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Thick Ground: an architectural investigation 
into biodiversity and the unintended 
consequences of a ‘sealed ground’. 



Recognising Duke’s 
photographs as 

‘evidence’, one can 
move focus from the 

‘figure’ to the 
ground. Through 

cropping the 
context, attention is 

centred solely on 
the surface. 

Subsequently, one 
can begin to 

objectively examine 
it, recognising that 
the act of doing so 

does not go beyond 
creating a ‘thin’ 

description. To add 
a thickness to this 
architecture, one 
must present its 

subjective 
narratives, 

recognising that 
these stories hold 

the ability to convey 
what is otherwise 

invisible. The 
photographs 

presented above 
illustrate the process 

of creating a ‘thin’ 
description.

Hypothesis and aspirations 

Fundamentally, humans understand the climate and biodiversity crises on a macro scale. Visually, 
satellite imagery, changing landscapes and climatic changes enable comprehension with a 
significant portion of mainstream media further supporting this layman understanding. On an 
anthropomorphic scale, the climate and biodiversity crises are more difficult to grasp with no 
equivalent and comprehensible geo-graphical tools of representation available. Accepting this, the 
research seeks to understand whether there is a lack of recognition at a human scale and if so, how 
one might convey a need for change. Recognising the lack of specificity in this inquiry, the research 
focuses on our relationship with the ground and uses a site, Muirhouse Estate, Edinburgh, to 
explore this component of a much larger question. Foremost then, the research seeks to affirm the 
assumption that sealing the ground, understood as non-permeable constructed surface, poses 
significant challenge to fauna and flora. Resultantly, it hypotheses a lack of understanding despite 
clear evidence, and aspires to produce a means to convey why the ground must not be sealed. 
More concretely, the research seeks to deploy objective (‘thin’) and subjective (‘thick’) descriptions 
to make existing evidence legible, demonstrating that the sealed ground is ‘thin’ architecturally, 
whilst unsealed surfaces have both the potential for physical and metaphorical thickness.

Background / Rationale 

Catalysed by No Ruined Stone, a series of images by photographer Paul Duke, the research 
stemmed from a desire to examine anthropocentric attitudes to the built environment. In an 
accidental fashion, Duke presents a common dichotomy, with architectural interventions repelling 
attempts by fauna to create a landscape of co-existence. Simply, the aspiration from the offset was 
to draw attention to the periphery, to the literal ground of Duke’s documentation and examine an 
environment in which non-permeable surfaces are the norm and plant life is limited to occasional 
cracks. Whilst Muirhouse provided a canvas to the research, the accidental subject of the 
photographs holds prominence. Yes, the geographical location of Muirhouse is fitting, a function 
of its proximity to the University of Edinburgh, however, it is the photographed landscape of 
Muirhouse that provides an environment suited to testing the research’s hypothesis. Whilst the 
West of the site employs a housing typology which is pseudo-vernacular, the East side, constructed 
post-1960, is architecturally coherent with the period and fully utilises large amounts of concrete 
and other petrochemical materials. The ground is undoubtably sealed, and the environment is 
designed to minimise non-humans. Unintentionally, the landscape is designed for an investigation 
into biodiversity and the unintended consequences of a ‘sealed ground’.



Findings / Outcome 

Sealing the ground has serious environmental and biodiversity consequences, the methodological review 
consistently highlighted this. Using Latourian frameworks, the research established a position of argument for 
biodiverse landscapes in which the human and non-human are considered equals. Latours Modern Constitution 
and James Lovelock’s Gaia Theory provided a means to understand ecosystems, with both allowing legibility of 
existing evidence through a ‘thick’ description. Ryle’s commentary informed this understanding of ‘thin’ and ‘thick’ 
descriptions, with an adapted version promoting the idea that when we typically describe and interact with the 
ground we do so in a ‘thin’ manner. Literally and metaphorically, we do not look beyond the surface.

The research highlighted that whilst ‘thick’ descriptions could potentially aid in unsealing the ground, they also 
offer a means to understand why the status-quo persists. Conversations in Muirhouse illustrated that residents had 
little or no issue with the ground being sealed, but rather took issue with the quality of the sealing. Contrary to the 
evidence, most remarked that further sealing would improve the quality of their environment. Whilst not in line with 
the evidence, their responses were emotive and thus added a level of subjectivity. They created ‘thick’ 
descriptions.

Noting the ability of ‘populations’ to add and understand the emotive, illustrated the role ‘thick’ descriptions could 
play in conveying the effects of unsealing the ground. By adding the emotive, one can present information at the 
anthropomorphic level in addition to at a macro scale. The ‘thick’ description becomes comparable to the satellite 
image, offering legibility to existing evidence. Considering this, the descriptions can be understood as follows:

A ‘thin’ description: A ‘thin’ description is objective. It describes the materiality of the ground, its literal thickness, 
its tangible effect on the non-human. ‘Thin’ descriptions can be understood similarly to an action, there is no need 
for interpretation, it is purely ‘descriptive’.

A ‘thick’ description: A ‘thick’ description buildings upon the objectivity of the ‘thin’ description whilst adding a 
subjective layer. It provides a meaning to ‘descriptive’ language. Thinking in terms of action, it adds a layer of 
meaning to why something occurs. In terms of the ground, ‘thick’ descriptions act to make the invisible visible. 

A thin description of this ground: It is sealed. It is hard. It is non-
permeable. The surface is broken only on occasion, with flora 
enabled incidentally. There is no balance between humans and 
those that they coexist with. In this photograph, Duke has 
captured an objective record of the ground. The surface contains 
a palette of man-made materials with flora restricted to the 
points at which materials meet. There is little evidence of non-
human life. 

Thick descriptions of the ground: “The ground means danger. 
What I think about it has nothing to do with its hard surface. 
Obviously, it would be better if it was green but all I know is 
that the surface needs a revamp. We should cover the surface 
in bark, sand pits and obviously grass, you need your grass to 
sit…”

“Look at the nick of it [the ground], it’s terrible. I wouldn’t even 
go over it on my bike. It’s all a trip hazard. It should be 
replaced, I don’t care what with, as long as it doesn’t look like 
what it looks like now. The roads have been dangerous for 
years. I want new tarmac. I want the surface to be looked after, 
that’s what we pay road tax and that for…”

“The surface could be better, it’s full of cracks, weeds and 
holes. The biggest problem is the weeds though, you can see 
them coming up. It would be worse though if it was a soft 
surface, you wouldn’t be able to do anything with it…”

Extracts from conversations with residents at Muirhouse
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