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PREFACE 

This thesis investigation is an opportunity to explore several con

cepts in which I have become interested in during my architectural 

education. Perhaps they are ideas which become particularly important 

as awareness of the surrounding environment grows. Attempts to design 

for the immense 'Big Sky' landscape have brought about frustration but 

also new understandings. Physically and socially distant from the more 

historic and traditional townscape patterns, object/buildings already 

existing in the Montana landscape provide inspiration, lessons, and 

even themes on which to build. The more striking and successful 

examples have tended to be isolated objects - bridges, farm structures, 

industrial structures, country schools and churches, and of course the 

grain elevator. However, when we move from these isolated structures 

to groupings of these and other objects in towns, we often seem to lose 

the benefits of setting objects together in an environment which Gordon 

Cullen has written of as townscape. Instead, we are confronted with 

environments of anti-spatial character which service the physical needs 

but not the spirit of man. 

Developed as a desire to understand and deal with a definable problem 

of small towns, the concepts are by no means limited to them and in fact 

developed from many diverse sources. Evolved from the immense spatial 

qualities of the Montana landscape, the concepts presented here are 

also relevant to an investigation of the qualities of suburbs, strips, 



and towns everywhere. In essence, this investigation is a search for 

a transition from an understanding of the relationship between object 

and ground plane (building and landscape), to a more complex relation

ship of object to object relative to the base plane of the landscape. 

This thesis is a vehicle for the expression of these ideas in an 

attempt.to create a cohesive environment and express the identity of 

an energy development town in Southeastern Montana. 

At this time I would like to thank and acknowledge the guidance and 

assistance of A1 Aydelott, Advisor, Assistant Professor of Architecture 

and David Matthews, Assistant Professor of Architecture. 



THES1S STATEMENT 

Comprehension of a contextural structure is necessary to develop 

optimal relationships between a setting and objects placed within that 

setting. 

Project:• 

A 'suite' of public buildings for Colstrip, Montana. 

a. Town Hall 

b. Library 

c. Medical Clinic 



INTRODUCT ION 

If we maintain that an architectural object does not exist as a 

single isolated entity independent of outside influences, then we must 

also recognize the importance of the surroundings in an effort to under

stand the object itself. As Christopher Alexander has stated, under

standing the field of context and inventing forms to fit it are really 

two aspects of the same process.1 An ensemble of objects and their 

setting is created using the physiological background of man which 

defines the need for form and the existing environment which provides 

the context giving the form meanings born of the specific conditions. 

What this implies is a process of design which includes the develop

ment of a contextural analysis as an antecedent to planning or building 

design. Out of this analysis is developed design or performance 

criteria linking the development or building to the existing context. 

As a result images, themes, and concepts are generated which, beyond 

fulfilling the functional requirements of design, hopefully develop 

into schemes which impart a sense of order and identity to everyday 

existence. 

As a starting point we might consider the patterns and organization 

of the landscape in Southeastern Montana. The overwhelming character 

here is that of unbounded horizontality. The texture of the area is 

composed of endless rolling hills, coulees and intermittent stream 

beds, prairie grasses and occasional clusters of scrub pine or cottonwood 



trees. The major structuring element of the region is the drainage 

of the Yellowstone River and its contributaries which in a sense 

organize and orient the geography of the area. In the absence of any 

major vertical elements of geography such as mountain ranges or canyons, 

the rivers act as boundaries and ordering elements in the landscape as 

well as being pathways. At a smaller scale the sandstone cliff 'rimrocks' 

which parallel the river bottom also act as a bounding device with a 

certain spatial generating ability, separating the relatively green river 

bottom from the more arid plains above. 

In this horizontal landscape almost any change in the vertical di

mension has a potential to become an important event in the surroundings. 

A small hill or rise may become a landmark or orientation point for miles 

around. A lone tree may become a rest spot in the shade or a gathering 

point not unlike the oasis or waterhole in the desert. 

The elements making up the natural landscape provide a very subtle 

network of relationships for the understanding of an overwhelming 

environment. An environment perhaps better understood in the horizontal 

dimension of a map than through the normal perception of the eye roving 

across the landscape. 

The evidence of man's occupation of the plane is not quite so subtle. 

In altering the landscape for his own gain, it has been structured 

mentally and physically. At an abstract level the entire region is 

organized in a cartesian gridwork of township and section lines which 



form a geometric framework over the countryside. As a symbolic and 

legal framework, it soon finds expression in the landscape. 

The layout of roads, fences, even cultivated land follows the 

abstract lines of the township grids. Deviations occur when it be

comes physically difficult for roads, etc. to follow these lines as 

they encounter hills, creeks, or other difficult physical features. 

it is in the placement of more indigenous structures of pragmatic 

function such as farm houses and structures that a sensitivity to the 

landscape separate from the order of the abstract cartesian grid is 

shown. In a siting born of functional necessity and an understanding 

of the landscape, the grouping of a typical farm house, out buildings, 

and shelterbelt forms a well orchestrated response to a specific need. 

This formal response to a need also forms a sheltered enclosure, a 

'place' in the open landscape which is beyond just satisfying functional 

requirement. Bringing the buildings together allows an interaction in 

which the group as a total (a + b) is more than the buildings would have 

been if experienced separately, a + b.3 It is this quality of shelter 

and identity as a specific place which becomes very important as an 

example of built form responding and corresponding to a surrounding 

context. 

Within the scope of this project I am seeking an integration of 

these opposing poles - the ideal and the actual. On one hand we have 

the ideal or abstract as partially illustrated by the abstract grid 



laid over the heterogeneous landscape. At the other extreme we have 

the anomalies and specifics of the existing surroundings. In seeking 

an integration of the two, perhaps we arrive at a deformation of an 

ideal form in response to a specific condition. Another response might 

be an understanding through contrasts in which the qualities of each 

are heightened through differences with one another - a dichotomy 

between sacred and profane, natural and man-made, order and disorder 

... whichever approach is judged appropriate, an understanding of the 

contextual background is necessary. 



Motives and Philosophy 



CONTEXT 

Designing an object from the exterior inward denies the sort of 

functional expression sought by the functionalist modern architect. In 

its place is a concern for what the architectural object does in its 

surroundings and conversely what effect the surrounding context has on 

that object. 

Context/n: part of a discourse surrounding a word or group of 

words that helps to explain the word or word group; also: circumstances 

surrounding an act or event/1 

From the definition it is clear that we may further break down our 

thoughts on context into two categories. One category centers on the 

physical circumstances and aspects of the surroundings which we can 

classify as physical contexturalism5 - a contexturalism of objects. 

The other category is concerned with finding meaning in the object or 

explaining it in relation to its surroundings and can be labeled cultural 

contexturalism or a contexturalism of images.b The first approach, 

physical contexturalism, is akin to developing a topological understanding 

of the environment while the latter, cultural contexturalism, is rooted 

in those cultural and historical determinents which lend identity and 

meaning to form. 



PHYS1CAL CONTEXT 

The small town may be a complex structure but it usually exists in 

a unity of purpose and possesses a totality of image difficult for the 

multipurpose city to obtain.7 This unity is often expressed in the 

physical structure of the town, representing the wholeness of a set of 

events which are skillfully woven together. Any additions to the 

existing context must be carefully considered in relation to this 

existing townscape. 

Assuming an object is always a whole at another level, we must 

determine the physical bounds within which we must limit our investi

gation in order to give it validity. Keeping this in mind, the town, 

characterized by public spaces created between individual buildings, 

assumes the role of a concentrated form when viewed in the surrounding 

landscape.8 The landscape which possesses a structure of its own can be 

interpreted as creating limits for the object (town) to relate to in 

terms of siting, massing, skyline, and views. 

This is the beginning of a townscape analysis through which we 

grasp the visual qualities, relationships, and sequential experiences 

which combine to form the physical hierarchy of the town. In analyzing 

the townscape at various scales, we finally arrive at the individual 

object/building. 

The individual building is at one level a single object within the 

framework of the larger city contributing to the character of the overall 



fabric. Yet, at another level the object itself becomes a framework 

defining the limits for man, his possessions, and activities located 

within and around the object. As such, the object is really of neither 

level, but may be thought of as an 'intermediary' form9 mediating 

transitions from inside to outside, and the division between public 

and private realms. 



CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Developing a sense of the cultural context surrounding an object 

leads to meanings and content beyond an understanding, based purely on 

the formal or physical structuring of the environment. The two concepts, 

physical and cultural, are to an extent dependent on each other, but 

also present a dichotomy in the analysis process. Art historian Heinrich 

Wolfflin reduced the process of observing and analyzing a work of art to 

understanding the aspects of 'form and content' conveyed by a work.10 

In working within these two concepts, we search for the intent or message 

the work hopes to convey and the formal manner in which it is conveyed, 

as well as an understanding of the historical context within which it 

exists. Analogous to this approach, but more appropriate to the complex 

realities of the architectural object, we may analyze the buildings and 

surroundings in terms of physical (formal) and cultural (content) 

contexturalism. 

Cultural contexturalism considered as analogous to 'content' would 

have to be considered in relation to the fabric of the townscape as it 

reflects human values and intentions. The fabric of the townscape would 

include those textures, scales, colors, style, character, and personality 

of the built environment which in someway reflects the uniqueness of the 

situation.11 Content of the townscape structure should also reflect the 

implications of the political, economic, social, historical, and eco

logical elements of a community.12 At the overall scale of the townscape 



the character of the town is also reflected in the placement of focal 

points, circulation, land use, and events expressive to the town.13 

The nature of cultural contexturalism helps to bridge the gap 

between a topologic understanding of the physical town structure and 

the character of individual buildings located within the structure. 

Individual buildings, while being formal elements contributing to and 

dependent on the physical structure of the town, should also be very 

expressive of their cultural setting and the intentions of the inhab

itants. The vocabulary or 'style' in which a building presents itself 

to an observer is not the result of the need to fit into the formal 

structure of the town, but should be an expression of the nature of the 

place, people, function, and time frame in which the building exists. 

The cultural context becomes a reflection of the nature of the 

human element which must be present in order to conceive and carry out 

this physical ordering of the environment. It helps in developing an 

understanding of the urge to inhabit a place of one's own within an 

idealized framework which delimits the house and its surroundings in 

contrast to the nature of the surroundings.114 



PLACE 

For the purpose of this study, place has become an environment 

distinguishable from others because of the specific circumstances which 

invoked it. Although any setting might conceivably be considered a 

specific place, we are seeking an optimization of the relationships 

among the elements which comprise a particular setting, whether they 

are natural as in the landscape, or the man-made construct of the 

townscape. 

in this sense the context represents a set of events whose parts 

are woven together in an effort to establish meanings based on the 

relationships among elements of the townscape structure. Circulation, 

land use, and focal points of activity are particularly expressive 

elements of town organization which can organize a milieu from which 

man may derive meaning, thus transforming the environment into place.lj 

In developing these relationships we must be aware of the existence 

of both public and private domains or places. While the existence of a 

private domain to which an individual may return is important, it is the 

creation of a larger sense of place in the public realm which I believe 

is a prerequisite to the concept of the former. It is through an under

standing of a larger organizational structure at the townscape level 

which creates the framework, or stage, for the development of private 

domains. As in the layout of Greek and Roman settlements, the street 

grid and gathering places provide the framework into which the individual 



self-centered object/buildings can be integrated. 

In the public domain civic buildings have traditionally been one 

of the major contributors to creating a place at the community level, 

imparting a sense of organization and meaning to the overall development 

of the townscape structure. Their symbolic importance to the community, 

as well as their physical or topologic implications to the structure of 

the community, insure their prominence within the community. 

With this dependence on the organizational properties of the 

surroundings, the transient nature of both people and the structure of 

towns would seem to invalidate the preceding argument for place. How

ever, I believe the contrary to be true. An architectural object which 

is truly the embodiment of the contextural conditions at the time of its 

construction, becomes a relatively unchanging statement of those con

ditions. As the surrounding context changes and the building remains 

static, it becomes a memory of the town structure as it was. When the 

town becomes an assemblage of these memories as well as a vital growing 

structure, it truly becomes a place enhanced by a continuity with its 

best history exemplified by its still standing memories. 



SUMMARY/STRATEGIES 

... the role of the artist (architect), by developing an example 

of order in reality, is to give the perceiver (inhabitant) a vision of 

order in reality. 

T. S. Eliot (adapted by Charles Moore)16 

From the preceding outline it is clear that our intent on integrating 

the architectural object into its surrounding environment is an effort 

to create a place for inhabitation which may be understood beyond its 

functional relationships. But the architectural object is usually only 

considered as an individual problem in an environment where visual acuity 

has taken the back seat to social, political, and economic criteria. It 

is this emphasis on economic or functional practicality which the sculptor 

Claes Oldenburg has commented on. In contrast, his proposals "... in 

keeping with older traditions do not provide such services. They re

introduce the idea of the monument as an obstacle or disruption in the 

city."1 7 

While I do not advocate large scale disruptions of the town structure, 

I am in favor of a shift in emphasis in the built environment to a more 

acute awareness of visual sensibilities in which objects are developed to 

fit the conditions and associations of the site. In this event we may 

not only arrive at better buildings, but perhaps a more enjoyable environ

ment in which buildings interact as a cohesive whole. The key to this is 

getting buildings to function beyond their individual outlines, to impart 



a sense of order to a larger environment, to make a place.18 

By looking at what objects in the context of the enviromnent 

actually do to affect their surroundings, we may begin to develop con

cepts of relationship. It is the development of these relationships 

which links the object to the context. 

In the case of the Villa Madama, 1516, by Raphael Sanzio, in an 

arcadian setting just outside of Rome, we can see how a single object 

may affect its context. Largely through its fragmented and incomplete 

composition, this single object/building can be seen to separate and 

mediate the spaces surrounding it into distinct forecourt and garden. 

As a multifaceted object it also acts simultaneously at several levels 

of perception. At a distance it exists simply as an object in the 

context of the surrounding hills, but as one approaches the object 

transforms into a wall separating exterior spaces. Finally, as one 

enters the villa, it acts as a porch or transitional zone between 

exterior and interior space. 

In analyzing an architectural object within the context of the 

townscape environment, it is the townscape structure or fabric, not the 

surrounding landscape which becomes the point of reference. In this 

situation the emphasis might again be thought of as twofold. On one 

hand wo might seek an understanding of a specific building as an object 

or element of the larger townscape structure and the existing formal 

relationships. in going through this it is hoped that the object may 
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become an integral part of its physical setting by providing an 

acceptable fit with the realities of the existing situation. 

In addition to being an element or physical object within the 

context of the townscape, the building and even the town is a 'social 

place' providing a setting for man and his activities. As such, part 

of the buildings task is to physically qualify man's experiences and 

values in time and space.19 

In attempting to create some sort of continuity in this experience, 

we must consider the history which precedes as well as surrounds an 

object in an effort to deal with the idea of an architectural object 

as well as its realities. Investigation of history in reference to a 

specific object type is also an opportunity to bridge the gap between 

the formal relationships imparted on the object by a specific location 

in the physical context to an opportunity to deal with the imagery and 

vocabulary of the building as it relates to examples of the past and 

present. In addressing features of both a specific and common or 

shared nature, history becomes a way of reinforcing identity and 

character through continuity or connection with past associations. 

The strategies discussed here imply a completion or resolution of 

the physical and cultural aspects of an existing condition.20 However, 

in an effort to maintain a continuity and meaning in human experience, 

ideal or archetypal forms may be adjusted or even deformed in response 

to a specific context. In the final analysis the object placed within 



a context becomes a retention and, hopefully, an enhancement of the 

2. 1 existing place or, conversely, it becomes an alteration of the existing.^ 

It is important that the decision, especially to alter the situation, is 

based not on whim and arbitrariness, but the values and intentions of 

the inhabitants as expressed in the existing townscape. 

"Any planning innovation in a city must be governed by the logic 

of the whole and in design terms must offer a formal response to pre

existing spatial conditions." 

Rob Krier, Urban Spaces22 



Colstrip: A Case Study 



. .."It would be noted that the settlement had no "suburbs", no 

gradual building up from a few scattered homes to a center of popu

lation. Rather, one would note the complete isolation of the community 

and the definiteness of its boundaries. Finally it would become apparent 

that the existence of the community was completely dependent on a single 

enterprise, because a mine, mill, or smelter would seem to dominate the 

entire scene." 

James B. Allen, 

The Company Town in the American West 

"Everyday I wake up expecting to find that half the town is gone. 

It's on wheels you know." 

Interview Comment, 

Comparative Case Study on the Impact 

of Coal Development ... 



HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Since its beginning Colstrip has been both a company town and an 

energy town. Although it did not become an actual community until the 

early part of the 20th Century, the reasons for its existence were 

introduced in 1883 when the Northern Pacific Railway completed a line 

through Forsyth, located in the Yellowstone River Valley northeast of 

Colstrip. The railroad's need for a cheap, readily accessible source 

of coal to fire their engines led to the building of Colstrip in 1923 

as a speculative move by the Northern Pacific Railroad. 

Located in the midst of easily accessible coal, the town became an 

economical source of energy for the railroad and soon came to support a 

peak population of 2,000 people within the wholly company owned town 

operated by a subsidiary company - Northwestern Improvement Company. 

Colstrip continued to prosper through the years, supplying two-thirds 

of the railroad's energy demands until 1959 when it was sold to the 

Montana Power Company. 

From 1959 until 1968, the community and mining activities remained 

essentially dormant. Supporting a small care-taking community and 

providing minimal services such as education and mail service to ranchers 

in the surrounding area, the community led a meager existence. In 1968, 

however, the mines began providing coal for the Montana Power Company's 

new electrical generating plant in Billings. 



Operating under a subsidiary company, Western Energy, Cols trip 

made a small comeback and in the early 1970's received another boost. 

After permission was given to build two mine-mouth electrical generating 

plants, the face of Colstrip was irreversibly changed. It became a boom 

town under the impact of energy development and its skyline drastically 

changed with the construction of the two generating plants with 500 

feet high stacks. The population of the city also changed dramatically 

under the influx of construction and maintenance personnel creating the 

need for the expansion of the existing town. Having relatively stabilized 

at the present with a population of approximately 2,500, the community 

is once again bracing itself for an additional influx of people pending 

the approval of generating units 3 and 4. Based on an existing study, 

the population of Colstrip is expected to climb from its presently stable 

2,500 to a peak construction population of 7,800 and then return to a 

relatively stable population of 3,570 following construction.23 

As a community, the largest problem Colstrip faces is a lack of 

identity founded in the transient attitude of much of its population and 

the impact of the sudden community growth related to the energy develop

ment . 



TOWNSCAPE ANALYSIS, 1972 

In analyzing the development of the townscape structure of Colstrip, 

the year 1972 is a convenient and accessible reference point which re

flects an intermediate position in the development of the town. At this 

point in time the community reflects a stable point in the history of 

Colstrip while setting the stage for the impact of the growth soon to 

follow. Maintaining a relatively stable population of approximately 

2,000 people throughout most of its existence, the town has presented 

itself as a relatively compact and ordered unit in the structure of the 

landscape. 

Although the subtle landscape of southeastern Montana might be 

thought of as merely a background for the domains created by man, it 

in actuality suggests particularly favorable sites for development and 

the placement of paths.2'4 Looking back with hindsight on the siting 

of the townsite of Colstrip it seems to have taken advantage of several 

natural features which help to visually order the placement of the 

town as an object in the landscape. 

Specifically, these natural features are the surrounding low hills 

and the East Fork of Armells Creek which form tangible boundaries within 

which the town/object is located. A distinct change in the direction of 

Armells Creek forms a ' L' which creates a boundary to the south and east 

of the townsite. The ring of low hills to the north and west form 

visual edges in this direction. The proximity of the small ridge just 
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to the north provides the strongest sense of this vertical edge, while 

the remaining hills, broken only to let the creek pass, form a visual 

stop to the openess of the area. To the south and east the creek and 

associated changes in ground cover provide a specific physical edge, but 

allow the eye to meander far into the landscape. 

The physical elements with which man limits the domain of the town-

site as well as attempts to impart a sense of order to the landscape are 

quite distinct. To both the east and the west, the means of transportation 

which link Colstrip to the outside world provide distinct boundaries. To 

the east of the community are the railroad tracks which establish a 

definite boundary as well as being the economic lifeline of the community. 

To the west is State Highway 315 which limits the community in that 

direction. These two elements create very strong edge conditions in 

comparison to the natural boundaries of the other directions. The 

strength of these conditions as both edge and directional generators 

reflect the opinion of Charles Moore that the highway serves better than 

most buildings to structure today's environment.2J Also indicating the 

presence of man, or more aptly the reason for man to occupy this region, 

are the large amounts of earth displaced in the process of strip mining 

coal. While these remains of the mining process don't specifically 

reflect an attempt to order the landscape, they are vivid evidence of 

man's ability to alter the landscape. 



The town of Colstrip seems to be placed logically within the 

framework of the surrounding landscape, yet its qualities as an object/ 

town seem to make little effort to mediate or enhance the environment 

through its presence. As the next step in the hierarchy of order, a 

town is concentrated form in relation to the landscape. The town is 

characterized by the public spaces which combine with the forms of the 

townscape to create the fabric of the town. In viewing the town as an 

object or experiencing its public interior spaces, it is important that 

the fabric possess a density or the objects be within a close enough 

proximity in order to develop these relationships and hierarchies. 

The fabric of Colstrip at this point in time is probably best 

characterized by the orthogonal block grid on which most of the town 

is laid out and the main access street, Box Elder Avenue, which forms 

an organizational axis on which most circulation and topological 

relationships may be understood. In relation to the surrounding land

scape, there is no sense of transition from the open landscape to the 

structure of the town. In the vertical dimension the town announces 

itself in the guise of the water tower on the hill just to the north 

and to an extent, the small grain elevator which visually holds down 

the trackside end of Box Elder Avenue. 

To actually get into the townscape, one must consciously turn off 

the highway and procede down Box Elder. The town has physically 

separated itself and in effect turned its back on the boundary the 
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highway forms. Box Elder then becomes the link to the town as well as 

an organizing element within the townscape. Starting with the school 

buildings which are the first structure encountered entering the town, 

the common space, and finally the grain elevator located at trackside, 

the town's public functions all seem to be located along this street 

which in a sense becomes the central axis of the community. 

The large common or park space located alongside Box Elder at 

the east end of town provides one of the strongest components of the 

townscape structure. As an open space within the grid of the town 

structure, it provides a controlled open space in contrast to the 

openess of the surrounding landscape. Bounded on three sides by 

buildings of civic, commercial, and religious, as well as residential 

function, this space becomes the topologic and with the exception of 

the educational facilities, the cultural focus of the community. 

Visually limited on three sides by the structures surrounding the park, 

the east side is open to the railroad tracks and countryside beyond. 

Through this contrast between the open space within the town structure 

and that of the unbounded openess of the landscape beyond, the vista 

heightens the qualities and experience of each. 

With the exception of the recent mobile home district abutting the 

southern edge of the town, the general layout of the town is governed 

by an orthogonal grid of identical blocks. This traditional approach 

to town layout in the United States is shifted slightly off its expect 



north-south orientation. This gesture to the topography of the area 

is a singular example in the analysis of this community. While the 

grid is convenient for laying out the town, it may also be thought of 

as defining a neutral framework of common ground for all members of 

the community.25 The establishment of this neutral or common ground 

is very important in the development of distinctions between public and 

private spaces on which the character and sense of community identity 

are developed. 

An analysis of individual structures reveals an ordered placement 

within the framework of the grid. The feeling is one of an orderly 

placement of objects within a structured domain, but not one of order in 

which individual structures might reflect an intent or response to con

text or hierarchy. Perhaps this is the result of being a company town 

but it is expressed in the container like nature of the identical 

structures. In this context the individual container performs its 

designated function, but in no way reaches out to take control or even 

make a contribution to the surrounding conditions. The introverted 

nature of the overall townscape character is reflected in the attitudes 

of the single structures of which it is comprised. 

One element in the townscape of Colstrip helps soften its edges 

while still identifying it as a domain of man. The existence of formal, 

or even randomly placed landscaping, provides a direct contrast to the 

starkness of the surroundings. At the scale of the overall community, 



landscaping may help soften the edge between inside and outside, while 

at the scale of individual structures, it helps in creating intermediate 

spaces which may help link the object like buildings. Still Colstrip 

at this point presents a relatively hostile environment and cannot 

depend on landscaping to cover for the failings of its buildings. 



TOWNSCAPE ANALYSIS, 1979 

In further analysis of the development of townscape structure in 

Colstrip the present, 1979, seems to be an appropriate point in time for 

further study. Following the completion of electrical generation units 

Colstrip 1 and 2 and anticipating units 3 and 4, 1979 presents another 

transition point in the development of the community. At this point the 

impact of the first two generation plants may be analyzed in light of 

further development expected to accompany units 3 and 4. 

Since 1972 the town has established new limits for itself in the 

process of expanding to handle the influx of population accompanying 

the construction and maintenance of the new generation plants. The 

edges established by the highway and railroad tracks have held firm as 

the town structure has grown right up to them. The natural bounds to 

the north and south on the other hand have been violated by the growth 

of the town and replaced by man-made constraints to growth. To the 

north the boundary is now established by following the highway and rail

way to the point where they split - isolating the community on an island 

shaped piece of land. The new boundary to the south is created by an 

extension to the railroad line so that it crosses Armell's Creek and 

then in a mimicing gesture turns westward to serve the mining activity 

in that direction. 

The town has developed right up to the edge of these bounderies 

resulting in changes to the townscape structure and character of Colstrip. 
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The result of this new growth is evident in alterations of the town 

fabric/pattern, changes in the importance or emphasis of key elements 

in the existing town structure, new circulation patterns, and the 

addition of new building types and images. 

Much of the new development has been residential and reflects 

either a contemporary version of the aging suburban bungalows already 

found in Colstrip or a proliferation of mobile homes. In relation to 

the surroundings there is still no transition from the open landscape 

to the semi-controlled spaces within the townscape. At the suburban 

scale of the townscape structure there is no transition from an 
i 

appropriately scaled community or town center to a more sheltered 

residential pattern of private spaces. 

While the character and density of the new structures are similar 

to that already existing, the fabric or organization of the development 

has changed. The structure that was once a rigid orthogonal grid has 

given way to a layout of meandering paths and cul-de-sacs attempting to 

deal with the natural topography and respecting natural features such 

as creeks and bottomland which have been designated as recreational 

spaces. While the placement of these new streets attempts to deal with 

the character of the landscape, the placement of individual structures 

still reflects attitudes of orderliness and possession. 

Changes in the street and circulation structure has created a new 

textural pattern for the town but these have also established a new 



hierarchy of order de-emphasizing the importance of some features of 

the town structure while lending importance to some new elements of the 

town. Perhaps the greatest change in the circulation patterns has been 

the establishment of two new entrances to the town from the highway and 

the elimination of the former single entry to the town. This has greatly 

affected the hierarchy of spaces and structures within the community. 

The addition of the secondary entrance to the residential area at 

the north end of the town creates an access point which develops into a 

collector street. This collector street becomes the main link from the 

new residential development to the existing town. As such, it becomes a 

cross axis which passes in front of the school buildings and intersects 

the axis of Box Elder Avenue. However, Box Elder is no longer a main 

circulation axis as its access to the highway has been severed. The 

new entrance to the community has shifted south to Willow Avenue. This 

shift in the axis tends to reduce the importance of those elements located 

along Box Elder, the park and grain elevator, as primary organizing 

elements in the town structure. This transformation also transfers new 

importance to those elements located along Willow Avenue. 

With the exception of the generating plants located outside the 

town at the end of Willow Avenue, most of the structures don't develop a 

strong spatial quality and the street becomes important more as a 

circulation axis than a generator of communal identity or territory. 

The new entrance to the community is marked by a fast food trailer and 



self service gas station on one side of the street and a motel on the 

other. These elements form the 'gateway' to the town while the imposing 

structures and kinetic action of the electrical generation plants form a 

visual focus tieing down the east end of the axis. 

The electrical generation plants, Colstrip units 1 and 2, are the 

most imposing of the new structures affecting the townscape as well as 

being the basis for the new community growth. The smoke stacks which are 

visible for miles and announce the town's presence in the landscape are 

500 feet high and the adjacent structures over 200 feet in height. Im

posing structures in a flat landscape, they dominate the town from every 

aspect and viewpoint, including a low audible humming noise which is 

continuously heard throughout the town. Other new structures along the 

Willow Avenue axis are the new sheriff/fire department building and a 

small metal office building for Western Energy Company. 

Imposing new structures are also found within the townscape such as 

the new large recreation building located at the eastern edge of the park. 

Although it is a relatively large building, it does not totally obstruct 

the important view from the park into the open landscape previously 

discussed. However, the view is now structured so that it frames the 

large industrial structures of the generation plant. 

Of perhaps more importance is the recent commercial center located 

just off the highway between Box Elder and Willow. iiS Colstrip's first 

real commercial development, it includes a bank, supermarket, motel, 
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post office and small shopping mall. The development also introduces 

several other elements, including the open space of a parking lot which 

forms a sort of barbed complement to the open space of the park located 

at the other end of Box Elder. 

In developing the buildings of this commercial center, the intent 

seems to be to continue the suburban attitude of individual buildings 

located in space. As such the 'ideal' models of shopping center, super

market, drive-in bank, and motel as well as asphalt parking lot have 

been retained. Also there is the idea of a building as a container for 

an object of activity. They are seen as objects or at another level as 

symbols in space with few ties to the surroundings in which they are 

located. As symbols they, as well as the houses located in the resi

dential areas, derive their identity from similarity to other 'ideal' 

types of the modern suburban environment, not from the specific 

connotations of their site. 



(IROWTH 

At the present time Colstrip has grown to the limits of its 

boundaries as previously discussed. Not anticipating any changes in 

the existing density pattern, it is clear that any further development 

will most likely have to occur outside of the existing townsite. As 

construction begins on generating units 3 and 4, it appears that 

additional development will be occurring to support the influx of new 

personnel. 

Using the 1978 Master Plan27 prepared by Wirth Associates as a 

guide for the development of this project, it appears that the majority 

of permanent expansion will be occurring to the west of the existing 

townsite. Other development of a more transient nature such as mobile 

home parks will occur across the railroad tracks and to the east and 

north of the townsite in two separate developments. 

These choices for the specific placement of expansion areas were 

not arbitrary but the result of an impact study taking the projected 

growth and needs into account. Some of the factors considered which 

became particularly vital in the context of a mining community, were 

availability and ownership of proposed sites, stability of the terrain 

in light of the amount of reclaimed land, proximity to existing town as 

well as existing and proposed industrial/mining developments including 

pipelines and transmission lines. 



While the new development is to be largely single family 

residential housing, an area adjacent to the existing commercial 

and educational zones has been considered as a transitional zone between 

the existing townsite and the new development. Within this area the 

land has been set aside for additional commercial activity, park or open 

space, and some multi-family development. 

The biggest obstacle to creating a cohesive unity between the two 

areas is State Highway 315 which effectively forms a barrier between the 

existing townscape and the new addition. Previous to this expansion, 

the town has turned its back on the highway which was also an edge to 

the town. The existing town is now having trouble in reversing this in 

order to look outward and link itself with the new development. The 

layout of the proposed loop road may help tie the community together. 

The road would form a ring which would go through both the old and new 

development, using the entrances to the existing town as intersection 

points with the highway. While the loop could conceivably link the 

community together, it is a very indirect method of getting from point 

to point. in addition, it still doesn't solve the problem of the town's 

attitude and orientation away from the highway which creates a cleavage 

in the town structure. The challenge is to somehow link the existing 

and new development together in spite of the highway. 
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The Project 



INTENTIONS 

"Local institutions must have the same significance for smaller 

neighborhoods that equivalent institutions have for larger cities." 

Alvar Aaltor, Sketches 

So far in this study I have implied the importance and significance 

of developing an understanding of the townscape structure leading in turn 

to an understanding of a specific building. The townscape structure be

comes a preface for the understanding of a particular object/building 

beyond its individual limits. This implies that the building is the end 

result of a long list of relationships, but the object/building itself 

effects and in a sense is one of many elements which create the townscape. 

An understanding is therefore a continuous two-way process or exchange 

between object and framework in which one implies the existence and effect 

of the other. 

At this point I would like to attempt to demonstrate the possibility 

of public buildings, as a specific building type, to impart a sense of 

order to the townscape. This becomes a point of departure in undertaking 

to establish a logic or coherence to the townscape of Colstrip in a 

manner that I hope will clarify and further develop the concepts pre

sented here through the design of a 'suite of public buildings.1 



THE SITE 

In selecting a site for this group of buildings, we must consider 

several things. First of all the symbolic nature of these buildings as 

public structures requires that they be prominently located within the 

community. In addition, these building types, because of their ability 

to impart order on the townscape as public buildings, must be used to 

help enhance the existing structure of the community and in some manner 

mediate the connection of the existing townsite and the proposed 

development to the west. 

Availability of acceptable sites within the existing townsite is 

extremely limited. There are two possible building sites located on the 

major circulation axis of Willow Avenue. Only one of these sites is 

also located along the route of the loop road connecting the existing 

and proposed development. Both of the sites are relatively small for 

the effective placement of civic structures within a suburban context 

and the effectiveness of placing structures on either of these sites in 

an attempt to enhance the cohesiveness of the character and organization 

of the townscape is limited, especially in linking the existing and pro

posed townscape. 

Other viable sites responding to the logic of the existing town

scape within the context of the existing townsite would have to be 

located along one or both of the other two axis'. Acceptable sites 

would then be located along Box Elder, the original organizational axis, 



or possibly along Olive Drive which runs in front of the school 

buildings. However, there are no available sites along either street 

without destroying the existing character and removing structures. The 

remaining alternative is to find a site outside of the existing townsite. 

In approaching the selection and development of sites outside the 

context of the town, we should keep the structure of the existing town-

scape continually in mind if the new development is to be an integral 

element of the community. In addition to the existing structure as an 

antecedent, we must also take into account the actual opportunities and 

limitations of the proposed sites. Further development at Colstrip 

requires that the guidelines of the Master Plan as well as the town 

structure be considered. According to the master planning already done, 

the immediate area to the west of the town is to be considered a 

commercial zone with a small area for multi-family dwellings and park 

space also set aside. In considering this zone for the location of 

these civic structures, we are in effect attempting to make them 

identifiable elements in the daily experience of life. 

In siting these structures in relationship to the existing town 

structure, several elements of that organization become influential as 

ordering devices. Among them: 

— the circulation and entry axis of Willow Avenue. 

— the proximity and location of highway 315. 

— the former axis of Box Elder Avenue as a memory, image of the 



former community organization. 

— vehicular circulation on the loop road. 

— the beginnings of a pedestrian pathway network in the 

existing community. 

— proximity and relationships to the elements of the existing 

townscape organization. 

There are also physical limitations to locating a site due to the 

instability of much of the land in this area. Because of its nature as 

reclaimed land and the nearness of existing mining activity, much of the 

land in this area is unsuitable for development at the present time and 

has resulted in a high wall limit line. The proposed route for a new 

water main and the highway right of way also impose limits on the 

location of a site. 

Siting the building on Willow Avenue just across the highway is 

one alternative which relates to the existing entrance to the town as 

well as locating along the loop road linking the town together. The 

major drawback is that the nature of the soil conditions on the site 

severely limits the size and location of acceptable building ground. 

A location somewhere along the loop road within the proposed 

development is another alternative of some merit. Although a site 

in this location might help structure the new development, it has 

limitations in creating an identifiable image for the entire community. 

The site is also of questionable use in linking the town together into 

a cohesive unit and disregards the need to develop a sense of entry 



into the community. 

Perhaps the most agreeable site in fulfilling the siting require

ments is located by extending Box Elder into the new development area. 

Located here a site would fulfill the need to be located within the 

public/commercial zone of the community and also respond to the former 

organizational axis of Box Elder Avenue. By extending Box Elder across 

the highway as far as to intersect with the loop road, we may imply 

another axis, a memory of the former. This street may then become a 

symbolic, organizational axis in contrast to the circulation oriented 

axis of Willow Avenue. 

This site also places the building(s) in a prominent visual lo

cation for both the inhabitants of the community and visitors arriving 

on the highway. While any new structures in this location would be 

visible from the existing townsite, they would probably not do a great 

deal to link the existing and new sections of the town. In spite of 

being organized off the Box Elder axis and related to the existing town-

site, they would probably still be perceived as new building on the 

other side of the highway, not integral elements in the organization 

of the community. How to deal with the highway as a design element , 

seems to be the key in weaving the town into a cohesive unit. 

As a powerful and reasonably straightforward organizer of the 

environment, any deviation in the highway's structure is necessarily 

going to be an event. Within the context of Colstrip, this event in 



horizontal organization of the environment might rival the overwhelming 

visual impact the smokestacks have in the vertical dimension. If the 

highway were suddenly split into one way lanes in such a manner as to 

surround the proposed site, it would be a powerful event in terms of 

effect on the landscape/townscape structure. This act would transform 

the site into a very special place, an island of land, separating yet 

mediating the transition between the existing and proposed areas of the 

town. As a transition area, it could link the existing and proposed 

townsite while also allowing them to possess their separate characters. 

Because of the prominence of the site, buildings located within 

this intermediary area take on significance beyond their functional or 

civic importance and function as elements within the larger town 

structure. In this case, becoming both nodal points or events in the 

townscape as well as links weaving that structure together. 





SITE ANALYSIS 

I. Climatic Conditions 

a. Temperature Range 

-50° to 110°F. 

annual mean temp. 46° 

b. Winds 

c. Precipitation 

maximum: 19.34" 

minimum: 10.10" 

d. Frost line - three feet below grade 

II. Soil and Ground Conditions 

a. Differential settlement nearby to south 

b. Intermittent stream bed at extreme north of site 

III. Adjacent Structures 

a. None in close proximity 

b. Existing commercial development and schools located 

east of site 

c. Proposed commercial development to west of site 

IV. Legal Considerations 

a. Utilize uniform building code 

b. Zoning requirements - none in effect, consult 1978 

Master Plan and County Planning Board 

c. Highway right of way 



V. Movement - Pedestrian and Vehicular 

a. Site access 

vehicular: from Box Elder Avenue 

pedestrian: proposed pedestrian pathway 

access to site through pedestrian underpasses 

b. Provide on site parking 

c. Unusual conditions - proximity of highway to east and west 

of site 

VI. Solar Orientation 

a. Unrestricted in all directions 

VII. Utilities - Availability of Services 

a. Sewer - yes, town sewer hook up 

b. Gas - not available 

c. Phone - o.k. 

d. Electricity - o.k. 

e. Water - town hook up 

VIII. View Axis 

a. Views into site, consider views 

1. from highway 

2. from the existing town 

3. from proposed development 

b. Views from site 

1. overwhelming view of generating plants looking east 
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kinetic effects of steam and smoke 

2. open view along highway to south 

IX. Vegetation/Landscape 

a. Predominately grasses, occasional scrub brush 

b. Idea of shelter belt 

c. Strip mines in area 

X. Prevaling Architectural Vocabulary 

a. Rural - some 

b. Urban - no 

c. Suburban - predominant 

residential - bungalow and tract housing character, some 

apartments 

commercial - suburban character of auto orientation 

supermarket, shopping center, parking lots 

d. Industrial - very evident 

e. Materials - wood frame construction 

some masonry, sand stone 

metal building vocabulary 

mobile homes/modular construction 



PROGRAM 

In looking at the town of Colstrip, it is clear that although it 

is a community of medium size within the context of southeastern Montana, 

it is lacking many of the amenities of historical, functional, or social 

nature which strengthen the identity of a place. While this may be a 

result of the town's history as a company town, the human element must 

also be considered. In light of the transient nature of much of the 

community's population, it makes even more urgent the need for a stable, 

imagable environment. 

While Colstrip is missing many of the services and amenities 

commonly desirable to a population of 2,000-3,000, it also lacks those 

civic structures which traditionally seem to impart a sense of order to 

the structure of a small town. The lack of commercial services may in 

part be attributed to a lack of commitment on the part of company 

officials,28 but the absence of the normal civic and public structures 

implies a lack of civic identity. 

At this point we might consider those prominent public buildings 

found in most communities in contrast to the public framework presently 

found in Colstrip. This inventory of those public buildings which at 

present exist in Colstrip and those desired or needed to complete the 

civic structure of the community provides the loose outline of a program. 

Combining these pragmatic as well as symbolic needs of the public sector 

along with the desire to form a more coherent townscape structure, we 



may develop a program which reflects the needs and, hopefully, the 

intentions of the community. 

Within the context of Cols trip, we find that the community is in 

need of a town hall and the associated functional and symbolic qualities 

needed as it takes the step toward becoming an incorporated township. 

The town hall becomes a reflection of the town's new civic identity 

replacing its image as a totally company controlled town. 

As an isolated community, Cols trip provides little opportunity for 

the cultural, social, or intellectual development and interaction of its 

population. This may be a typically Montanan reaction to those elements 

not essential to existence, but it is also made more acute by the 

essentially blue collar image of the community. While this is reflected 

in the largely recreational nature of the activities offered to the 

community, it should not become an excuse for failing to provide diversions 

of a more stimulating nature. Along these lines the presence of an ade

quate, well stocked library could prove to be a valuable asset in 

elevating the community's cultural/educational awareness, as well as 

providing a valuable adjunct to the educational facilities already present. 

Along the same lines, the existence of a community meeting or multi

purpose room could provide an adequate space for many community events 

to take place. In a common public ground for events both spontaneous 

and formal, we are taking advantage of a possibility to enliven and order 

the townscape in both physical and social terms. This attitude toward 



creating public space need not be limited to creating of indoor spaces. 

In fact, it is hoped that the linking of functions in the community 

structure might also lead to spontaneous events 'in between', livening 

up the community. 

While most of the required public functions (i.e. police/fire 

protection, education) have been provided for at this point in time, 

the community is deficient in providing adequate health care. As an 

isolated community, Colstrip has the same difficulties in maintaining 

adequate health care as do other rural communities of similar size. 

In Colstrip, the problem is also compounded by the possibility of 

industrial accidents associated with the generating plants. It is 

clear that as Colstrip grows it will require better health service than 

currently provided. 

In view of the location and character of the site chosen for the 

placement of these functions, it becomes necessary to inject other 

pragmatic elements into the scheme. This is done in order to develop 

an optimal relationship among the functions listed above as well as 

integrate them into the townscape structure as a whole. 

In relationship to the townscape structure, it becomes evident 

that in order to fully integrate these public buildings into the life 

of the town and actually link the existing and proposed sections of 

town, another element may be needed. In view of the commercial develop

ment, existing or proposed, adjacent the site on two sides and the 



proxiraity to the highway it seems logical to develop a limited amount 

of commercial space on the site. In this situation the commercial 

development could link the civic structures to aspects of daily life 

and activity generated by commercial endeavor as well as producing 

revenue and providing services. 

The container like character of most of the town's buildings must 

also be considered in the program and design for the functions listed 

above. The challenge becomes one of linking these new civic containers 

meaningfully to each other as well as weaving them into the fabric of 

the town structure. The nature of public spaces created in between and 

around the 'containers' becomes an important feature in the development 

of the design and returns emphasis to the importance of the relation

ship between object and context. 

Program Elements: 

— Town Hall 

Entry Lobby - 'public space' 

Council Chambers 

Administrative Offices 

Business Office 

Public Works 

— Library 

Adult stacks and reading area 

Children's stacks, reading and storytelling 



Multipurpose Meeting Hall 

Including kitchen and storage facilities 

Small Medical Clinic 

Limited Commercial Development 

Pharmacy, variety store, etc. 

Possibly a cafe/restaurant 

Parking 

Common Spaces 

Circulation, services 

Landscaping 



DEVELOPMENT /IDEA SKETCHES 
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