
HSPV 640-001  CONTEMPORARY DESIGN IN HISTORIC SETTINGS 

Pamela W. Hawkes FAIA, Professor of Practice phawkes@design.upenn.edu 
Mondays 1:45 – 4:45 PM  Location: MEYH B7 

INTRODUCTION AND GOALS 
Every architectural operation increasingly becomes an act of partial transformation within a 
situation:  reuse, restoration, but also something new and different through the contextual 
relationship of already significant materials.  Even urban peripheries have become places in 
search of an identity by means of contextual consolidation. 
--Vittorio Gregotti, Inside Architecture, pp. 70-71 

Does historic preservation bear any responsibility for the mediocre buildings that often flow from 
promoting designs intended, above all, to simply not distract people as they engage nearby 
historic sites?  If so, preservationists might need to revisit the matter of the proper relationship 
between historic sites and adjacent development. 
--Daniel Bluestone, Buildings, Landscapes, and Memory, p. 41. 

Thoughtful contemporary design can add value and meaning to historic settings.  Rigorous 
dialogue with historic environs enriches contemporary designs and designers.  These premises 
are fundamental to contemporary heritage planning, yet remain highly controversial in practice. 
How closely can new design relate to historic forms without being mistaken for—and 
diminishing—authentic heritage?  Are designers that claim continuity through contrast or 
abstraction simply ignoring context through their own ignorance or ego? 

Throughout the world, urban, suburban and rural environments are increasingly subject to 
design control of some kind.  In all contexts, public participation in the design process is 
growing, sometimes at the expense of originality and innovation.  Architects and conservators, 
planners or landscape architects—all can benefit from methods of inquiry and analysis that are 
part of a design process rather than dictating particular outcomes. 

This seminar considers appropriate, authentic and creative solutions to heritage settings and the 
re-use of existing structures, as well as guidelines and communications that foster exemplary 
design.  Readings, case studies and class discussions highlight how clients, communities, 
designers and design theory have shaped regulation and design with heritage through the past 
century.  Sketching, analysis and critique of local landmarks and individual case study sites over 
the course of the semester will sharpen spatial perception and understanding of compatibility 
beyond the surface. Students will learn to:  

• Understand how architectural and preservation theory and events have shaped each
other through the past century.

• Observe and communicate the “character-defining elements” of existing sites at all
scales.

• Analyze how those elements influence successful preservation, re-use and expansion
strategies.

• Identify and critique a range of successful—and unsuccessful—design responses in
historic contexts.

PREREQUISITES  None 
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ASSIGNMENTS AND GRADING 
 
Class Discussions & Weekly Assignments   40%    
Sketch/Analysis Assignments     30% 
Case Study/Critique      30% 
 
1. Class Discussion and Assignments 
Each student brings important perspectives and experience to each class.  Our discussions and 
the assignments are more meaningful when you come to class prepared, and share your 
viewpoints.  Students are expected to attend all class sessions, participate in exercises and 
discussions, and generally be intellectually engaged.   

• Each week, ss students complete each of the readings on CANVAS, they should post one 
comment or question about it in the Discussion section.   

• One or two students will be assigned to facilitate the discussion of one or more of the 
readings every week. An assignment schedule will be distributed after the first class 
session.   

• For the session on Guiding Design, each student will review an actual guideline and 
report on how it illustrates themes of the course.  Assignments will be made the week 
before that class session. 

 
Students will be assigned points on the quality of their comments and questions online and 
during all class sessions, regardless of whether they are assigned as facilitator. 
 
2.  Analysis  
Keen observation and analysis of existing structures and context are fundamental to creating 
successful and creative design solutions in historic environments, as well as thoughtful 
preservation guidelines.  The Lerner Center (Music Building), located directly across 34th Street 
from Myerson Hall, will be the site for a series of introductory exercises for students of all 
backgrounds to enhance their observation and graphic skills, both hand drawing and digital 
representation.  Digital “pin-ups” and review of these diagrams, drawings or collages will include 
peer and instructor comments, and students will then have opportunities to revise and expand 
the assignment. 
 
3.  Case Study 
Students will research and critique anon an individual Case Study project, analyzing its project’s 
design and relationship to the context and communicating their findings using the tools learned 
through the Analysis exercise, readings and class lectures.   
 
Students will select from a list of suggested projects or propose one of their own.  A list of 
options, and additional assignment details, will be distributed at the initial class meeting. 
Students must be able to visit the site selected for study during the course of the semester in 
order to complete the assignments.  Interim submissions of analytical drawings and a written 
critique/blog post will be required, culminating in a 20-minute in-class presentation.  The 
product will be a slide deck/portfolio incorporating analytical and design drawings.  The 
emphasis and grading will focus on depth of understanding rather than graphic or creative 
prowess. 
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Course Materials 
Materials will be included in the CANVAS course folder.  We will review the organization during the 
first class session. 
 
Grades 
Final letter grades will be figured on the basis of the assignments and participation. General 
guidelines for grades are as follows:  A+ Exceptional; A Outstanding; A- Excellent; B+ Very good; 
B Good; B- Competent; C+ Fair; C Acceptable; C- Marginal; F Failure. 
 
Grades will be adjusted to reflect unexcused absences from class and late completion of 
assignments. 
 
Note on Writing and Speaking 
Effective and professional communication—oral, written and graphic—is an underlying theme of 
the course.  We will be assessing how designers and preservationists have used writing, sketches 
and media to ensure the success of their ideas—and learning how to do the same. At the same 
time, participation and passionate viewpoints will be valued more than perfect grammar. 
 
Students who may need assistance with writing are encouraged to allow time to consult with 
the Marks Family Writing Center (http://writing.upenn.edu/critical/wc/) while preparing 
assignments. 
 
Students with Disabilities 
In compliance with Penn policy and equal access laws, I am available to discuss appropriate 
academic accommodations that you may require as a student with a disability. Requests for 
academic accommodations need to be made during the first two weeks of the semester, except 
under unusual circumstances, to arrange reasonable accommodations. Students must register 
with Student Disabilities Services (SDS) for disability verification and for determination of 
reasonable academic accommodations. 
 
Academic culture 
Academic integrity is the foundation of the University’s culture of learning and research. 
Everyone, at all times, is expected to abide by the principles set out in the University’s Code of 
Academic Integrity.  The Code of Academic Integrity is available online at: 
 
https://catalog.upenn.edu/pennbook/code-of-academic-integrity/ 
 
Students with questions or concerns about plagiarism or any other issues regarding academic 
integrity or the classroom environment are welcome to approach the professor. 
 
OFFICE HOURS 
Tuesday  9:00 AM – 11:00 AM   
 
Or during other hours or via telephone or Zoom by arrangement.  
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