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S We, as a society, have chosen to erase and neglect the problemat-

ic images and narratives of these wastelands from our, American, 
history. Therefore, the thesis aims to offer an authentic reality in 
which Human Ecology coexists with the previous erasures of Toxic 
Ecology. Currently, these wastelands are portrayed as foreign enti-
ties which American companies engage with, rarely do the cameras 
turn to our own backyard though. Rather than remediate these in-
dustrial sites and thus revive nature, the work looks to coexist with 
the consequences of our past and ongoing present through myth.

When challenged with the imagery of these damaged sites one 
is confronted with an unfamiliar and deeply disturbing ecology; 
a toxic blind spot in the community. This research project aims 
to speculate on the collision of two ecologies: the human and 
the toxic. Through an open and poly-temporal system, this thesis 
investigates how humans are forced to acknowledge their syn-
chronicity with these toxic entities. This coexistence is defined 
by Donna Haraway in Staying with the Trouble as “Terrapolis,” 
an indeterminate equation which accommodates for unexpect-
ed companionship through materials, languages and histories.

Passed down to this generation is a poisoned landscape and igno-
rant compulsion which only perpetuates the industry’s perverted, 
never ending carnage. A magnesium production plant adjacent 
to the Great Salt Lake has left the surrounding landscape scarred 
with evaporation ponds, smut piles and waste lagoons. This new 
American landscape in Utah, can no longer exist in adjacency, and 
society must come to terms with the consequences of mass indus-
trialization and militarization. Sites such as these are “the material-
ization of our cultural heritage” and must be engaged with as such 
(Davis). The thesis seeks a chimera of material collisions and trou-
blesome artifacts to enhance the dissonance of the fictitious Amer-
ican landscape and the authentic reality we refuse to acknowledge.

Society only engages with these realities through unprece-
dented looking away, refusing to “become-with” these un-
likely creatures (Haraway 35). Therefore, how do we make 
space for an extraordinary companionship with toxic ecology? 5
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ABSTRACT: The contemporary built environment has been motivated 
by global neoliberal initiatives, while vernacular narratives have been 
abandoned. Although discussed today, local parables are lost behind 
the larger ideologies plaguing contemporary architectural surround-
ings and discourse. We are seeking to liberate the built environment 
from these global incentives, through the reintroduction of vernac-
ular narratives. The research will speculate on a new engagement 
with the built environment, through the lens of old and new myths. 
We will generate a new narrative to re-inform the current architectural 
discourse, in the hopes to fabulate a parable for future generations.

To hypothesize on these new narratives, we will use the Icelandic 
Huldufólk myths as a precedent to revive cultural continuity in the built 
environment. Huldufólk, translated to “hidden folk”, is a society which 
resides parallel to residents of Iceland. The authority of this parallel 
community informs the strategies the local residents use to ethically 
engage with the landscape and accommodate for these unseen pres-
ences. To research this engagement, we will catalog these moments 
through pragmatic survey work and interviews with local residents. Af-
ter composing these drawings and narratives, we will synthesize a dis-
sertation of speculative images and 3D artifacts. Through this research 
and design output, we hope to answer the question: can radical socie-
tal philosophy liberate the built environment from these global stimuli?

7
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GALGHARUN LAVA FIELDS The rock, named Ófeig-
skirkj, that now sits along side the newly construct-
ed road, is seemingly unnoticeable in the vast field of 
lava rocks. However, if you know what you are look-
ing for, its displacement is apparent. The rock is be-
lieved to be an elf church. Following much controver-
sy and global news, the rock was respectfully moved 
during the construction of a new road out to a subur-
ban town, Álftanes. The town, and home of the rock, sits 
just outside  Reykjavík. The presence of the elves was 
brought to the government’s attention by a local seer 
and communicator for the elves, Ragnhildur Jónsdóttir. 

The movement of this particular elf rock was especial-
ly controversial because of an environmental advocacy 
group, Friends of Lava, who were protesting the construc-
tion of the road in order to save the historic Galgharun Lava 
Field. Ragnhildur Jónsdóttir became a key mediator be-
tween the three parties. Corresponding with both the ad-
vocacy group and elves who resided in the rock. Iceland’s  
government and Road Administration respectfully coop-
erated with Ragnhildur to ensure the safe relocation of the 
elf church, while still being able to construction the road.   

MERKURGATA
64°04’13.8”N 
21°57’40.7”W

GALGHARUN LAVA FIELDS
64°05’31.2”N 
21°57’19.4”W



BUDARDALUR
65°6’52.36”N, 
21°45’32.52”W

GRASTEIN
64°07’41.4”N 
21°46’31.3”W
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ABSTRACT: In the wake of industrialization, the American land-
scape is ravaged as overconsumption has scarred the majes-
tic mountains and fruited plains. Passed down to this genera-
tion is an ignorant compulsion which perpetuates the industry’s 
perverted, never-ending carnage. Wastelands are the unanticipated left-
overs of these processes and exist as unseen creatures of the terrain. Will 
these wounded landscapes endure as the only legacy America leaves behind?

Veiled by the responsible parties, these wastelands, termed Superfund sites 
by the EPA, are post-human remainders of American culture. The urgency of 
this global issue and the blindspot it resides in is most prevalent in the Ameri-
can landscape where society is the highest consumers of natural resources. 
Architects must question their role in the world where  nature is “dead” at 
the guilty hands of human intervention. When challenged with the imagery 
of these damaged sites one is confronted with a deeply disturbing ecology; a 
post-human environment society no longer engages with. speculate on the 
collision of these two ecologies: the human and the post-human. Through a 
radical recognition and investigation of these Superfund sites, we will con-
template the ramifications of not actively participating in conversation with 
nonhuman entities. Building on our previous research in Iceland, we defined 
“nonhumans” as entities which society engages with, but doesn’t grant “hu-
manized” rights to. To speculate on this engagement between human com-
munities and post-human ecologies, we will hypothesize how architects 
could design for sites which converse with an environment beyond human?

13



Left Image
Waste Lands
California Gulch 
by David T. Hanson, 2018W
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S WENDELL BERRY: “If some of these results look 

abstract - unidentifiable, or unlike anything we have 
seen before - that is because nobody foresaw, be-
cause nobody cared, what they would look like. They 
are the inevitable consequence of our habit of work-
ing without imagination and without affection. They 
prove that our large-scale industrial projects are at 
once experimental, in the sense that we do not know 
what their consequences will be, and definitive be-
cause of the virtual permanence of these same con-
sequences. And what we can see in these vandalized 
and perhaps irreparable landscapes we are obliged 
to understand as symbolic of what we cannot see: the 
steady seeping of poison into our world and our bodies.

David T. Hanson’s art is here put forthrightly to 
the use of showing us what most of us, in fact, 
have not seen before, do not wish to see now, 
and yet must see if we  are to save ourselves and 
our land from such work and such results. He has 
given us the topography of our open wounds.” 

Right Image
Mining Canyon
Butte, Montana

Google Earth



Left Image
Waste Lands
Laramie, Wyoming 
by David T. Hanson, 2018

Upper Left Image
Waste Lands
Midvale, Utah
by David T. Hanson, 2018

Bottom Left Image
Waste Lands
Fresno, California 
by David T. Hanson, 2018

Upper Right Image
Waste Lands
Louisiana, Inc

by David T. Hanson, 2018



The proposed object pauses on this moment of suspension, when the out-
come is not yet clear and both sides appear in balance. The 4 images specu-
late on how the subject views a narrative which they have not engaged with.
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AESTHETICS OF TOXICITY: “One among thousands of public spaces 
whose site histories are at the core of our social, economic, and en-
vironment legacies of development, toxicity, and labor. They are dis-
gusting, contaminated, disused, and overrun with weeds, varmints, 
and other wild things.... Yet these objects persist. They resist the seem-
ingly never-ending cycle of production-consumption-destruction...
They offer traces and fragments of failed intention carved in to the 
fabric of a place. They are the materialization of our cultural heritage.”

“However, the place is not abandoned. It is used by new, unintended 
agents; hookers and homeless people, local community activists and 
black locust trees, nighthawks and bird enthusiasts, building contractors 
having a smoke before buying wall insulation at Lowe’s Home Improve-
ment store, and Canadian goldenrod. The power of these places to repel 
the actors that dominate in the normative parts of the city create a space 
where queer agents can take root or take part in an aesthetic experience.”

“If it is excesses that give rise to new landscape types we might de-
velop a new public architecture that can grapple with our toxic lega-
cy, engaging the material realities of our history of labor, resource ex-
ploitation, ecological degradation, and scientific production...’The 
experience of beauty that is found and created there will echo with 
the pervasive unease and insecurity citizens have about the shad-
ow kingdom that we share, our contaminated American landscape.”
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LEO MARX: “No single motive can account for 
these disparate phenomena. Yet each does express 
something of the yearning for a simpler, more har-
monious style of life, an existence ‘closer to nature,’ 
that is the psychic root of all pastoralism - genuine 
and spurious. That such desires are not peculiar 
to Americans goes without saying; but our experi-
ence as a nation unquestionably has invested them 
with peculiar intensity. The soft veil of nostalgia 
that hangs over our urbanized landscape is largely 
a vestige of the once dominant image of an unde-
filed, green republic, a quiet land of forests, villages, 
and farms dedicated to the pursuit of happiness.”

“Evidently it is generated by an urge to withdraw from 
civilization’s growing power and complexity. What 
is attractive in pastoralism is the felicity represented 
by an image of a natural landscape, a terrain either 
unspoiled or, if cultivated, rural. Movement toward 
such a symbolic landscape also may be under-
stood as movement away from an ‘artificial’ world.”PA
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The two images illustrate two strategies explored , juxtaposition and 
camoflage. On the right, an edited image of  industrial waste is utilized as 
a texture to camoflage the pastoral landscape with toxic waste. The left  
image explores a hybridized beach and abandoned oil facility. Both strate-
gies highlight opposing engagements with pre-existing Superfund  sites.





Similar to David T. Hanson’s images of the dis-
turbing reality of the American landscape, these 
images began with a cataloging of new sites 
across America. After pulling images from Goo-
gle Earth, the sites were edited in PixelDrifter to 
create abstracted textures of the unknown tox-
ins. Once the textures were created, they were 
used as material and texture inspiration through-
out the rest of the exploration.  In the image to 
the left, the edited material was used to camo-
flage industrial  waste within its own landscape.
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S HUMAN ECOLOGY + TOXIC ECOLOGY: 
To engage with this dichotomy:

We are not designing a building.
We are not designing normative infra  
structure.
We are not problem-solving.
We are not entertaining sustainability.
We are not creating a closed system.
We are not operating for the practical.
We are not designing in the singular.

We are designing foreboding encounters.
We are designing troublesome artifacts.
We are embracing the friction between hu-
man ecology and toxic ecology.
We are fabricating an unbounded system.
 Unbounded in time and place, as  
 well as physical limitlessness. 
We are operating in the fictitious.
We are asserting a critique of the conse 
 quential American Landscape.
We are designing in coalescence.

27



DONNA HARAWAY:
Terrapolis is a fictional integral equation, a speculative 
fabulation.

Terrapolis is n-dimensional niche space for multispecies 
becoming-with.

Terrapolis is open, worldly, indeterminate, and poly-
temporal.

Terrapolis is a chimera of materials, languages, histo-
ries.

Terrapolis is for companion species, cum panis, with 
bread, at table together  - not “posthuman” but “com-
post.”

Terrapolis is in place; Terrapolis makes space for unex-
pected companions.

Terrapolis is an equation for human, for humus, for soil, 
for ongoing risky infection, for epidemics of promising 
trouble, for permaculture.

Terrapolis is the SF game of response-ability.TE
RR
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Catalogue of the tex-
tures found around the 
US Magnesium site ad-
jacent to Salt Lake City.





SALT LAKE CITY, UTAH: Known for its industrious 
“worker-bee” culture, Utah is faced with a multitude 
of Superfund sites. These are thousands of highly 
contaminated sites across the nation, due to haz-
ardous waste being dumped, left out, or poorly man-
aged. However, Salt Lake City is known for its adven-
turous outdoor spirit and breath-taking landscapes. 
Many visitors are unaware of the toxic environment 
that surrounds them and are blind to the process 
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Left Image
Selfie Tourists
Google Images

Right Image
“Salt Lake City Law 

Firm | Offices | Ballard 
Spahr LLP.” n.d. 
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INVERSION DAYS: Situated on the shores of the 
Great Salt Lake, a magnesium production plant 
has left the surrounding landscape scarred with 
waste lagoons and smut piles. Reaching beyond 
the extents of their site, excess chlorine gas set-
tles onto Salt Lake City in the Wasatch Basin.

In Salt Lake City, these consequences have become 
part of everyday life as the community has surrendered 
their outdoorsy culture to a disturbing sub-culture of 
toxicity. Salt Lake City exists in parallel with their Inver-
sion Days - a phenomenon which is unknown to those 
visiting, thus furthering an existing myth of the city.

In the image to the right, an inversion day has set-
tled into the Wasatch Basin. The city is complete-
ly covered in their own pollution and smog, waiting 
for the next cold front to move in and clear out the 
thick air. The intense smog keeps young students 
from attending school, shelters the elderly and forc-
es anyone with pre-existing lung conditions indoors 
for weeks on end. On these days, the city’s unofficial 
motto “Pray for Snow” becomes all the more relevant. TO
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Left Image
Garber, Howie. 2013.
“A Refuge.” sustain-
ableUTAH (blog). January 
9, 2013.

Upper Left Image
Larsen, Leia. 
Standard-Examiner. n.d. 
“Mineral Extraction on 
Great Salt Lake Has Local, 
National and Global Im-
pact.” 

Bottom Left Image
News, Deseret. 2019. 

“Inversion Swamping the 
Salt Lake Valley Is Ex-

pected to Clear out Soon.” 
Deseret News.  

Upper Right Image
Garber, Howie. 2013.

“A Refuge.” sustain-
ableUTAH (blog). January 

9, 2013.



Upper Left Image
Bent, Trent. 
“Google Maps.” n.d. Goo-
gle Maps.

Bottom Left Image
“Toxic Cleanup to Begin 
at Great Salt Lake Plant.” 
n.d. The Salt Lake Tribune. 

Upper Right Image
Larsen, Leia. 

Standard-Examiner. n.d. 
“Mineral Extraction on 

Great Salt Lake Has Local, 
National and Global Im-

pact.” 

Abstracted Map of Salt 
Lake City’s relationship 
to toxic Superfund sites 

in the area.



Left Image
“Google Maps.” n.d. Goo-
gle Maps.

Upper Left Image
Bent, Trent. 
“Google Maps.” n.d. Goo-
gle Maps.

Bottom Left Image
Bent, Trent. 
“Google Maps.” n.d. Goo-
gle Maps.

Upper Right Image
“Toxic Cleanup to Begin 
at Great Salt Lake Plant.” 
n.d. The Salt Lake Tribune. 
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To enhance the dissonance of the fictitious American land-
scape and the authentic reality we refuse to acknowledge, 
the Hive makes space for an extraordinary companionship 
with toxic ecology. Drawing inspiration from Davis’s Article 
The Public Landscape and The Aesthetics of Toxicity, he sug-
gests an entirely new engagement between human and toxic. 

These new forms pose an opportunity to contend with 
a third space, one which exists now, but not yet de-
signed for. An intensified third space contests cur-
rent culture with the reality of its own ignorance. Al-
ready challenged with dueling identities, the tensions 
between ecologies often partitioned brings into question 
Salt Lake City’s accountability and thus the myth of the Hive.

The existence of the hive as an innocuous zone utilizes 
the design to further an alternative reality of the city, one 
which calls upon the atemporal myth. Rather than veil-
ing the damage surrounding Salt Lake City, the design in-
corporates an additional system of magnesium process-
ing. The Hive becomes an intensified mediator between 
the consequences of industrialization and human ecology.
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N The bunker zone is a system to evac-

uate sensitive groups from the thick air 
during stretches of inversion days. When 
evacuated there is no guarantee of how 
long the inversion days will last, and thus 
“Pray for Snow” becomes all the more rel-
evant as Salt Lake City’s unofficial motto.

The dewatering sludge system is bringing 
the industrial pollution to the forefront of the ur-
ban conversation - a conversation previously 
partitioned to the edges of the Great Salt Lake.

The canyon then is the mediator between 
the two systems, systems which only exist 
at the mercy of the other. Thus, the popu-
lar identity inhabits the third space, per-
verting the relationship of the other two.

The ambition then is to establish a jar-
ring narrative between cultures normal-
ly at odds. Designed as a deep scar in the 
topography of the city, the hive simulta-
neously provides refuge from the inver-
sion days while furthering the industrious 
and outdoor nature associated with Utah.
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Through the production of images a new narra-
tive emerges representing the life within the third 
space, one quite literally highlighting the gap be-
tween ecologies. It brings into question how one 
could exist then in this third space and by acti-
vating the third space through intensified par-
titioning, human ecology is forced to acknowl-
edge their synchronicity with these toxic entities.

Therefore,   
We are not designing a building or normative infra-
structure.
We are not problem-solving.
We are not entertaining sustainability.
We are not operating for the practical.

We are designing foreboding encounters and
 troublesome artifacts.
We are embracing the friction between human
 ecology and toxic ecology.
We are operating in the fictitious.
We are designing in coalescence.
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