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I turned into a theoretical street which led straight into the heart of the 
yards. I bumped and rocked across the no-man’s-land of tracks smack 
into the blinding light of a switch engine which bore down bellowing like 
a wounded bull-elk.  Suddenly I was surrounded by birds and animals. In 
the light of the headlights on one column, a wolf, deer, and lion battled; 
on another, a fantastic half-tree, half-human grappled with the night. 
Doves and eagles in lovely, flowing lines seemed to roost everywhere.  It 
was a stunning sight. 

           
-Carl Gohs, 1967. 
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Abstract:  

Within this thesis I utilize Henri Lefebvre’s triplicite method of investigating urban space 

and apply it to the Lovejoy columns in the Pearl District of Portland, OR.  I investigate 

their creation in the mid-1900s and the effort to save them from destruction in the late 

1990s.  I also look at their symbolic life in the realm of Elliott Smith fans who have 

utilized imagery from the columns and appropriated it as a symbol of Smith himself.  I 

conclude my analysis by synthesizing these three narratives (creation, salvation and 

symbolic perpetuation) and, utilizing Dick Hebdige’s concept of disgnosis, discuss the 

implications of their the narratives importance in relation to the columns’ current location 

in the courtyard of a luxury condominium development. 
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My main focus within this thesis stems from the theory of Henri Lefebvre which I 

utilize to look at the coalescence of narratives and meanings around a structure and space 

in downtown Portland: the Lovejoy Columns.  The Lovejoy Columns are two structural 

supports salvaged from the Lovejoy overpass, which was destroyed in the development 

of the Pearl district during the 1990s.  The columns had been painted with images 

inspired by Greek mythology and theology in the 1940’s and 50’s by a Greek immigrant 

and rail-yard worker named Tom Stefopoulos.  They are presently located between 

Everett and Flanders on NW 10th, in the courtyard of the Elizabeth Lofts, a luxury 

condominium development.  My examination of them consists of three interwoven 

narratives that attempt to first articulate the creation of the columns as physical objects, 

and then the ways in which they continue to remain significant as a symbol which has 

been re-appropriated by various groups. 

The three narratives roughly correlate with Lefebvre’s theory which asserts three 

primary ways to conceive of space, firstly as “spatial practice,” secondly as 

“representations of space” and lastly as “spaces of representation”.  Spatial practices are 

the ways in which space exists as a physical form that people create and interact with.  

Representations of space are the ways in which space is conceived of in the abstract, as 

the imaginary visions which we all hold of spaces we feel we know.  And lastly, Spaces 

of representation are the re-presentations of these abstracted conceptions by those people 

in charge of creating and thinking about spaces: planners, artist, architects, social 

scientists, and everyday users (Gottdiener, 1991:303). 

In the first narrative, regarding spatial practice, I examine the historical creation 

of the Lovejoy columns by Tom Stefopoulos.   



Stefopoulos emigrated from Greece around the turn of the 20th century.  The story 

of his time in Portland is a rough approximation of the experience by the Greek 

community he was a part of.  In Portland, most Greeks were either blue collar workers 

who labored, as Tom did, for a large company like the railroad, or they worked in an 

informal network of commerce within the Greek community itself.  As embodied by the 

story of the columns painted by Tom, the jobs and housing available to the Greek 

community has largely been obliterated by development and re-development.  This loss 

of blue collar jobs and low cost housing is both circuitously and directly connected to 

Portland’s emphasis on “sustainable” development and planning beginning in the 1960’s 

and 70’s, most notably with the 1974 removal of Harbor Drive from what would become 

the Tom McCall waterfront park (Moe & Wilkie 1997:220).  

Like the destruction of the Lovejoy ramp, the destruction of Harbor Drive paved, 

or perhaps unpaved, the way for the development of the Pearl district and a larger 

“revitalization” of downtown and Old Town.  My inclusion of Portland’s planning 

history here is not to condemn it by any means, simply to note that it has had negative 

consequences that are not often cited. 

The second narrative, regarding representations of space, deals with the symbolic, 

political and economic struggles surrounding the preservation of the columns themselves.  

The columns were slated to be demolished in the late 1990s and were saved, in large part, 

thanks to the efforts of a group of extremely dedicated individuals.  The success of the 

columns’ salvation was largely due to the work of an art and architecture collective 

known as RIGGA, headed up by local artist James Harrison.  The ways in which RIGGA 

and Harrison articulated the meaning of the columns lead directly to their preservation.  
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Their ability to infuse the columns with meaning, coupled with the last-minute 

benevolence of a few key developers, politicians and newspapers led to the columns 

being saved from destruction.  Among their supporters was author and NPR contributor 

Andrei Codrescu, who situated the columns within a political as well as historical context 

during an interview with the Oregonian in 2000.  In it he said:  

“It's great that Portland plans for development . . . But you can also plan your 

utopia to the point that you kill the life within it. A classic case is Ellicott City,i 

Maryland, which was planned as a utopia where people could live within walking 

distance of work, human-scale. Ten years after it was built the teen-agers started 

vandalizing it. They're bored. They want jagged, the kids love jagged” (Gragg 2000). 

Codrescu’s message serves as a reminder to allow for what he calls the “eruption 

of the beautiful” in planned developments.  This reminder was heard by a Pearl district 

real estate agency, Hoyt properties, who volunteered to store the salvaged columns until a 

home could be found for them.  Ultimately it was John Carroll, a Pearl district developer 

who put up the money to have two of the columns relocated from their storage area under 

the Fremont bridge and 

positioned prominently 

along the streetcar line, 

in the courtyard of his 

new luxury condo 

development, The 

Elizabeth Lofts.  
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According to Harrison, Carroll “got it, aesthetically.”  I argue that Carroll’s 

actions, like the destruction of the Lovejoy ramp, and the redevelopment of Portland in 

general, have had unexpected and unintentional effects which I will return to in my 

conclusions.    

The third narrative, regarding spaces of representation, is constructed around the 

life and death of another Portland artist, Elliott Smith.   

Smith was a singer and songwriter who, both before and after his apparent suicide 

in 2003, has been imbricated with the physical form of Portland itself, through a 

multiplicity of media.  

Largely this is an the 

result of efforts by his 

fans to preserve his 

memory in a form which 

is both tangible and 

abstract, a form that 

allows for individual 

mourning and 

identification with Smith while providing an urban crucible to be filled with the full 

spectrum of their personal narratives.  Via this abstraction, Smith can be compared to 

Portland, using mystical language in articles and messageboard correspondence, giving 

voice to group narratives which intertwine the city and the man.  Alternately, Portland 

can be experienced as a physical environment by a given individual.  The distinct 

materiality of such an experience can more effectively resist the collective mystification 
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of prose, yet it still occurs to a degree in the online sharing of photos of the city.  In many 

ways the use of Portland and Elliott Smith as metaphors for one another is a tangential 

aspect of the intensely personal, hagiographic narratives and imagery which have become 

part and parcel of being a Smith fan since his death in 2003. 

As an example: a fan of Smith’s created the font which is used on the cover page 

of this thesis from samples of Smith’s actual handwriting.  More than a few websites are 

dedicated to documenting spaces within Portland mentioned in Smith’s songs.  Others 

focus on sharing and comparing Smith related tattoos.  These types of creation and 

sharing focus on bridging the gap between personal mourning for Smith, and finding a 

public forum to build community with, via reciprocal displays of grief and remembrance.  

The discourse around Smith frequently focuses on his connection to Portland, and over 

time, through websites, blogs, old articles from the Willamette Week and short films, 

Smith has become both a general symbol of Portland, as well as one of its specific 

features.   

In the midst of this generalized connection drawn between Smith and the city, 

there are also clear and direct connections between Smith and the columns.  Not only was 

Smith scheduled to play a benefit show for the columns shortly before his death, but his 

fans now have websites which include photos of the columns, as well as photos of their 

tattoos of paintings taken from the Lovejoy Columns.   

The columns first entered the realm of Smith-fandom in 1996 when Jem Cohen 

made a short film about Smith called Lucky Three, which depicts him briefly walking 

between the columns.  This connection, abstracted though it is through the medium of 

film, had become a touchstone for Smith fans. 
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Within this thesis, I will interpret these perspectives as three distinct, but 

convoluted and intermixed, parts of one overall narrative.  Each narrative describes a 

specific way in which urban space is created, imagined, or utilized and appropriated.  For 

Stefopoulos, the painting of the columns was a performance of his passion for art, a 

subtle but benign revolt against the strictures of his job with the railroad.  As I will show, 

this historical perspective was utilized effectively, though problematically, by RIGGA 

and Harrison in their efforts to define the value of the columns in relation to the history of 

Portland.  The fans of Elliott Smith have reconceptualized the columns as a symbol of 

Smith’s very life; and have in the process, completely detached both the image and the 

value of the columns from their physical form and the historical process that created 

them.  

My conclusions will detail the history of Stefopoulos, the envisioning of the 

columns by RIGGA and Harrison, and finally the detachment of the columns from their 

physical context and their conversion into a pure symbol.  I conclude my analysis by 

returning to the site itself.   I incorporate Dick Hebdige’s concept of disgnosis and utilize 

it as a lens through which to discuss the ways in which Pearl residents and visitors 

interact with the columns in their present context and question whether or not their 

current location and usage contradicts or confirms the historical, material, and symbolic 

forces that created, and continue to sculpt them. 

 

Portland, Oregon 
October 2006 
 

I walk north along NW 10th avenue.  The sun shines and the wind whistles past 

my ears.  I continue briskly past shops and young parents pushing their children in 
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elaborate three wheeled strollers.  I stop mid-block, between Everett and Flanders.  To 

my right is the courtyard of The Elizabeth Condominiums.  The reddish-gray brick façade 

looms 16 stories above me.  Completed in 2005, the imposing building contains 182 

luxury condominiums and sits on 2/3rds of a city block.  At its base, the courtyard is 

hemmed in on all sides by store windows, gray brick walls and the slippery tracks of the 

streetcar.  In the center, rising up out of the paving stones are two columns.  They are 

three foot square at their base and they continue straight up to their top, capped by 

roughly snipped pieces of rebar which stick out in a halo of rusted steel.  Their sides 

appear to be adorned with fantastical chalk drawings.  I look more closely and see that in 

fact the chalk drawings appear to be photographs of drawings, encased behind a layer of 

plexiglass that has been bolted onto the sides of the columns.  I walk around them, taking 

in their shape and examining the drawings on them more closely.  As I circle one of them 

I notice an inscription:  

-The Lovejoy Columns- 
 

From 1948 to 1952, Greek immigrant and artist, Tom E. Stefopoulos 
created a series of paintings on the columns of the old Lovejoy Ramp.  
The two columns in this plaza bear six of Tom’s original paintings, 
which will be restored by a conservator in the spring and summer of 
2006.  The photos you see here are full-scale images of the actual 
paintings underneath. 

 
 

Claremont, California 
October 21st, 2003 
 
 I sit in my pungent, overly warm dorm room.  As I have come to expect, the sweat 

from my back has soaked through my t-shirt and into the flimsy cushion of my computer 

chair.  It is only 9:45am.  After opening my email I make my way to checking the news.   
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Staring at my computer screen I scan summarily over the page.  In a state of disbelief I 

click on the headline which reads simply: “Elliott Smith 1969-2003.”  

 Even before his sudden death, Elliott Smith’s music had played an important part 

during my freshman year of college.  Like many others my age, I discovered his music by 

chance, during my senior year of high school.  His unique blend of dour, depressing 

lyrics coupled with melodies that were alternately sparse, vibrant, lush and raucous 

appealed to me with an intensity I rarely experience, even with my favorite musicians. 

 I detest Los Angeles and the surrounding area.  My freshman year of college 

taught me that.  I was miserable there, trying to adjust to wearing shorts amongst a sea of 

tan people who seemed to be trying their hardest to fulfill every negative stereotype of 

southern California they could.  It was a different world than my home in Massachusetts, 

and not in a way that seemed to hold the possibility of adventure or excitement.  It was 

just hot – hot and depressing. 

For whatever reasons, I was one who had counted themselves amongst Elliott 

Smith’s fans when he died.  His fans, (one of which I remain), are notorious in their 

voracious, yet intensely personal form of appreciation – often verging on worship.  

Unlike other musicians with extraordinarily devoted fan bases, Elliott Smith was, and is 

not, one who was worshipped communally.  Fans of his often see their connection to him 

as being, though perhaps not mystical, at least uniquely personal, intimate, and unlike any 

they have with other music.  I was one of these fans. 

 That Smith’s lyrics were considered “depressing” is widely accepted. 

Even though many of us argue that such a characterization is largely an 

oversimplification. Most would agree that one of the most prevalent emotions within 
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Smith’s lyrics is sadness, or at least some admixture, of which sadness is almost always a 

part.  This multifaceted yet nondescript ennui is what I most identified with during that 

miserable freshman year.   

Later that semester, in spite of my dislike for Los Angeles, I would make one of 

my few trips of the entire year to the Henry Fonda theatre for the first of many memorial 

shows dedicated to Smith.  Though I hardly felt then, nor do I believe now, that my 

unhappiness was truly congruent with Smith’s in its intensity or presentation, I did feel a 

certain simpatico with his music in the abstract way that one feels and is attracted to 

sentiments via art.  By the end of freshman year I had confronted by abject unhappiness 

with life at Pitzer.  Instead of returning, I took a year off from school and ended up where 

I remain, at Lewis and Clark – in Portland. 

 

Portland, Oregon 
November, 2007 
 
 Two and a half years after my arrival in Portland I am nearing graduation and 

writing my thesis.  I am as surprised as anyone else to find Elliott Smith featuring 

centrally in such a project.  As well as being surprised by his inclusion, I am also 

somehow satisfied.  Like so many of the emotions I identified with his music, the 

satisfaction is of a subtle, nebulous type, tinged with something else that gives it an air of 

inexplicability, and thus, a sort of mystical potency.  Obviously, “mystical potency” is 

not the type of feeling I expected to have about my thesis topic, and I would like to 

discuss the academic dangers and advantages I see associated with this type of personal 

connection. 
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 To fully explain the connection, a brief history of Smith’s life is necessary.  His 

childhood is only roughly documented.  He spent the early years of it in Texas, 

apparently with his mother and a, perhaps, abusive stepfather.  The key portion of 

Smith’s life begins with his move to Portland in 1975, at age 14.  Smith then went off to 

college at Hampshire, only minutes from my childhood home in Massachusetts.  After 

returning from college he played in a series of bands in Portland, eventually releasing his 

first solo recording in 1994 (sweetadeline.net 2007). 

 Smith quickly became an important part of the music community in Portland and 

the city provided him with many fans.  While some heralded him as the heir to Kurt 

Cobain, others preferred to identify his self conscious, despondent style with the city of 

Portland itself.  Over time, Smith’s legend would become more and more entwined with 

Portland’s re-imagining of itself.  I will discuss the details of such identification later, but 

for now it suffices to mention only that many saw Smith and Portland as inextricable 

from each other.    

   Given this intimate connection between Smith and the city, many in Portland 

were surprised, and a little disappointed, when Smith moved briefly to Brooklyn before 

resettling in Los Angeles.  Throughout his life Smith was a frequent abuser of wide 

variety of substances.  According to friends he had finally completed rehab in Los 

Angeles, where he then continued recording what would be his last album. 

 For me, it is tempting, and a bit dangerous, to impose the logic of a coda 

upon the role Elliott Smith and his music have played in relation to my college career.  

However, at the very least I find it convenient, or perhaps “poetic”, that Smith’s life 

roughly ended with his move from Portland to Los Angeles while my college life began 
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at roughly the same time and has resulted in my eventually ending up where Smith began.  

It strikes me now, that I want it to mean something.  Of course I know that realistically, it 

doesn’t.  I didn’t begin college near Los Angeles with any thought of Smith, nor did he 

factor into my move to Portland.  Yet the thrill of finding so perfect a bracket to wrap 

around my college life consistently reappears and demands attention.  How interesting 

that I began college with news of Smith’s death in Los Angeles, and now end college 

writing my senior thesis about Smith and his connection to Portland.  

The danger in ascribing such a clean dovetailing between my life and Smith’s is 

that it asks me to write from the perspective of a fan, not tempered by academic 

considerations.  It speaks to my desires: I want to accept the mystical connection, the 

putting together of the pieces.  Of course then, it seems silly to court such sentiments by 

tempting them to assert themselves within the world of my thesis.  However, I would like 

to suggest that the attitude of fandom can be a useful tool in my investigation of the 

world that Elliott Smith left behind.  While I must heed myself and stay away from 

lapsing into prose which borders on the purely fantastical or laudatory, I must also not 

deny the reality of these yearnings, for their motivations are some of the same which 

motivate and drive the churning, symbolic explosion that has occurred amongst Smith’s 

fans since his death and envelopes his life, his body, and Portland.  It is a symbolic world 

with which I am acquainted, and it is one part of what I will be examining within this 

paper. 
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Theoretical Bases: 
 

When first beginning my search for a thesis topic I was initially attracted to 

studies about cities.  My focus migrated haphazardly: one day it was the intentions and 

effects of urban planning (Kolson 2003), the next historic, utopian ideals of urban space 

(Rosenau 1975).  I went through periods of firmly believing I would align myself with 

Zygmunt Bauman and show the ways in which postmodern metropolises embody the 

hyperfluid cityscapes he describes with such disturbing ease and beauty (Bauman 2000).   

I eventually realized the two major connections between all the topics that had 

piqued my interest.  One: every topic was overwhelmingly and impossibly broad to serve 

as the topic for a paper of this length and scope.  Two: all of the topics dealt, in some 

way, with a collision between peoples’ daily lives and urban space.  Whether they took 

the form of bodies packed within rigidly planned cities or the form of light-as-air elites 

floating above the cacophony, all of my interests focused on the intersection of daily, 

cultural practice with the material environment.  This was my first minor epiphany. 

The second came while reading Marshall Berman’s book, All That Is Solid Melts 

Into Air (1988).  In his excellent examination of the experience of modernity, Berman 

utilizes accounts from a wide range of sources.  Crucial for me was his usage of literary 

works as indicators of attitudes and reactions to the various stages of modernity he 

covers.  Such an inclusion affirmed for me that there was an academically rigorous way 

to utilize texts and artworks as an avenue of investigation.  In a circuitous turn, this led 

me eventually to the ways in which cities, particularly Portland, are represented in Elliott 

Smith’s music, and his larger relationship to the city.  Still though, I did not fully 

understand the possible value of an academic look at Smith’s relation to Portland until 
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my interest in Berman eventually led me to examine more closely the work of Henri 

Lefebvre. 

For the purposes of recapitulating Lefebvre’s technique of investigating urban 

places I will be relying heavily on Mark Gottdiener’s interpretation of Lefebvre 

(Gottdiener 1985a, 1985b, 1991, 1993).  Gottdiener is thorough in his situating of 

Lefebvre’s theory of social space.  He points out the distinctions between Lefbevre and 

prior theories of space put forth by both Foucalt (1979) and Giddens (1984).  Gottdiener 

asserts that Lefebvre rejects both Foucault’s and Giddens’ analyses of space as serving 

merely as container for either “power” (Foucault), or social relations (Giddens).  Though 

he credits Giddens for noting that “social action is about space just as much as it involves 

interaction” (Gottdiener, 1993: 303) his theory replaces such a unitary focus on the 

actions which occur within space and expand the focus of study.  He does this via what 

Gottdiener calls a “triplicite” method (1991, 1993) though he also acknowledges that 

space has a fourth dimension which he sees as its productive capability.  Gottdiener, 

despite his endorsement of such a dimension, sticks predominantly to the three main foci 

that were initially laid out by Lefebvre. Lefebvre’s triplicite method is based upon his 

belief that “space cannot be restricted to any one aspect but enters into social relations at 

a variety of levels.”  By this he means that “socio spatial relations exist on three distinct 

levels: ‘spatial practise,’ ‘the representations of space,’ and ‘the spaces of 

representation’” (Gottdiener 1991: 303).  Such a method is in part a reaction against a 

history of strictly focusing upon human interaction which “can have the effect of making 

the materiality of the city disappear” (Wells 2007: 137).     
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For Lefebvre, “spatial practice” is “the physical materialization of built forms.  

This is space as the built environment and as encountered by the users of space” 

(Gottdiener 1991:303).  For my purposes, this category encompasses both the physical 

quality of the spaces in question, as well as the historical “materialization” of them.  That 

is: I will use “spatial practice” to describe both the site as it presently exists, as well as 

the building process, which is a larger narrative encompassing social, political and 

economic processes which factor into the creation of the physical structures as they now 

stand.  Largely, this is the category which will contain the narrative which begins with 

Tom Stefopoulos’ initial painting and ends where the RIGGA/et al narrative begins.   

“Representations of space” refer to the existence of spaces as they are conceived 

of.  “This category includes mental maps, significant expressive symbols and imaginary 

visions of terrain” (Gottdiener, 1991:303).  This is the category which I will use to tell the 

story of RIGGA’s efforts to see that the Lovejoy Columns were not destroyed.  Largely 

their efforts relied upon and continue to rely upon a rhetoric which frames the columns 

precisely as an “expressive symbol” of Portland’s cultural heritage.  It is also important to 

note that this is the category into which my own writing about the columns most cleanly 

fits.  As Gottdiener notes, “representations of space refer to space in the abstract—the 

space conceived of by social scientists, state practitioners, planners, architects, and public 

service officials” (1991:303) (Emphasis added). 

“Spaces of representation” is perhaps the most nebulous category of the three.  Its 

purview is expansive, encompassing all of “lived space—the habitat of the users of space 

and the images and symbols that they invest in local places” (Gottdiener, 1991:306).  My 

usage of this category may, at first appear, to be a bit of a perversion of such a definition.  
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I will be primarily using it to describe the ways in which the Lovejoy Columns, and 

Portland as a city, has become wrapped up in comparisons about Elliott Smith’s life, 

music, and death.  Such conglomerations of meaning and symbolic production have 

become a part of a complicated narrative which I ultimately hope to show has a direct 

effect on the ways in which Elliott Smith fans experience the physical space of the 

columns. 

It is overwhelmingly important to note that all three categories, though especially 

the second two, “representations of space” and “spaces of representation,” have a great 

degree of potential and practical overlap.  RIGGA’s conception of the columns as an 

expressive symbol has a direct relation to the way in which they are framed with an 

inscription, and thus, experienced in the everyday.  Likewise, the usage of the columns as 

a symbolic landscape by Elliott Smith fans could equally qualify as an expressive 

symbol.  The three categories are neither precisely fixed, nor adequately defined.  I see 

this as their unique advantage over other theories of urban investigation.  Such advantage 

derives from the very inability to fully summarize a space.  Instead it requires such a 

multifaceted set of foci that its practitioner cannot be fully satisfied.  In this way, the 

ongoing discursive nature of urban space is recreated in both the method of examination 

and the “conclusions” thusly drawn from it.  Such a theory more lends itself to detailed 

descriptions and historical investigation than to theoretical machinations and 

generalizations. 

In some ways, utilizing Lefebvre’s framework requires the casting of a very broad 

net.  The confluence of social, historical, political, economic and symbolic factors within 

my investigation admittedly runs the risk of combining to produce a narrative muddied 
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by its lack of “refined” focus.  However, if we accept the possibility that such a reduction 

is largely a linguistic refinement which purely academic investigation allows for, then we 

begin to see the advantages of what Blau calls “A broad, humanistic orientation.”  Such 

an approach, Blau says is helpful for both historical and current research on cultural 

activities because, “such an orientation provides a frame of reference that is probably 

essential in a field with such open-ended theoretical possibilities” (Blau 1988:287).  The 

contention that “open-ended theoretical possibilities” can have a deadening, disorienting 

effect on situated research is one that I agree with.  However I also accept that be that as 

it may, interpretation is still the lifeblood of analysis, and I don’t intend to shy away from 

it; indeed, my own interpretations will largely constitute the bulk of my conclusions. 

Blau also makes a useful defense of certain types of research which may at first 

appear “unpeopled” as it related directly to human experience.   Such investigation 

include, “for example, cultural change, symbol production, historical variation in cultural 

institutions, the social conditions of artistic developments, and the role of culture in 

legitimating political and economic power.  These reflect humanistic concerns, 

‘unpeopled’ topics though they may be” (287).  Blau reminds us of an important fact: 

physical structures relate directly to people.  To argue that studying structures is an un-, 

or anti-humanist prospect is incorrect.  Likewise, to undertake such a study while 

ignoring the human roots and implications of physical environments is also irresponsible 

and ultimately fruitless.  So it is that I attempt to situate my research both in an academic 

tradition which values precise, detailed analysis as well as abstract analysis while 

simultaneously distancing myself from the essentializing linguistic pitfalls of 

oversimplification and reification which academic language can lapse into. 
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In my re-representation of such narratives I am, as Gottdiener notes, engaging in 

the very work of spatial conception and reproduction which I am discussing.  I see this 

unity of theory and method as being essential for effective academic praxis, as well as 

indicating the legitimacy of both Lefebvre’s framework, the spatial reproduction I 

analyze, and my own involvement in such reconceptualizations.  Ultimately, it is the lack 

of decisive “results” that is most distinctive and most compelling about such 

investigation.  Much like urban space itself, the dialogue between spaces and their 

creators, users and critics may often be unwieldy, contentious or imperfect, but it is 

always an ongoing process. 

 
The Three Narratives: 
 
I: Spatial Practice | Stefopoulos and the creation of the columns in a context of labor 
and decay. 
 

As I’ve noted, the Lovejoy Columns were initially a structural support for the 

Lovejoy Ramp which came off of the Broadway bridge.  Under the overpass were the old 

rail yards, of which Union Station is the most prominent reminder.  These rail-yards were 

home to the Seattle/Portland-Spokane railroad, for whom Tom Stefopoulos worked as a 

watchman. 

Stefopoulos was born Athanasios Efthimiou Stefopoulos in 1892 and emigrated 

from Greece in approximately 1910.  Like many other men his age, he was sent to the 

United States to earn money for his sister’s dowry.ii  Unlike many others though, 

Stefoupoulos had spent seven years studying at the Greek National Art Institute in Athens 

(Oregon Journal 1948).  After coming to the United States, Tom first lived in Milwaukee, 

Wisconsin with his parents, Stefopoulos traveled west, all the while working for various 
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railroads.  He spent the years of World War II working in the Vancouver shipyards.  

During this time he also lived in Seattle where he owned a commercial graphics shop 

creating graphics for restaurant menu boards, bank safes and shop signs. After the war, he 

found his way to the rail-yards of Portland where he began working for the 

Seattle/Portland-Spokane railroad.  Between trains coming and going, Stefopoulos would 

paint on the surrounding supports.  Sometimes he would continue painting as the trains 

arrived, using them as ladders to reach some of the highest parts of his paintings.  

Stefopoulos favored monochrome scenes and characters from the Greek mythology, 

occasionally intermixing polychromatic portraits of American figures - most notably, 

Lincoln and MacArthur (Gohs 1967).   

Throughout his career, Stefopoulos seems to have produced many paintings and 

lithographs, many of which are lost.  I had an opportunity to speak with James Harrison 

who related to me that 

only recently someone 

brought to his attention a 

painting of Tom’s which 

they bought at an estate 

sale.  He said that this 

kind of discovery 

happens with relative 

frequency.   

Stefopoulos was well known amongst the Greek community in Portland, and 

despite being, as Harrison says, “a sad, lonely guy in some ways,” he cultivated a large 
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group of friends and fans of his work.  Like many in the community, he would keep his 

money with a Greek family who ran a small grocery store, instead of in a bank.  Today, 

however, there is no available obituary or newspaper article commemorating his death in 

1971 and he currently rests in an unmarked grave at the Rose City Cemetery. 

Though it would be presumptive to infer Stefopoulos’ intentions in painting the 

columns outright, I would suggest that in the context in which they were created, the 

columns functioned as a rebuttal and a performative display which ran counter to the 

industrial logic of their surroundings.  Although it is possible to interpret them simply as 

a display of passion, this is not all they are.  As Thomas Gieryn notes, people and their 

behaviors are classified as deviant in accordance or contrast with where they take place 

(Gieryn 2000:479).  Such “out of place” behavior is what comes to constitute deviancy.  

It reasonable then, to read Stefopoulos’ paintings as such a form of “deviant” behavior.   

Harrison relays a story in which Stefopoulos was going to be fined by the 

railroad, ostensibly for using company paint, and was only able to avoid the fine after 

some minor newspaper coverage convinced the railroad to excuse him.  Harrison 

acknowledges that the story is of unknown, and therefore dubious, origin.  Though in 

fact, if it is a fictitious story it confirms the appeal for Stefopoulos’ contemporaries to 

view his art as a subtly subversive activity which ran counter to the petty authority of the 

railroad.  I do not intend to frame Stefopoulos as some kind of populist visionary or 

revolutionary.  Instead I suggest that it is possible to interpret his activity as a display of 

resistance.  However, such displays of subtle resistance are not bent on overturning or 

subverting their host context.  Instead, this type of behavior is of that kind which is within 

the purview of a cityscape controlled via surveillance, (in this case the industrial 
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workplace,) yet is also of that kind which Michel de Certeau terms those, “stubborn 

procedures that elude discipline without being outside the field in which it is exercised” 

(Certeau 1984:96).  It is insubordinate, perhaps transgressive, yet not revolutionary.      

Though Stefopoulos retired from the railroad in the mid 1960’s and left the 

columns behind, they survived in their original location for a while longer.  While they 

had previously been subject to a degree of public interest (Gohs 1967), it wasn’t until 

they were slated to be demolished that public interest blossomed dramatically.  The 

process which resulted in their near destruction is a complicated one, and it comprises the 

final chapter in the narrative of the columns physical life. 

 The concept of the Pearl district was proposed to the city by Hoyt Street 

Properties, a real estate and development agency founded by Homer Williams.  Their 

plan to develop the area incited the city of Portland to consider more seriously the idea of 

rebuilding Portland’s historic streetcar line, a plan long championed by the city’s then 

commissioner Charlie Hales.  The streetcar was an idea for which the city had been trying 

to attain funding since as early as 1992, when they received $900,000 in federal matching 

funds from HUD (Johnsen 2006:6). 

The funding issues lessened when Hoyt Street Properties agreed to pay for the 

infrastructure required for the streetcar lines which currently cut through the Pearl, in 

return, the city paid for the reconstruction of the Lovejoy ramp to make room for the 

tracks (Speer 2004).  The new ramp would be “rebuilt just a few inches over to make 

room for the new trolley track” (Renwick 2004).  Ultimately, with the city’s blessing, the 

streetcar was to become a public service managed by a private company, Portland 

Streetcar Inc. (portlandstreetcar.org 2007). 
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Hoyt Street Properties’ proposal came at a time during which the area that was to 

become the Pearl was already in the initial stages of what would quickly become a period 

of rapid gentrification and development.  At that point the area was still known as the 

Northwest Industrial Triangle.  The popular, though perhaps apocryphal, origin of the 

Pearl’s name is attributed to Thomas Augustine, a gallery owner.  Supposedly he referred 

to the district as “the Pearl” because the rough exteriors, like oysters, disguised the beauty 

of the artists’ lofts and galleries housed within (explorethepearl.com 2007).  The 

questionable veracity of this account notwithstanding, the theme of associating the 

district with a sort of “hidden beauty” or “beauty emerging” from decay is both 

pervasive, continuing, and an interesting corollary to Codrescu’s “explosions of the 

marvelous.” 

This development of the district was an important, and continuing, event in 

Portland’s history of gentrification.  Sharon Zukin defines gentrification as, “the 

conversion of socially marginal and working class areas of the central city to middle-

class residential use” (1987:129).  Such a definition is broad by necessity, as the ways in 

which gentrification occurs are varied.  Zukin continues by describing some hallmarks of 

gentrification.  Gentrification, she says, can be seen “immediately in architectural 

restoration of deteriorating housing and the clustering of new cultural amenities in the 

urban core.”  Such a description is perfectly suited for describing the Pearl and its process 

of restoration and conversion of old warehouses into lofts and galleries at first, then 

eventually condos and every type of store. 

As Zukin continues, she again makes note of a key feature of gentrification which 

is particularly pertinent to the Pearl.  The process of gentrification is “more than a change 
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of scene.”  Indeed, it suggests “a symbolic new attachment to old buildings and a 

heightened sensibility to space and time . . . Thus, gentrification may be described as a 

process of spatial and social differentiation” (131).  In the case of the Pearl, this 

differentiation takes the form of conversion to a middle-class enclave from what was 

previously a district of blue collar laborers like Tom Stefopoulos who worked within the 

factories and rail yards contained in the industrial district. 

Such a conversion relies, as Zukin notes, on a restructuring and re-appropriation 

of spaces and structures which reinforce a collective, historical narrative of improvement 

laced with nostalgia.  Within Portland, the Pearl is often referred to as an “historic” 

district.  Such a description is not wholly accurate, as it masks the overwhelming degree 

of new development, but it serves to affirm the nostalgic/historic narrative constructed by 

residents and businesspeople within the neighborhood itself.  The creation of such a 

narrative is a process which has effects on the physical environment, but its ultimate goal 

still lies in the creation of added historical value for the area, value which a freshly built 

row of tract housing would not attempt to lay claim to.  Zukin notes that the populations 

who live in restored or converted spaces are of largely of the same or similar income and 

education level as those who chose to live in new developments (135).  This suggests that 

there is a more nebulous reasoning, beyond merely economic factors, underlying the 

choice to live in such a community.  Patrick Wright (1985) eloquently sums up the 

historical aspect of life for urban gentry in a Pearl-esque area when he asserts that life 

within such a locale occurs in what “is not so much a literal place as a cultural oscillation 

between the prosaic reality of the contemporary inner city and a imaginative 

reconstruction of the area’s past” (228-29).  Such oscillation is neither benign nor 
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resolvable.  While Wright couches the process in summarily abstract terms, Zukin also 

effectively captures the necessary consequences of a space like that of the columns, one 

created via the ‘oscillation’ of Wright’s description:  “A quest for historic districts 

implies more, of course.  It confronts the plane of modernity with the rich and varied 

temporality of the past—but which past, and whose?” (1987:135) (Emphasis added).   

 

II: Representations of Space | RIGGA, James Harrison and the salvation of the 
columns. 

 

The grand narrative of the Pearl district’s identity, as asserted by the Pearl’s own 

website, is one which takes the form of an “urban legend” revolving around decay and 

rebirth.  According to the “History” section of the Pearl’s website, “there's the suggestion 

of both beauty and ugliness in the name—an elegant gem nestled in a drab, rough shell” 

(explorethepearl.com 2007).  The very fact that such language finds its place within the 

“historical” account of the Pearl’s creation is intriguing, and it is indicative of the type of 

identity which constitutes the lynchpin for the narrative of RIGGA and James Harrison, 

which follows Stefopoulos’.  This narrative is one which relies both upon the extant 

beliefs and political tendencies of Pearl district inhabitants and developers, as well as a 

general, city-wide set of beliefs regarding preservation and historical value.  I say that the 

narrative “relies” on these beliefs, abilities and identities because as we will see, the 

success of RIGGA, Harrison and others was contingent on their ability to frame the value 

of the columns in such a way that they were correlative to the values espoused by the 

Pearl district, as well as Portland more generally. 
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It is important to note that narratives like the one held to be true about the Pearl 

are not unprecedented by any means, nor are they devoid of economic roots and effects.  

The Pearl’s identity as “Portland’s best known art district” (explorethepearl.com 2007) is, 

when viewed as a historical extension of the logic of gentrification and its symbols, a 

manifestation of economic power as much as it may be a statement of fact.  Indeed, art, 

including public art, has long served class purposes.   

Blau (1988) notes that in the United States, since the 1800’s, art, and public art in 

particular, has an important moral function directly tied to its class associations.  What 

she calls, “The importance of art for establishing the moral worth of wealth---and the 

importance of wealth for establishing the moral worth of art” (279).  She notes that 

though this was not always true, “when American economic elites discovered the value of 

the arts as a means both of symbolizing their own dominance and of establishing an 

emblem of their public munificence, the link between inequality and art became firmly 

entrenched in American life” (279).  Blau’s point should not be construed to mean that art 

has inherent value as a class indicator, but that it has characteristics which lend 

themselves to easily being used as such an indicator.  These characteristics, including 

malleability and interpretability, make it easy for art to become a signifier of power as 

well as its creation and display to become a performance of power.    Art, particularly the 

display of public art, is a performative gesture which, as Blau notes, not only establishes 

the moral and class credentials of the owner, but also their public worth.  However this is 

also true of the viewer; class based privileges and competencies give viewers of public art 

not only the ability to actually view the art itself, but the cultural background to feel as if 

they can identify and understand what they are seeing.  
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The self-professed identity of the Pearl in its relation to history and to “preserved” 

and “uncovered” beauty is in some ways a manifestation of practices which Portland 

initiated around the time of the removal of Harbor drive.  In the 1970s, with the 

establishment of the Portland Historical Landmarks Commisson, the city began to focus 

attention on preserving and restoring buildings deemed historically significant.  Portland 

was dedicated to improving street-level life for pedestrians within the metro area as well 

as regional health through “sustainable” planning (Moe & Wilkie 1997:224, Abbott 

2001:162).  This involved 

measures including the 

creation of a regional 

government to install and 

regulate Portland’s 

heralded Urban Growth 

Boundary, as well as 

mandating windows or 

decoration on all facades 
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at street level and improving and enlarging public spaces.  This history included the 

construction of the streetcar which was intended to support “improved livability for high 

density environments” and help to “ensure that affordable housing, public open spaces, 

brownfield redevelopment, high quality urban design and public art occur in unison” 

(Johnsen 2006:5).  This established history of a public concern for city life as it is 

experienced by everyday users was the context into which Harrison and RIGGA were 

able to insert the columns. 

 Harrison’s involvement with the columns began somewhat accidentally.  As an 

artist who frequently works in public spaces while creating his pieces, he had known of 

the columns for some time.  When he learned of the proposal for the ramp he casually 

asked a friend of his, a developer, what the plan was for the columns.  His friend 

informed him that no plans had been made, or were going to be made.  He also suggested 

that Harrison consider drawing up his own proposal.  Harrison did just that, and spent the 

following weekend “drawing in his bathrobe” to create plans to show Homer Williams.  

Harrison says his initial idea for the columns involved a much more ambitious process of 

moving and reconstructing the columns into “an industrial arc de triomphe” which would 

serve as an entryway into the Pearl. 

Harrison quickly drafted the initial set of drawings and showed them first to 

Homer Williams.  Williams expressed interest in the plans and told Harrison to show 

them to a long list of people throughout Portland.  This list included Greg Baldwin, a 

partner at Zimmer Gunsul Frasca architects, a firm so frequently contracted by John 

Carroll’s investment company that they are listed as an architecture “team member” on 

their website (carrollinvestments.com 2007).  The list also included Charlie Hales, a 
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major proponent of the streetcar.  At the time, Hales was working at city hall as city 

commissioner, though he has now gone on to a career as a transportation planning 

specialist, working on streetcar development all over the United States (Speer 2004). 

While Harrison received some support from people he contacted, the columns 

were still owned by the Oregon Department of Transportation.  When he first presented 

the idea to ODOT they immediately refused.  After months of continued refusals, 

Harrison and RIGGA decided to make the best of the situation and hold a tongue-in-

cheek funeral for the columns, complete with a eulogy:  

No prizes of beauty you’ve won in your day, true, yet even the inebriate uncle 
who overeats and scares the children remains a part of the family.  It is your banality we 
cherish, for you remind us that the bulk of history is comprised of the uninteresting, the 
unimportant, and the unwritten.  What was banal for our forefathers will remain banal for 
our children’s children, and so on, and so on , ad expurgatum.  So goes the cycle of life. . 
. . Please, strike the gong of remembrance!  Now let the fog of amnesia roll across the 
landscape of absence towards the hamlet of forgetfulness. [Harrison 1998] 
 

While the tone was comic, the underlying sentiment is serious.  This seriocomic eulogy 

was delivered by Harrison under the overpass to a group of supporters, among them 

Homer Williams.  “Homer told us, ‘you’re really much closer than you think,’” says 

Harrison.   

Soon after that, ODOT was scheduled to hold its mandatory public review of their 

plans for the destruction of the ramp.  With renewed enthusiasm, Harrison organized a 

team of experts, including engineers, to study the practical feasibility of actually saving 

and moving the columns.  The team determined it was completely possible to do, and 

presented their findings to ODOT during the review process.  They also showed their 

results to Charlie Hales, who had shown interest before, but now, after seeing the new 

findings and with some additional prodding from his then chief of staff, Ron Paul, threw 
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the full support of his office behind the project.  “Charlie climbed on board and it was 

like a frikkin’ miracle,” recalls Harrison.  With the full support of Hales, as well as the 

backing of both the Portland Development Commission and the Regional Arts and 

Culture Council, ODOT was persuaded to save the columns even whilst the ramp itself 

was destroyed.  After the rest of the ramp was cleared away, the columns were 

transported, wrapped in plastic, to a location owned by Hoyt Street Properties, 

underneath the west side of the Fremont Bridge.  Though they remained in ODOT’s 

ownership, it was made clear that ODOT was willing to part with them as soon as 

someone who could afford to enact a plan came along.    

It was around this time that John Carroll, who was in the process of beginning 

development of The Elizabeth Lofts, saw local video artist Vanessa Renwick’s 

documentary about the columns playing in a gallery window and got in touch with 

Harrison.  When Carroll called, Harrison was excited, “My bullshit detectors for this 

project are pretty finely tuned.  I mean, people are going to be self interested, and that’s 

fine to a point, but I was adamant that the columns remain publicly accessible.”  Carroll 

understood and agreed.  Carroll “got it, aesthetically” says Harrison.  At one point he 

asked if “there is a way we could reveal more of the rebar on top” to “make them a little 

wilder.”  Harrison was pleased with this suggestion, both aesthetically and because he 

saw it as an indicator that Carroll understood the importance of preserving a reference to 

the columns’ prior location.  This resulted in Harrison going to the columns, (while they 

lay under the Fremont,) along with “two ex-marines, toting jackhammers.”  Harrison 

directed the jackhammering of the columns’ tops to reveal more of the desired rebar

 At this point, the columns sat a little while longer until they were transported via 
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trailer to the courtyard of the Elizabeth.  Once they arrived they were lifted, positioned 

and erected by a construction crane that required the closing down of multiple lanes of 

traffic.  “It was really a massive operation,” says Harrison, “and I’m so grateful to John 

for funding it all.  Without him it really never could have happened.” 

 Though Harrison, Carroll and others all agreed to scrap RIGGA’s more 

ambitious original plans in favor of the placement at the Elizabeth there was a debate 

over the best way to preserve the paintings themselves.  As they stand now, nothing has 

been done to preserve them professionally.  Carroll agreed to have full scale photographs 

overlaid atop the original paintings, with plexiglass over top of that, as a temporary 

measure until a decision could be reached.  There are no immediate plans for their further 

restoration. 

I have related this narrative much as James Harrison related it to me. As I did with 

the narrative of Stefopoulos, I would like to pick apart the details of the story.  In this 

case, how can we understand the logic that allowed such a story to occur?  Though I’ve 

discussed key events, what has been left out are some of the larger factors which added to 

the discourse on the columns – mostly in the form of newspaper articles and blog entries 

– (Donahue 2007, Gragg 2000, Speer 2004, Steen 1999, Libby 2005a, 2005b, 2005c, 

2006), as well as the more individuated narrative that Harrison constructed for himself 

and RIGGA which animated their actions and informed their decision making as it still 

now influences Harrison’s recollections and opinions of the process. 

The building blocks of Harrison’s beliefs about the project are his views about 

what the columns amounted to in their initial location.  In his view, Stefopoulos did not 

just create paintings, but he created an almost sacred space which used its surroundings to 
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invoke piety, essentially “he created a temple,” says Harrison.  The popular recollections 

and stories that Harrison has collected in many ways support such a comparison.  The 

amassed knowledge and collected stories amount to “more mythology than history.”  The 

visceral experience of locating such an out of place creation evoked reactions like the one 

described in the epigram to this thesis by Carl Gohs: an overwhelmed, enrapt, practically 

otherworldly moment of first impression. 

Such notions of the columns and of their unique potential are linked directly to the 

ways in which Harrison and RIGGA conceptualized and represented the columns during 

their struggle to save them.  As he semi-joking eulogized, “it is your banality we cherish, 

for you remind us that the bulk of history is comprised of the uninteresting, the 

unimportant, and the unwritten.”  It is this belief that what is most important about the 

past is not most commonly lauded – the life of a railway watchman, the weathered bricks 

of an old factory, the cobblestones of an historic street, or the paint on an old column – 

that ties the logic Harrison and RIGGA applied to the columns to the logic of the Pearl 

and to the logic of Portland’s development strategies in general. 

Such an approach to saving, restoring and harnessing value, (which as we have 

seen manifests itself at the citywide level as well as the personal,) has been, for obvious 

reasons, connected to a philosophy which implies a direct relation between the physical 

forms of the past and their present importance.  In this paradigm, what is important about 

the columns is explained via their story, but it is only captured, embodied and 

experienced through the preservation of their physical form.  It is a belief which finds 

itself alive within the development philosophy of the Pearl and its developers (Johnsen 

2006:6) as well within the policies of the city and regional government (Moe & Wilkie 
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1997:229).  Of course it is hard to imagine that the historical value of something like a 

building could be preserved without preserving the structure of the building.  It is, 

however, an oversimplification to view the process as a one-to-one transferal of value.  I 

believe that despite RIGGA and James Harrison’s intentions, perseverance and 

intelligence, their plan ultimately is subjugated beneath the logic of reappropriation 

which is inherent in the process of salvation and refurbishment, whether of an old 

warehouse, or of the columns.  Reusing, refurbishing or in any other way “recycling” a 

space or structure opens up the issue earlier outlined by Zukin.  As she would put it, such 

recycled pieces of a city confront the plane of modernity with the rich and varied 

temporality of the past.  Such a confrontation clearly delimits the recycled entity as one 

which embodies as well as beckons discourse.  But which past, and whose? asked Zukin 

earlier.  This is a valid question, however it should also motivate us to ask, once one of 

the narratives has been chosen, how is it utilized?  Even more: given an object’s new 

context, how can it be utilized?  Is it possible that an object like the columns, via their re-

rooting in a landscape like that of the Elizabeth’s courtyard, use their chosen narrative to 

suppress other ones, or even itself?  Yes. 

The logic employed by RIGGA, Harrison, Homer Williams and much of 

Portland’s planning initiatives is one which ultimately cannot overcome the dramatic 

diffusion and scattering or meaning which occurs when an object or structure is 

dramatically uprooted and re-rooted.  Such diffusion of meaning is unavoidable, but as I 

will argue in my conclusion, what has occurred to the columns is not just an explosion of 

meaning, but a nullification and replacement of it.  Before I explain further what I mean 

by a nullification of meaning, I would like to continue with the last narrative I will utilize. 
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III: Spaces of Representation | Elliott Smith and the purely symbolic possibilities of 

space.  

Jem Cohen’s 1996 short film about Elliott Smith, Lucky Three, is roughly 12 

minutes long.  It’s just enough time for Smith to play three songs, interspersed with other 

footage of him wandering around Portland and goofing for the camera.  The opening 60 

seconds are also the genesis of Elliott Smith’s public connection to the Lovejoy columns.   

The film opens with a shot of the birds painted by Stefopoulos.  Back to back 

shots proceed, showing the columns from a variety of angles.  Smith is not present at 

first, but is introduced by way of a shot showing him walking through the columns and 

around the requisite puddles.  The camera cuts to a few shots of the columns, once to the 

Fremont Bridge, back to the columns, and then to opening titles.     

This short procession of images juxtaposes and correlates Smith not only with the 

paintings on the columns, but with their status as beautiful creations.  They are 

photographed gently by Cohen, striking up from the wet ground, supporting the weight of 

the city.  

Such 

sentimental 

images are 

indicative of 

the tenor of 

the film as it 

proceeds.  

Cohen uses 
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the built environment of the city, the weather, and Elliott Smith himself to create a mood 

of subtle beauty, found in the unlikely.  The sun breaks though the overcast skies.  A 

sculpture mimics the form of the building behind it.  Quietly, Smith sings, almost 

whispers, and strums his guitar gently in front of a gauche poster upon which a skeleton 

proclaims “Rock Is King!” 

 Such images give an impression of an incidental, quotidian beauty.  Within the 

film, Cohen’s vision portrays Smith’s beauty as it does the beauty of Portland: a quirky, 

bashful wonder – an existence of depression, rain, steel and alcohol, counterposed with 

sunlight, joy and the beautiful unexpected.  It is this mix of diametric messages that 

Cohen noted when he said,  

Elliott's songs are great for me in their bittersweetness; such contradictory feelings bound 
together in the perfect, letter-sized shapes of songs. While the tunes were beautiful, his 
lyrics could be ruthless. But if the lyrics lost hope, the melodies and the voice found it 
again. [Clark et al. 2003] 

 

For Cohen, the beauty of Smith, like that created by Stefopoulos and mentioned by 

Codrescu, is a beauty wrought from the underbelly.  

Cohen’s film has never received wide circulation by popular media.  Only via the 

internet has it been readily available to Elliott Smith fans, and even then only relatively 

recently.   As sites like YouTube have become popular, they’ve augmented an established 

tradition amongst Smith fans of sharing set lists, photos, trivia and sentiments via 

messageboards and other online forums.   

Such fan websites have led to an astonishing variety of ways in which Smith is 

memorialized and reproduced.  Some fans share photos documenting their trip to 

Portland and any Smith related landmarks or symbols they encounter, (blamonet.com 
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2007) while others dedicate entire websites to the pursuit of locating places referenced in 

Smith’s songs (friendlyghost.typepad.com 2007). 

It is by no means a leap to connect Elliott Smith and Portland as his fans have 

done, indeed Portland featured prominently in both his life and his songwriting.  Nor do I 

believe that such a connection is unique to Smith, or to his fans.  However I would like to 

utilize my experience with Smith and his fans to articulate this third narrative and explain 

the ways in which is constitutes a distinct alternative to the first two.  This third narrative 

is one which lacks a clearly defined trajectory.  Though there is an official Elliott Smith 

fan site (www.sweetadeline.net) the onus of reproducing Smith’s story, image and 

symbolic importance is hefted by a diffuse array of websites, as well as physical sites.  

Most crucial to this process is Smith’s music itself, which references or alludes to places 

all around Portland. 

The process of extracting the images of Portland tucked away in Smith’s lyrics 

and life and the ways that they have been regurgitated and recollected is a complicated 

one.  For me, the process of exploring the menagerie of opinions and retold stories 

surrounding and enveloping Smith’s life mimics their creation: it is a necessarily 

disjointed and partial investigation, an alternating series of discoveries and dead ends, 

populated with grottoes of individual memories, unfinished songs and apocrypha. Within 

such an examination there is first the set of experiences which Smith had, or is rumored 

to have had.  Whether he committed them to song or not, they are frequently cited and 

discussed and retold as a part of an ever-expanding collection of Smith-related ephemera.  

Secondarily, emanating outward historically from the songs and stories themselves are 

the physical locations where they are said to have taken place.  Messageboard accounts 

 34 



tell of people’s individual pilgrimages to key sites featured within Smith’s music and life: 

Southeast Division and 12th, My Father’s Place, Southeast Powell and 6th and The 

Alphabet District, etc.  These sites are the loci of creation and interpretation within 

Smith’s music, and from the moment they became the subject of public attention they 

continued on two divergent paths.  Of course they continue to have a physical existence 

as they had before.  Now, however, they are also traded and discussed, especially online.  

They are studied and debated, debunked and valorized.  Ultimately, they are encased, as 

if they were the relics of a saint, in a reliquary of common memory.  

In the days and months following Smith’s death, certain locations were taken over 

and turned into impromptu shrines.  In Portland, a large mural on Southeast 12th was 

utilized.  Most notably, a mural in Los Angeles which appears on the cover of Smith’s 

last album, Figure 8, was turned into the site of intense outpourings of emotion via 

graffiti, objects left there, and eventually the transformation of the wall itself into a 

geographic marker which a fan inserted into Google Earth. 

This 

abstraction of a 

physical space 

associated with 

Smith is one of 

the more 

extreme, but it 

is one amongst 

many.   
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Most germane to my discussion of the columns is the transformation of the bird images 

from Stefopoulos’ paintings being reapplied first as the logo for the official Smith fan 

site, and then ultimately as images inked as tattoos onto the bodies of Smith fans. 

This process obviously involves the reuse of an image, but more significantly, it 

entails the reappropriation and obscuring of both the narrative of Stefopoulos and that of 

RIGGA and Harrison.  In my experience and my research trolling through the 

messageboards and websites which discuss Elliott Smith generally, and Smith related 

tattoos more specifically, there was frequently little understanding or acknowledgement 

of the historical process which created the columns to begin with.  I do not want to 

pretend that there is anything inherently “moral” or “immoral” when the reuse of an 

image is concerned.  However it is a mistake to overlook the effects that such an action 

has, whether we ultimately agree or disagree with its implications.  

This process of reuse and conversion has served to reconstruct the image as a pure 

symbol for those who affix it to themselves.  No longer does the value of the bird exist as 

an indicator of 

a specific 

historical or 

political 

narrative.  

Instead it now 

draws from 

the vast array 

of imagery 

 36 



and mythology associated with Elliott Smith to establish itself as a viable indicator of his 

life and music.  It is important to point out that the process which the image underwent to 

become such a symbol is not one which actually destroys or denies the narrative of either 

Stefopoulos or of RIGGA.  Instead it muffles them by transferring them into a stream 

which converges with Smith’s history.  Ultimately the effect is to simultaneously 

acknowledge and minimize the importance of the physical site and its history from the 

image itself.  As I will discuss in my conclusions, this process of muffling history is not 

unique to the symbolic images which scurry out and lodge upon the backs of Elliott 

Smith fans, it also happens to the physical columns themselves.  

 

Conclusions:  

My conclusions are framed by the history of Stefopoulos, the envisioning of the 

columns by RIGGA and Harrison, and finally the detachment of the columns from their 

physical context and their conversion into a pure symbol.  My analysis of the columns is 

based on their current dual existence as both a physical location and a symbol passed 

about furiously via the internet.  I discuss the ways in which Pearl residents and visitors 

interact with the columns in their present context and question whether or not their 

present location and usage contradicts or confirms the historical, material and symbolic 

forces that created, and continued to sculpt them.  In terms of their physical locale, I 

attempt to answer the question of how their incorporation into a shop/work environment 

subverts or changes their potential utility as a symbol both of outsider art, and of 

Codrescu’s “unexpected beauty.”  In answering this question I draw on Dick Hebdige’s 

concept of “disgnosis”.  He says.  
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Dis-gnosis refers . . . to those culturally valorized mentalities and institutional 
modes of sanction that bestow a positive value . . . a disposition towards awkward 
knowledge that resists its acquisition, that suppresses its articulation, that does not just 
idealize child-like states and the myriad associated simulacra that support ad infinitum the 
intricate states and the intricate machinery of not-and-never-knowing but which actively 
reward states of arrested development, denial, disavowal and unacknowledgement. 
[2003:155] 
 

By this Hebdige is essentially saying that disgnosis is not simply a lack of 

knowledge or awareness, but it is both that absence and the mechanisms which create and 

maintain such a state.  Hebdige sees such a void not as a simple dearth of information.  

He says, “It is important to note that disgnosis is not the same as ‘ignorance’ (which can 

be imagined as the raw, as it were, to knowledge’s cooked).  Disgnosis is already cooked 

like a vacuum packed convenience food, and it has to be distinguished from ‘innocence’, 

which is actually the opposite not of knowledge but of guilt.” For Hebdige, disgnosis 

does not denote innocence, instead it denotes a simulated innocence.  Which he says 

“contains a paradox as banal and yet as sinister as the one conveyed by 

“disingenuousness’, a word that refers to ‘simulated candor’, calculated frankness’ (157). 

I believe that the columns, in their current physical and symbolic situations, can 

be viewed as engaging with disgnotic propagation.  However, I differ from Hebdige 

when it comes to his focus.  While he focuses on specific statues themselves, which he 

claims cultivate a type of consumable un-knowledge, I would like to suggest that it is not 

the columns themselves with create this product, but in fact their context.  Indeed it is not 

the inscription on the columns that cultivates the suppression of historical narratives, in 

fact the actual information contained on the inscription does a good job at encapsulating 

the entire history of the columns much more quickly than I can.  No, it is not the role of 

the inscription to inoculate its viewers to history.  Instead, it is the surrounding landscape 
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which permits and promotes such a reading.  The content of the inscription becomes 

meaningless to its average viewers when positioned as it is, within a diorama of privilege 

and consumption.   

Incorporating Hebdige’s disgnosis provides a way of examining what constitutes a 

fourth narrative, which is a narrative of negation.  While the three primary narratives I 

have discussed assert themselves as different ways of understanding the production and 

reappropriation of the columns, this fourth possibility is the reading which emphasizes 

not the columns’ history, nor their political saliency, nor their fetishistic symbolic usage, 

but instead the relation of their present physical state to their context.  In many ways it is 

a return to Lefebvre’s initial intent in discussing spatial practice, as it returns to focus on 

space “as encountered by the users of space” (Gottdiener 1991:303).  However it is more 

than simply the perception of space inasmuch as it expands that category to include the 

ideological implications of perceptions of both lived space and its larger context.  Such a 

reading of space within an ideological frame suggests that the disgnosis which Hebdige 

contends exist in such a landscape does not simply exist for the sake of negation alone.  

Simply to say that disgnosis replaces knowledge with un-knowledge is not to say that 

what remains is a void.  In the case of the columns, what remains is a landscape which 

privileges the collective consumption of a contradictory, disgnotic form of amnesia.  

The contradictions embodied by the columns are best summarized through a 

comparison between their historical and their present neighbors.  Throughout their 

existence, since the time of their creation by Stefopoulos until their cause was taken up 

by RIGGA and others, the columns lived within a landscape which had traditionally been 

structured around the labor of rail-yard workers and the transport of goods via train.  
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Such a landscape was obviously primarily accessible to railworkers.  Upon their creation, 

the columns’ neighbors were the blue collar workers and the machinery of the railroad 

and its associated industries.  This type of space is itself one example of a history detailed 

by Murray Bookchin who describes the shift from feudal to communal labor and then to 

wage labor as a shift of which the fundamental alteration was the distancing of the 

workplace from the homes of workers themselves.  Bookchin says, “The medieval 

commune was primarily a place to live; the bourgeois city is primarily a place to work” 

(1974:52). Though the underside of the Lovejoy ramp would remain the site of rail traffic 

for some time to come, the land slowly began to shift away from its primary identity as a 

location of blue collar labor, and the columns began to take on a new role as something of 

an adventure, an act of discovery.   

Those who began exploring the old railyards would come to know them through 

an encounter analogous to the one Codrescu alluded to the desire for earlier.  For these 

intrepid folks, the columns displayed their power as unexpected “eruptions of the 

marvelous.”  James Harrison told me that when RIGGA’s efforts gained notoriety they 

received many testimonials from people who had stumbled upon the columns by accident 

and had loved them ever since.  In the epigram to this thesis, Carl Gohs gave us a 

wonderful impression of the unexpectedness of such discovery when he opened his 1967 

article with the vivid description of his own discovery of the columns while driving late 

at night.  The “theoretical street” described by Gohs, the “no-man’s land of tracks” and 

the emotional recollection of the animals themselves all serve to remind us of the 

unforeseen beauty that confronted those who were lucky, and adventurous enough to find 

the columns. 
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 Such passages testify to the power of the columns as marvelous eruptions which 

enrapture their viewers and instill in them a feeling of having been witness to a unique 

and powerful moment.  In this period the columns’ surprise, and thusly their beauty 

derived in no small part from their unexpectedness within a slowly decaying industrial 

zone.  The remaining rail-workers, the deteriorating roads, and the engines slowly 

rusting, were the neighbors which conferred the explosive power of discovery upon the 

columns. 

 Finally, when Harrison and RIGGA set about articulating their vision of the 

columns’ value for Charlie Hales, Homer Williams and others, their actions worked to 

establish the columns both as authored pieces of work which deserved professional care 

and as a symbol of a portion of Portland’s historical landscape that was being erased by 

the development of the Pearl district. 

 This rich historical narrative has been contradicted and all but completely silenced 

by the disgnotic power of the columns’ new surroundings.  What are these new 

surroundings, precisely?  Well, the courtyard in which the columns rest is, as I have said, 

an extension of the footprint of the Elizabeth Lofts, and it serves as a site for commerce 

and foot traffic.  It is adjacent to the streetcar tracks, an ironic juxtaposition as well as a 

functional tactic which situates the columns in a way that they become what Bevis Hillier 

calls an “architectural advertisement.”  Hillier quotes Thomas Wallis in The Builder, 

talking about the ornamentation of factories, as saying: 

The industrial architect should, without extravagance, endeavour to give a pleasing effect 
to his facades, relying as far as possible upon the necessary planning and layout for good 
proportionate lines.  He could go further and say that a little money wisely spent in the 
incorporation of some form of decoration, especially colour, was not money wasted.  It 
has a psychological effect on the worker, if he was a good worker, and good workers 
looked upon their business buildings with pride.  A little money spent on something to 
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focus the attention of the public was not wasted money, but was good advertisement.  
[Mackertich 1976:ii] 

 

This suggests that architectural advertisement be used, essentially, to submerge, 

camouflage and augment the functioning of industrial labor.  Obviously this is not the 

case here, as we are not in a factory of production.  However just as the factory deployed 

a rationalization and mechanization which brought efficiency to production, so does an 

area like the Pearl deploy a corollary logic to both elevate and conceal the act of 

consumption.  The landscape of the Pearl district is structured toward compelling its 

visitors and residents to consume in the same ways that the industrial factory was 

structured around compelling its workers to produce.  The tactic is banal: it is to define 

the desired activity in such terms that it becomes the expected mode of interaction.  The 

landscape and its structures take a unified purpose. 

Such logic is understood by developers, who in this scenario take on seemingly 

contradictory roles.  Was it not the same key developers who encouraged the city to build 

the streetcar, flatten the Lovejoy ramp and develop the Pearl as encouraged Harrison and 

RIGGA in their efforts to preserve what was being demolished?  In the report prepared 

by Shiels Obletz Johnson, which summarizes the findings of a committee chaired by John 

Carroll, the logic of development and its interconnectedness to the streetcar is laid plain.  

The report details the importance of infusing capital into areas surrounding the streetcar, 

and promoting growth in the immediate area (2006:1).  The report details the increase in 

both high density housing as well as in the concentration of businesses opening in the 

blocks surrounding the streetcar (2).   It also describes the “underlying values” (5) of the 

project and the “lessons learned” (4) from it.  Void from these pages are any mention of 
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the effects of such development on the structures which existed prior to the development.  

The closest the report comes to such an acknowledgement is an admonition to “minimize 

disruption to businesses and residents” (5) in the interest more of reducing momentary 

traffic congestion than anything else.  The report closes with an itemized list of all the 

development projects occurring around the streetcar line since 1997.  This section is 

mostly a compendium of condominium and business developments, the most expensive 

topping out at 300 million dollars.  Overall, the list documents the injection of 

$2,287,854,000 into the area surrounding the streetcar.  It breaks the square footage of 

each development down into both residential and commercial, highlighting the essential 

confluence of humans and their interaction with this massive structure.  Given the 

enormous investment in such an area, and the usage of the streetcar not only as stimulant 

for growth, but as a shuttle to channel potential consumers down an aisle hemmed in on 

all sides by huge investments commercial ventures, it is not hard to imagine the logic of 

desiring an “architectural advertisement” to make your stop along the aisle stand out. 

By painting such a picture, I don’t mean to completely indict the Pearl and its 

developers, only question some of the processes by which it was created and is 

maintained.  As one of my friends who lives there noted with frustration, “people have to 

live somewhere!”  It’s true, but as we have seen, the removal of the Lovejoy ramp had 

unexpected consequences, John Carroll’s implementation of them has had unintended 

results, and likewise does the current experience of them open itself up to a multiplicity 

of readings.  The vast majority of these possibilities can be classified as “disgnotic” 

insofar as they suppress and deny the historical narrative of the columns.  Not much is 

really required to achieve such a result, the corridor of capital created by the streetcar 
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development gives clear preference to itself.  Certainly, in the right mindset, someone 

walking out of Imelda’s shoe store might stop and look at the columns and their 

inscription.  However, even if they did, the inclusion of an inscription, no matter how 

concise or accurate, provides for the possibility that they can be viewed simply as a piece 

of didactic ephemera.  The inscription even states its preferred method of further 

interaction when it ends the by saying, “to donate, or to learn more about the project, visit 

. . . etc etc.”  Interest in the columns has been coupled with a monetary transaction.  

While it is perhaps overblown to interpret this as an intentional conversion of public art 

into public commodity, I cannot help but see it as an overtly similar experience to 

windowshopping.  As you pass by the window, the display beckons, “Come on in!  Spend 

a few minutes, and a few dollars.” 

This unintended, yet likely reading, subverts the columns’ potential as one of 

Codrescu’s “eruptions of the marvelous”, or as a memorial to Stefopoulos, or even 

simply as a reminder of the loss of an area to redevelopment.  The redefinition of the 

columns as an advertisement, as one more in a string of consumptive moments, serves to 

slake the desire of consumers for whom the expectation of satisfaction is instantaneous, 

(meaning: not just immediate, but also momentary).  For their observers in the Pearl, as 

for their idolaters on Elliott Smith messageboards, the columns have largely come to hold 

didactic instead of discursive potential.  What once contained a multiplicity of readings 

has become, as David Fricke puts it: “a thing to be done; and done with” (Jones 2002).   

This loss of discursive potential is, as I have said, not due to a loss on the part of 

the object itself, but instead achieved through the context of the object.  In the case of 

Elliott Smith fans, the context has become, at times, so intensely abstracted that they 
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suggest tattoo ideas to one another that reference the columns without even being aware 

of their origins.  But for Pearl visitors and Smith fans alike, the columns have ceased to 

gesture back to their historical location.  For both groups, the columns have become, 

essentially, placeless. 

This deterritorialization stands in stark contrast to their potential.  It is hard to 

imagine that such obscure, massive objects, which when examined with anything more 

than a summary gaze seem almost comically out of place in their current context, have 

truly been sapped of so much meaning.  However this seems to be the case.  When Elliott 

Smith fans, normally such a voracious and protective bunch, got wind that the columns 

were perhaps going to be lost, their reaction was cool at best.  The same logic which 

allows them to estrange the image of one of Stefopoulos’ bird from the history of their 

creator likewise allows them to divorce the image and its importance from the present 

state of the columns themselves.  Coupled with an insistent emphasis on any loss as a 

noble representation of Smith’s life and continuation of his narrative, his fans are largely 

content to join their values to a logic of symbolic divorcement which ultimately leaves 

them with little care for the structures to which they owe the content of their worship. 

Likewise, development of the Pearl, perhaps best embodied by the streetcar, 

claimed to value above all the historical roots of the area it was largely obliterating.  The 

very same developers who fought for, built, and continue to justify the investment in the 

Pearl are the same ones whom Harrison and RIGGA found to be some of the most 

effective allies in fighting to preserve what was in the process of being destroyed.  

Though it seems contradictory, it is important to call attention to the coherence of such 

contradiction within the logic that attends the production of value of a social space.   
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The intense malleability of meanings which surround an object, in this case the 

Lovejoy Columns, allows for a similar malleability in actions relating to them.  One can 

be both a proponent of the development of an area, while at the same time claim to value 

the history such development will mask.  This seeming contradiction, is in fact a wildly 

extended version of the reasoning utilized so effectively by Harrison and RIGGA: if you 

preserve key symbols of old neighborhoods, you preserve that which is intangible about 

them.  This focus on the value of key individual material objects themselves opens itself 

up to the perversion of its own logic.  Though Carroll likely had the best of intentions in 

relocating the columns from underneath the Fremont, the new role that has been given 

them is undeniable.  What was supposed to serve as a reminder of a loss has become an 

advertisement for its replacement. 

So that is how the columns now stand, and it is how I leave them: as valiant 

facsimiles of what they once were.  In both their physical form and their symbolic 

reappropriation they have been detached from their history, and ultimately they live on 

primarily as didactic monoliths, advertising their surroundings to passersby and impelling 

streetcar riders and Pearl residents to observe them, but only for a moment.  They deny 

their past and augur an ambivalent future.  In being saved from destruction they have lost 

much of what gave them meaning; and in their new life as deterritorialized symbols, they 

have come to transcend location, only to find themselves abstract features in a consumer 

realm, as window dressing for a landscape of consumption and forgetting. 
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Notes: 
 
i I think it is likely here that Codrescu intended to refer to Columbia, Maryland and not Ellicott City.  
Columbia is only seven miles southwest of Ellicott City and is a planned community founded by James W. 
Rouse in 1967. Potential geographical mistakes aside, I believe his sentiment holds firm. 
 
ii This detail is derived from my personal communication with James Harrison on November 29th, 2007.  
Stefopoulos’ life is not very rigorously detailed in academic or journalistic accounts and much of the 
information about him that exists has been passed along orally via anecdotes and memories.  Given the 
situation, I attempt to use articles from reliable sources as much as possible, but also rely heavily upon this 
interview, as Harrison has become the key repository for peoples’ memories of Stefopoulos and his life.  
All facts pertaining to Stefopoulos’ life that are not specifically attributed elsewhere are drawn from this 
interview.  Likewise, for the remainder of the paper, all quotes attributed to Harrison but not otherwise 
cited are derived from our communication.   
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