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Abstract 

           The Soho neighborhood in Manhattan is one of the most egregiously gentrified 

neighborhoods in the world, with restrictive zoning and bylaws set in place to keep it that way. 

This thesis proposes a layered approach to urbanism to create revolutionary space, bending and 

breaking these zoning ordinances to create a more equitable world. It builds community amongst 

underrepresented populations, whether that be based on gender, race, sexual orientation, or 

ability, through the use of alternative housing and mixed-use typologies. A tensile tower 

suspended over the city becomes a landmark of a more just and ethical world. The site for this 

project, a four-block area of Soho, is merely a testing ground, with further expansion across the 

city through self-organizational means the ultimate goal. The design connects to the existing 

infrastructure through hanging gondola, back to monumental anchors which are rooted in the 

landscape of buildings. These anchors also contain shared community resources, accessible to 

anyone interested, and the formal language mirrors socio-political issues of the place. Together 

the pieces work to form a cohesive experience, representing the needs of the local disadvantaged 

community and proposing new means of living, learning, and playing that questions the current 

system we live in. 
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Process Analysis Statement

The project began with explorations into the theoretical work of architects. Perfect Acts 

of Architecture, by Jeff Kipnis, served as a sort of introductory tasting of further theoretical 

works early in the careers of many prominent designers. Then, a deep dive into theoretical 

readings by Hejduk, Tschumi, Archigram, and Woods was undertaken. Reading and interpreting 

these works, from Archigram, Tschumi’s Parc de la Villette proposal, Woods’ “War and 

Architecture,” Hejduk’s Masques and plates of his Texas Houses, and finally K. Michael Hay’s 

“Hejduk’s Chronotype” became the backbone of thought for what the thesis was to become. 

This can be seen in the iterative sketches and diagrammatic studies which are featured 

throughout. Each serves as an understanding of a body of work, a visualization of enormously 

complex thought. The project as a whole is intended to serve as a sort of synthesis and 

interpretation of what these works aim to create; a political architecture in conversation with the 

community. The success of the project is therefore its stirring of discussion.  

The process of making, unique to each architect or creative, begins for me with 

sketching. Iterative sketches of layered complexity are imperative to creating thoughtful designs. 

From there, 3D Modeling software is engaged, translating these early ideating exercises into 

three-dimensional form. Again, iteration is key to this process, integrating the various elements 

and utilizing knowledge of scale, buildings codes, ADA standards, as well as other building 

standards which help create healthful and happy spaces. In this phase of the design, transitioning 

back and forth between visualization methods is key to creating a cohesive design. Therefore, 

iterative floorplans, sections, elevations, and perspectival visualizations of spaces are created in 

order to better understand how each of these impacts the other. Within this, a variety of software 
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application are utilized to create these, including Rhinoceros 3D, Adobe Illustrator, Adobe 

Photoshop, Adobe InDesign, Lumion Rendering, and more. Together, they aid in creating a more 

cohesive project. Throughout the semester, these drawings and research explorations were 

presented to a jury in two formal mid-review presentations. Each of these presentations resulted 

in a wide variety of feedback, and thus a better end product for the final thesis presentation.  

Throughout the year a few precedents became constant sources of inspiration. Though 

perhaps not physically resembling these inspiring sources, the questions they asked were at the 

forefront of the creative process. One of such was Hejduk’s “Security.” Through this, he 

emphasizes the idea that narrative creates architecture, thus exploring issues that are existential 

by nature. Architecture is intended to blur the boundaries between reality and that which we 

create - blurring past and present, and utilizing shared experience and memory in order to create 

experiences with pieces that are simultaneously objects and subjects. The project attempts to 

utilize these same concepts, adapting them to the specific socio-economic problems which are 

experienced in the super-gentrified SoHo neighborhood.  

The thesis proposes a new means of living, learning, and playing which is more 

equitable. It is intended to serve as a blueprint, able to be adapted and further expanded across 

the city as a bold statement of reinvestment in those who have been pushed aside for so long. 

Continuation of this mentality is vital to the profession, and we must take on an active role in this 

discussion. Archigram asked the question, “Do buildings help to emancipate the people within?” 

This became a recurring theme throughout the project. How can revolutionary space be created? 

A space that pushes forward ideas, creation, and harbors a better society. I am yet unsure that 

architecture can solve these problems; in fact, I know that it can only serve as a sort of nudge in a 

direction, and yet I remain hopeful for the waves which can echo from that small push. 
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Thesis Question: How can architects address social complexity in dense urban 

environments through re-imagining the way large buildings interact with the 

community?

Thesis Statement: Occupation of interstitial sites in dense urban environments 

will create space for under-represented communities in architectural practice.
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           The Soho neighborhood in Manhattan 
is one of the most egregiously gentrified 
neighborhoods in the world, with restrictive 
zoning and bylaws set in place to keep it that 
way. This thesis proposes a layered approach to 
urbanism to create revolutionary space, bending 
and breaking these zoning ordinances to create 
a more equitable world. It builds community 
amongst underrepresented populations, whether 
that be based on gender, race, sexual orientation, 
or ability, through the use of alternative housing 
and mixed-use typologies. A tensile tower 
suspended over the city becomes a landmark of 
a more just and ethical world. The site for this 
project, a four-block area of Soho, is merely a 
testing ground, with further expansion across 
the city through self-organizational means 
the ultimate goal. The design connects to the 
existing infrastructure through hanging gondola, 
back to monumental anchors which are rooted 
in the landscape of buildings. These anchors also 
contain shared community resources, accessible 
to anyone interested, and the formal language 
mirrors socio-political issues of the place. 
Together the pieces work to form a cohesive 
experience, representing the needs of the local 
disadvantaged community and proposing new 
means of living, learning, and playing that 
questions the current system we live in.

Abstract

Figure 1. Concept Diagram
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Past   Present   Future

 The project engages three realms of 
thinking across the components. This is past, 
present, and future. These temporal perceptions 
are represented in the experience of the piece. 
We each start the journey in our own pasts - it is 
what we know, who we are. That is the context 
of the project, our own understanding of where 
we come from. As we ascend, we find ourselves 

in the present. These fleeting moments of 
movement and activity form a certain cacophony 
of activity. The future is yet to be determined, 
just as the structure is. We cannot predict the 
future, but through use of connections and 
guides, we can adapt to the changing world 
around us.  

Figure 2. Past, Present, and Future Diagram
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Scaling 
Overlays
 Investigations were made initially in the 
overlaying of various city grids, quite literally 
across space and time. This began with the harsh 
gridiron plan of Manhattan forming the base, 
with overlays put atop of 17th Century Paris - an 
example of more natural city growth over time, 
as well as the plan for Washington D.C. - a clearly 
planned city, based upon altered grids and the 
use of monuments to form places. Together, the 
overlaying of these grids of various scales and 
eras begins to represent how communities are 
built, always utilizing a variety of methods to 
create a unique and desirable place that serves 
the needs of its residents. 

Figure 3. Scaled Overlays Diagram

10 Architecture of the Oppressed



 The next step began by visualizing what 
a layered urbanism begins to look like. Quite 
literally, it becomes a city above the existing 
metropolis. But how can this place be new? How 
can it better serve those communities which 
have been left behind by the existing? What can 
we learn from Utopian attempts of the past, and 
instead create a mixing ground of cultures and 
peoples?

Figure 4. Layered Urbanism Diagram

Layered 
Urbanism
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 From the beginning, the project was 
conceived as a sort of roaming beast above 
the city. Something unfamiliar and ominous 
looming above, unapologetically ever present 
in response to the former rejection of those 
which have driven its construction. Artist Mike 
Kelly’s surreal sculptures, such as S.S. Cuttlebone 
featured in the collage, create this very sense of 
awe and mis-understanding. 

Figure 5. Roaming Beasts - Featuring Mike Kelly’s S.S. Cuttlebone

Roaming 
Beast
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 The monumentality of the components 
is vital to their success. Soviet Brutalist 
monuments represent a certain Stereotomic 
pride and contextual re-evaluation. These 
edifices, clearly of their time and place, 
are somehow still entirely alien to their 
surroundings creating a sense of otherness to 
their existence. They beautifully solidify a feeling 
of, at the time, a bold future. Learning from 
these monuments, new anchor components are 
introduced into the urban landscape in order to 
create that same sense of physical and symbolic 
weight.

Figure 6. Monumentality Diagram

Monuments
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 As urban environments are becoming 

more dense, they also are becoming increasingly 

gentrified. As architects, we have to propose a 

new solution, an entirely other means of living, 

working, and playing in urban environments 

to foster a sense of community and belonging 

no matter the socio-economic status of the 

residents. Focused in the post-gentrified 

neighborhood of SOHO in Manhattan, this thesis 

exploration proposes such a solution, suspended 

above the city as a whole. The project does 

not reject the context, but rather proposes an 

entirely new and different solution which utilizes 

the context of four blocks as base to build upon. 

With an emphasis on the social complexity of 

building, and creation of communities which 

are revolutionary, the project is purposefully 

impermanent and ever-changing in form and 

organization; suspended in a variable tension 

field which shifts with each new addition 

of program and occupants. This field, itself 

occupiable, forms a layered urbanism above the 

city, questioning manners of living as well as 

zoning and building options in the coming years. 

We must be better, be bold, and be experimental 

in how we approach the next generation of 

infrastructure. 

 The thesis exploration questions how 

architects can address social complexity in 

dense urban environments. It re-imagines 

the way large buildings interact with the 

community, engaging social-cultural issues 

in regards to creating space which critiques 

the current socio-economic conditions of 

urban communities through infill; gentrified 

communities which lack affordable housing 

or community resources. Through zoning 

restrictions and increased property values, there 

is only leftover and interstitial space for those 

who are systematically oppressed. Therefore, a 

new space is proposed, one which occupies these 

forgotten site conditions across a neighborhood, 

while representing and making ever-present the 

conditions which led to its conception. Through 

a historic theoretical framework, outlined in the 

work of architects such as Bernard Tschumi, 

Figure 7. Lebbeus Woods “The Storm” tension field installation. (Woods, 2009) 
Accessed November, 10, 2020
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John Hejduk, and Lebbeus Woods, an architecture 

as a political act can take shape; one that 

confronts the reality of the social-cultural issues 

of the population it serves while proposing a new 

means of living, a space for social disruption. 

 Designing for socio-political change is 

not an exact science and therefore there are no 

performance criteria or rating systems. That 

said, Lebbeus Woods serves as an archetype for 

the subject, testifying that architecture is in fact 

a political act and a social art. Through his use of 

highly detailed drawings, he creates other worlds 

that challenge the accepted built environment. 

He focuses on places of crisis and aims to show 

the strains of moral and intellectual poverty. In 

his proposal for the new World Trade Center, 

post 9/11, he stresses not a completed product 

but a process of building and changing. The 

project, forever under construction, contains a 

wide variety of programs for scholars, students, 

philosophers, artists, and others who have 

dedicated themselves to preserving the memory 

of the tragic event that happened here while 

looking ahead to the future. He states, “Like the 

city, it has a finite history, but a future that can 

be defined only in terms of potential.” (Woods, 

2004). He also carefully crafts the journey within, 

creating different experiences for visitors. His 

work, of architecture in tension, amplifies active 

forces across the field, redistributing them into 

a non-hierarchical way in order to show the true 

impact of the towers falling. The approach and 

theory of architecture not as simply designing 

buildings but participating in the culture and 

society of the time will serve as a framework for 

the thesis exploration. The concept he presents, 

of providing space and instruments discusses 

change by drawing attention to problems truly 

plaguing a city through powerful form. This 

radical space, where one doesn’t necessarily 

know how to behave, presents new typologies 

for living. It questions what it means to program 

space, and reexamines the world around us. This 

is the only way we can move forward as a society.

 One exhibition of this re-examination of 

space is Lebbeus Woods’ use of the tension field, 

specifically the use and translation of line from 

vector to 3-dimensional object has been explored 

through the work of OylerWu Collaborative, 

specifically in their project “Beijing Biennale 

Cube” (2013). The installation, based on perhaps 

Figure 8. Drawing of Le Fresnoy (Tschumi, 2012) Accessed November, 10, 2020
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the most basic geometry of a cube, creates a 

field of “surfaces” which move back and forth 

between composing a complex field and a series 

of vectors. The planes of lines twist and contort 

in order to remain connected to one another. 

This technique of semi-repetitious “lines” to 

create three-dimensional form begins to realize, 

if on a smaller scale, the tension field concept 

Lebbeus Woods introduces. The space created is 

powerful and intriguing, creating an engulfing 

experience that produces a series of warping 

spaces formed by the “planes” of density. This 

concept may be pushed a step further though in 

my thesis exploration, disrupting the continuity 

of the lines with various interventions of space 

and program; resulting in a continually altering 

condition with each addition of habitable space.

 Hejduk proposes a take that does not 

divide the abstraction and representation 

or function and the fantastic. He proposes a 

horizontal and associative approach to form and 

place-making. He creates a series of “Masques” 

– imaginary situations that exaggerate what 

is anyway the case. These masks are used 

to suggest that the very programmatic and 

architectural means create the same emptiness 

to which they testify. A pessimistic approach, 

he is unafraid to explore both the good and 

the evil in humanity, stating that architecture 

is inherently existential and therefore must 

critique and work to advance the culture from 

which it came. He uses architecture to propose 

not just a proposition, but a critique. “Angels 

rehearse the states of becoming something else 

while some of us on the ground perhaps worry 

over much to solve what we already are.” (Hays, 

1998) Hejduk’s formal approach, of creating 

“masques” of that which already is will influence 

the thesis development. This formation of 

narrative, of subject-object relationships defying 

simple definitions, creates powerful forms that 

resonate with people in a varied way based 

upon their individual memories and thoughts. 

“Hejduk’s pessimism is a component of his 

critical task – to destroy the false picture of a 

world already finished…” (Conrad & Thån, 1995) 

Hejduk’s use of masques has been reinterpreted, 

Figure 9.Drawing of Archigram’s Walking City (Archigram, 2020) Accessed November, 10, 2020
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notably by Young+Ayata in their Helsinki 

Guggenheim proposal. Through a collection of 

objects, the building is formed through unique 

figures huddled together to form a body. There is 

strain here though, with their ornament drawing 

tension with the form’s geometry. This use of 

“bodies” to create space will prove useful in the 

thesis exploration of forming impending figures 

to represent the tense socio-political climate 

created by gentrified space.

 Bernard Tschumi presents a third 

theoretical framework that will prove useful in 

constructing and deconstructing the project. 

Focused on creating more conventionally 

occupiable space, the design for Le Fresnoy 

introduces the concept of the interstitial to 

the project. He draws connections across space 

and time, with the historic buildings beneath 

interacting in new and unexpected ways with 

the modern technology of the superstructure 

roof above. “Developments in architecture are 

generally related to cultural developments 

motivated by new functions, social relations or 

technological advances.” (Abram et al., 1999) His 

use of the space between, utilizing otherwise 

forgotten spaces while in turn supporting the 

larger community, creates social space for 

change as well.

 Together, these form a theoretical 

framework for the project. By combining 

concepts introduced by Lebbeus Woods, John 

Hejduk, and Bernard Tschumi a new kind of 

architecture that addresses and advocates for 

socio-political space may be created. Lebbeus 

Wood’s concept of creating a tension field, 

Hejduk’s use of narrative through his masques 

and subject/object relationships, and Tschumi’s 

explorations of unexpected programmatic and 

formal relationships in order to reinterpret 

space together provide a basis to grow the project 

upon, and historical precedent to reference 

going forward. These form not construction 

drawings, but a basis of thinking in approaching 

representation of socio-political and socio-

cultural issues through architectural means.

Beyond the socio-political and socio-cultural 

aspects, the experiential qualities of the 

Figure 10. Program diagram of De Rotterdam (OMA, 2013) Accessed November, 10, 2020
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community design is essential to a successful 

project. The concept of layered urbanism 

with increased density bases itself upon 

the communal feeling of a vertical village. 

This model inherently forms new modes of 

living, working, and playing. To understand 

these aspects, a broad view of architectural 

practice, and more importantly architectural 

understanding must be taken into account. 

The experience of places, though unique, is 

largely based upon the society and values which 

residents grew up with. Through a multi-faceted 

framework an understanding of what it means 

to build and occupy space will be achieved. 

This paves the way to create desirable and 

familiar places that feel like home to occupants. 

Case studies of vertical domesticity are taken 

into account, as well as the highly unique and 

complex experience of living in dense urban 

environments. Additionally, a broader lens 

focused upon the neoliberal agenda of the built 

environment is examined. Through this we can 

learn from the for-profit capitalist “every man 

for himself” ideology and propose bold new 

solutions and means of living. Revolutionary 

space is proposed which suspends above 

previously gentrified space. 

 The built world does not consist of 

singular projects each interpreted individually, 

rather they are considered in their larger 

context. This context consists of both the built 

environment as well as the less tangible social-

cultural experiences of a place. Through this, 

we develop feelings and attachments to places, 

connecting them to memories whether they be 

collective or individual. “People’s experiences 

occur within a physical and socio-cultural 

context and through time. These contextual, 

dynamic, multi-sensory, spatial and temporal 

dimensions stretch the limits of traditional 

modeling tools to explore and communicate 

what it will be like to interact with the things 

we design.” (McDonagh, 2004) Through this 

concept, architecture must go beyond the 

3-dimensional means of representation and 

tap into deeper, more personal characteristics. 

Truly multi-sensory space is experienced in 

more than 3 dimensions. This goes beyond color 

theory and white noise machines and looks 

into subconscious cognitive interests to portray 

a spatial story. In the thesis exploration, this 

manifests itself through form, materiality, and 

the overall impression of the space as a collective 

composition of bodies suspended above the 

neighborhood. Together, they communicate both 

literal and metaphorical tension within the social 

climate of the space. 

 The concept of neoliberalism, fueled 

by the conservative party of the United States 

since the 1960s, influences far more than just 

the economic model of our capitalist society. 

It is sold as economic freedom and efficiency. 

In reality, the model falls short in improving 

human welfare and standards of living; the 

rich get richer and the poor get poorer. This 

concept manifests itself in our cities and built 

environment. In his book “The Architecture 

of Neoliberalism, Douglas Spencer points out, 

“Neoliberalism is, they say, first and foremost 

a rationality based upon ‘the generalization 

of competition as a behavioral norm and of 

the enterprise as a model of subjectivation.” 

(Spencer, 2018) This is a complex issue, with 

both public and private contributions working 

towards furthering free-market ideals. It is not 

internationalism or access to the global economy 

though that shall set us free. Rather, this model 

banks on undermining less developed economies, 

or less economically stable populations within 

our communities to uphold the growing wealth 

of the top 1%. The creation of not just space but 

a new means of living, working, and experience 

is the first step towards social equity and an 

alternative to neoliberal development in our 

cities fueled by super-rich developer mindsets. 

 The city is historically a melting pot of 

cultures and social statuses. That was the 
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beauty of it. Today, Manhattan presents a starkly 

different reality of gentrified space where only 

those who are economically elite have access to 

space, degrading the experience of urbanism and 

the magic that Jane Jacobs famously wrote about. 

“Who has the right to space? Even the family-

friendly, middle-class neighborhood joints 

started closing; the cheap diner, the secondhand 

jewelry shops, and antique stores… soon after, 

the re-imagining artists in the building were 

gone.” (Moskowitz, 2017) Reigniting this passion 

starts with creating spaces which people make 

their own. These spaces must interact with 

their neighbors, whether they be residential or 

commercial ones, to form a community bond of 

activity socialization.

 In the coming years with climate 

change and ever-increasing urban populations, 

architects and planners have not just the 

opportunity, but the obligation to propose 

new forms of urbanism. “What makes a city a 

city is not only the skyscrapers or the shops 

or the communication networks but also that 

people in such places are forced to behave in 

urban ways… What is real about cities is the 

sheer expressiveness and passion of its life” 

(Pile, 2005) This increase of density, or perhaps 

more importantly, the feeling of density 

and community is the key to creating new 

urbanism which is as expressive as the social 

change it hopes to ignite. The relationship is 

simultaneously environmental, economic, and 

cultural. These cannot be differentiated upon the 

experience of the place, and therefore must all 

be considered in their own right when designing 

new urbanism. 

 New urban environments have been 

proposed by various architects over the last 

100 years, primarily focusing on vertical 

urbanism. OMA has proposed entirely vertical 

neighborhoods, with the amenities of a 

community within a vertical structure. The 

issue with this design is its permanence, though 

it creates community its designed entirely by 

the initial architect and isn’t a customizable 

community that can represent the people living 

there. Contrastingly, Archigram in the 1960s 

proposed the walking city as a critique of the 

future of the urban environment. This proposal 

creates an ever-roaming city, constantly looking 

for a place to dock. The environment around it 

is ever-changing, creating a truly international 

experience contained within the ship-like 

superstructure of the city. Between these lies 

an experience of place which is simultaneously 

ever-changing – with new units able to be 

plugged into the tension field – and yet unique 

to the site. In contrast to OMA and Archigram’s 

new urbanistic ideas, this thesis explores a broad 

range of housing typologies and concentrations 

of activity which is supported by the already 

established urban infrastructure beneath. Each 

new unit plays a role in the whole – shifting the 

tension field to accommodate the new load of 

residents. 

 Through analysis of the cultural and 

Figure 11. Vertical Village illustration 
(MVRDV, 2013) Accessed November, 10, 2020
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scientific aspects of the experience of space, 

we begin to see a framework of thought which 

the thesis project will explore. Through this 

understanding of the collective experience 

of the city, an alternative can more clearly 

and effectively be presented. This alternative 

will be different, unique, and understood 

through the multi-sensory experience and 

physio-metaphorical argument it presents 

to the public. Though not a formula perse, a 

foundation to build off of has been established 

for the thesis exploration, one which builds off 

the groundwork of architects’ explorations in 

vertical and transient urbanism of the past and 

more literally the established infrastructure that 

is unique to an international city like New York. 

The experience of the space will therefore be 

simultaneously unique and reminiscent of the 

former glory of community living. 

 This community living typology is 

composed of a variety of programmatic elements 

melding together in a new and unique way, 

forming unexpected points of interaction 

and mixing of programs. That is the beauty 

of urban living.  The mixed-use community-

based typology is not a new concept, but the 

exploration of successful and unsuccessful 

renditions of this complex typology would be 

beneficial to the project. This project explores 

a variety of programmatic combinations and 

means of organization surrounding these 

programs. Furthermore, the concept of public 

housing and alternative models thereof, as well 

as public interest design are examined to propose 

a new model for consolidated vertical urbanism. 

 MVRDV, in their book The Vertical 

Village, explores the concept of re-establishing 

a sense of community within urban settings. In 

many fast-growing cities of the 21st century, 

primarily in Eastern Asia, a stark shift has 

occurred in how space is both built and occupied. 

What was once a series of urban villages is now 

dominated by international block towers. These 

buildings are anonymous in form and character, 

lacking any quality public space or indication of 

diversity. MVRDV proposes an alternative model 

of programming and creation of community. A 

user-driven approach, it enables housing types 

to accommodate a wide variety of activities 

intermixed with other programmatic elements. 

This model of densification generates a sort 

of vertical village that is informal and ever 

changeable. On the intermixing of public and 

private spaces, they say, “It’s very important to 

distribute them over multiple layers because 

then people could pass through several spaces on 

their way home, and they would see each other 

more frequently… The design of a skyscraper 

prevents people from seeing each other.” (Maas, 

2012) Through this alternative means of new 

programmatic relationships of public and private 

space, the user experience of the community also 

changes drastically.

 This concept, of adaptable stacked 

urbanism, brings about the idea of participatory 

design. A well-established concept, it engages 

the people who will use the space to determine 

not just formal endeavors, but programmatic 

ones. What does the neighborhood need? How 

can this project help you and your family? 

To revitalize the downtown and create active 

dynamic communities for all socio-economic 

status of people, we must engage them in the 

design process from the beginning. “Choice is 

about a lack of restriction, not compromising 

future options, a more democratic way of 

using the built environment.” (Lewis, 2005) 

Engaging places, which present choices of how 

and when community members are involved 

is vital to creating sustainable communities 

that people care about. Through analysis of site 

conditions, neighborhood demographics, and 

needs, a variable solution will be proposed that 

can continually be added to as requirements 

change over time. Though there is no silver 

bullet for community building, starting with the 

community itself is a crucial first step in 
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determining what should be built.

 Public housing in the United States has 

a long and complicated history. Largely divided 

along party lines, the funding of quality public 

housing endeavors in the last few years has been 

abysmal. The projects of New York City present 

a harsh reality of the haves and the have nots, 

in stark contrast to socialized housing projects 

in other parts of the world. Perhaps, looking to 

other models of programming within socialized 

housing may present an alternative to the dark 

and dank options available to low-income New 

Yorkers today. Looking at Sweden’s socialized 

housing, which began over 100 years ago, we 

can learn the benefits of integrated mixed-use 

housing models. These do not separate living, 

working, and playing but rather offer a wide 

variety of programmatic elements drawing in 

non-residents – in turn, destigmatizing living in 

these affordable housing options by making them 

more attractive and engaging. This concept isn’t 

new for Scandinavian architects and thinkers. 

Alvar Aalto wrote in the 1930s, “Every individual 

represents an energy reserve; mismanaging 

this reserve is the greatest possible diseconomy 

for society. There is no sense in studying the 

question of what are the poorest conditions in 

which people can still survive; we have examples 

enough of this approach to the minimum. 

The question we are asking today is this: what 

demands must be made on an apartment, its 

production and consumption, given that it must 

fulfill (at the minimum subsistence level) the 

full requirement of social positiveness?” (Aalto, 

1930) This goes to show the understanding of this 

concept of quality housing even a hundred years 

ago. 

 Mixed-use space or hybrid space within 

the city began in the late 19th century, with the 

increasing density of cities and new structural 

capabilities of steel. The aim of the thesis 

project though is to go beyond typical mixed-use 

typologies – that of consumerism underneath 

housing units – and instead proposing a socio-

cultural hive of new thinking and change. Space 

which provides a community the resources it 

needs to not just be consumers, but contribute 

both physically and philosophically to the 

world in which they live. A space to question 

and to learn; engaging in art, science, and 

technological revolutions. Along these lines, 

the thesis project engages the programmatic 

elements of laboratories, classrooms, an 

auditorium, community garden, and a 

community kitchen alongside public housing to 

propose an entirely other means of living and 

vertical community making.  “Urban porosity 

is a key intention for large hybrid buildings, 

with the aim of pedestrian-oriented urban 

places. Each new public space formed by hybrid 

buildings contains living, working, recreation, 

and cultural facilities.” (Holl, 2014) With this in 

mind the thesis project engages in examples 

of each of these programmatic functions with 

the thought that they may be repeated and 

altered over time to provide functions that 

we may not even comprehend today. Holl 

denotes this as a “freedom of new concepts,” the 

adaptability and potential of the hybrid space 

to become something larger than the sum of 

its programmatic parts. Instead, it presents a 

collective effort of verticalism which rethinks 

single-use typologies.

        Though the project does not aim to fix 

the problems of our neoliberal capitalist society 

Figure 12. NYC public housing projects 
(NY Post, 2018) Accessed November, 10, 2020
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through formal and programmatic elements, 

it does propose an alternative of hybridized 

program and community-making. It is focused 

on people first design, which builds upon 

the elements of urbanism to create a sort of 

layered village for change suspended above the 

almost entirely consumerist program of the 

Soho neighborhood in Manhattan. This essay, 

through an analysis of various hybridized 

approaches to programmatic endeavors as 

well as models of socialized housing and the 

creation of communities, opens the door for an 

alternative to be proposed through the thesis 

project. Learning from the mixed-use space of 

urban centers from a century ago, a temporal 

flexible mesh of human experience and social 

interactions made possible by socio-cultural 

public and private programmatic interactions 

is made possible. This re-implementation of 

the urban village creates unique human-scale 

places that neighbors form an identity and 

relationships with.

 This thesis exploration does not propose 

a singular solution to the highly complex socio-

political, cultural, and economic issues which 

have been explored. Rather, it aims to present an 

alternative means of seeing and understanding 

these issues through the building of more 

accessible and socially conscious housing and 

infrastructure. It is a framework to be built upon, 

and requires the participation of the residents 

and community in order to become a truly 

revolutionary space. It is dependent on their 

ideas and working together that a brighter future 

is possible. Access to quality, affordable housing 

is a human right, and in the coming years 

with ever-increasing urban density we must 

reconsider the way in which we design and build 

for under-served populations; a space which can 

be as flexible and open as the people and ideas 

which it houses. 

“In the present context, it must serve to say 

that different kinds of thinking result in 

seeing the same spaces differently. They may 

result from the idiosyncrasies of individuals 

or from the exposure of people who share 

a common culture of thinking to a crisis 

disturbing the normality of the culture, 

like war, earthquake, or economic collapse. 

Crisis is in itself a type of tension field, 

one that amplifies the active forces across 

the whole field by redistributing them in a 

nonhierarchical way.” 

(Lebbeus Woods, 2009)

Figure 12. NYC public housing projects 
(NY Post, 2018) Accessed November, 10, 2020

Figure 13. Scandinavian public housing competition entry  (JAJA Architects, 2014) 
Accessed November, 10, 2020
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Figure 15. Le Fresnoy Circulation (Tschumi, 1997) Accessed September 12, 2020 Figure 16. Le Fresnoy Layers (Tschumi, 1997) Accessed September 12, 
2020

Figure 14. Le Fresnoy Photograph (Tschumi, 
1997) Accessed September 12, 2020

Le Fresnoy
by Bernard Tschumi
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Tschumi utilizes a 
structural cloud 
to gain a new 

understanding both 
above and below.

Tschumi’s Le Fresnoy presents a framework 
for the project. He draws connections across 
various otherwise individual spaces through 
the use of interstitial. Through a sort of 
manipulation of space and time, the project is 
able to bend the historic building, making it 
interact in new and unexpected ways with the 
superstructure above. This structure provides 
for the otherwise unsatisfied needs of the 
space, while simultaneously creating room for 
reinterpretation of what is above, below, and in 
between. 

Figure 17. Diagram Translating Tschumi’s Work
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Figure 18. Security (Hejduk, 1998) Accessed September 12, 2020

Masques
by John Hejduk

Figure 19. Masques (Hejduk, 1998) Accessed September 12, 
2020
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 John Hejduk’s project entitled “Security” 
which was originally placed on the site of a 
former Nazi headquarters, provides a “masque” 
of the experiences of the people there and 
the shared memory of the community. The 
dreamlike, nightmarish creature serves as a 
“silent witness” to these atrocities - looking 
on while being itself a watch tower of sort. He 
weaves a narrative of the space, blurring the 
edges of time and the boundaries of reality, with 
the beast occupying the town square in a manner 
that cannot be ignored. 

 The work is part of a larger collection 
of “masques” to be placed across the globe, each 
unique in it’s approach to socio-cultural issues. 
These can be seen to the left, in his numbered 
sketches of these various follies. Each of these 
exaggerates the specific site conditions which 
exist. These biomorphist folklore based forms 
are simultaneously entirely unique and yet 
recognizable. The diagram above  exhibits this 
concept, transforming his final beast into other 
recognizable profiles and icons, both of his own 
conception and historical significance. 

Hejduk creates 
realities within the 

project, worlds which 
coexist.

Figure 20. Diagram Translating Hejduk’s Work
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Figure 21. Section Drawing (Woods, 2009) Accessed September 12, 2020

Figure 23. Locus of Memory (Woods, 2009) 
Accessed September 12, 2020

World Trade 
Center
Entry by Lebbeus Woods

Woods’ never ending 
construction, building 

upon layers of the 
project’s past self, 

influences the formal 
direction of the 

project. 

Figure 22. Site Plan (Woods, 2009) Accessed September 12, 2020
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 In his post 9/11 World Trade Center 
proposal, Lebbeus Woods creates a tower which 
is never truly complete; it is continuously the 
tallest building of the world with no end. With 
over twenty-seven million square feet of office 
space, plus public and private housing and 
facilities, it creates a new urbanistic vision of the 
future of New York City. It creates a community 
that does not forget the events of sites previous 
life, but instead uses them to lay the groundwork 
for a new manner in which to work, play, and 
live. 

Figure 24. Diagram Translating Woods’ Work

 The diagram to the right depicts the 
various means of working one’s way to the 
vertical park towards the top, named the Ascent. 
The first is the pilgrimage, which takes one 
month and is a vertical climb. The next, the 
Quest, takes about a week and has intermittent 
rests and memorials. The Trip which takes 
two days consists of a series of platforms and 
various means of vertical circulation, as well as 
hotels, restaurants, and vistas. Finally, the tour 
which is only half a day uses a rapid elevator 
to reach the summit, with pauses at various 
displays documenting the events of 9/11. The 
project serves as a memorial and a testament to 
the city. At the top, wherever that may be, lies 

a community of those who have dedicated their 
lives to commemorating the events, and working 
towards a brighter tomorrow. A new democratic 
realm which brings together diverse thoughts 
and social classes; above the existing city. 
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Context
 The project is suspended above a 4-block 
area of the Soho neighborhood in Manhattan, 
with the thought that this ideology could be 
further translated across the city as a whole. 
Utilizing the rooftops as a sort of topography, 
the site conditions are highly individualistic and 
unique as the project maneuvers across. 
The wealth distribution in the United States 
is extremely disproportionate. This can be 
measured on the genie index - marking wealth 
inequalities between the top one percent and the 
bottom. This diagram exhibits this inequality and 
highlights the needs for more accessible options 
for quality housing and communities for the vast 
majority of the population, which hold only three 
percent of the wealth. 

The site is located in the blocks between Grand 
St. to the South, Spring St. to the North, W 
Broadway to the West, and Greene St. to the 
East. These four blocks consists of mainly retail 
storefront on the ground level, with corporate 
offices, residences, and galleries above. This is a 
rather busy area, being a major shopping district 
in Manhattan. Most of the area within the site 
constraints consists of mid-rise buildings, 

around 5 stories on average. These are also in 
the SoHo Cast Iron District - incorporating 
ornate cast iron architectural elements. This 
district consists of about 500 buildings, generally 
constructed between 1840 and 1880. The advent 
of steel brought an end to this era of cast iron 
dominance in construction. 

Figure 25. Wealth Distribution Diagram Figure 26. How to Listen to New York City, Wherever You Are (Perry Ormont Blumberg, 2017) Accessed May 1, 2021
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Manhattan exhibits unique qualities of urban 
density. Through come of the more dense 
looking areas of the city feature tall towers, 
the most dense in terms of population broadly 
consist of older lower-rise residential buildings, 
highlighted in red. The site falls in a less dense 
area of SOHO, which is highly desirable with very 
high rents making it inaccessible to middle class 
and impoverished people. 

New York City is one of the most densely 
populated cities in the world. The island of 
Manhattan being the epicenter of this thriving 
East Coast economy. But, the SoHo neighborhood 
represents the darker side of such a place - 
telling the story of gentrification and developer 
driven price hikes. This is one of the most 
expensive districts in the city, with seventy-
seven percent of the population being white, and 
the median home value being $1.9 million. This 
is a one sided economy fueled by consumerism 
and white privilege displacing  what was once a 
community of artists and middle class workers. 

Density
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Low

Site

High

Figure 28. Building Height Comparison in Manhattan

Figure 27. Population Density in Manhattan
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Figure 29. Programming Diagram of Proposed Project
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 The project is mixed use by nature, 
with the aim to create a sort of incubator space 
for the occupants. This manifests through the 
creation of academic, cultural, and living spaces 
which all cohabitate with one another in a dense, 
layered fashion above the SOHO Neighborhood 
of New York City. These mixed use functions are 
focused on ideation and community building 
looking to both community centers and common 
community gathering spaces for inspiration. 
This results in elements such as a public market, 
gardens, and even an auditorium and gallery 
for showcasing of ideas. Each of these spaces is 
dependent on one another, with the only wholly 
consistent component being the entrance points 
across the city; grounding the project in leftover 
and interstitial spaces between the existing 
gentrified buildings. 
 Utilizing such diverse programmatic 
elements, a wide variety of codes and zoning 
have been taken into account for the project, 
aiming to be accessible and quality housing for 
all. Each component will inevitably be highly 
unique and variable due to the complex nature 
of the suspended tensile site condition. Even 
so, spatial requirements have been laid out in a 
normative manner in order to express size and 
equipment needs across the various elements. It 
is also worth noting that though the piece exists 

within a tensile super structure, it consists of 
multiple smaller enclosures connected through 
horizontal, vertical, and diagonal circulation 
as components stack upon one another. These 
circulation paths will be variable though, 
serving as somewhat temporary scaffolding 
that changes with the addition and subtraction 
of programmatic elements over time and 
therefore has not been taken into account when 
considering spatial requirements.

Figure 30. Private and Public Space Compari-
son Between the Empire State Building and the 
Proposed Tower

Program

Eric Peters 35



Figure 31. Diagrammatic Exploration of Parts Figure 32. Program Massing Integration
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These new organizational means, spatial ad-
jacencies, and structural systems each come 
together to propose a new approach to public 
housing and infrastructure. It denies the typical 
solely economic focus of most public housing 
proposals, and instead focuses on the wellbeing 
of the residents and surrounding communities. 
It also questions the current zoning require-
ments of the site, with increased density becom-
ing a necessity in international cities we must 
question the way in which we divide land to take 
into account those who are unrepresented and 
under-represented in our built environment. The 
proposal is different, other, and challenging to 
current manners of living and coming together; 
it works to push the boundaries and asks us to 
reconsider the way  in which we both build and 
occupy space in an accessible and equitable way.

Figure 33. Parts of the Final Orientation on the Site
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Anchors
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Figure 34. Street Level Perspective Looking in to the Sentry
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Figure 35. Initial Design Sketches 
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The Sentry

Figure 36. The Sentry seen as a Sculptural Piece

Ingrain
Rooting
Carve

Guarding

At the corner of two major streets in SoHo sits 
The Sentry. This Anchor is solidly ingrained 
in its context, digging deep into the ground to 
connect with the subway system below. It also 
carves into the surrounding buildings, much like 
Lebbeus Wood’s Architecture and War, present-
ing new means of occupying newly created space 
via intersection. Programmatic elements include 
a variety of classroom spaces, laboratories, and 
cultural incubators which are imperative to cre-
ating a thriving community. 
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Figure 37. The Sentry Section

The Sentry 
deeply roots 
itself into the 
landscape, 
creating a sense 
of solidity and 
permanence. 
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Figure 38. Gondola Transportation Station
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Figure 39. Initial Design Sketches 
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The Wanderer
Though the smallest Anchor, The Wanderer 
serves as the most active and dynamic one. It 
contains movement oriented programming 
elements, such as recreation space and abundant 
circulation to transition pedestrians up into the 
new public realm which is being created above 
the street. The Wanderer’s uppermost portion 
contains a light filled energetic gondola boarding 
and receiving station, continuing the energy of 
the street up into the sky. 

Shift
Flowing

Meandering
Sliding

Figure 40. The Wanderer seen as a Sculptural Piece
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Connecting 
the sidewalk 
to the new 

realm above, 
The Wanderer 
ventures into 

the street 
bracing itself 

against existing 
buildings. 

Figure 41. The Wanderer Section
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Figure 42. Temple of Knowledge
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Figure 43. Initial Design Sketches 
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The Angel
The tallest Anchor, The Angel exists as a true 
monument of what could be. An aspiration-
al piece, it hopes to expand the hearts and 
minds of visitors. It hosts a variety of public 
programing, including ample space for com-
munity kitchens, communal dining space, as 
well as a variety of studio spaces for classes 
and individuals to use alike. 

Commemorate
Purify
Reach

Searching
Figure 44. The Angel seen as a Sculptural Piece
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A space 
meant to 

commemorate 
those which 

are forgotten, 
continually 
reaching 

upward, it is a 
hopeful space.

Figure 45. The Angel Section
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Tower

58 Architecture of the Oppressed



Eric Peters 59



Tensegrity
Floating above the city street, suspended by a 
massive Hydrogen fueled cloud, is the central 
tower of the project. The structure, inspired by 
the work of Robert Le Ricolais’ explorations into 
maximal span with minimal weight, is intended 
to be ethereal while having a looming presence 
of the neighborhood, undeniably other in its 
perception. This tower has within it a variety 
parts, with the experience starting with the large 
cloud above. The crane atop the piece is there is 
forever change and add to the structure, never 
truly completed, in a constant state of change.

The central platform hosts some of the more 
space-intensive programmatic elements, such 
as a large public market, a highly variable 
community gathering space, and a space for 
performances large and small. There is also a 
large central core which travels through the 
whole structure, providing circulation and 
utilities to the entire floating neighborhood
The simple form of the platform lends itself to 
adaptability of the program within, serving as a 
shell to whatever the people decides they need. It 
creates a sort of main street within the project

Figure 46. Robert le Ricolais Tensegrity Model
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Figure 47. Scale Comparison of the Empire State Building and Proposed Tower Figure 48. Components of the Suspended Tower
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Figure 49. View of the Market Social Hub
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Integration 
of the public 
realm is vital 
to community 
building and 

creating 
intersectionality 

across the 
project.

Figure 50. View Looking up at the Tower 
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Figure 51-54. Variable Theater Configurations Based on User Specified Needs
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Figure 52. 
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Figure 53. 
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Figure 54. 
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Figure 55. Section Drawing of Platform
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Figure 56. Floorplan of Platform
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Figure 57. Section Detail of Circulation Tube 
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Figure 58. Platform Wall and Structural Detail  
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Figure 59.  Close Up of Spider Clip and Wire Truss Curtain Wall System
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Housing
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Finally, the third and final component are 
the housing units. These pods are meant to 
be highly customizable, and serve as an ever 
changeable space that can be adapted to 
changing needs of occupants over time. The 
housing, which is suspended from the central 
tower, consists of an ETFE membrane shell, 
with variable opacity, and an inner enclosed 
occupiable space which hangs from a shared 
structural frame. These units are designed 
to be super-lightweight and efficient. The 
pillow like ETFE serves as a cloud, blurring 
the edge of the reality of the existing city with 
this new future. These units are designed to 
be highly variable and easily moved, with no 
preconceived orientation on the tower laid 
out. Instead, a set of rules are put in place, 
requiring that they must be tethered back to 
tower, and connect to the complex circulation 
corridors. The plan is simple, and is based 
around a single wet wall serving both the 
kitchen and bathroom. This plan, like most 
other things though, is merely a sample of 
what is possible, with adaptations able to 
easily be made for different abilities and 
needs of occupants. 

Pods

Figure 60. Living Pods Aggregated
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Figure 61. View from the Corner of W Broadway and Grand St.  
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Figure 62. View from Broome St.
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Figure 63. View from Gondola 
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Figure 64-66. Aggregation Variations seen throughout the Day at the Corner of W Broadway and Spring St. 
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Figure 67.  View from the Interior of a Living Pod
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Figure 68. Housing Unit Sample Section
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Figure 69. Housing Unit Sample Plan 
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Figure 70. ETFE Wall Section Utilizing Hydrogen
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ETFE Membrane

Hydrogen Valve
Flexible Hose

Aerogel Insulation

Hydrogen Supply Tube
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Figure 71.View of the Proposed Project Looking North
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Reflection
The project began with explorations into the 
theoretical work of architects. Perfect Acts of 
Architecture, by Jeff Kipnis, served as a sort of 
introductory tasting of further theoretical works 
early in the careers of many prominent design-
ers. Then, a deep dive into theoretical readings 
by Hejduk, Tschumi, Archigram, and Woods was 
undertaken. Reading and interpreting these 
works, from Archigram, Tschumi’s Parc de la 
Villette proposal, Woods’ “War and Architecture,” 
Hejduk’s Masques and plates of his Texas Houses, 
and finally K. Michael Hay’s “Hejduk’s Chrono-
type” became the backbone of thought for what 
the thesis was to become. This can be seen in 
the iterative sketches and diagrammatic studies 
which are featured throughout. Each serves as an 
understanding of a body of work, a visualization 
of enormously complex thought. The project as a 
whole is intended to serve as a sort of synthesis 
and interpretation of what these works aim to 
create; a political architecture in conversation 
with the community. The success of the project is 
therefore its stirring of discussion. 
The process of making, unique to each architect 
or creative, begins for me with sketching. Itera-
tive sketches of layered complexity are impera-
tive to creating thoughtful designs. From there, 
3D Modeling software is engaged, translating 

these early ideating exercises into three-dimen-
sional form. Again, iteration is key to this pro-
cess, integrating the various elements and uti-
lizing knowledge of scale, buildings codes, ADA 
standards, as well as other building standards 
which help create healthful and happy spaces. In 
this phase of the design, transitioning back and 
forth between visualization methods is key to 
creating a cohesive design. Therefore, iterative 
floorplans, sections, elevations, and perspectival 
visualizations of spaces are created in order to 
better understand how each of these impacts the 
other. Within this, a variety of software applica-
tion are utilized to create these, including Rhi-
noceros 3D, Adobe Illustrator, Adobe Photoshop, 
Adobe InDesign, Lumion Rendering, and more. 
Together, they aid in creating a more cohesive 
project. Throughout the semester, these draw-
ings and research explorations were presented to 
a jury in two formal mid-review presentations. 
Each of these presentations resulted in a wide 
variety of feedback, and thus a better end prod-
uct for the final thesis presentation. 
Throughout the year a few precedents became 
constant sources of inspiration. Though perhaps 
not physically resembling these inspiring sourc-
es, the questions they asked were at the forefront 
of the creative process. One of such was Hejduk’s 
“Security.” Through this, he emphasizes the idea 
that narrative creates architecture, thus explor-

ing issues that are existential by nature. Archi-
tecture is intended to blur the boundaries be-
tween reality and that which we create - blurring 
past and present, and utilizing shared experi-
ence and memory in order to create experiences 
with pieces that are simultaneously objects and 
subjects. The project attempts to utilize these 
same concepts, adapting them to the specific 
socio-economic problems which are experienced 
in the super-gentrified SoHo neighborhood. 
The thesis proposes a new means of living, 
learning, and playing which is more equitable. 
It is intended to serve as a blueprint, able to be 
adapted and further expanded across the city as 
a bold statement of reinvestment in those who 
have been pushed aside for so long. Continuation 
of this mentality is vital to the profession, and 
we must take on an active role in this discussion. 
Archigram asked the question, “Do buildings help 
to emancipate the people within?” This became 
a recurring theme throughout the project. How 
can revolutionary space be created? A space that 
pushes forward ideas, creation, and harbors a 
better society. I am yet unsure that architecture 
can solve these problems; in fact, I know that it 
can only serve as a sort of nudge in a direction, 
and yet I remain hopeful for the waves which can 
echo from that small push.
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Figure 60. Living Pods Aggregated
Figure 61. View from the Corner of W Broadway 

and Grand St. 
Figure 62. View from Broome St.
Figure 63. View from Gondola
Figure 64. Aggregation Variation seen 

throughout the Day at the Corner of W 
Broadway and Spring St. 

Figure 65. Aggregation Variation seen 
throughout the Day at the Corner of W 
Broadway and Spring St. 

Figure 66. Aggregation Variation seen 
throughout the Day at the Corner of W 
Broadway and Spring St. 

Figure 67. View from the Interior of a Living Pod
Figure 68. Housing Unit Sample Section
Figure 69. Housing Unit Sample Plan
Figure 70. ETFE Wall Section Utilizing Hydrogen
Figure 71. View of the Proposed Project Looking 

North
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