalo, titled “Preservation Buffalo Niagara,” the 
promotional video for which reveals a version of Buffalo 
with which few residents would identify.

Thus, we sought, through the production and online 
dissemination of images of Buffalo’s pregnant voids, to 
tap into both this history and the tradition of architectural 
photography through which much of Buffalo’s 
architectural history has been defined.  We also sought 
to develop a counter narrative that emphasized the 
complexity of the city over simplified versions of either 
its ascendance or collapse.  

Finally, it provides another point of access for the 
planned exhibit, and we hoped to garner initial 
impressions and comments concerning the project 
through the comment function of the blog – visitors 
were encouraged to comment, and then comment 
again at the end of the critique.  In the final version 
of this project, we would like to have a fully operable 
webpage, through which visitors could add their own 
audio and images, comment and provide a “grassroots” 
narrative of the city, its voids and its ongoing history.

Much of this portion of the project was influenced by 
the work of Mark Wigley, Beatriz Colomina and Prof. 
Hadas Steiner, as well as the work of Patricia Bazelon, 
whose work is frequently on display at CEPA, and 
whose archive is housed nearby.  The final version of 
this project was inspired by works like YellowArrow, 
and other interactive online media art projects.

www.themesmerizingmess.wordpress.com





Book

The book was also designed with an emphasis on the 
pictorial history of the city, and was scaled to the size 
of traditional photographs (4” x 6”) both to reference 
this history and to be manageable while visitors explo-
red the GPS tour portion of the project.  Metal binding 
was used to emphasize the fact that the book had no 
specific beginning or end, and could be used in any 
number of ways.  The concept behind the non-linear 
design of the book was to encourage visitors to explo-
re both the book and the downtown region, directed 
by their specific interests.  To this end, indexes are in-
cluded, all referencing the programs that once flouris-
hed in the downtown area (based on the 1950 property 
map used for much of the project).  

Based on contemporary tourist guides, the book en-
courages visitors to move through the downtown regi-
on and explore it based, not on what is there (audio in-
cluded) but on what they desire, and we wanted these 
desires to be frustrated in a way that emphasized the 
significant looses that the downtown region has sus-
tained through progressive redevelopment, first in the 
1920s and again in the 1950s and as a result of the 
decline of the region since the 1950s, which all of the 
articles used in both the drawers and the book cite.

We wanted the voids to become apparent through the 
process of frustrated expectations;  through the pro-
cess of movement through space and time to places/
spaces that have been compromised, and where only 
slight remnants and reminders can be found.  The maps 
included provide general clues to the locations of the 
soundscapes, while the historical and contemporary 
photographic representations of the sites provide vi-
sitors with the spatial cues required to find the exact 
vantage point from which these photographs were ta-
ken, at which time, they would hear sounds represen-
tative of those that might have been heard at the time 
that the historical photographs were taken.



Finally, a non-linear history of the city of Buffalo, as it 
has been presented in popular media, is also included 
in the book.  This history is made up of newspaper ar-
ticles and advertisements from the times of interest to 
this project.  The non-linearity of the design is meant to 
emphasize the fact that no simple narrative alone can 
define or describe the history of this region, that this 
history is both complex and cacophonous, filled with 
contradictions and fissures that frustrate a straight-
forward (or even activist) view; like the city seen in the 
1901 map of downtown, Buffalo’s history is a dense 
tangle of discourses, vying for narrative dominance, 
but this kind of narrative dominance always implies 
the suppression of alternative narratives (like that of 
Buffalo’s voids) that can be equally, if not more, infor-
mative and revealing.

This portion of the project was inspired by contem-
porary tourist guides, by the non-linear arrangement of 
Julio Cortazar’s novel, “Hopscotch,” and by the ideolo-
gical premise behind Manuel De Landa’s “A Thousand 
Years of Nonlinear History.”



GPS Audio Tour

In original concept sketches for this project, the sound 
complement for the project was designed as a form 
of “Plop Art,” in which objects representative of the 
original programs of the sites would be placed in the 
current void, with signs inducing people to open the, 
or engage them in some way.  Upon engaging with the 
object, sounds were to be produced, representative of 
the programs once housed at the locations.

The concept behind this iteration of the project, was 
to garner the attention of people outside of the exhibit 
context through a process of estrangement.  The odd-
ness of finding, for example, a washing machine with a 
sign on it, stating, “OPEN ME” in the middle of a parking 
lot, we felt, would be incredibly effective for attracting 
alternative audiences.  We also wanted to induce this 
alternative audience to record their own impressions of 
the site and their experience of the piece.

While this part of the project was abandoned for the 
final presentation due to logistical problems, it is still a 
part of the intended final work, to be realized at a later 
date.  For the purposes of our prototype, we used a 
GPS enabled M-Scape program, that would play his-
torical sounds that might have been heard at the loca-
tion at the time that the historical images included in 
the book were taken.  The GPS tour was considered 
a complement to the book, and the audio zones were 
originally designed to be very small (encompassing 
only the immediate location at which the historical and 
contemporary photographs of the sites were taken). 

Finding the sounds was part of the process of explo-
ration encouraged by the book design; and in many 
instances, we expected that people would not find the 
sounds, but driven by a desire to do so, would return 
to the sites repeatedly, until they did – thus they were 
seen less as an ultimate goal, than as an inducement 
for further exploration.  The sounds used in the final 
soundscape for the GPS-enabled portion of the project 
were all historical recordings found on www.archive.
org, all of which dated to the period represented by the 
original historical photographs.

This portion of the project was inspired by Janet 
Cardiff’s “Jena Walk:  Memory Field.”







Criticism & Responses

Most of the criticism we received was about the book 
and the difficulty of finding the sounds.  While the 
original intention of the project was to produce the kind 
of frustration described by the critics, the form of a 
final presentation might have swayed us to design the 
book in a more linear fashion.  Because this project 
was designed as a prototype, on the one hand, we can 
say we were somewhat successful in the goals of our 
intended long-term project – which is non-goal-oriented, 
non-linear, and based on a process of exploration.  
This said, this criticism was incredibly helpful for the 
future development of the project, especially Prof. 
Anstey’s description of how visual memory functions 
(side-by-side representations, instead of page-by-
page representations), and Prof. Conrad’s arguments 
concerning media sensitivity, and the potentials of GPS-
enable, rich-media devices for future implementation.

However, at the level of design, the question becomes, 
do we sacrifice the kind of non-linearity consciously 
cultivated in the project to encourage a process of 
exploration for a more goal-oriented, over-determined 
form of design, or do we use the capabilities of media 
rich devices to further the non-linear, exploratory goals 
of the original project?  Much of the criticism of the 
book emphasized conscious decisions that created 
the kinds of conditions we desired, but, perhaps more 
importantly, the criticism raises questions of both 
intention and audience, and, for future development, 
might be best resolved by a choice provided by the 
curators to visitors, to take a non-linear tour, or to take a 
specific audio tour.  All of this will then reflect decisions 
with respect to media implementation (book v. smart 
phone enabled app., etc.).



Prof. Rueb’s description of her “aha” moment is the 
kind of moment we are seeking to design, but in a 
way that is incredibly specific (shocking even), and 
perhaps all the more enticing because it is not a direct 
route that determines the realization of this moment, 
but, more importantly, a winding route, based on 
exploration, and rewarded at cost.  This, then, reflects 
temporal conditions that must be addressed (is 
this tour something that only happens in the Spring, 
Summer and early Fall, or is there a way of designing 
it for all seasons and individuals?).  Since the tour is 
designed to complement Buffalo’s current attempts to 
reinvigorate its tourist industry, seasonal application 
might be better than year-round, since there is little 
tourism to the area during the winter months.

The criticisms of all three professors regarding the 
production of sound (especially Prof. Anstey’s story 
of Tony Conrad’s description of how sound effects 
were produced for radio) is incredibly helpful, and 
raises a number of questions with respect to how to 
implement the sounds in a way that is both interesting 
and meaningful.  While we relied on historical sound 
recordings, sound production might be an interesting 
route to explore, and might prove more fruitful with 
respects to final implementation of the project.

The criticism provided by Professors Rueb and Conrad 
concerning the constant testing of the project will be 
instrumental in the final implementation of this project.  
We tested this project numerous times, especially as 
we were working out the final size of the GPS regions, 
and collecting more data for the book and installation 
portions of the project; however, one of our fatal flaws 
with respect to testing was that this testing generally 
occurred on weekends (due to scheduling difficulties), 
and was largely based on antiquated maps (hence the 
confusion regarding Main and Niagara).  The problems 
of basing the project on antiquated maps is obvious, 
the second problem is one of space utilization.  The 
sounds were clear through simple iPod headphones on 
weekends, because there is limited traffic during this 
time, and we should have tried to test the project under 
the conditions of its eventual implementation, but this 
detail escaped us – in other words, we were satisfied 
with the region and quality of sound, without taking into 
consideration how the overall auditory environment 
during the week would change this.  This goes back to 
Prof. Anstey’s comments regarding sound production, 
and how simple sounds used effectively might be 
better than complex sounds that become inaudible 
under certain conditions.



The concluding criticism, provided by all three critiques, 
addressed the eclecticism of the project, which ranged 
from experimental cartography (graphing time and 
space in a non-linear fashion designed to emphasize 
exploration over location), graphic design, interactive 
installation, locative media and online interaction.  The 
scope of the project was broad, because the ambitions 
of the project were broad, and we wanted to provide 
numerous “openings” for engagement, both between 
the visitor and the work and between the work and 
the social, political, spatial and historical contexts in 
which the work resides.  This said, we would like to 
emphasize the fact that this was a prototype for larger 
scale projects by both of the collaborators based in 
their respective cities.

Through the criticism we received for this prototype, and 
through continued conceptual and artistic refinements, 
we both hope to implement large scale projects in 
Weimar and Buffalo addressing the unique histories of 
these cities in a way that makes these histories more 
dynamic and present for participants in our projects.  In 
some instances, this might mean returning to concepts 
developed at an earlier stage of this project (like the 
“Plop Art” portion of our original design sketches, and 
the larger scale installation, utilizing doors instead of 
drawers, to provide more of a sense of entrance and 
opening).  In other instances, it will require modifying 
our media decisions through the application of newly 
learned skills (like web-design, or smart-phone app 
development).

However, in each instance, and at each iteration of 
this project, which for Adam Levin is a foray into a 
possible thesis project for the DMS, a project that he 
has struggled with since the beginning of the semester, 
and which for Lisa Naumann may have implications 
for her thesis at the Bauhaus University in Weimar, 
Germany, the critique provided for this prototype will 
be ever present, and has been incredibly informative 
and helpful.



Idea and concept
Adam Levin, Lisa Naumann 

Advisor
Prof. Teri Rueb


