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Traces of a forgotten department with a 
radical take on flood control during the 
A G E  O F  I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

LOST IN THE 
A R C H I V E S





This exhibition uses evidence from the 
archives of the US Army Corps of Engineers 
as a point of departure to explore the 
material and cultural consequences of 
flood management. Despite the Corps’ 
consistent public message, internally 
circulated documents found in the archives 
reveal an institution divided over how best 
to manage floods and the national anxieties 
that accompany them. Highly charged 
and incomplete, these documents (e.g. 
dissenting opinions, memos, transcripts and 
drawing sets for unrealized or abandoned 
projects) create historical footholds within 
the tacit history of a place, spinning off 
radically different spatial possibilities. This 
exhibition visualizes the temporary or 
unfulfilled geographies of these lost worlds, 
and acts as a proxy for their erased or not-
yet-realized trajectories. 

A  P R O P O S A L 
F O R  A N  E X H I B I T I O N





There is a definite possibility that the Mississippi River 

will be captured by the Atchafalaya River. There is no 

way to predict when the capture would take place without 

more facts...

Harold Fisk to 

Brigadier General M. C. Taylor

09 July 1945





THIS IS A REAL
DOCUMENT.



Starting with the first Swamp Lands Act (legislative precursor to the Flood Control 
Acts), the American landscape was subjected to a century of geomorphologic 
imperialism. The Corps gradually and systematically assumed the role of land manager 
in the Mississippi River Basin, simultaneously speeding up and slowing down the effects 
of seasonal change across one-third of the United States. In pursuit of environmental 
stability, the Army Corps unwittingly became the most influential landscape designer 
in U.S. history. This period of escalation gave rise to some of the country’s most 
spectacular constructions, configuring spaces and materials at a scale and speed only 
achievable with federal support for what was essentially an environmental arms race 
with the Mississippi River. But the details of this story and even its resulting spaces are 
largely inaccessible to the public. What we know of the Corps’ designed restructuring 
of the American landscape remains primarily confined to abbreviated and highly 
curated narratives supplied by Army Corps public relations. 



THIS IS NOT  A REAL
DOCUMENT.

Beginning where the public narrative trails off, this exhibition explores an 
area of American environmental history virtually untouched by design 
research. It revisits this period of sweeping legislative mobilization by way 
of personal accounts, private correspondence and official (but obscure) 
transactions conducted by the Department of Real Estate between 1927 and 
1960. Raising questions about the role infrastructure plays in our perceptions 
of place, these documents expose the socio-political climate in which the 
Army Corps entered this unprecedented era of decision-making. But these 
documents, full of unmapped gaps and spatial glitches, also suggest a mythic 
topology composed of alternate histories and counterfactual possibilities for 
the future Mississippi basin. 





THIS IS BOTH.



This project aims to revisit—and to recover— these sparsely 
documented phases of Army Corps history by using design to 
surface speculative scenarios where archival evidence ends or splits.  
Exhibition materials position the viewer at the slippage between 
documented truths, unfinished business and mythic tales. Using 
hybrid representation techniques to dissolve obvious markers of past 
and present, fact and fiction, the works expose our quixotic desire for 
permanence in the face of constant change.



TRUTH 
 MEETING FICTION

The exhibition calls on viewers to 
suspend disbelief by simulating the 
spatial possibilities of those inaccessible 
and fantastic architectures of the Army 
Corps; to ask new questions of otherwise 
opaque, unilateral demonstrations of 
technological dominance by visualizing a 
different reading of landscape, memory 
and time; to imagine an alternative 
approach to managing natural systems, 
one that reconciles stability with the 
inevitability of change.







“Essayons. In the spirit of this 

venerable institution’s motto: 

Let us try. Let us try to face this 

formidable Mississippi not with 

the sole interest of security, but 

rather raise our profession--like 

those heroes raised their rescue 

boats over the levee--to a state of 

excellence where the spaces that 

a community inters its dead, where 

a farmer works his soil, where a 

father baptises his children, is as 

valued as the commerce coursing 

up and down this watery serpent.”

Lt. Eugene Davis, 1929





The Work: 
TWo-dimensional

ACoE Correspondence
ACoE Archival Photographs from 1927-1960 

ACoE Construction Drawings and Site Assessments

Proposed Works for Impossible Futures
Altered Archival Documents and Manufactured Correspondence,

 related to proposed works for impossbible futures

T W O - D I M E N S I O N A L  W O R K S



The Work: 
Three-dimensional

Models of Landscapes-in-Flood
Model of Lower Mississippi River Basin, 

with constructed and proposed ACoE flood control projects 
Models of Proposed Works for Impossible Futures

T H R E E - D I M E N S I O N A L  W O R K S





The Team

Kristi is an associate professor at Ohio State 

University’s Austin E. Knowlton School of 

Architecture and chair of undergraduate 

studies in landscape architecture. Her work is 

interdisciplinary and largely based in fieldwork, 

tracking patterns of change and adaptation in 

the landscape. Her work has been recognized in 

competitions, fellowships and awards, including 

the J. K. Branner Traveling Fellowship from the 

University of California, Berkeley and EDRA 

Place Research Awards in 2008 and 2011 for 

work on rural landscapes in central California and 

coastal Louisiana. In 2011, with support from the 

National Endowment for the Arts, Kristi led an 

interdisciplinary team in the documentation of 

Louisiana coastal communities compromised by 

land loss, sea level rise and competing industrial 

interests. Most recently, she led one of three 

winning teams in Future Ground, an international 

design competition hosted by the Van Alen 

Institute. Her team developed long-range, flexible 

design and policy strategies for vacant land in 

New Orleans, transforming long-abandoned 

landscapes into resources for the current and 

future city. She is currently finishing a book on the 

urban ecologies of Rome (forthcoming in 2017) 

and is a Fellow at the American Academy in Rome 

exploring alt-histories of Rome’s infrastructure.

K R I S T I
C H E R A M I E



Matthew is a principal at Landscape Metrics 

and visiting assistant professor at Ohio State 

University’s Austin E. Knowlton School of 

Architecture. With a background in visual 

arts, humanities, and landscape architecture, 

Matthew melds his years of experience 

expressing qualitative information to his recent 

collaborations in the hard quantitative side of 

environmental science, engendering new and 

revealing readings on our shared word. His 

current interests include dynamic cartography, 

the role of microbiology in design, and the history 

of flood control infrastructure in the Mississippi 

River Basin. Matthew’s work has earned awards 

from the USGS, EPA, USDA, Microsoft, the 

American Society of Landscape Architects, and 

been recognized by The Atlantic’s CityLab, The 

Huffington Post, Places Journal, Urban Omnibus, 

and Fast Company.   He is currently completing 

a residency at the School of Visual Art’s Visible 

Futures Lab engaging the microbiome of 

Brooklyn’s Gowanus Canal and fulfilling a grant 

sponsored by the Van Alen Institute and awarded 

by the New York State Council on the Arts to 

produce a traveling exhibition of this document’s 

project.

This project was made possible by the Van Alen Institute, OSU’s the 

Knowlton School, the State Island Makerspace, and the Independent 

Projects category of the Architecture + Design Program at the New York 

State Council on the Arts, with the support of Governor Andrew M. Cuomo 

and the New York State Legislature. 

M A T T H E W
S E I B E R T
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