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CENTERING THE FRINGE



S ince the Gold Rush, California has been systematically 
urbanized through successive waves of speculative 

settlement, colonization, and peri-urban development. As 
the economic and ideological aspirations of a rapidly growing 
human population have collided with the physiographic 
complexities of the landscape itself, novel urban forms have 
proliferated along the outermost edges of metropolitan areas 
where the built environment comes into direct contact with 
surrounding ecosystems. These areas, officially known as the 
Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI), have spread rhizomatically 
through several decades of real estate speculation and leapfrog 
suburban expansion to become the fastest growing land use 
designation in the United States.1 In California, the WUI is home 
to more than 11 million people – about one-quarter of the state’s 
total population. By the turn of the next century, this number is 
expected to double.2

The WUI is a zone of constant conflict and negotiation between 
opposing worlds—both real and imagined—where the rigid 
Euclidean logics of land use planning and infrastructure meet 
the soft indeterminacy of existing natural landscape systems. 
In California, where the WUI overlaps with some of the  
world’s most biodiverse and ecologically nuanced landscapes, 
this collision of human and nonhuman dynamics can be 
especially fraught. 

For generations, California’s market-driven approach to urbanization  
has transgressed against environmental common sense, 
catalyzing dangerous feedback loops between unchecked 
developer interests and increased exposure to environmental 
risks.3 In a landscape that has been fundamentally shaped 
by a formidable list of natural hazards including perennial 
earthquakes, fires, floods, and mudslides, municipalities and 
other legislative bodies have done shockingly little to limit 
development of floodplains, seismic fault zones, and chronic 
wildfire corridors. As a result, stories of dangerous heat exposure, 
land subsidence, dry wells, and charred towns reveal the through 
lines that connect today’s edge communities with the historical 
legacies of speculative development and the increasingly 
present manifestations of climate change.

During the past several years in particular, these collisions 
between human settlement and environmental hazards have 
become especially dramatic as rapid peri-urban growth has 
pushed deeper into California’s most wildfire-prone landscapes. 
Record-breaking temperatures and extended dry seasons have 
coincided with a parallel increase in catastrophic conflagrations. 
Six of the state’s 20 most destructive wildfires burned in 2020 
alone, with associated costs eclipsing 12 billion dollars.4 Experts 
caution that due to ongoing climate change the state has 
entered a new era of perennial megafires that will only become 
more destructive and more costly in the coming decades.

Much of this high-risk rural development has been driven 
by a severe statewide housing shortage. This scarcity has 
pushed low-income communities further from urban cores into 
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unincorporated zones where land values and housing costs are 
less prohibitive, but where access to employment and social 
services is often scant. Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
these pressures have been compounded by fear of exposure 
and the rapid adoption of remote work scenarios, which have 
triggered yet another massive wave of exurban migration – 
bringing yet another generation of home-buyers into California’s 
most precarious landscapes.5

Of course, today’s cities don’t end at their municipal boundaries. 
They leak out, seeping into adjacent watersheds, altering 
ecosystems, stretching deep into the most remote hinterlands 
to extract essential metabolic inputs, and dispersing themselves 
into the atmosphere through airborne particulate and 
greenhouse gas emissions. As California and the rest of the 
planet race to curtail the worst-case scenarios projected by 
climate scientists, the WUI finds itself at the convergence of 
ongoing debates about infrastructure, resource management, 
energy production, and regional resilience. 

These transitional peri-urban zones represented by the WUI 
offer both a spatial and an intellectual platform for reflecting 
upon the contemporary urban experience for an increasingly 
comprehensive cross-section of the US population. Most of 
those moving to cities today are not doing so to inhabit their 
cores, but rather to compete for space along their sprawling 
margins.6 Yet, these areas of settlement and the landscapes 
they are situated within continue to proliferate with shockingly 
little input or consideration from the design community. This 
conspicuous lack of engagement reflects the degree to which 
urbanization has become understood as “cityization,” rather  
than as an ongoing process of regional interconnectivity, 
structured and fueled by both city and non-city spaces and their 
associated communities.7

The WUI represents a disciplinary challenge for urbanists because 
it embodies an erosion of formal legibility. It evades typological 
standardization and is governed by an asymmetrical assortment 
of regulatory frameworks and land use classifications. Yet, radical 
and irreversible transformations are taking place in these vast 
fringe zones at rates commensurate with the pace of population 
growth and economic development in today’s urban cores.8 

It is in this context that active engagement with the WUI offers 
sweeping opportunities for critical disciplinary reflection and 
creative speculation that move beyond a preoccupation with 
the city as the essential urban form. By expanding the urban 
imaginary to include these lower-density morphological 
expressions of fringe-ness, we can begin to understand how 
the vibrant nexus of socio-spatial relationships between 
geographies of capitalism and the landscape itself continues to 
drive 21st-century processes of metropolitan settlement. 

Jonah susskind
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Opposite: Escondido Rock Summit.
Above: Speculative Settlement Composite, 
Northern California.
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Opposite: Kettleman Valley Crossing.
Above: Speculative Settlement Composite, 
Central California.
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Opposite: Frontier Lake Trails.
Above: Speculative Settlement Composite, 
Southern California.
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p. 65: Image by Mingyan Sun & Fangyuan Sheng (2020), used with permission 
via author (top); image by Aaron Stone & Keke Huang (2020), used with 
permission via author (bottom). 

p. 66: Image by Bingjian Liu & Yufei Yan (2020), used with permission via author. 

Everyday Space

p. 68–69: “Everyday Space” (2022) by Helen Yuchen Han, used with permission.

p. 70–77: Images courtesy of the Moscow Design Museum, used with permission 
via author.

Why? Why Not? 

p. 78: Background image of The Garden of Earthly Delights by Hieronymus Bosch 
(ca. 1500), public domain via Wikimedia Commons.

p. 80–85: Images courtesy of the Why Factory, used with permission via author.

Afrofuturism: Collapsing Liminal Space

p. 86–87: “Afrofuturism” (2022) by Helen Yuchen Han, used with permission.

p. 93: “Door of No Return” (2007) by Angela Sevin, used under CC BY 2.0 license 
via flickr.com.

In Conversation with Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg

p. 94: Portrait of Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg, used with permission via author 
(altered).

p. 99: “Herbicide Gourd” (2009) illustration by Siôn Ap Tomas from Growth 
Assembly by Daisy Ginsberg and Sascha Pohflepp, used with permission.

p. 100: “Plant Icons” by Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg from Pollinator Pathmaker 
(2021), used with permission.

p. 102: The Wilding of Mars (2019) by Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg, used with 
permission (top); “The E. chromi Scatolog” from E. chromi (2009) by Alexandra 
Daisy Ginsberg and James King with the University of Cambridge 2009 iGEM 
team, used with permission (bottom).

p. 105: “Self-inflating Antipathogenic Membrane Pump” from Designing for the 
Sixth Extinction (2013–2015) by Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg.

p. 106: “Pixel View” (2021) by Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg from Pollinator Pathmaker, 
digital rendering of Eden Project Edition Garden 1, used with permission.

p.108: "Red Robot" from the Moscow Design Museum collection, used with 
permission via Alexandra Sankova.

Endpapers

“Artist’s impression of the interior of an O'Neill cylinder: Endcap View with 
Suspension Bridge” by Donald Davis/NASA, public domain.

Editorial

"Red Robot" from the Moscow Design Museum collection, used with permission 
via Alexandra Sankova

Piscinarii: The Fishpond Speculators of Rome

p. 4–5: “Roman Villa of Pisões, Lusitania, Portugal” (2014) by Carole Raddato, 
used under CC BY SA 2.0 license via Wikimedia Commons (altered). 

p. 6: Map by Jing Qin (2021), used with permission.

p. 8: “Sperlonga Hill View” (2011) by Casey Lance Brown, used with permission.

The Measured Line and the Quantification of Space

p. 12–13: “The Mètre étalon at 36, rue de Vaugirard, Paris” by Airair used under  
CC BY SA 4.0 license via Wikimedia Commons.

p. 15: “Usage des nouvelles mesures” (ca. 1800) by unknown, public domain (altered).

Toward a Scientific Imaginary

p. 16–17: “Whipple Section Cut” (1854) by William P. Blake & Jules Marcou, Army 
Topographical Corps of Engineers, public domain.

p. 21: Landscape lithographs by unknown, from the Chicago Newberry Library 
collection, public domain.

p. 22–23: “Topographic Timeline,” Army Topographical Corps of Engineers, public 
domain.

Centering the Fringe

p. 26–35: Images by Jonah Susskind, used with permission.

The Plane Table – A Tool of Speculation

p. 36: “Plane Table work in Southeast Alaska, Crew off Explorer” (1921) by 
unknown, public domain (cropped).

p. 38–39: “Scoring the Malecon” (2008) by Alecsandra Trofin, Sheryl Lam, Ezmira 
Peraj, and Leo Xian, used with permission via author (cropped and scaled).

p. 41: “Diachronic Garden” (2016) by Sarah Comfort and Chiara Fingland, used 
with permission via author.

p. 43: Selection from “Plane Table work in Southeast Alaska, Crew off Explorer” 
(1921) by unknown, public domain (cropped).

Futuring: A Conversation 

p. 44: Image by Zihan Zuo, used with permission.

Dark Speculation

p. 56: “Blade Runner or Beijing?” by unknown via imgur.com.

Subject v. Method

p. 58: Image by Yang Du (2019), used with permission via author.

p. 60: Image by Anni Lei (2018), used with permission via author.

p. 61: Images by Zuzanna Drozdz (2019), used with permission via author.

p. 62: Images by Shuhan Liu (2018), used with permission via author. 

p. 63: Images by Farre Nixon (2018), used with permission via author. 
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