
 

 

 

 

 

 

The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History 

Book Review 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lillian McKay Hutzell 

October 22, 2018 

HP 601-001 

  

Emily Bergeron




The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History by Dolores Hayden is a book 

that discusses and analyzes the impact of the built environment on women and ethnic minorities 

and, in turn, their effect on it. Often in the field of preservation, the most attention and funding is 

given to communities of elite status and buildings of pure architecture significance. 

Subsequently, there is a lack of preservation in communities of lower economic status and ethnic 

minorities. While there may not be buildings of high architectural importance within these 

communities, places with deep social significance are found everywhere. This debate between 

the social significance of gender, race, and ethnicity history and the more traditional architectural 

significance is the main issue of Hayden’s The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public 

History.  

Hayden divided the book into two parts, the first, Claiming Urban Landscapes as Public 

History and the second, Los Angeles: Public Pasts in the Downtown Landscape. In the first part 

Hayden explains the connection between social history and the built urban environment. In 

addition to proposing new ways to understand the culture in urban landscapes. She discusses the 

lack of public art and monuments dedicated to women and ethnic minorities, especially 

highlighting the absence of women of color in public art and monuments. How personal memory 

and personal history can be developed into public history by connecting urban landscapes to the 

memories rooted within them. In the second part, Hayden shows the reader first hand examples 

of how individuals within a specific community are vital to understanding the connection of the 

social importance. She analyzes the complications of emphasizing the history of women and 

people of color within the city of Los Angeles. Furthermore, she studies the landscape of Los 

Angeles through the eyes of Biddy Mason, a freed slave and midwife living in the city between 

1850 and 1890. 



Hayden discusses how she started The Power of Place nonprofit corporation in 1984 to 

help promote women’s and ethnic history in public places of downtown Los Angeles through the 

work of artists, architects and historians. She highlights how this book is only an extension of the 

projects, research and practices she encountered while working within this corporation. 

Furthermore, she states, very clearly, who her intended audience is and how she plans to reach 

them. There are three audiences that Hayden is intending to reach; the first, students and scholars 

in the field of the history of urban space; the second, preservationists, environmentalists, urban 

planners, architects, landscape architects and artists; and the third, the general reader who is 

interested in preservation and public spaces. She then states that she intends to give every reader 

the context they need to understand the issues and concepts that she discusses in her book. 

Hayden immediate expression of her intended audience and modes of reaching said audience 

allows the reader to understand what he or she is getting into with this text. In addition, it allows 

for the reader to feel a kind of community through this book. A student reading this book can 

feel at ease when they read this section, knowing that this text is meant for them and is not going 

to be above their level of knowledge. Often books of this caliber seem cold and hard to 

understand and have sort of distance from the reader. The Power of Place is a easily 

understandable and accessible text for any audience.  

Hayden discusses a 1975 debate between Herbert J. Gans, an urban sociologist and Ada 

Louis Huxtable, an architectural critic. Gans criticized the New York Landmarks Preservation 

Commission for favoring buildings owned by the rich and built by famous architects and almost 

completely ignoring buildings of different social history. In addition to only preserving a small 

portion of the architectural history in more elite communities. Huxtable responded to Gans’ 

article stating that these buildings the New York Landmarks Preservation Commission preserved 



were important buildings in the art of architecture. The use of this debate between the two ends 

of the urban preservation field allowed Hayden to show her readers that while she is presenting 

the importance of social significance, both sides have their strengths and place in preservation. 

Gans wanted to prove that a building did not have to be important solely on the basis of its 

architectural style but instead based on its connection to the surrounding community. In addition, 

wanted to call out the bias towards buildings within the upper east side, stating that out of the 

113 landmark designated buildings, 91 were located in Manhattan. Gans wanted to prove to 

Huxtable that there was room and funds for both sides in the preservation field, but they must 

first acknowledge this bias. Huxtable did not agree and strongly argued that buildings by 

unnamed or unimportant architects and of no significant architectural style had no place in 

preservation.  

This exchange was a great way for Hayden to give the audience some basic context of the 

question she is attempting to answer. The debate shows the reader how preservationists and 

historians are the ones that control how most of the public understands history and specifically 

the history of their own community, whether it’s through architectural style or social importance. 

It is the job of the preservationist to understand the history of a certain community and work 

within that community to highlight and protect that social or architectural significance.  

In the chapter about Biddy Mason’s life and struggle to raise and support a family within 

the city of Los Angeles, Hayden uses this struggle to show how a city’s development can be seen 

within the lives of its citizens. Hayden talks about Biddy Mason’s struggle to gain her freedom 

from slavery and then her battle to earn a living against the social constraint of her time. Biddy 

Mason won her freedom and the freedom of thirteen other slaves from a Mississippi plantation in 

court and moved to Los Angeles in 1951. However, once in Los Angeles Biddy Mason was not 



free from the law yet. As a freed black slave, she faced many social barriers throughout her life. 

Biddy Mason’s courage against her prosecutors and her own master in court is still astounding. 

Biddy Mason is a great part of the development of the city of Los Angeles and apart of the social 

importance of places and buildings. Hayden uses these stories and the legacy of Biddy Mason to 

show her audience the importance of social history with the communities of women and ethnic 

minorities. Biddy Mason’s story is a very powerful one that allows the reader to understand, if 

only partially, the importance of social history within a certain community. 

Dolores Hayden’s The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History is a 

powerful and compelling book that discusses the impact of social history and community 

memories on urban preservation. She successfully uses her own experiences through The Power 

of Place nonprofit corporation to relay to her audience the significance of these places and 

buildings to a community. Hayden shows that while there is room for both sides of the 

preservation field, often the social significance is the underappreciated and underfunded feature. 

Especially the social history and significance of communities of women and minorities. This 

book allows for new social possibilities of urban preservation throughout the United States to be 

brought to attention. But the question still remains, what it the best mode to bring justice to these 

areas of preservation and culture? 
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