
We are not outside the ecology for 
which we plan—we are always and 
inevitably a part of it. Herein lies the 
charm and terror of ecology.
Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind. (1972)
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urban: 
• from Latin “urbs” city or town

ökologie (German) 
• from Greek “oikos” and “logos” the study of the 

dwelling place (Ernst Haeckel, 1866)

• ecology: the study of organisms in relation to their 
environments
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● loss  of  character and sense of  place due to 
development

● incongrui ty  among what our  exist ing pol icy & zoning 
tools  are try ing to accompl ish ,  the values  they 
embody & the development that  is  occurr ing on the 
ground

● desire  for  authentic i ty  & to better  understand 
community  identi ty

● sense that  authent ic i ty  & identi ty are intr ins ica l ly  
t ied to the cul tura l  landscape

● Need to more equitably balance planning 
investment across  the county,  especia l ly  in  rura l  
areas

background



theoretical foundation

1. Psychology: Place Attachment 
2. Cultural Landscape studies
3. Ecological Urbanism
4. Projective Ecologies

“ It is  place —p er m an en t p os ition  in  
b oth  th e  socia l an d  top ogr ap h ica l 
sen se—th at gives  u s  ou r  identity .”

( J . B .  J a c k s o n )

“C ity  for m  in flu en ces  ou r  d a ily  lives . 
City form concretizes our values and 
reflects them back to us. City form can 
make us a more resilient society and 
more fulfilled individuals.” 

(Randy Hester)
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1. Psychology: Place Attachment 
2. Cultural landscape studies
3. Ecological Urbanism
4. Projective Ecologies

“ Cultural landscapes are those where 
human interaction with natural 
systems has, over a long period, 
formed a distinctive landscape. These 
interactions arise from, and cause, 
cultural values to develop.” 

(UNESCO)

"Cultural landscapes provide a 
sense of place and identity; they 
map our relationship with the land 
over time.”

(TCLF )

theoretical foundation
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cultural landscape framework



foundation in natural  systems

watersheds & hydrologytopography

I N I T I A L  R E S E A R C H

soils & geologyelevation



● loss  of  character and sense of  place due to 
development

● desire  for  authentic i ty  & to better  understand 
community  identi ty

● sense that  authent ic i ty  & identi ty are 
intr ins ica l ly  t ied to place

● Need to more equitably balance planning 
investment across  the county,  especia l ly  in  
rura l  areas

● incongrui ty  among what our  exist ing pol icy & 
zoning tools  are try ing to accompl ish,  the 
values  they embody & the development that  is  
occurr ing on the ground

prompt

What natural systems, features, 
and patterns contribute to sense 
of place and identity? 

How can we distill the diverse 
landscape of Davidson County 
into digestible frames or lenses 
for understanding?

phase 1: investigation



situate our 
loca l ecology



within 
fu n ction a l 
sys tem s



TN Landcover and Ecozones, DRAFT map for 2025 
State Wildlife Action Plan, TN Nature ConservancyFauna of Nashville’s oak-hickory forests, Ellie Richards.

across scales



and over time.



muddy rivers & 
shallow, rocky streams

oak-hickory 
forests

hills & ridgelines 

wetlands

watersheds

document the foundational 
elem en ts



C I V I L  W A R  T O P O  M A P

Rutledge 
Hill

Rolling 
Mill Hill

Capitol 
Hill

Ft. Houston

Court 
Square

E D G E F I E L D

French Lick

Ft. Negley

and features



French Lick 
& Fort

that shaped 
ear ly  
d evelop m en t

Natchez Trace on state archaeology map Key elements on siting the Cumberland Colony



How can we distill the diversity of 
David son  C ou n ty  in to d iges tib le  
fr am es  or  len ses  for  u n d er s tan d in g?



Northwest Highlands H is tor ic  C or e N ash ville  Bas in E as ter n  Ben d s



patterns, dynamics, and 
p r ojection s
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1. Psychology: Place Attachment 
2. Cultural landscape studies
3. Ecological Urbanism
4. Projective Ecologies

“The city, for all its importance, can no longer 
b e th ou gh t of on ly  as  a  p h ys ica l a r tifact; 
in s tead  w e m u s t b e  aw ar e  of th e  d yn am ic 
r e la tion sh ip s , b oth  vis ib le  an d  in vis ib le , th a t 
exis t am on g th e  var iou s  d om ain s  of a  la r ger  
ter r a in  of u r b an as w ell as  r u r a l ecologies .”

(M os tafavi)

“Im p or tan t con cep ts  of ecologica l u r b an ism  
in clu d e: c ities  a r e  p ar t of th e  n a tu r a l w or ld ; 
c ities  a r e  h ab ita ts ; c ities  a r e  ecosys tem s; u r b an  
ecosys tem s a r e  d yn am ic an d  in ter con n ected ; 
every city has a deep, enduring context ; urban 
design is a tool of human adaptation.”  

(Spirn )

theoretical foundation
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1. Psychology: Place Attachment 
2. Cultural landscape studies
3. Ecological Urbanism
4. Projective Ecologies

“Urban design is an art of time as well as space; 
it  is  a  p r ojection  in to th e  fu tu r e , w h ich  is  
com p lica ted  b y  th e  fact th a t the urban 
ecosystem is constantly changing in 
unpredictable ways. Knowing how a place has 
been shaped over time is essential to 
understanding its present and possible future.” 

(Spirn )

theoretical foundation

“The fundamental principles and strategies 
of 20 th century infrastructure are at odds 
with the dynamics of the landscape.”

( J an e W olff )
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● l o s s  o f  c h a r acte r a n d  s e n s e  o f  p l a ce  d u e  
t o  d e v e l o pme n t

● i n c o n g r u i ty  a m o ng  w h a t  o u r  e x i s t i ng  
p o l i cy  &  z o n i n g  t o o l s  a r e  t r y i n g  t o  
a c c ompl ish ,  t h e  v a l u e s  t h e y  e m b o d y  &  t h e  
d e v e l o pme nt  t h a t  i s  o c c u r r in g  o n  t h e  
g r o u n d

● d e s i r e  f o r  a u t he n t ic i ty  &  t o  b e t t e r  
u n d e r s t an d  c o m mu n i ty  i d e n t i ty

● s e n s e  t h a t  a u t h en t i c i ty  &  i d e n t i ty a r e  
i n t r i n s ica l l y  t i e d  t o  t h e  c u l t u r a l  l a n d s cape

● N e e d  t o  m o r e  e q u i t a bl y  b a l a n ce  p l a n n in g  
i n v e s t men t  a c r os s  t h e  c o u n t y ,  e s p e c ia l l y  
i n  r u r a l  a r e a s

background

What dynamics have 
shaped/are shaping our cultural 
landscape?

What patterns or trajectories are 
marking those forces? 

What interventions do we need 
to enact to enable cultural and 
environmental resilience? 

Phase 2



Sketch of Plantations along the 
C u m b er lan d  River  1786

dynamics: 
harnessing the 
Cumberland 
River







Old Hickory Village and DuPont 
A m m u n ition s  P lan t - 1921





Pros: Significant landscapes and parks created by harnessing the river

Ston es  River  G r een w ay
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“The fundamental 
principles and 
strategies of 20 th

century infrastructure 
are at odds with the 
dynamics of the 
landscape.”

(Jane Wolff )



USACE recent flood modeling



patterns
pre - m od er n  h u b  an d  sp oke (an d  s tr ee tcar  su b u r b s )

(h is tor ic  cor e)

E d gefie ld  1860s



trajectories: 
stations & antebellum farms to pre - w ar  su b u r b an  h ou s in g 
(Eastern Bends)

Development patterns: Bluefields 
NRD (1929)
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bulldozer: 1915 backhoe: 1948

trajectories
modernity: enabling frictionless 
development at the cost of legibility



trajectories: 
contemporary housing patterns (N or th w es t H igh lan d s)

Bellevue: late 90s to 2010s 
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E C O L O G I C A L  C O N S E R V AT I O N  S T R AT E G Y

landscape systems neighborhood human 
experience

urban ecology at multiple scales

considerations • Highland Rim Forest
• steep slopes & ridgelines

• Urban Riverfront  Design
• overlays
• conservation easements

• 1st Ave. & Riverfront Park
• tree code 

scale



1. More nuanced and data-driven understanding of 
the implications of how we have developed

2. Development of tools and conservation priorities 
based upon national best practices and context-
sensitive conditions

Opportunity with the upcoming Ecological 
C on ser va tion  S tr a tegy
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