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ABSTRACT - Peddocks Island is a 200-acre [80.9 ha] island which is part 
of The Boston Harbor Islands National Recreation Area (US). The island 
has limited public transportation and is rarely visited by humans. Its use 
and ecology has transformed throughout history and it is now positioned 
to transform again with climate change and rising sea levels. This article 
suggests that the island’s history, geology, mythology, and ecology situate 
it perfectly to experience climate change’s temporal and spatial impacts. 
Amitav Ghosh points out the need to communicate and narrate the 
uncertainty of the changing climate and build temporal awareness through 
narratives. In this work, we suggest the island as a “living lab,” available for 
both controlled observations and for the public to experience the realities of 
climate change. This article provides tangible and experiential concepts for 
Ghosh’s question by exploring mutable and ephemeral infrastructure design 
strategies

Keywords: abandoned islands, adaptive reuse, Boston, climate change, 
landscape urbanism 
 

Peddocks Island is one of the thirty-four Boston Harbor Islands (US). The 
island shifts at multiple scales, from daily tidal patterns to a long-term 
sea-level rise: it is in a perpetual state of evolution. Projections of sea-
level rise indicate that the island will transform once again. Analyses of 
vegetation history tell the familiar story of its rapacious use as a resource; 
European settlers replaced native species with new and exotic ones, and 
the land was cleared, replanted, farmed, and harvested for wood until 
invasive vegetation took over. Today, the National Park Service is exploring 
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restorative scenarios for the island. This work proposes a “living lab,” 
available for both controlled observations and for the public to experience 
the realities of climate change. 

In The Great Derangement (2017), Amitav Ghosh questions how to narrate 
the complexities of climate change. We suggest translating his thesis into 
a spatial exploration and utilizing Peddocks Island as the site to confront 
regularity and a modern perception of probability. We explore and question 
the capacity of a place and design to foster temporal awareness with 
its visitors. We believe it requires a new form of spatial intervention that 
embraces temporality and transforms with the changing environment. 

In this paper, we will outline the reasoning behind the unique compatibility 
of Peddocks Island to serve as a proving ground. We will outline the 
geological conditions that allow visible transformation, followed by the rich 
history of changes by humans and vegetation. Finally, the mythology of 
reimagination and emergence ingrained in the concept of a continental 
island provides the best conditions for cognitive and experiential 
recognition. We allude to a design proposal that embraces the natural 
processes and provides an approach to uncertainty as a contrast to a 
traditional view of architecture as immutable and stationary. 

Bridging this contrast is a key to the climate-transformative form and 
architectural approach to embracing and responding to the anthropogenic 
crisis. An architectural intervention to narrate the changing climate and 
bridge temporal horizons. While architecture pushes its mutable and eternal 
boundaries with approaches to decay and somatic spaces, it still shies 
away from ephemerality. We believe that architecture must evolve toward 
ephemerality to accept uncertainty and build a reciprocal relationship with a 
shifting environment. 

THE MYTHOLOGY OF AN ISLAND 

Peddocks Island is the second largest of the Boston Harbor Islands 
National and State Park. The flows of sediments and the geology of the 
bay shaped the drumlins (sediment hills deposited during the last glacial 
period), tombolos (sand and sediment bars connecting drumlines and 
marine landforms), and tidal flats of the island. Peddocks is 184 acres [74.5 
ha] at high tide and over 200 acres [80.9 ha] at low tide. East Head houses 
Fort Andrews, an abandoned military base with some recently stabilized 
structures. Middle Head is home to a small and vibrant cottage community, 
residing and summering on the island for generations. 

In the absence of inheritance rights soon, this community will have to 
vacate their residences and give way to the invasive successional forest. 
West Head holds indigenous memories of seasonal practices before 
the land could be owned. The closest land is the barrier island of Hull, 
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located 0.25 mi. [0.40 km] from East Head. Although extremely adjacent, 
the channel between the two islands is very deep with powerful currents 
challenging access. 

Figure 1. Map of the Boston Harbor Islands. Peddocks Island is shown in blue.
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Rambling Terrain 

The land is in motion on a different timescale. The slow geological forces 
that shaped the island left it vulnerable to the accelerating impacts of 
climate change. Due to the unique formation of the Boston Harbor Islands 
and the diversity of geological conditions on Peddocks, we can project 
the physical transformation and erosion by tracing back the relationship 
between the island and the ocean. A study by marine scientists Peter 
Rosen and Duncan FitzGerald describes the geological motions of soil, 
ice, and water that created the land drumlines and submerged Peddocks 
around 5,000–3,000 years ago.1 

The island is part of the ocean temporarily used by terrestrial species but 
belongs to the churning waters. Currents, sea-level rise, tide, wind, and 
sediments-flow eliminate the idea of solid ground. It was formed by two 
motions, the transport of sediment by melting glaciers and the rise of the 
oceans. Glacial sediment and sea-level rise isolated the island and its 
series of five drumlins during the Wisconsin Glacial Episode. The site’s 
geology reveals the process that is still happening to form it. As the glacial 
ice moved to the southeast, the sediment was deposited on bedrock. 
According to Rosen and Fitzgerald, this principle southeast and the 
memory of that movement can be seen in the organization of the Harbor 
Islands today. 

Understanding the geological process of the site brings us closer 
to expanding the time scales through which we experience a place. 
Simultaneously it allows us to imagine future transformations beyond the 
anthropogenic time horizon. This approach is defined by geologist Marcia 
Bjornerud as “polytemporality”; she describes this cognitive condition as 
“the ways that the secret stories of the past hold up the world, envelop 
us in the present, and set our path into the future. The past is not lost; in 
fact, it is palpably present in rocks, landscapes, groundwater, glaciers, and 
ecosystems.” 2 The island’s story is how moving water shaped its form, 
how water rising thousands of years ago submerged it and disconnected it 
from the mainland, and how the relationship between sediment and water 
still shapes it today. We can register and envision the powerful motion of 
sand, gravel, clay, and ice and leverage the knowledge to communicate the 
climate narrative. 

Forest Resurgence 

Peddocks island’s constant transformation extends beyond the land. The 
shifting terrain and remoteness from the mainland has enabled actions of 
extraction and neglect. It can be argued that almost nothing is permanent 
on Peddocks Island except the forest that keeps returning. Therefore, it is 
perfectly conditioned to be the place to encounter uncertainty. 
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Vegetation on the island transformed throughout history and reflected how 
the island was accessed and viewed by humans at a given point in time. In 
an extensive ecological study, Julie A. Richburg and William A. Patterson III 
surveyed and analyzed the changes in the vegetation of the harbor islands. 
They summarized descriptions of vegetation and cultivation dating back 
to the early days of European colonization in the seventeenth century.3 
The island’s long coast has allowed the formation of generous tidal flats 
of cobbles, sand, and gravel and a salt marsh on West Head with the 
vegetation ranging from tree species (maple, apple, elm, pine trees, etc.), 
to ground cover bushes and marsh grasses. Indigenous communities used 
the wooded island landscape seasonally. European settlement, starting 
in 1600, transformed the composition of flora on the island several times 
throughout the last 400 years. 

The recent decades of conservation and abandonment have allowed the 
spread of exotic and invasive species and few of the species native to the 
island have endured. In the early Holocene (i.e., earlier than 9000 BP) the 
island was forested and connected to the mainland. Indigenous inhabitants 
used it for gathering, hunting, fishing, materials, and some farming (corn). 
Richburg and Patterson note that the island went through several cycles 
of clearing, farming, abandonment, and uninterrupted growth even before 
the arrival of the Europeans.4 After 1600, Europeans started using the 
islands for farming and introduced orchards, vineyards, and other imported 
species. 

Figure 2. Southern-facing aerial view of Peddocks Island. Toward the left of 
the image is East Head, with the West Head shown toward the right.
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In the early eighteenth century farmsteads were established on the island 
and the forest and woodlands were harvested for firewood. By the end of 
the century, the islands were cleared, farmed, and inhabited. Six hundred 
British soldiers were stationed on the island with hundreds of cattle and 
sheep. In the nineteenth century, with the rise of recreation and tourism, 
visitors started complaining about the lack of trees. East Head (Fig. 3) 
was cleared for the construction of Fort Andrews and was overgrown with 
invasive vegetation after the base was abandoned. Richburg and Patterson 
summarize that the vegetation on the island today is almost all non-native 
and completely different from that in the seventeenth century.

Figure 3. Fort Andrews on the East Head of Peddocks Island, c. 1932.

The processes described in the historical analysis by Richburg & Patterson 
allude to a reading of the island’s nature through William Cronon’s framing 
of the extractive relationship between capitalism (and humans) and 
ecology.5 According to Anna Tsing, the entangled features of Peddocks 
Island can be framed as “third nature,” 6 since elements of the forest are 
returning in rhythm despite human interference. A variety of structures are 
left standing, calling attention to this “third nature,” especially the military 
infrastructure, which is the immutable form that scars the landscape and will 
remain a limb of the island. Reading these processes should reveal latent 
relationships and conditions in the landscape, and as we utilize the lens of 
poly-temporality, we can develop design solutions that emphasize elements 
ingrained within the environment.

Succession and Obsolescence 

The history of settlement and the island’s current conditions present the 
tension between the architectural and infrastructural object, time, and 
site. An inventory of structures on the island prepared in 2018 by the 
National Park Service offer a range of structures in situations of decay 
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and obsolescence.7 A deeper understanding of the social and architectural 
practices that drove the construction of these buildings and resulted in 
their obsolescence can help us understand the role time played in the 
transformation and the potential architectural form a design on this site can 
take. Human land-use of the island territory and its fauna transformed over 
the decades. Ownership of the land changed hands following the arrival 
of European colonizers. From a managed landscape with reverence to 
the ecological systems of the indigenous communities, the island territory 
became a productive landscape for massive farming, lumber, military use, 
and recreation. 

With European settlement in the seventeenth century, the island was 
associated with the nearby town of Hull, 4-acre [1.62 ha] lots were divided 
between landowners on Hull.8 Revolution records from the eighteenth 
century show that the island was farmed, and cattle and sheep were 
relocated to the mainland by British troops. Some soldiers remained on 
the island and constructed entrenchments. The location of the island at 
the gates of the Boston Harbor provided a logical location for a military 
installation. In the nineteenth century, the island was owned by the 
governors’ family, handing ownership of East Head’s 88 acres [35.61 ha] 
to the Commonwealth. In the early twentieth century, the construction of 
Fort Andrews started. At the same time, the Middle Head was a center for 
recreation, attracting visitors and illicit activities such as gambling, games, 
and “Chinese picnics” – opium parties.9 Continental islands are often 
the site for contradicting activities, requiring on one hand the extremely 
guarded military installation while at the same time providing sufficient 
remoteness to disconnect from the rules of the mainland. “The condition of 
connectivity and remoteness blurs the island’s relation and identity with the 
mainland’s geopolitical territory” 10 creating a space of exception to daily life 
and its rules under the pretense of frontier conditions. 

Fort Andrews housed 2,000 soldiers during WW1 and up to 1,000 Italian 
prisoners of war during WW2. The military installation was abandoned 
and decommissioned after the war. At the same time on Middle Head, a 
cottage village was established by a community of Portuguese fishermen, 
relocated from Long Island by the city of Boston. In historic accounts of 
the Boston Harbor Islands, Edward Rowe Snow describes how fishermen 
floated their houses on empty barrels across the harbor to Peddocks to 
avoid rebuilding.11 The agreement between the landowner and the village 
was to rent the land at will, meaning the villagers owned the houses but not 
the land. 

In 1970 the Commonwealth of Massachusetts purchased the island through 
eminent domain to add it to the Boston Harbor Island State Park. The 
residents of the village were permitted to stay and pay rent to the state. The 
condition of the lease was that ownership would remain with the current 
inhabitant but not be passed to the heirs of each cottage. In recent years, 
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as the cottages deteriorate, and their owners pass away, the state has 
removed them to reclaim the land as part of the conservation area. Based 
on this history of use and occupancy, no inhabitant of the island could 
linger, whether it is the fauna transforming due to land use or climate, or 
people due to policy and the imaginaries of land ownership. The essence 
of the island is fleeting, temporal, and grounded in reemergence and non-
succession. The land of the island is not static, and therefore its inhabitants 
are constantly in motion.

To accommodate the non-stationarity of the island and provide a space 
to be inhabited by visitors, we need to unpack architectural form and 
deliberate its relationship to time. The structures of the isle correlate with 
the stages of lifespan outlined by Prof. Karen A. Franck in Designing with 
Time in Mind (2016), as a process where each stage of its existence can be 
viewed as an evolution of the initial object: the transformations of adaptive 
reuse, repairs for preservation, the extent of the design process, and 
demolition.12 Prof. Franck builds on Alberti’s classical notion of architecture 
that views the object as an enduring, immutable, pristine artifact – 
“imprisoned by a single moment.” This framing of the enduring object falls 
short of offering a strategy to experience environmental transformation 
and accommodate experiences of temporal awareness. It gives rise to the 
question, “What type of structures consider temporality and transformation 

Figure 4. Fort Andrews housed 2,000 soldiers during World War I, and up to 1,000 
Italian prisoners of war during World War II. The military installation was abandoned and 
decommissioned after the war. This photo, taken February 2020, shows one of the military 
bunkers surrounded by vegetation regrowth.
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in the design process?” To address the relationship between the enduring 
object and time and climate, we ought to examine its relationship to the 
surroundings. 

A LIVING LABORATORY

As the National Park Service explores restorative scenarios for the island, 
the island’s non-succession informs the programmatic approach. The 
proposed living laboratory involves two user groups, one at each extremity 
of the public–private spectrum. While a “laboratory” suggests a controlled 
environment for observation in the pursuit of scientific advancement, that 
the laboratory is “living” suggests that it may also be natural, wild, or free of 
control. Thus, the island can become a space for both privately controlled 
observation and for public recreational meandering. Both of these practices 
within the context of nature maintain importance; the research of untouched 
land is vital to understanding its ecological health 13 while spending idle 
time in nature is believed to benefit one’s mental and physical well-being. 
These opposing ideas within such a living laboratory – controlled versus 
untamed, productive versus idle, contained versus wild – have the capacity 
to function with and for one another. 

The “wilderness” assumes importance as a valuable type of research 
site for the study of land health. Further, all available wild areas have 
value as areas for land science, and recreation is not necessarily their 
principal utility, whether or not they support economic self-interests.14 
As an unconventional type of controlled environment, this laboratory 
shall maintain the very lack of control that has allowed the ecological 
shifts throughout time. On the contrary to designating an environment for 
research, the island shall serve the public as a “non-place” destination. 
In an urban realm, genuine wilderness is nearly impossible to encounter. 
Landscapes are largely owned, and many sites for public recreation, once 
empty urban spaces, are often partitioned-off areas to serve as “pleasure 
grounds” for deliberate and exclusive use.15 

However, the Boston Harbor Islands offer a unique recreational resource 
to the greater Boston area. There is a unique quality of Peddocks Island, 
in particular, that presents itself as an observational opportunity for the 
urban recreationist: the land has always been in a state of both extrinsic 
reimagination and intrinsic regeneration. This work explored strategies for 
design with and for uncertainty. To address the question of an open-ended 
result and a spatial design that embraces ephemerality, we utilized Marcel 
Smets’ conceptual framework for the analysis of landscape urbanism.16 

Smets argues that “Uncertainty should not be confused with lack of 
clarity. It should not become an excuse for not making a proposal,” and 
categorizes several strategies for a spatial organization – “Grid,” “Casco,” 
“Clearing,” and “Montage.” If the “Grid” traditionally imposes a structural 
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framework over the site, “Casco” is derived from the land itself with great 
attentiveness to the geology and hydrology of a site. The term “Casco,” 
according to Smets, stems from the word “shell” and can be regarded as 
a metaphor for the comprehensive form of the landscape and the site. It 
allows the design concept to align with the natural flows and forces of the 
landscape, and embrace, emphasize, and anticipate them. In an effort to 
legitimize the potential of the Peddocks landscape, the living laboratory 
aims to unveil the inherent qualities of the site utilizing a type of “casco” 
approach (Fig. 5). It is a framework that adapts to site conditions, shifting in 
various directions without losing its identity.17 

Historically, this has been the case for Peddocks; it has been subject to 
continuous change in land-user occupation, programmatical ownership, 
present natural species, and coastal degradation. The ephemeral nature 
of these patterns influences a philosophy by which to address Peddocks 
in its future. A “casco” framework does not control these formations. It 
establishes order on a large scale which allows nuanced flexibilities on a 
small scale. Within the context of uncertainty, proposing a design that will 
eventually transform for a site that we acknowledge will transform – we 
can frame our “living lab” based on the idea of third nature and “evade 
assumptions that the future is that singular direction ahead.” 18 What should 
be the architectural form/ object that allows us to inhabit this experience 
and fit into this framework?

(a)
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Figure 5. Framework for an Intervention Strategy. 
(a) Small Scale: there are strong existing pathways, but they need to be made accessible. 
The pathways have a solid presence in the island’s identity: how users view the 
surrounding landscape, interact with the wild flora, and move from one drumlin to the next. 
By emphasizing these pathways and making them accessible to the public, they will have 
a participatory role in how the island changes over time. Each pathway currently extends 
to the shoreline, offering opportunities for researchers to observe how the pedestrian 
circulation will be affected by rising seas. 
(b) Medium Scale: The existing drumlin land masses are shrinking, so there needs to be 
a structural framework. As sea levels rise and the effects of climate change have their 
inevitable impact on nature, this island will become a shrinking land mass. By recognizing 
which areas of the island will disappear first, we can begin to understand where research 
and education can physically occur. As a research site, the island will serve as a field 
for monitoring, testing, and observing through shifting conditions. Identifying the drumlin 
framework allows us to choose zones of physical intervention. 
(c) Large Scale: there is only one threshold to formally enter the island, so there needs 
to be more access points. The ferry trips from Boston are scarce, and if you have your 
own personal boat, there’s nowhere to dock it. By employing additional modes of entry, 
visitors will be able to access the island from several different directions and methods 
of transportation. The existing pathways will become the “plug-in” moments for the new 
threshold conditions, allowing the island to become an accessible rural outlet.

(b)

(c)
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DEPARTING URBANITY

This work argues that in order to cultivate temporal awareness, people 
must depart from the defined urban realm. The procession of leaving the 
built environment to a ‘non-place’ provides the foundation for interactions. 
This continental island 19 could become the facilitator of encounters 
between people, flora and fauna, and the impacts of climate change. The 
island has always been in a continuous motion of reimagination created 
by transfers of ownership, migrations of species, and the perpetual tidal 
power struggle between land and sea. It emerges as the mythology of 
itself with every layer that is washed away. The island and its occupants 
are ephemeral and immemorial. The ephemeral island experience is an 
anomaly in the sea of homogeneous social practices.20 

The continental island 21 is an emergent space, and extraterritorial 
landscape created by the “incongruent relations between land and sea.” 
22 In between the dryland and fluctuating seas, the occupants of the 
island will need to acknowledge the constant struggle. Public ownership 
of the land, lack of maintenance in the name of conservation, distance 
from the mainland, and lethargic transit operations (Fig. 6) create the 
extreme circumstances that provide for an experience of autonomy and 
disassociation on the island. These are advantageous conditions for a new 
cognitive encounter with ephemerality.

Figure 6. The 
procession of leaving 
the urban realm to a 
“non-place” provides 
the foundation for 
interactions. This 
photo was taken on 
the Boston Ferry as 
the crew approaches 
the island’s main dock.
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This island, a composition of submerged drumlins in a field of populated 
and occupied sediment formations, can serve as the site to connect people 
with users from another temporal horizon. This act of decentralization, a 
challenge to presentism, can help reframe the anthropogenic narrative 
and address “temporal dysmorphia.” 23 Temporal awareness is the first 
step toward understanding the ephemeral environment and the shifting 
time scales introduced by the climate crisis. Experiencing narratives of 
irregularity will instigate acceptance of improbable events and society’s 
imagination of the uncanny. According to Amitav Ghosh, we are bewildered 
by extreme climate due to the stationarity of life and the improbability 
of extreme weather in modern storytelling.24 Temporal awareness as a 
method of design and communication is a pertinent consideration in the 
contemporary context. What if we could observe the unexpectedness of 
climate? What spatial and structural elements can counter architectural 
elements myopically designed to dissociate from the ongoing degradation 
of the larger ecological systems? 

This project explores architectural form, human temporal awareness, 
and environmental consciousness in order to observe how they impact 
each other. To unpack the tension between the enduring object and non-
stationary form, we need to engage in the deliberate discussion and 
definition of the relationship between the object, time, and landscape. With 
this design exploration, we touch upon these issues and speculate on the 
space in architecture between infrastructure, scaffolding, and ephemerality. 

FRAMING THE EPHEMERAL

This restorative scenario aims to capitalize on the current conditions of 
Peddocks Island using a network of gradational interventions. These 
interventions are designed to cooperate in tandem with the existing 
infrastructure and landscape while facilitating the convergence of scientific 
research and the surrounding local community. The project is both 
responsive to current accessibility issues and reactionary to the effects 
of climate change, all while serving both private research initiatives and 
public use. The series of additions act as scaffolding that welcomes 
inevitable changes over time. Small-scale interventions include accessible 
boardwalks and resting areas, allowing the existing pathways to become 
more functional for users of all backgrounds. Large-scale interventions 
include new piers that plug into the pathways, inviting more of the local 
community while encouraging the observation of the receding shoreline. 

This gradation system serves as a framework intended to change. Whether 
paths become dense with wild flora, buildings begin to flood, or piers 
require additions toward the receding shoreline, they are designed to 
adapt. Evolving ecologies require more deliberate architectural responses 
that recognize land as a shifting presence rather than an opportunity for 
development. By creating spaces that serve both people and land, this 
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island reimagines what it means to intervene. Rather than attempting to 
prevent inevitable changes, why not design a framework for them?

Figure 7. Designed as a delicate thread that weaves around the edges of the island, eight 
architectural platforms feed into the existing semi-groomed pathways. (a) The Floating 
Pools measure change by their increasing quantity over time to continue reaching the land 
path. (b) The Breakwater Observer measures the increasing distance between the growing 
rubble and receding shoreline. (c) The Overlook Barge measures a shrinking vertical gap 
due to the rising sea levels. (d) The Tombolo Marina unveils an edge of the island that is 
now underwater. (e) The Drumlin Bridges reduce in relative height to the ground below, 
eventually naturally descending into the water. (f) The Artificial Topography becomes 
increasingly covered in water in 1 in. [2.54 cm] incremental steps. (g) The Ferry Gate 
exhibits empty piles no longer needed. (h) The Campfire Piers measure change by their 
necessary extensions to reach land.

(a)

(c)

(e)

(g)

(b)

(d)

(f)

(h)
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Studies of architectural form seek to detach from Alberti’s vision, 
emphasizing the dynamics of an environment through examples of fleeting 
spaces. Under the title “Blotting Out Architecture?” the philosopher Hubert 
Damisch discusses curated atmospheres and sensory spatial experiences 
as temporal spaces.25 The form of the transient object is somewhat 
uncontrollable, and the effort to build an inhabitable environment creates a 
simulacrum of the context. He points out the paradox in the great attempt 
Diller, Scofidio + Renfro go through in the Blur Building to create a light 
steel machine that will produce an ephemeral mist. But what if the natural 
process of the environment is the machinery? What if infrastructural 
elements such as piers designed to fluctuate with the environment are 
the scaffolding? The scaffolding can simply embrace nature’s flows in the 
absence of advanced machinery. 

SCAFFOLDING MASTER PLAN

Designed as a delicate thread that weaves around the edges of the island, 
eight architectural platforms feed into the existing semi-groomed pathways. 
Articulated in contrast to the existing militant masonry construction and 
shiplap cottages, these platforms serve as perforated monoliths, offering 
a clear distinction between architecture’s polished effect on nature while 
allowing themselves to be transformed by the very flora it invades.

This is not typical adaptive reuse: this architecture appears to have 
recognized its inability to preserve an original sense of the land’s 
physicality. The use of platforms reveals the very anthropocentric 
relationship that threatens the future of this terrain. If these platforms 
preserve anything, it is the memory of what has been lost, or rather, 
destroyed. The platforms serve a clear dual purpose in order to support 
the programmatic needs of the project: both for public recreational use and 
private research observation. However, their performative transformations 
over time are the foundation upon which these public and private purposes 
are constructed. Each platform serves as a measuring tool, unveiling ways 
in which we can use our naked eye to observe and document change. 
Over time, floating pools multiply; campfire piers extend; the ferry gate 
exposes once-used pier pilings; the tombolo dock commemorates a 
buried topographical contour; the overlook barge closes a gap; the drumlin 
bridges reduce in relative height; the artificial topography disappears further 
underwater, and the breakwater observer grows further away from the 
receding shoreline. 

LOOKING FORWARD

The island is entering a new phase in its relationship with its users; no 
longer inhabitants, but visitors becoming witnesses of transformation. While 
other Boston Harbor Islands have been altered, reclaimed, and expanded, 
Paddocks has maintained its autonomy. Many years ago, a cottage 
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community located their homes along the coast, and now they will be torn 
down; the Fort Andrews batteries once invaded the landscape, but the 
Norwegian maple and deer are slowly reclaiming these concrete structures. 
People can release the need to claim ownership of the land yet maintain 
access to its edges. They no longer wish to control the island and manage 
its occupants, only to observe.

Figure 8. Master Plan c. 2020.
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Figure 9. Master Plan c. 2120. By 2120, the water is projected to rise by approximately 
10 ft. [3 m], engulfing the Peddocks tombolos and much of the drumlin shorelines. The red 
zones identify the connective areas which will be entirely lost underwater.

Spatial design for temporal awareness and climate narratives are pretexts 
to start a conversation about the enduring object – the architectural object 
and the infrastructural systems. Enduring objects are traditionally designed 
for a moment in time and to dissociate from the ongoing transformation 
of the larger ecological systems. The contradiction is marked by the need 
to inhabit spatial objects to experience natural changes and systemic 
shifts. The proposed “living lab” program enables the connection between 
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the broader contextual framework and the architectural object. And the 
components of such a design project establish architecture as instruments 
for instigating awareness and perceptual shifts and mutable infrastructural 
artifacts for an ephemeral environment. The setting of this design 
exploration allows us to examine a new design language for the climate-
transformative form and impermanence. 

The climate-transformative form assumes the position in between 
architecture and infrastructure. It provides an opportunity for a critical 
discussion around the role that obsolescence and retrofits play in the 
life cycle of the enduring object. Traditional enduring objects require 
incremental and sequential maintenance and intersections with natural 
processes challenging the structural integrity. To avoid obsolescence and 
ruin of infrastructure and architecture the object needs to take the role of 
the Ship of Theseus. 

We argue that the climate adaptive form questions this process by 
juxtaposing the environment as a framework. To trace, theorize, and 
develop a climate-transformative form, architecture’s permanence with 
infrastructures’ paradoxes must be examined, and a synergetic relationship 
between the form of climate architecture and the dynamic surrounding 
fostered. Although the enduring architectural object absorbs the impacts 
of its surroundings, it fails to develop a reciprocal relationship with its 
environment, thus falls short of forming a terrestrial bond to the site and 
enduring substantial transformation. 

To quote the French philosopher Hubert Damisch’ analysis of Jean 
Prouvé’s work: 

[…] the modesty of an architecture that seems to have been 
vaccinated against the fantasy of the ‘beautiful ruin’ and the 
ideology of ‘reconstruction’. His was an architecture concerned 
above all with lightness and delicacy, one ready to remain in the 
background – to erase itself, when the time came, without leaving 
any traces other than in the memory of men and the imagination of 
builders.26 

To adequately narrate the complexities of the environment and the climate 
crisis, designed objects should be explored, as the stage, latent in the 
background, provides access to view and experience the reemergence 
of Peddocks Island. With the increasingly shifting landscape of the 
Anthropocene, design has to assume a new role. We must frame the 
relationships between the environment and our interventions as a 
synergetic narrative. While romanticizing Alberti’s vision of the eternal and 
immutable architectural object, we must recognize the changing temporal 
horizons. Design can set the vision and framework to disappear, respond, 
or evolve to environmental changes. 
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