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In the federal highway rest stop there are parking spots, picnic benches, a shade structure or two, and an irrigated lawn. There is also 
a vending machine. Vending machines are, by law, the only commercial activity allowed in rest stops; commercial activity is not al-
lowed because it is opposed to rest. This thesis indexes rest to aesthetic sensibilities like comfort and peace, but above all to beauty. 
The project emancipates beauty from the relational or performance imperatives typically framed in landscape discourse; the apprehen-
sion of a beautiful landscape is instead immediate, discrete, and perceptible. The vending machine is the apparatus to distribute beau-
ty, while the rest stop’s material components—water, toilets, walls, cars, and plants, both living and synthetic—are redirected to create 
vignetted experiences of the beautiful, in which dissonance is an essential trait. Press a button and encounter beauty! 

Thank you to my advisor, Danielle Choi, whose guidance and patience brought this work forward. I value your sensibility, your lan-
guage, your insight, and your willingness and encouragement to go somewhere weird. 

Thank you to my family and my dear friends. I hold you so close. 

Thank you California - I can’t wait to come back to you.

p. 3



Rest stop along a Federal Interstate. Courtesy of restareahistory.org

This is a rest stop along a federal interstate.
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Coalinga-
Avenal
Rest Area
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Here’s one I’ll redesign: the Coalinga-Avenal Rest Area along I-5 in California’s Central Valley. 
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Photo by Fred T. for Yelp, August 2021.

You will encounter specific and limited things in a rest stop – these are defined by federal law. There will be a picnic area with a shade 
structure...
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Photo by Leslie D. for Yelp, October 2020.

restrooms...
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Photo by Jo Anna S. for Yelp, January 2016.

parking spaces, for both passenger vehicles and semi-trucks...
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Photo by Daniel C. for Yelp, October 2020.

pet areas...
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My dad operating a Coalinga-Avenal rest stop vending machine.

and vending machines. Vending machines are, by law, the only commercial activity allowed in rest stops. Commercial activity is not 
allowed because it is opposed to rest, and here the state recognizes that fact. I’m going to appropriate this space. The vending machine 
is my way in.
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I. California (2033)

II. Beauty

III. Vending Machine
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160 Miles

Courtesy of California High-Speed Rail Authority

2033 is the projected first-phase for a proposed high-speed rail. It will run here on the red line along the eastern side of the Central 
Valley. 
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80

160 Miles

My rest stop is along Interstate-5, shown here in red. The train will demand a new relationship with the highway rest stop, and an 
opportunity to redesign arrises.

p. 23



These two transportation corridors will stare at each other from either side of the valley, while between them runs one of the world’s 
largest constructed water transportation systems. The southern San Joaquin Valley is not fertile, but rather a semi-arid desert, and this 
massive irrigation network does the cultural work of advancing an idea of California Providence. These are three very big infrastruc-
tures that run the length of the valley. What do we miss when traveling at the speed of these systems?  
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I. California (2033)

II. Beauty

III. Vending Machine
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“A sensibility (as distinct from an idea) 
is one of the hardest things to talk 
about... A sensibility is almost, but not 
quite, ineffable. Any sensibility which 
can be crammed into the mold of a sys-
tem, or handled with the rough tools of 
proof, is no longer a sensibility at all. 
It has hardened into an idea...”

Susan Sontag
“Notes on ‘Camp’” (1964)

In “Notes on Camp,’” Susan Sontag writes, “A sensibility (as distinct from an idea) is one of the hardest things to talk about… a sensi-
bility is almost, but not quite, ineffable. Any sensibility which can be crammed into the mold of a system, or handled with the rough 
tools of proof, is no longer a sensibility at all. It has hardened into an idea.” 

We sometimes talk about sensually experiencing a designed space, but I still can’t grasp the limits of that conversation; though Sontag 
lays out the challenge, I’d like to try and talk about it. I’m beginning to draw contours here around my own project, where I’m locat-
ing a conflict between sense and, to use a landscape term that maps nicely onto Sontag’s quote, systems.

p. 29



Tiffany Lamp

Sontag, though, is talking about camp, that sensibility which worships the artificial, the overly-wrought, the synthetically decora-
tive. The camp sensibility dethrones seriousness. Sontag describes the Tiffany Lamp, here in the form of a palm tree, as an example of 
camp, as it so ornately misses its mark.
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Washingtonia robusta

If camp is necessarily synthetic, then beauty flits between the synthetic and the natural at its own discretion. A palm tree might be 
beautiful, just as a painting of a palm tree might possess the quality of beauty. What gives beauty this flexibility?
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Camp
Sensibility

CAMP

Let me pause here and clarify a few terms. Sontag describes camp as a sensibility, which we should consider distinct from an aes-
thetic property like beauty. A sensibility is quite like a sensitivity, an openness or ability to receive and respond to particular sensory 
qualities. In this way, a sensibility is perhaps best understood as a component of an aesthetic property; a lens that is required to make 
certain properties legible. Camp, for example, is finite; something either is or is not camp, and it takes the camp sensibility to see it. In 
designing for beauty, which is an aesthetic property available that is available to everyone, where does sensibility fit in?
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BEAUTY

Design
Sensibility

I’ll frame the design project as a kind of sensibility, a lens that is turned towards an aesthetic property like beauty and so is better able 
to facilitate its apprehension; the design helps make beauty legible.
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2007 2015

Meyer, Elizabeth K. “Sustaining Beauty: The Performance of Appearance.” from 
Journal of Landscape Architecture, Vol. 3 No. 1 (2008). pp. 6-23.

Meyer, Elizabeth K. “Beyond ‘Sustaining Beauty:’ Musings on a Manifesto.” from 
Values in Landscape Architecture and Environmental Design: Finding Center in 
Theory and Practice, ed. M. Elen Deming. Louisiana State University Press, 2015.

In landscape discourse I most immediately align beauty with Elizabeth Meyer. In 2007 Meyer wrote a manifesto on reinserting beauty 
into the critical reception of landscape architecture. That manifesto, though, regards beauty if and only if it is attached to a relational 
process like sustainability. She amended this manifesto in 2015, detaching it a bit from the performance imperative. I appreciate in the 
amendment how she makes space for synthetic elements, and how she describes dissonance as an essential part of the beautiful. We 
see that clearest in the examples used in each manifesto…
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2007 2015

George Hargreaves Associates, Crissy Field Park (1999) Taylor Cullity Lethlean Landscape Architects, Central Sand Garden (2012)

where first she’s attached it to a performing wetland, and later to a highly synthetic botanical garden, where sensory dissonance is a 
driving design interest. For example, we see dissonance here in the color contrast between the gravel and the planting, and in the un-
naturally-shaped plant beds. 

Yet Meyer still makes beauty contingent to links between “design, ethos, politics, socio-ecological networks, and bodies.” Those are of 
course valid and important values, but their contingency is wrong for beauty. If we are to experience a landscape only in terms of its 
relational capacity – as sustainable or networked – I wonder the degree to which we are able to aesthetically engage at all, as the mind 
constantly searches for a connective thread and ignores what is immediately, discretely, and particularly perceptible. I do not, in this 
project, value landscape systems like sustainability because I think they themselves are beautiful; I rather engage with systems only 
insofar as they are a means to beauty. 

p. 41



Elaine Scarry by David Levine, for the New York Review of Books

Here I look to Elaine Scarry, who teaches at Harvard in the English Department and writes on beauty. She uses the example of the 
palm tree, of one day apprehending its beauty when she’d previously thought it was not beautiful.
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If this is Meyer’s mode of apprehending beauty, where primacy is given to the flow of energy between objects, and where the objects 
themselves are flattened and made almost interchangeable…

p. 45



Care,
Attention,
Creation

Precedent? Conviction, 
Drive Toward 

Truth...
Do I err?

Radical Decentering

Beauty in the Particular
Scarry gives primacy to beauty on its own terms. Beauty introduces the possibility of self error, and in the same thrust propels us 
toward truth. It is a radical decentering act where we are placed adjacent to something or someone else. From this decentering, beauty 
then demands care, attention, and creation - or, perhaps more correctly, re-creation, as we attempt to bring about what we find beauti-
ful in new forms.

At the same time, beauty asks us to look back to find precedent. In the case of the palm tree a precedent may mean another palm tree, 
but it could also mean the recollection of dappled sunlight through some slivered surface, or maybe the silver tinsel on a cheerleader’s 
pompom bouncing light in a different, but not altogether dissimilar way. Scarry’s beauty moves between objects and moments that 
have no scalable relationship; they do not fit together in any other way besides they are imbued with the same aesthetic quality. Rela-
tionship here is not bound by a material or sequence or flow, but rather to an aesthetic pleasure. 
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Ray and Charles Eames’ “Solar Do-Nothing Machine”

As a design sensibility, I’ll be borrowing from the Eames’ “Solar Do-Nothing Machine.” Solar power is harnessed to make a bunch of 
shiny swirly bits move. In this rejection of a “productive” output, there is immense room to play. Aesthetic pleasure is infused into this 
system. 
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I. California (2033)

II. Beauty

III. Vending Machine
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Coalinga-
Avenal
Rest Area

75

150

300 ft

Evaporative Sewage Treatment Ponds 

 Comfort Station

Parking 

This is the site of my design, the Coalinga-Avenal Rest Area. The design appropriates preexisting features of the site, specifically park-
ing spots, comfort stations with restrooms and drinking fountains, and three large sewage treatment ponds.
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Westlands 
Water 
District

Caltrans

Coalinga-Avenal NB

Coalinga-Avenal SB

Four Septic Tanks

Li Crane

20,000 gdp 
(gallons per day)
… shall not exceed 
40,000 gdp

Treatment Pond 1, 
treated via evaporation,
lined with 60-mil 
polyethylene liner,
average 7.64 pH

Disposal Pond 2,
berm lined to dissuade 
vegetation

Disposal 
Pond 3,
unlined

Here are the ponds in context; this is the current water system at the Coalinga Avenal rest area. The site receives water from the 
Westlands Water District. Greywater and sewage, an estimated 20,000 gallons per day, are pumped to the three evaporation ponds.
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My design treats this water system in the same vein as these infrastructures. These big systems move stuff around the big valley. I 
want a small system of moving materials that does the same, but in the pursuit of beauty.

p. 57



The rest stop vending machine will help create the conditions for apprehending beauty in this new rest area. Here’s how:
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IIIa. Conditions

IIIb. Gardens
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Play Animation

This is Coalinga Avenal in its larger context, with surrounding almond fields and the southern coast range to the south;
Here is the ever-present California Aqueduct, which brings Sierra snowmelt from the north; 
We begin in January, the start of the rainy season, which briefly turns the mountain grasses a striking green;
The almond trees come out of dormancy in March in a stunning bloom. This is a special time, with green mountains and pink fields;
The moment is quick, and soon the rain is gone;
Irrigation begins in the almond groves. Hundreds of thousands of trees spaced twenty feet apart are irrigated by drip;
Irrigation is heavy in the summer, reaching its zenith in July;
The almonds are harvested in August, and irrigation tapers off after that;
The Tule Fog arrives towards fall, a meteorological phenomenon that blankets the entire Valley in a low-lying, dense fog. My first design 
move is to access this precipitation, which I’ll do with evenly-placed synthetic palm trees that capture fog in their netted fronds. This water 
is collected via the palm’s trunk, then pumped on-site.

My redesign formalizes the rest area’s treatment ponds;
Parking pavers, oriented with the highway and spaced twenty-feet apart, cover the entire site;
Running lengthwise along these parking corridors are irrigation pipes set ten-feet above the ground. They look like this;
This allows water to be accessed across the entire site;
These pipes serve another function, as they suspend heavyweight canvas curtains;
These, along with plastic orange construction fences that swivel across parking corridors, create a circulation scheme that is ever-change-
able. It may look like this;
Curtains are pulled lengthwise, and construction fences swiveled in such a way as to create an enclosure;
When viewed with the parking pavers we see the possibilities;
Here’s the site’s drivable space, its parking zones with transportable semi-truck pavers;
And here’s how vehicles might move around the site;
Let’s talk urine! The site has single-use stalls, with drinking fountains set out front;
The bathrooms might be dispersed like this, with underground pipes that funnel urine to three treatment ponds;
This is diluted 10:1 with water, tempered with agricultural hay, then pumped through the aerial pipes we saw earlier.

This is the process by which gardens are planned. There are 40 vending machines dispersed across the site; 
These correspond to one garden with a dominant species;
Show here is the A3 vending machine, which corresponds to a Meyer Lemon garden;
Dissonance is introduced here;
The vending machine registers the most popular beverage, which is also assigned a species, and records it on thermal print receipt paper; 
Here the agave has prevailed, and so agave is introduced to the lemon garden;
In this way, the gardens are designed for unique dissonance by juxtaposing two species that may have nothing to do with one another. p. 63



IIIa. Conditions

IIIb. Gardens
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1

2 Miles

All these moving bits, this water collection and diversion, is being put towards making dissonant, beautiful gardens at this site in the 
Central Valley. 
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As the site is malleable, these gardens will shift biannually according to this view. I’ll plan around this moment of pink and green. 
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Gardens may be dispersed on site according to the given driveable space. Another moment of dissonance arrives in the knowledge 
that these gardens are made available when the entire valley is awash in irrigation. In the driest season, in this arid desert, gardens 
will bloom. 

p. 71



The almond groves are in bloom in March. A garden featuring Meyer Lemon and Agave is moved to take advantage of the spectacle. A 
hose allows the garden to maintain a steady green, yellow, and blue-grey. Travelers rest under an awning, and enjoy a beverage from 
the vending machine.
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The site is a series of openings and enclosures. Gardens peak above the tops of dividing curtains. A traveler leaves their car and heads 
to the bathroom. 
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The rest stop is open 24/7. People might be resting in their parked cars.

This project indexes rest to aesthetic experiences like comfort and peace, but above all to beauty. Beauty is encountered in small, dis-
crete moments. It’s found in lighting, in texture, in glass; in the way a manzanita might juxtapose with a Sierra mint. When you’re 
parked on the side of the I-5, you can finally encounter the Coast Range as it is, rather than as an endless gold border framing your 
north-south, south-north trajectory. Encounter the mountains, encounter everything, immediately, and give it time!
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The final installation was quite simple. Serendipity brought these yellow chairs to the Loeb Library Lobby, which I arranged to face 
one rolling board. I stood next to the board at a podium, and to my left was a screen on which I presented a slide deck and an anima-
tion. There were two kinds of beverages available in small, green glass bottles: a sparkling water and a sugared lemon drink similar to 
Sprite. 

I wanted the focus to be on my final images - on the qualities evoked by the design - with no annotation or explanatory text. The yel-
low lightbox is a reference to the way my design uses synthetic elements to corner beauty; I do this by partitioning space with mate-
rials to create enclosures, and this lightbox does a similar visual work. The effect is to force the eye towards the middle, or perhaps to 
blur the larger image itself. Everything is in there.

Credit to Jon Levine (GSD MArch ‘23) for constructing the boxes, and for making use of these blue zip-ties I’ve carried with me since 
2018 (because I thought they were beautiful); Canal Plastics in New York City, for supplying this gorgeous, opaque yellow acrylic.
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Thank you!

p. 81
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