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DISCLAIMER

	 This	 thesis	 exploration	did	not	begin	with	a	preconceived	
idea	or	hypothesis.		Instead,	this	thesis	began	as	a	process	of	allowing	
the	investigation	to	unfold	through	a	series	of	explorations.		These	
explorations	revealed	certain	cultural	and	architectural	conditions	
that	became	the	foundation	for	this	thesis.		

	 The	beginning	of	these	investigations	resulted	in	a	hypothesis	
that	the	process	of	design	could	be	more	improvisational.		But	as	
a	 result	of	 speculation,	 this	 idea	was	quickly	discarded.	 	 Instead,	
the	bulk	of	this	thesis	became	about	Detroit	and	the	urban	voids	
that	plague	 the	 city	 landscape.	 	 Therefore,	as	a	 slight	disclaimer,	
any	content	that	discusses	improvisational	design	was	an	old	train	
of	thought	and	should	be	pushed	aside.		
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All	over	America,	cities	are	experiencing	a	shift	in	population,	
from	the	center	to	the	outer	peripheries.		Known	as	decentralization,	
this	phenomenon	is	most	common	in	modern,	post-industrial	cities.		
Depopulation	of	the	urban	core	has	left	these	cities	in	a	situation	
where	 vacancies	 of	 the	 landscape	 occur	 in	 great	 frequencies.		
These	vacancies,	also	known	as	urban	voids,	then	become	leftover,	
negative	space	in	the	urban	fabric.		

No	other	city	in	America	has	experienced	this	decay	in	the	
urban	fabric	like	Detroit.		The	occurrence	of	the	void	is	so	common	in	
this	city	that	the	void	has	become	a	part	of	Detroit’s	urban	fabric.		

This	thesis	is	an	exploration	into	how	to	occupy	these	urban	
vacancies	in	Detroit.		This	thesis	will	not	offer	a	solution	to	Detroit’s	
urban	problems,	but	will	explore	the	possibilities	of	engaging	the	
void	in	order	to	suggest	an	alternative	use	for	these	spaces.		

ABSTRACT
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THESIS  PAPER

Occupying	the	Void

Introduction

American	 cities	 are	 slowly	 becoming	
decentralized.	 	 Throughout	 the	 United	 States	 there	
are	 examples	 of	 these	 cities,	 mostly	 post-industrial,	
where	the	urban	core	has	become	depopulated.		This	
is	 due	 to	 a	 number	 of	 complicated	 factors	 working	
simultaneously;	 modernization	 of	 the	 American	 city	
and	urban	sprawl	being	the	two	most	important.		The	
modernization	 of	 American	 cities	 led	 to	 a	 number	
of	 events	 that	 facilitated	 urban	 sprawl;	 not	 just	
architectural	 modernity	 as	 a	 movement,	 but	 the	
idea	 of	 becoming	 modern	 through	 technological	
advancements:	 	 industrialization,	 mass	 production,	
new	 urban	 ideas	 and	 so	 forth.	 	 These	 technological	
advancements	 facilitated	 economic,	 political,	 and	
social	progressions	in	American	cities.		Conversely,	with	
new	ideas	and	new	technologies	came	unforeseeable	
outcomes.	 	 	 What	 has	 resulted	 in	 less	 fortunate	
cities	 is	 a	 fragmenting	 of	 the	 urban	 core	 creating	
a	 decentralized,	 sparse	 urban	 organization	 where	
the	 ground	 (void	 space)	 outweighs	 the	 figure	 (the	
pattern	of	buildings	or	solids).		This	decentralization	of	
American	cities	can	also	be	attributed	to	urban	sprawl:		
As	people	moved	to	the	outer	peripheries	of	cities	in	
pursuit	of	suburban	life,	they	left	behind	the	urban	core	
which	slowly	began	to	deteriorate.		Due	to	the	lack	of	
public	 activity,	 governmental	 interest	 and	 economic	
distress,	 the	 urban	 fabric	 of	 various	 American	 cities	
has	become	wasteland.	 	This	situation	has	created	a	
condition	where	 there	 is	no	 longer	a	 legible	solid	 to	
void	 relationship	 in	 the	 figure/ground	 image	 of	 the	
city.		Instead,	a	reversed	urban	arrangement	has	taken	
hold	where	a	background	of	void	envelops	the	urban	
arrangement	 creating	 a	 condition	 where	 the	 solid	
object-building	 exists	 in	 scattered	 numbers.	 	 Out	 of	
the	many	American	cities	that	have	experienced	this	
urban	 deterioration,	 Detroit,	Michigan	 is	 one	 of	 the	
most	well	known.

Detroit,	Michigan	is	one	of	the	best	examples	
of	 a	 contemporary	 post-industrial	 city.	 	 Detroit	 has	
been	 the	 birth	 place	 of	modern	 ideas	 for	 industrial	
production	 and	 urban	 organization:	 	 advancements	
in	 the	 automobile	 industry,	 mass	 production,	 and	
Fordist	ideas	of	urbanism,	just	to	name	a	few.		These	
ideas	 became	a	 recipe	 for	 economic	 prosperity	 that	
other	 cities	 adopted.	 	 With	 ideas	 of	 modernization	
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stemming	from	Detroit,	the	city	has	been	dubbed	“The	
Capital	of	the	Twentieth	Century”	due	to	its	“singular	
devotion	to	the	idea	of	industrial	production,	investing	
all	 of	 its	 resources	 into	 a	 technology	 and	 product	
that	has	transformed	the	face	of	every	modern	city”	
(Daskalakis,	Waldheim	 and	 Young,	 10).	 	 These	 ideas	
have	 ultimately	 doomed	 Detroit	 to	 a	 decentralized,	
deteriorated,	 and	 dislocated	 urban	 arrangement.		
These	modern	ideas	were	supposed	to	advance	Detroit	
into	economic	prosperity,	but	instead	have	displaced	
its	 urban	 spatial	 arrangement.	 	 This	 has	 resulted	 in	
a	post-industrial	 landscape	where	urban	density	has	
become	destroyed.		To	grasp	how	Detroit	became	the	
post-industrial	landscape	that	it	is	today,	we	must	look	
to	the	history	of	Detroit	to	fully	understand	the	many	
complex	factors	of	modernism	that	 led	Detroit	to	 its	
urban	demise.		

Detroit, Modernity and Decentralization

The	 invention	 of	 the	 automobile	 was	 the	
beginning	 of	 Detroit’s	 path	 into	 a	 modern	 era.		
Facilitating	 the	 production	 methods,	 Henry	 Ford	
created	a	prosperous	new	beginning	for	Detroit.		The	
automobile	 and	 the	 industrial	 assembly	 lines	 that	
Ford	 created	 supplied	many	 jobs	 at	 a	high	pay	 rate.		
In	 the	 early	 1900’s	Detroit	 experienced	 a	 social	 and	
cultural	 boom	of	 people	 flocking	 to	 the	 city	 looking	
for	a	steady	job.		From	1900	to	1950,	the	population	
of	 Detroit	 grew	 from	 under	 285,700	 to	 over	 1.8	
million	 (Daskalakis,	Waldheim	 and	 Young,	 14).	 	 This	
boom	in	the	population	created	a	need	for	expanded	
infrastructure	and	urban	housing,	which	strengthened	
Detroit’s	urban	core.		The	growth	of	the	city	also	in	turn	
expanded	Detroit’s	land	coverage	and	area	creating	a	
much	 larger	 city	 than	Detroit	 had	 previously	 known	
before	 the	 automobile	 industry.	 	 Although	 this	 new	
beginning	seemed	very	prosperous	for	the	city,	it	was	
short	lived.			

	With	the	production	of	the	automobile,	and	the	
thriving	social	and	political	markets	being	established,	
there	 was	 a	 new	 consumer	 class	 that	 was	 created.		
Unknowingly,	 this	 new	 technology	would	 eventually	
destroy	 the	 city’s	 urban	 fabric.	 	 “As	 the	 automobile	
made	mobility	more	likely,	due	both	to	the	wealth	it	
created	and	to	the	availability	of	cars	to	a	newly	created	
consumer	class,	the	city	physically	demonstrated	the	



12

consequences	 of	 its	 own	 production”	 (Daskalakis,	
Waldheim	and	Young,	10).		The	automobile	created	a	
need	for	paved	surfaces.		Old	forms	of	transportation,	
such	 as	 the	 horse	 and	 trolley	 car,	 became	 quickly	
outdated.		The	newly	paved	roads	created	a	system	of	
infrastructural	connections	that	made	the	necessity	of	
access	to	the	center	of	the	city	outdated.		Detroiters	no	
longer	had	to	live	in	the	core	of	the	city	to	experience	
all	 of	 the	 commodities	 that	 the	 city	 had	 to	 offer.		
Transportation	 to	 and	 from	 the	 city	 became	 easier.		
Thus	 the	 urban	 core	 of	 the	 city	 became	 weakened	
as	 Detroit	 experienced	 a	 shift	 from	 a	 dense	 urban	
center	 to	 a	 strengthened	urban	periphery.	 	 Because	
of	the	automobile	and	the	extension	of	transportation	
arteries,	Detroit	began	to	experience	an	urban	sprawl	
that	it	has	still	not	recovered	from	to	this	day.

The	 decentralization	 of	 Detroit	 is	 not	 solely	
due	 to	 the	 automobile	 industry.	 	 Post-Fordist	 ideas	
have	helped	 facilitate	Detroit’s	 urban	demise.	 	With	
the	expansion	of	the	automobile	industry,	and	a	newly	
created	 consumer	 class	 and	workforce,	 there	was	 a	
need	for	expansion	of	industrial	assembly	plants.		This	
need	 for	 expansion	 created	 a	 revolutionary	 urban	
arrangement,	 centered	 on	 the	 ideas	 of	 Fordism.		
Fordism	as	a	social	theory	was	a	process	of	expanding	
industrial	 assembly	 plants	 in	 congruence	 with	 the	
need	for	a	workforce	centered	around	these	industrial	
assembly	plants.		What	resulted	from	these	ideas	was	
an	expansion	and	then	contraction	of	Detroit’s	urban	
core.

Detroit’s	expansion	and	contraction	were	both	planned	
results	 of	 three	 quite	 rational	 intentions	 of	 what	 might	 be	
called	 mature	 Fordist	 urbanism.	 	 These	 intentions	 included	
the	 innovation	 and	 implementation	 of	 techniques	 of	 mass	
production,	the	fabrication	of	desire	and	demand	for	consumption	
in	 mass	markets,	 and	 the	 decentralization	 of	 both	 production	
and	 consumption	 through	 transportation	 and	 communications	
infrastructures	(Daskalakis,	Waldheim	and	Young,	10).

What	 is	 important	 about	 the	 Fordist	 ideas	 is	
the	planned	decentralization	of	Detroit’s	urban	core.		
There	was	a	need	 for	an	expansion	of	 the	 industrial	
plants	because	there	was	a	growing	demand	for	the	
automobile.		The	idea	was	to	create	other	plants	outside	
the	city’s	center	in	order	to	preserve	the	city	and	create	
a	network	of	industrial	plants.		This	way	the	city	would	
not	become	an	industrial	landscape	overburdened	by	
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factories.	 	 However,	 this	 new	 expanded	 network	 of	
plants	caused	the	city	to	dilute	its	urban	make	up.		As	
the	factories	relocated	to	the	peripheries	of	Detroit,	so	
did	the	citizens.		The	population	of	Detroit	shifted	from	
the	urban	core	of	the	city	to	the	outskirts.		Therefore,	
Fordism	 contributed	 to	 Detroit’s	 urban	 failure.		
“Detroit’s	 reliance	 upon	 the	 economic	 monoculture	
of	automobile	production	virtually	ensured	the	city’s	
nearly	complete	planned	obsolescence”	(	Daskalakis,	
Waldheim	and	Young,	10).	 	The	development	of	 this	
technology	 and	 the	 Fordist	 ideas	 implemented	 to	
execute	 a	 system	 of	 production	 plants	 destroyed	
the	 city’s	 urban	 fabric,	 leaving	 it	 decentralized	 and	
dislocated.	 	 Modernity	 was	 supposed	 to	 facilitate	
Detroit’s	economic	future,	but	what	resulted	was	the	
opposite.		What	was	supposed	to	advance	Detroit	into	
a	 technological	 future	became	one	of	 the	elements,	
among	many	others,	that	destroyed	the	city.	

	Now	that	the	industrial	factories	had	receded	
from	the	center	to	the	outside	edges	of	Detroit,	 the	
city	 began	 to	 experience	 urban	 sprawl,	 leaving	 the	
city	 with	 a	 reduced	 population.	 The	 once	 heavily	
populated	 urban	 core	 now	 became	 a	 wasteland	 of	
vacant	structures.		From	1950	to	2000,	the	population	
of	 Detroit	 decreased	 from	 over	 1.8	 million	 to	
951,270	(Daskalakis,	Waldheim	and	Young,	14).	 	This	
depopulation	of	the	city	center	ultimately	weakened	
the	financial	core.		The	financial	market	moved	along	
with	 its	 citizens	which	 left	 the	 city	 in	 a	 state	where	
businesses	and	homes	were	being	abandoned.		People	
and	 their	 businesses	 were	 following	 the	 market	
towards	 the	 newly	 suburbanized	 outside	 edges	 of	
the	 city.	 	What	 they	 left	 behind	 was	 an	 abundance	
of	 vacant	 homes	 and	 buildings.	 	 The	 city	 started	 to	
become	an	organization	of	inhospitable	surroundings;	
buildings	 were	 left	 unoccupied,	 creating	 a	 vacant	
wasteland.	 	 “Vacant,	 burned-out	 homes,	 decaying,	
abandoned	buildings,	 long-empty	 factories—is	being	
bulldozed	away	under	a	massive	city	demolition	and	
land	clearance	program	designed	to	deal	with	a	free	
fall	 plunge	 in	 [Detroit’s]	 population”	 (Herron,	 83).				
The	city	saw	these	vacated	buildings	as	a	threat.		The	
vacated	 buildings	 of	 Detroit	 were	 now	 left	 to	 the	
mercy	 of	 the	 inner	 city	 elements.	 	 Citizens	 would	
either	 burn	 the	 vacated	 buildings	 down,	 or	 they	
would	 become	 occupied	 by	 drug	 dealers.	 	 “Detroit	
houses	 are	 worthless.	 	 They	 have	 been	 abandoned	
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by	their	owners.		Most	of	their	windows	boarded	up	
or	smashed…a	few	still	house	squatters:		the	poverty-
stricken	as	well	as	drunks,	whores,	crack	addicts	and	
other	riff-raff”	(Herron,	99).		These	vacant	structures	
became	eyesores	 for	 the	 city	 of	Detroit.	 	 Therefore,	
the	city	granted	millions	of	dollars	for	the	demolition	
of	these	buildings.		In	1990,	the	city	spent	$25	million	
on	 the	 removal	 of	 abandoned	 houses	 and	 other	
structures	(Daskalakis,	Waldheim	and	Young,	15).		The	
removing	 of	 these	 vacated	 structures	 began	 to	 tear	
pockets	in	the	city’s	urban	fabric.		This	urban	clearing	
left	an	“emptiness”	in	Detroit’s	urban	and	social	fabric	
that	still	remains	to	this	day.		The	emptiness	in	Detroit	
is	a	symbol	of	the	city’s	failures.	“Unavoidably,	there	is	
an	“eerie	emptiness”	about	this	place	that	once	stood	
for	all	 things	 that	 industry	could	do	and	now	stands	
for	 its	 conspicuous	 failure”	 (Herron,	 99).	 	What	 has	
happened	 in	 the	city	 is	an	abandonment	of	both	 its	
social	and	physical	urban	 fabric.	 	The	urban	voids	 in	
Detroit	are	more	than	just	an	empty	plot	of	land,	but	
now	 have	 become	 symbolic	 to	 its	 urban	 and	 social	
failures.		Therefore,	the	void	in	Detroit	has	consumed	
the	city	to	a	point	where	this	emptiness	has	become	
an	image	of	the	city;	an	image	which	must	be	reframed	
and	redefined.

Urban Voids and Vacancies in the Landscape

The	 city	 of	Detroit	 scrapped	 its	 urban	 fabric,	
further	dooming	 the	city	 to	a	 scattered	organization	
of	 urban	 structures	 blanketed	 by	 a	 background	 of	
vacancy.	 	 Ignasi	de	Sola-Morales	Rubio	classifies	 this	
urban	condition	as	Terrain Vague.		A	terrain	becomes	
vague	when	there	is	an	“empty,	abandoned	space	in	
which	a	series	of	occurrences	have	taken	place”	(Sola-
Morales	 Rubio,	 119).	 	 Detroit	 has	 become	 Terrain 
Vague	 because	 it	 precisely	 fits	 this	 definition.	 	 The	
urban	 voids	 in	 the	 city	 can	 be	 described	 as	 “empty,	
unoccupied,”	 yet	 also	 “free,	 available,	 unengaged”	
(Sola-Morales	Rubio,	119).	 	Sola-Morales	Rubio	does	
not	emphasize	negative	connotations	with	the	Terrain 
Vague	of	the	city,	but	looks	towards	a	more	promising	
association	with	the	voids	of	the	city.

The	 relationship	 between	 the	 absence	 of	 use,	 of	
activity,	and	the	sense	of	freedom,	of	expectancy,	is	fundamental	
to	 understanding	 the	 evocative	 potential	 of	 the	 city’s	 terrains 
vagues.  Void,	 absence,	 yet	 also	 promise,	 the	 space	 of	 the	
possible,	of	expectation	(Sola-Morales	Rubio,	120).



15

Sola-Morales	 Rubio	 offers	 an	 alternative	
future	 for	 these	 urban	 voids.	 	 The	 vacancies	 in	 the	
landscape	 are	 not	 a	 negative	 condition,	 but	 show	
potential	 through	 an	 urban	 relationship	 between	
opaque	and	transparent.		The	relationship	of	the	built	
shadowed	by	the	void,	has	a	characteristic	that	should	
be	preserved.		

Art’s	reaction…is	to	preserve	these	alternative,	strange		
spaces,	 strangers	 to	 the	productive	efficiency	of	 the	 city.	 	 If	 in	
ecology	we	find	the	struggle	to	preserve	the	unpolluted	spaces	
of	a	nature	mythicized	as	the	unattainable	mother,	contemporary	
art	seems	to	fight	for	the	preservation	of	these	other	spaces	in	
the	interior	of	the	city	(Sola-Morales	Rubio,	122). 

	 When	contrasting	this	idea	with	Detroit	and	its	
vacant	space,	an	idea	begins	to	emerge	that	suggests	
that	 new	 development	 ought	 to	 somehow	 preserve	
this	 sense	 of	 open-endedness	 that	 is	 associated	
with	 the	 void.	 	 The	 excess	 of	 negative	 space	 in	 the	
city	 has	 consumed	 the	urban	 fabric	 of	Detroit.	 	 The	
overwhelming	 emptiness	 of	 damaged	 areas	 has	
created	an	aesthetic	characteristic	that	is	an	attribute	
of	Detroit.		The	void	has	now	become	a	part	of	Detroit,	
just	like	modernism	and	the	automobile	industry.	

	 	 Urban	 vacancies	 in	 Detroit’s	 landscape	
are	 a	 common	 occurrence	 in	 the	 city.	 	 How	 does	
one	 provide	 an	 architectural	 intervention	 for	 this	
unique	 condition?	 	How	does	 one	occupy	 the	 void?		
This	 question	 offers	 an	 opportunity	 to	 exploit	 this	
common	 occurrence	 in	 Detroit.	 	 The	 goal	 is	 not	 to	
simply	 fill	 the	 void,	 but	 to	 offer	 an	 unconventional	
future	 for	 the	 void.	 	 Sola-Morales	Rubio	 talks	 about	
the	potential	of	the	void,	or	Terrain Vague as	he	called	
it.	 	The	void	has	a	potential	 to	be	exploited	 in	order	
to	offer	a	new	understanding	of	these	vacant	spaces	
in	 relation	 to	 Detroit.	 	When	 discussing	 the	 subject	
of Terrain Vague,	 Sola-Morales	 Rubio	 speaks	 of	 the	
urban	void	as	“foreign	to	the	urban	system,	mentally	
exterior	in	the	physical	interior	of	the	city,	its	negative	
image,	as	much	as	critique	as	a	possible	alternative”	
(Sola-Morales	 Rubio,	 120).	 	 When	 considering	 how	
to	 occupy	 the	 these	 urban	 vacancies,	 it	would	 then	
seem	 logical	 to	 offer	 an	 architectural	 intervention	
that	suggest	an	unconventional	way	of	inhabiting	the	
urban	void.		Furthermore,	the	occupation	of	the	void	
should	 preserve	 its	 original	 state	 in	 order	 to	 retain	
the	 relationship	 that	 the	 void	 has	 with	 Detroit	 and	



16

remain	as	a	reminder	of	modernism	in	Detroit.		With	
this	criteria,	the	void	can	then	be	transformed	while	
preserving	the	original	character	of	the	city.

Conclusion

Modernity	 as	 an	 era	 of	 technological	
advancement	in	Detroit	left	the	city	in	a	decentralized	
and	 deteriorated	 condition.	 	 Modernism	 was	
supposed	 to	be	a	catalyst	 for	propelling	Detroit	 into	
economic	 prosperity,	 but	 because	 of	 the	 way	 that	
these	 technological	advancements	were	carried	out,	
an	opposite	outcome	was	achieved.		Today,	Detroit	is	
in	a	state	of	ruins.		Vacant	buildings	and	vacant	plots	of	
land	scatter	the	urban	fabric	creating	vacancies	in	the	
landscape.		These	voids	can	be	perceived	as	negative	
space	 because	 they	 outnumber	 the	 positive	 built	
space	in	Detroit’s	city.		The	objective	now	is	to	not	fix	
the	 void,	 or	 offer	 a	 remedy,	 but	 to	 exploit	 the	 void,	
offering	an	alternative	use	and	perception	of	the	city.	
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In	 Walter	 Hood’s	 book,	 “Urban	 Diaries”	
he	presents	his	ideas	for	a	design	process	derived	
from	the	 ideas	of	 improvisation.	 	As	a	 landscape	
architect	 and	 urban	 planner,	 Hood	 applies	
his	 idea	 of	 “improvisational	 design”	 to	 three	
different	 miniparks	 in	 West	 Oakland,	 California.		
Through	observations,	diary	entries,	sketches	and	
interviews,	Hood	creates	his	own	interpretation	of	
how	the	spaces	should	be	created	to	fit	the	social	
needs	of	the	people	in	West	Oakland.

What	 is	 “improvisational	 design”?		
Walter	 Hood	 defines	 this	 process	 as	 “the	
spontaneous	 change	 and	 rhythmic	 transposition	
of	 nonobjective	 compositions	 and	 traditional	
design	elements	within	a	spatial	field	by	a	distinct	
framework	 (classical	 or	 abstract).	 	 Change	 and	
transpositions	are	guided	by	individual	expression,	
combined	with	social,	environmental,	and	political	
multidisciplinary	 analysis,	 traditional	 design	
strategies	(such	as	scale	and	composition),	and	an	
understanding	 of	 common,	 everyday	 objectives	
and	 practices”	 (Hood,	 6).	 	 Hood	 is	 stating	 that	
his	 process	 is	 a	 combination	 of	 observation	 and	
design,	 reacting	 to	 an	 environment	 to	 provide	
a	 strong	 connection	 to	 the	 social	 and	 political	
structure	of	a	particular	setting.		His	process	then	
offers	a	way	to	react	to	a	“given”	in	an	artistic	and	
creative	 way,	 taking	 something	 that	 is	 already	
there,	and	improving	the	quality	of	the	“given”	for	
the	community.			“In	the	context	of	improvisation,	
existing	forms	are	reshaped	into	new	and	unique	
forms	 through	 the	 incremental	 transfer	 of	 ideas	
to	 provide	 familiar	 objects	 in	 space,	 reinforcing	
the	 image	of	 the	 community,	 and	 extending	 the	
tradition”	 (Hood,	 6).	 	 Hood	 is	 thus	 taking	 what	
is	 already	 existing,	 transforming	 it	 in	 some	way,	
then	providing	a	space	that	 is	a	reflection	of	the	
community.		

Hood	 presents	 his	 ideas	 clearly	 and	
thoughtfully,	but	it	could	be	argued	that	his	method	
really	is	not	improvisational,	at	least	in	the	context	
of	architecture.		What	Hood	is	doing	is	taking	what	
is	already	available	and	then	reacting	to	it.		This	can	
be	thought	of	as	improvisational,	but	the	way	he	
represents	his	proposals	and	the	type	of	solutions	
he	 presents	 are	 blurred	 between	 the	 lines	 of	

PRECEDENT 01

A	Cr i t ique	of 	Process: 	Walter 	Hood

improvisation	and	thoughtful	design.		Throughout	
his	 studies	 of	 West	 Oakland,	 Hood	 visits	 three	
miniparks	daily	and	documents	his	experiences	in	
one	way	or	another.		He	notes	what	the	people	are	
doing	in	the	area	and	how	they	are	using	the	space.		
He	then	proposes	an	alternative	use	for	the	park	
that	correlates	with	how	the	people	are	currently	
using	it.		As	an	additional	layer	to	his	process,	Hood	
tries	 to	 organize	 the	 functions	 and	 programs	 of	
these	 parks	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 social	 and	 cultural	
aspects	 of	 the	 surrounding	 neighborhoods.	 	 For	
example,	Hood	notes	that	he	sees	people	drinking	
beer	 in	one	of	 the	parks;	 therefore,	 in	his	 sketch	
diary	he	proposes	a	beer	garden.		“Rows	of	seats	
are	filled	on	a	hot	day.		Bags	in	hand,	they	all	share	
stories	and	a	laugh	or	two”	(Hood,	18).	 	The	idea	
of	 a	 beer	 garden	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 spontaneous	

reaction,	and	maybe	it	is.		He	is	demonstrating	the	
overall	ideas	behind	improvisation.		Hood	becomes	
familiar	with	his	 environment	and	 then	 reacts	 to	
it	with	an	architectural	intervention.		But	the	only	
element	 in	his	designs	 that	are	not	convincing	 in	
correlation	with	 the	 ideas	 of	 improvisation	 is	 his	
representations	of	the	interventions	he	proposes.		
The	 graphic	 content	 he	 uses	 to	 represent	 his	
ideas	does	not	 show	a	 relationship	with	his	 idea	
of	 “improvisational	 design”.	 	 His	 designs	 are	 too	
organized,	traditional	and	linear.		One	would	think	
that	 because	 the	 word	 “improvisation”	 carries	
with	 it	 an	 association	 with	 creativity,	 he	 would	
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at	 least	be	 trying	 to	challenge	 the	boundaries	of	
traditional	 form	 and	 organization.	 	 	 	 Therefore,	
with	 these	missing	elements	 in	his	design,	 these	
factors	degrade	the	sophisticated	thought	that	he	
puts	 into	his	process.	 	Without	the	strong	design	
and	a	willingness	to	go	beyond	traditional	design	
representations,	 it	 seems	 like	 his	 argument	 for	
“improvisational	design”	is	incomplete.

For	an	idea	to	be	totally	concrete,	all	aspects	
of	 that	 idea,	 the	 representation,	 the	 design	 and	
the	 idea	 itself,	must	be	a	cohesive	whole.	 	What	
is	lacking	in	Hood’s	process	is	the	improvisation	in	
the	design.		His	design	ideas	are	well	crafted,	very	
thoughtful,	and	sometimes	ironic,	but	because	of	
this	 missing	 relationship	 between	 improvisation	
and	design,	his	process	 lacks	the	final	 illustration	
of	his	ideas:	the	design	itself.

In	 a	 way,	 Hood’s	 process	 can	 be	 viewed	
as	 improvisational	 because	 his	 ideas	 reflect	 the	
spirit	of	musical	improvisation:	becoming	familiar	
with	a	particular	 regularity	 then	responding	 to	 it	
spontaneously	 or	without	 inhibition.	 	 But	where	
is	 the	 spontaneity	 in	 his	 design	 proposals?	 	 His	
proposals	 are	 simply	 a	 thoughtful	 recreation	 of	
what	should	be	in	these	miniparks,	only	to	provide	
the	locals	with	the	amenities	that	they	need;	a	way	
that	the	users	can	utilize	the	spaces	as	they	see	fit.		
His	ideas	test	the	process	of	improvisation	but	not	
his	designs,	and	as	a	result,	his	argument	losses	an	
important	piece	of	credibility.		Hood	has	attempted	
to	define	this	method	of	“improvisational	design”	
but	his	overall	designs	do	not	reflect	his	ideas.
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Rebstock	Park

PRECEDENT 02

Rebstock	Park,	a	project	by	Peter	Eisenman,	
deals	with	the	idea	of	the	fold,	and	how	this	device	
can	be	applied	to	urbanism	to	create	new	realities	
of	urban	space.		The	fold,	and	discussing	the	fold,	
can	be	an	entire	essay	on	 its	own,	which	 is	why	
this	 essay	 will	 be	 limited	 to	 a	 discussion	 of	 the	
ideas	of	Rebstock	Park	and	how	they	relate	to	this	
thesis.		The	fold	will	be	discussed	briefly	but	not	in	
its	entirety.		

Rebstock	 Park,	 made	 most	 famously	 for	
the	emergence	of	the	architectural	device	known	
as	the	fold,	presents	a	reshaping	of	classic	urban	
arrangements	 into	 new	 realities.	 	 The	 project	
took	place	in	Frankfurt,	Germany.		Rebstock	Park	
is	 composed	 of	 many	 different	 elements	 that	
make	up	the	whole.		Starting	off	is	the	“two	static	
conditions	of	object:	figure	and	ground”	(Eisenman,	
14).	 	 The	 first	 static	 condition,	 “figure-ground	
contextualism”,	deals	with	the	relationship	of	the	
building	block	as	a	 solid,	and	 the	voids	between	
them.		The	second	static	condition,	ground,	deals	
with	 the	 lack	of	 relationship	between	figure	and	
ground,	 where	 the	 “ground	 is	 seen	 as	 a	 clear,	
neutral	 datum,	 projecting	 its	 autonomy	 into	 the	
future”	 (Eisenman,	 14).	 	 Historically,	 both	 figure	
and	ground	are	supposed	to	explain	the	entirety	of	
urbanism,	but	Rebstock	Park	draws	this	idea	into	
question	by	manipulating	 these	classical	ways	of	
perceiving	figure	and	ground.	 	This	manipulation	
happens	through	the	idea	of	the	fold.

The	 classical	 organizations	 of	 German	
cities	 were	 arranged	 by	 perimeter	 housing	 and	
commercial	 blocks.	 	 These	 spaces	 “defined	 both	
the	street	space	and	the	interior	court	as	positive”	
(Eisenman	 ,	 14).	 	 With	 the	 development	 of	 the	
urban	grid,	a	new	type	of	arrangement	eventually	
appeared,	 where	 the	 “streets	 were	 still	 positive	
spaces	but	were	lined	with	ribbon	buildings,	so	that	
the	rear	yards	became	leftover	space”	(Eisenman,	
14).	 	This	new	organization	eventually	 led	to	the	
“German	 Siedlung,	 where,	 since	 there	 were	 no	
streets	 adjacent	 to	 the	 buildings,	 the	 backs	 and	
fronts	were	now	the	same.	 	Now	all	of	the	open	
space	 was	 in	 a	 sense	 left	 over;	 the	 “ground”	
became	a	wasteland.		The	object	buildings	seemed	
detached,	floating	on	a	ground	that	was	no	longer	
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active”	(Eisenman,	14).		This	reading	of	the	city	as	
“detached”	 from	the	ground	 led	to	the	 idea	that	
the	city	had	to	be	reframed;	a	rereading	of	“object	
figure-ground”	was	need	to	uncover	some	sort	of	
new	urban	reality.		“This	reframing	would	perhaps	
allow	 for	 the	possibility	of	new	urban	 structures	
and	for	existing	structures	to	be	seen	in	such	a	way	
that	they	too	become	redefined”	(Eisenman,	15).		
To	reframe	the	city	then,	Eisenman	proposes	that	
this	can	be	accomplished	through	the	fold.

Through	this	device	of	the	fold,	Eisenman	
folded	 an	 existing	 street	 block	 into	 a	 new	
organization,	 ultimately	 activating	 the	 left	 over	
space.		The	space	in-between	the	buildings	are	no	
longer	 negative	 and	 the	 buildings	 are	 no	 longer	
detached,	but	there	 is	a	new	organization	where	
there	is	space	all	around	the	buildings.		The	fold	as	
an	organizational	device	transformed	the	Siedlung 
arrangement	 into	 a	 new	 organization	 of	 active	
spaces.	 	 This	 ultimately	 redefines	 the	 classical	
reading	of	“object	figure-ground”.

What	 is	 important	 about	 this	 project	 is	
the	 idea	 of	 transforming	 negative	 space	 into	
positive	space.	 	 It	was	seen	 in	Frankfurt	 that	the	
organization	of	city	blocks	needed	to	be	reframed	
because	 the	 Siedlung	 was	 outdated,	 leaving	 the	
open	 space	 to	 become	 a	wasteland.	 	When	one	
compares	this	idea	to	Detroit,	the	overabundance	
of	negative	space	has	made	Detroit	a	wasteland.		
Adopting	this	idea	of	transforming	negative	space,	
one	 could	 easily	 see	 this	 idea	 being	 applied	 to	
Detroit.		The	overabundance	of	negative	space	in	

Detroit	 has	 potential	 for	 being	 reframed.	 	When	
one	 compares	 the	 ideas	 of	 Rebstock	 Park	 to	
Detroit,	the	situation	is	similar,	but	different.		It	is	
not	 the	urban	grid	 that	has	 created	 this	 leftover,	
negative	space,	but	the	urban	deterioration.		This	
deterioration	has	ravaged	Detroit’s	urban	density,	
creating	a	wasteland	where	the	negative	space	has	
taken	over	the	positive	space.		

The	 ideas	 of	 Rebstock	 Park	 have	 been	
a	major	 influence	on	 this	 thesis.	 	 The	 fold	 is	 the	
prominent	 idea	 in	 Rebstock	 Park,	 but	 it	 is	 the	
process	that	led	to	the	fold	that	has	had	the	most	
influence	 on	 this	 thesis:	 	 transforming	 negative	
space	and	reframing	it.	
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SIDEWALK	 IMPROVISATION	

	 This	first	sketch	problem	involved	exploring	
the	temporal	qualities	of	an	event.		The	guidelines	
for	 this	 exercise	 were	 relatively	 unrestrained	
just	as	long	as	it	 involved	some	kind	of	temporal	
condition.	 	The	exercise	was	 to	 record,	map	and	
then	 analyze	 the	 event	 in	 some	 way,	 shape	 or	
form.	 	 This	 exercise	 became	 an	 opportunity	 to	
explore	the	metaphor	of	musical	improvisation	in	
relation	to	the	event.

	 The	 project	 began	 by	 photographing	
people	walking	 down	 a	 side	walk.	 	 The	 people’s	
movements	 were	 then	 recorded	 and	 layered	
over	one	another	 to	produce	an	 image	 that	was	
a	recreation	of	their	path	of	travel.		The	path	was	
then	highlighted	to	emphasis	their	direction.		Path	
of	travel,	speed,	and	distance	were	all	things	that	
were	recorded	in	each	image.		

	 What	 emerged	 from	 this	 exercise	 was	
the	 relationship	 between	 the	 pedestrian	 and	
the	 path	 of	 travel	 on	 the	 side	walk.	 	 In	musical	
improvisation,	 there	 is	 always	 a	melody	 and	 the	
music	 that	 gets	 layered	 over	 this	 melody	 is	 the	
improvisation,	 or	 solo.	 	 When	 comparing	 this	
idea	 to	 this	 study,	 the	 sidewalk	 becomes	 the	
melody	and	the	improvisation	becomes	the	path	
of	travel.		Each	person	walking	down	the	sidewalk	
is	ultimately	trying	to	get	from	point	A	to	point	B,		
but	the	path	they	take	and	the	way	they	get	there	
is	always	different.	
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Downtown	 Detroit	 was	 chosen	 as	 the	
general	project	 territory,	 so	 the	 task	of	choosing	
a	 specific	 site	 in	 the	 downtown	 was	 needed	 to	
progress	 further	 into	 the	 layers	of	 this	 thesis.	 	A	
number	 of	 potential	 sites	 were	 chosen	 in	 the	
beginning	stages	of	this	process,	but	only	one	site	
exhibited	the	characteristics	that	were	outlined	in	
the	site	criteria.		

Adjacent	to	Grand	Circus	Park	and	located	
at	the	 intersection	of	Washington	Blvd.	and	Park	
Ave.,	 a	 large	 vacant	 plot	 of	 land	 seemed	 to	 be	
advantageous	for	a	number	of	reasons:	 	The	site	
is	located	in	an	area	of	pedestrian	foot	traffic	and	
activity,	Washington	Blvd.	runs	parallel	to	this	site	
which	serves	as	an	extension	from	one	of	Detroit’s	
entertainment	 areas,	 Comerica	 Park	 and	 Ford	
Field	are	only	blocks	away	from	this	site	which	are	
Detroit’s	major	sports	venues,	Woodward	Ave.	is	
only	one	block	away	from	this	site	which	serves	as	
a	major	artery	that	cuts	through	most	of	Detroit,	

INTRODUCTION

and	most	 importantly,	 the	 site	 is	 located	 in	 the	
heart	 of	 downtown.	 	 With	 all	 of	 these	 factors	
working	 together,	 this	 location	 in	 downtown	
Detroit	would	provide	an	existing	energy	 for	 the	
project	to	react	to.

As	an	added	existing	condition,	there	 is	a	
vacant	 building	 located	 on	 the	 site.	 	 This	 vacant	
building	serves	this	thesis	in	two	ways.		First,	in	the	
context	of	design,	the	vacant	building	provides	an	
element	for	the	design	to	respond	to.	 	Secondly,	
the	 vacant	 building	 serves	 as	 visual	 proof	 of	
downtown	 Detroit’s	 urban	 decay.	 	 These	 two	
factors	are	important	to	the	design	because	they	
add	a	characteristic	to	the	study	that	would	not	be	
found	on	a	completely	vacant	plot.

The	 approach	 of	 the	 site	 analysis	 was	
to	 perform	 a	 number	 of	 different	 studies,	
both	 tangible	 and	 intangible,	 to	 gain	 a	 better	
understanding	 of	 the	 existing	 environment	 that	
surrounds	the	site.		Observations	and	many	visits	
to	the	site	would	provide	a	vehicle	to	unpack	the	
information	imbedded	in	the	site	and	to	uncover	
the	many	different	layers	of	the	site.		Furthermore,	
it	 is	 important	 to	 stress	 that	 the	 chosen	 site	 to	
perform	these	analyses	is	not	one	site	but	could	be	
multiple	sites.		The	boundaries	of	the	chosen	site	
could	leak	into	other	areas	essentially	challenging	
the	sites	boundaries.
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The	tangib le 	aspects 	of 	 the

The	approach	of	 this	first	 set	of	 studies	was	 to	 zoom	out	
from	the	selected	site	and	evaluate	the	existing	conditions	of	the	
surrounding	context	to	gain	a	better	understanding	of	the	downtown	
environment.		This	method	would	provide	a	good	research	method	
for	mapping	and	understanding	the	tangible	elements	that	compose	
the	 built	 elements	 of	 downtown	 Detroit.	 	 As	 with	 any	 study	 in	
the	beginning	stages,	 the	first	problem	emerged.	 	How	does	one	
establish	a	boundary?		Where	and	how	does	one	stop	their	analysis	
of	a	large	area?		Should	there	even	be	a	boundary?

For	this	particular	study,	there	had	to	be	a	logical	boundary.		
There	 had	 to	 be	 constraints	 on	 the	 area	 of	 study	 so	 that	 an	
understanding	 of	 the	 surrounding	 context	 could	 unfold	 without	
straying	too	far	away	from	the	established	site.		In	order	to	establish	
this	“boundary”,	site	lines	were	recorded	around	the	boarders	of	the	
established	site.		This	provided	a	very	large	area	of	study,	which	is	a	
good	portion	of	the	downtown,	but	a	very	feasible	area	of	study.

This	 first	 set	 of	 studies	would	 provide	 a	way	 to	map	 and	
uncover	the	many	different	layers	of	the	downtown.		Metaphorically,	
the	view	was	adopted	that	downtown	Detroit	is	compacted	like	an	
accordion.		When	closed,	the	layers	and	folds	are	compacted	and	
not	easily	read,	but	when	stretched	apart	the	different	layers	and	
folds	now	become	visible.		Uncovering	these	layers	of	the	city	is	an	
important	step	in	the	process	because	this	method	begins	to	create	
the	 necessary	 information	 for	 drawing	 conclusions	 regarding	 the	
existing	fabric	of	downtown	Detroit.

surrounding	e lements

FIRST	STUDY:	
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AREA OF STUDY
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BUILDINGS ON SITE
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MAJOR AND MINOR ARTERIES
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PARKS AND “GREEN” SPACE
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OCCUPIED BUILDINGS
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VACANT BUILDINGS
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RESIDENTIAL BUILDINGS
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UNBUILT SPACE
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COMBINED STUDIES
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 Now	that	the	tangible	aspects	of	the	site	had	been	evaluated,	
it	was	necessary	 to	understand	 the	elements	 that	 affect	 the	 site	
directly.		One	of	the	biggest	influences	of	any	site	is	the	activities	
that	take	place	in	and	around	the	area.		To	evaluate	the	intangible	
characteristics	of	the	site,	 this	meant	 looking	closely	at	the	users	
of	the	site.		Because	the	current	site	has	a	gate	that	surrounds	the	
site,	blocking	any	activities	from	going	on	inside	the	site	itself,	the	
outside	edges	of	the	area	were	studied.		This	meant	looking	at	an	
area	that	encompassed	a	one	block	radius	around	the	site.

	 The	elements	that	were	mapped	in	this	procedure	were	the	
users	and	their	routines.		These	mappings	included	how	the	users	
traveled	through	the	selected	area	of	study,	what	paths	they	take,	
what	they	do	in	the	area	and	how	long	they	stay	in	the	area.		Time	
and	relation	to	place	were	the	driving	influences	of	this	study.		It	is	
important	to	understand	the	traffic	patterns	of	the	pedestrians	in	
relation	to	the	contextual	environment	because	the	relation	to	the	
built	environment	and	the	users	has	a	direct	impact	on	any	site.		It	
is	the	people	who	make	a	place	what	it	 is,	not	the	place.		People	
and	place	have	a	symbiotic	relationship	with	one	another	because	
without	one	the	other	would	not	exist.

Intangable 	ascpects 	of 	 the	s i te

SECOND	STUDY:
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FRIDAY: 10:30AM-10:50AM

	 This	map	 is	 the	first	 in	a	series	of	 seven	studies.	 	This	first	study	was	conducted	by	simply	observing	
people	walking	around	in	the	general	area	of	the	site.		In	all	of	the	following	studies,	the	main	actions	that	were	
recorded	was	the	path	of	travel	and	the	duration	of	an	individual	loitering	around	the	site.		This	study	was	carried	
out	in	the	morning,	therefore	the	area	around	the	site	was	beginning	to	be	populated	by	people.
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FRIDAY: 1:00PM-1:20PM

	 This	second	study	was	carried	out	in	the	late	afternoon.		Comparing	this	study	to	the	first,	the	site	is	being	
heavily	activated	by	pedestrians.		One	difference	from	the	first	study	is	the	fact	that	the	park	space	in	the	upper	
portion	of	the	map	had	begun	to	be	used.		
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TUESDAY: 4:30PM-4:50PM

	 The	third	study	was	carried	out	in	a	different	location,	on	the	western	side	of	the	site.		The	main	difference	
between	the	third	study	and	the	first	and	second	is	the	fact	that	the	western	side	of	the	site	is	not	used	very	
much	by	pedestrians.
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FRIDAY: 9:30PM-9:50PM

	 The	fourth	study	was	carried	out	at	night.		The	purpose	of	this	study	was	to	understand	how	pedestrians	
engage	the	area	around	the	site	during	the	evening.
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SATURDAY: 3:20PM-3:40PM

	 The	difference	between	the	fifth	study	and	the	rest	of	the	other	studies	was	the	fact	that	this	one	was	
carried	out	on	a	weekend.		It	seems	as	if	the	area	around	the	site	is	engaged	in	similar	ways	as	on	weekdays.
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SATURDAY: 4:30PM-4:50PM

	 The	sixth	study	was	carried	out	 in	 the	park	space.	 	 In	all	of	 the	other	studies	 the	park	had	not	been	
recorded	as		thoroughly.
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COMBINED STUDIES

	 The	seventh	study	was	a	combination	of	all	the	other	studies.		The	purpose	of	these	studies	was	to	see	
if	the	area	around	the	site	is	used	daily	by	pedestrians.		The	combining	of	the	six	studies	proves	that	the	area	
around	the	site	is	indeed	an	area	of	established	pedestrian	activity.
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THIRD	STUDY:

Observat ions

 Observing	ones	environment	 is	 the	single	
best	 way	 to	 gain	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 the	
whole.	 	 The	 following	 photographs	 were	 taken	
within	the	“boundaries”	of	the	first	study.	 	What	
was	observed	are	a	number	of	things:		buildings,	
people	(both	social	and	political	aspects),	negative	
space/positive	 space,	 and	 existing	 conditions.		
Downtown	 Detroit	 has	 a	 streetscape	 level	 that	
is	 unique.	 	 These	 observations	would	 reveal	 the	
characteristics	of	the	city.

	 The	 buildings	 of	 Detroit	 create	 a	
characteristic	 that	 is	 unique	 to	 Detroit.	 	 Some	
buildings	are	vacant,	some	are	occupied.		What	is	
important	about	these	buildings	as	it	relates	to	the	
site	is	that	the	buildings	and	the	exterior	conditions	
serve	as	evidence	of	urban	decay.		These	buildings	
all	have	something	to	say	about	Detroit;	they	are	
dirty,	old	and	neglected.		But	these	buildings	also	
have	history	preserved	within	them.		Throughout	
the	 area	of	 study,	 there	 are	 numerous	 historical	
buildings.	 	 These	 buildings	 also	 influence	 the	
atmosphere	of	downtown	and	are	silent	symbols	
of	the	history,	abuse	and	neglect	of	the	city.
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 The	 people	 found	 in	 the	 area	 of	 study	
are	 another	 aspect	 of	 downtown	 Detroit	 that	 is	
unique	 to	 this	 environment.	 	With	 the	wide	mix	
of	 cultures,	 and	 social	 and	political	 status	of	 the	
people,	downtown	Detroit	has	created	a	melting	
pot	of	 a	 social	public.	 	What	 is	distinct	 from	 the	
usual	pedestrian	or	tourist	is	the	nomadic	vagrant	
that	 lives	 downtown.	 	 This	 subcategory	 roams	
the	 streets	 of	 the	 city	 which	 makes	 them	 the	
true	dwellers	of	the	city,	outside	of	the	“normal”	
pedestrian.	 	 This	 forgotten	 social	 class,	 though	
large	in	numbers,	make	up	the	unwanted	portion	
of	the	downtown	public.		
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 Similar	to	the	urban	nomad,	there	is	a	wide	
range	 of	 neglected	 space	 in	 downtown	 Detroit.		
This	 space	 is	 the	 leftover	 space	 in	 between	
buildings:	the	negative	space.		The	negative	space	
of	downtown	Detroit	is	a	dark	and	forgotten	space	
not	 known	 well	 by	 the	 usual	 pedestrian.	 	 This	
space	has	been	forgotten	and	left	to	the	mercy	of	
the	downtown	elements.	 	What	happens	 to	 this	
space?	 	 Currently,	 most	 of	 this	 negative	 space	
is	 used	 as	 storage	 for	 dumpsters,	 canvases	 for	
graffiti	artists,	and	sleeping	quarters	for	the	urban	
nomad.		But	this	negative	space	not	only	exists	in	
the	allies	of	Detroit	but	also	in	the	positive	space.		
The	 clash	 between	 negative	 space	 and	 positive	
space	can	be	seen	on	a	busy	street;	where	there	is	
a	vacant	building	in	the	mix	of	occupied	buildings,	
or	a	forgotten	store	front	that	becomes	shelter	for	
the	homeless.	
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CONCLUSIONS:

A	cr i t ique	of 	 the	c i ty

 With	all	of	these	discoveries	in	mind,	conclusions	can	now	
be	drawn	about	the	city	as	a	whole.		In	relation	to	the	first	study,	
the	 vacant/occupied	 buildings	 represent	 an	 uneven	 distribution.		
There	is	a	clash	between	the	vacant/occupied	buildings	in	relation	
to	the	street	blocks.		For	example,	existing	on	many	blocks	in	the	
downtown	are	vacant	buildings	sandwiched	in	between	occupied	
blocks	 and	 occupied	 buildings	 sandwiched	 in	 between	 vacant	
blocks.		What	is	even	more	contradictory	is	that	most	of	this	uneven	
ratio	of	vacant/occupied	blocks	 is	apparent	on	major	streets	that	
still	thrive	with	public	activity.		Furthermore,	in	the	allies	of	these	
blocks	are	scattered	negative	spaces	which	only	add	to	the	decay	
of	 these	 spaces.	 	 And	within	 these	 ally’s,	 one	may	 encouter	 the	
activities	of	the	urban	nomad.			

Drawing	 all	 the	 studies	 together,	 there	 seems	 to	 be	 no	
correlation	between	the	thriving	urban	activities,	the	conditions	of	
the	building	blocks,	and	the	positive/negative	space.		Therefore,	the	
city	seems	as	if	it	is	fragmented.  The	city	is	like	a	shattered	plane	of	
glass.		Wherever	the	glass	falls	is	where	it	lands.		The	plane	of	glass	
still	exists,	but	only	in	another	form.		Just	 like	downtown	Detroit,	
the	urban	fabric	of	the	city	has	been	scattered	for	one	reason	or	
another,	but	the	city	still	functions	as	a	whole,	seemingly	ignoring	
the	 apparent	 decay	 that	 is	 occurring.	 	 The	once	occupied	blocks	
of	buildings	still	exist	as	they	were	occupied,	but	now	vacant.		As	
the	decay	worsens,	the	downtown	still	functions	as	a	fragmented 
whole.
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FURTHER	ANALYSIS:

Disappear ing	Detroit

 The	general	focus	of	the	site	analysis	had	been	carried	out	
around	 one	 site	 and	 a	 specific	 area	 of	 study.	 	 For	 this	 exercise,	
the	 focus	 was	 to	 analyze	 the	 entire	 downtown	 to	 obtain	 an	
overall	picture	of	the	current	conditions.		It	is	known	that	Detroit	
is	 deteriorating,	 but	 when	 one	 looks	 at	 the	 deterioration	 over	
time,	 the	 totality	 of	 the	 corrosion	 becomes	 fully	 realized.	 	What	
was	 researched	 in	 this	 study	was	 the	urban	decentralization	and	
deterioration	of	the	downtown	density	from	1916	to	2008.		When	
one	looks	at	the	transformation	of	Detroit	from	being	a	dense	urban	
core	 to	 a	 depleted,	 deteriorated	urban	 landscape,	 this	 change	 is	
quite	remarkable.		Overtime,	the	positive	space	becomes	inverted	
with	the	negative	space,	thus	creating	a	situation	where	the	ground	
outweighs	the	figure.	 	This	 is	 the	current	condition	of	downtown	
Detroit.  

	 There	was	no	general	goal	for	this	study,	but	just	an	inquiry	
into	Detroit’s	 history	 and	 the	 damage	 that	 transpired	 over	 time.		
The	evaluation	of	Detroit’s	density	was	important	because	to	look	
at	this	deterioration	from	a	figure/ground	perspective,	rather	than	
a	city	perspective,	gives	the	observer	a	general	outlook	on	the	city.

	 The	above	image	was	a	reaction	to	the	“Disapearing	Detroit”	
site	analysis.		The	intent	of	this	image	was	to	graphically	display	an	
interpretation	of	how	Detroit’s	urban	fabric	became	the	way	 it	 is	
today.		
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EXPANDING	THE	S ITE:

The	Wedge, 	The	Boulevard	and	The	Al ley

1

2

3

The	Wedge

The	Boulevard

The	Alley

 Negative	 space	 in	 Detroit	 is	 a	 common	
urban	 condition	 that	 is	 apparent	 everywhere	 in	
the	city.		With	all	of	this	negative	space	and	vacant	
space	 in	 Detroit,	 it	 would	 seem	 logical	 that	 the	
inhabitation	of	one	site	is	not	enough	to	fulfill	the	
objective	of	the	thesis.		The	site	began	to	expand	
and	leek	into	other	areas	that	are	in	proximity	to	
the	 original	 site	 being	 studied.	 	 These	 areas	 are	
the	boulevard	and	the	alley,	with	the	wedge	being	
the	original	site.		

	 The	abundance	of	negative	space	in	Detroit	
exists	in	more	than	one	form	so	it	is	important	to	
define	these	different	forms.

1)		The	wedge	represents	the	all	too	familiar	type	
of	 negative	 space;	 a	 vacant	 site	 with	 a	 vacant	
building.

2)	 	 The	 boulevard	 represents	 another	 type	 of	
negative	space	that	one	would	not	normally	think	
of	as	negative	space.		The	boulevard	is	the	negative	
space	of	infrastructure.		No	activities	go	on	within	
this	 space	 except	 the	 occasional	 person	walking	
across	it	or	landscapers	trimming	the	grass.		This	
area	is	generally	uninhabited	so	it	can	be	thought	
of	as	negative	space.		

3)	 	 The	 alley	 which	 is	 a	 more	 apparent	 type	
of	 negative	 space	 is	 a	 space	 that	 used	 to	 have	
programmatic	 elements	 but	 now	 this	 idea	 has	
become	 blurred.	 	 The	 space	 is	 no	 longer	 active	
and	is	now	just	the	space	in	between	buildings	or	
leftover,	negative	space.

	 The	 significance	of	 including	 several	 sites	
that	are	close	to	each	other	but	are	not	connected	
is	 that	 the	 three	 sites	 remain	 fragmented	 like	
Detroit.	 	 Offering	 three	 separate	 proposals	 on	
three	separate	sites	that	can	be	connected	through	
physical	 or	 programmatic	 relationships	 can	 be	
beneficial	for	this	thesis.		This	proposal	will	offer	a	
new	reality	that	is	based	on	the	exploitation	of	the	
existing	condition,	 thus	offering	a	critique	 rather	
than	a	solution.



57

1 3
2





S C H E M A T I C 

D E S I G N



60

SCHEMATIC DESIGN 01

	 The	 purpose	 of	 this	 exploration	 was	 to	
graphically	 illustrate	 the	 expansion	 of	 the	 site.		
This	 exploration	 was	 based	 more	 on	 intentions	
rather	than	a	definitive	 inhabitation	of	the	three	
sites.	 	 This	 exercise	 demonstrates	 an	 attempt	 to	
connect	 the	 three	 sites	 without	 any	 idea	 about	
programmatic	features.	 	 Ideas	of	connection	and	
expansion	between	the	three	sites	were	explored	
to	 provide	 a	 gestural	move	 to	 inhabit	 the	 three	
disconnected	sites.

	 The	 focus	 for	 providing	 a	 gestural	 move	
was	based	around	expanding	from	the	park	space.		
The	 illustrative	 qualities	 of	 this	 piece	 all	 radiate	
from	the	park	space	in	an	attempt	to	connect	the	
other	spaces	and	address	the	park	as	an	extension	
of	these	spaces.
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 02

	 For	this	exercise,	four	different	perspectives	
of	the	three	sites	were	sketched.		Each	perspective	
illustrates	a	proposal	on	one	of	the	three	different	
sites.		What	came	from	these	four	sketches	was	a	
gestural	comment	about	how	to	inhabit	the	three	
sites,	while	 still	 trying	 to	 connect	 them,	without	
any	programmatic	incentives.			

	 After	 the	 four	 proposals	where	 sketched,	
they	were	then	layered	on	top	of	one	another	to	
create	 a	 drawing	 that	was	 a	 combination	of	 the	
three	different	sites.	

	 The	 layering	 of	 this	 drawing	 created	 a	
mixture	of	spaces	that	represents	a	collapsing	of	
the	city	of	Detroit.		The	three	disconnected	spaces	
are	 spatially	 joined	 through	 the	 layering	 of	 the	
four	drawings.		

	 Depth	was	created	through	this	technique	
where	the	dark	red	spaces	become	the	dominate	
and	the	lighter	red	spaces	the	sub	dominate.		The	
following	pages	illustrate	an	attempt	to	extract	this	
two	dimensional	drawing	into	three	dimensions.			
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 02

In	each	of	these	studies,	the	idea	of	spatial	
dominance	was	 carried	 through.	 	 In	 the	 original	
drawing,	depth	of	color	was	created	by	the	layering	
of	the	four	drawings.	

	 To	 carry	 this	 idea	 over	 into	 a	 three	
dimensional	extraction	of	the	drawing,	the	darker	
portions	 of	 the	 drawing	were	 given	more	 depth	
while	the	lighter	portions	were	given	less.	

	This	way	there	was	a	logical	order	to	the	
variations	in	the	models.	 	The	main	idea	in	all	of	
these	studies	 is	an	attempt	to	connect	the	three	
collapsed	spaces	through	physical	means.

LINES

PLANES

FORMS
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 03

	 These	 illustrations	 are	 an	 exercise	 in	
expressing	 formal	 ideas	 about	 how	 to	 occupy	
the	 three	 sites	 without	 any	 preconception	 of	 a	
functional	use.	 	The	goal	of	 the	drawings	was	to	
express	ideas	about	how	to	occupy	the	void	while	
still	 preserving	 the	original	 characteristics	of	 the	
three	 sites.	 	 In	 each	 proposal	 the	 objective	was	
to	 activate	 the	 site	while	 simultaneously	 hinting	
at	what	 the	program	of	 the	proposals	would	be.		
Additionally,	there	was	an	attempt	to	connect	the	
three	sites	through	physical	arteries.	

1

2

1+2
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 04

	 The	 following	 design	 exercises	 were	 an	
attempt	to	bring	form	to	the	wedge	site.		In	all	of	
the	designs,	different	forms	were	tested	in	order	
to	find	the	appropriate	design	to	fit	the	site.		It	was	
then	concluded	that	a	haphazard,	fractured	form	
would	suit	 the	site	best	 in	order	to	preserve	the	
overall	thought	that	Detroit	is	fractured.		The	final	
design	would	then	express	the	fractured	concept	
that is Detroit.  

	 Through	 the	 form	 of	 the	 building,	 the	
program	was	also	discovered.	 	There	was	a	need	
to	 test	 possible	 programs	 for	 the	 proposal	 and	
this	 idea	 developed	 through	 a	 series	 of	 these	
exercises.		The	program	consisted	of	a	multilayered	
space,	 with	 a	 relationship	 between	 below	 and	

above.	 	 The	 vacant	 building	 was	 integrated	 into	
this	design,	and	the	final	design	expresses	this.		On	
the	surface,	a	fractured	landscape	was	proposed.		
The	 landscape	 is	an	extension	 from	Grand	Circus	
Park,	 thus	 connecting	 the	 park	 with	 the	 wedge	
site.	 	 The	 fractured	 landscape	would	 offer	many	
opportunities	 for	activities	such	as	 leisure,	 sport,	
play,	 entertainment,	 events	 and	 celebrations.		
Below	the	landscape	is	a	subterranean	gallery.		This	
gallery	will	 be	 dedicated	 to	 displaying	 the	works	
and	projects	 from	firms	or	organizations	that	are	
researching	 and	 studying	 urban	 decentralization	
and	deterioration.		
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 05

	 This	design	was	a	 rough	proposal	 for	 the	
boulevard	 site.	 	 The	 boulevard,	which	 is	 parallel	
to	 the	 wedge,	 is	 an	 elevated	 gallery	 space	 with	
an	 elevated	 landscape.	 	 The	boulevard	 acts	 as	 a	
critique	of	Detroit	in	the	way	that	the	work	inside	
focuses	on	the	current	urban	condition	of	Detroit.		
The	 attempt	 was	 to	 condense	 Detroit	 into	 one	
spot,	 focusing	 on	 the	 negative	 side	 of	 Detroit,	
rather	than	celebrating	the	strengths.

	 The	 proposal	 is	 supposed	 to	 be	 an	
open-ended	 design	 so	 that	 the	 user	 essentially	
completes	the	design,	thus	activating	the	negative	
space	of	the	boulevard.		The	overall	design	was	an	
attempt	to	preserve	the	original	characteristics	of	
the	boulevard	so	that	the	space	would	remain	the	
same.
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 06

	 This	exercise	was	to	cut	through	the	gallery	
space	to	create	a	sectional	model	of	the	interior.		
The	model	is	a	simple	massing	model	but	the	idea	
was	to	alter	the	interior	by	creating	two	different	
levels	of	circulation.		With	this	idea,	it	plays	off	of	
the	 overall	 design	 of	 the	 boulevard	 by	 creating	
two	 different	 levels.	 	 The	 boulevard	 is	 elevated	
from	the	ground;	therefore	the	interior	circulation	
is	elevated	from	the	ground	as	well.
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 07

	 This	 design	 was	 an	 exercise	 in	 modular	
architecture.		The	objective	was	to	create	a	module	
that	 could	 be	 placed	 in	 the	 alley.	 	 The	modules	
would	then	be	connected	through	physical	arteries	
so	that	the	overall	structure	would	be	connected,	
but	would	appear	to	be	disconnected.		There	was	
a	 need	 for	 a	 more	 elaborate	 form	 so	 the	 cube	
module	was	put	aside.



69

SCHEMATIC DESIGN 08

	 This	 next	 design	 for	 the	 alley	 ended	 up	
being	a	parasitic	structure.		This	module	structure	
could	be	connected	in	different	ways,	but	for	this	
step,	this	design	served	as	a	good	proposal.	 	The	
program	developed	through	this	stage	as	well.

	 It	was	proposed	that	the	alley	could	house	
a	parasitic	structure	that	would	act	as	a	research	
center.	 	The	research	center	would	be	dedicated	
to	researching	urban	conditions	around	the	world.		
The	proposal	acts	as	a	modular	parasite,	invading	
the	alley.		The	pods	consist	of	a	form	that	can	be	
interlocked	and	stacked,	thus	providing	room	for	
growth.		
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 09

Program	Diagrams: 	The	Wedge

CIRCULATION

SUBTERRANEAN
GALLERY

FRACTURED 
LANDSCAPE

GALLERY

PARK SPACE
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 09

Program	Diagrams: 	The	Boulevard

ELEVATED LANDSCAPE

FOLDED STRUCTURE

GALLERY
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 09

Program	Diagrams: 	The	Al ley

WORK PODS

EXTENDED PROGRAM
              

ENTRY

ATTACHMENT

This	 diagram	 attempts	 to	 explain	 the	
concept	behind	the	parasitic	structures	in	the	alley.		
The	individual	forms	would	operate	as	work	pods	
for	 the	 research	center.	 	The	 individual	units	are	
too	small	 to	house	such	programs	as	conference	
rooms,	 bathrooms,	 gathering	 spaces,	 ect.	 	 To	
accommodate	these	programs	without	having	to	
add	on	new	spaces,	the	vacant	buildings	highlighted	
in	 red	 would	 house	 these	 programs;	 the	 work	
pods	begin	to	invade	into	the	neighboring	spaces	
of	the	vacant	buildings.	 	With	this	strategy,	extra	
program	needs	are	resolved	while	maintaining	the	
consistency	of	the	parasitic	forms.
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 10

The	 following	 renderings	 are	 rough	 ideas	
in	 polished	 form.	 	 These	 proposals	 have	 not	
been	 developed	 architecturally,	 but	 the	 overall	
form	 of	 each	 proposal	 encompasses	 the	 idea	
of	 connecting	 three	 detached	 sites	 through	
programmatic	 elements.	 	 The	 idea	 is	 that	 these	
three	 seperate	 proposals	 have	 similar	 programs	
and	 are	 linked	 through	 these	 attributes:	 	 The	
wedge	is	a	park	space,	with	a	subterranean	gallery	
below;	 the	 vacant	 building	 on	 the	 wedge	 site	
becomes	a	lookout	tower;	as	a	strip	from	the	park	
space	morphs	into	a	ramp	and	twists	around	the	
building,	 the	 ramp	 frames	different	 views	of	 the	
city	not	seen	from	the	ground;	the	subterranean	
gallery	is	connected	to	the	boulevard	site	through	

an	 underground	 tunnel;	 the	 boulevard	 site	 is	 a	
gallery	 space	 that	 houses	 art	 work	 and	 pictures	
that	comment	about	the	current	urban	situation	of	
Detroit;	the	alley	site	is	an	institution	that	studies	
urban	 decentralization	 and	 deterioration	 in	 cities	
around	the	world;	the	work	that	they	produce	will	
be	exhibited	 in	 the	subterranean	gallery	 space	 in	
the	wedge	site.		

Although	 the	 three	 proposals	 differ	
formally,	 they	 all	 exhibit	 an	 attempt	 to	 connect	
a	 small	 portion	 of	 downtown	 Detroit	 through	
program.		The	reaction	to	these	drawings	was	that	
the	program	was	not	developed	enough	and	needs	
to	be	changed.		
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 10

Render ings: 	The	Wedge
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 10

Render ings: 	The	Wedge+The	Boulevard
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 10

Render ings: 	The	Boulevard
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SCHEMATIC DESIGN 10

Render ings: 	The	Al ley
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INTRODUCTION

To	go	further	into	the	development	of	the	thesis,	we	must	
take	a	step	back.		One	remark	that	pertains	to	all	of	the	proposals	
is	that	the	concepts	and	the	programs	seem	to	be	forced	upon	the	
buildings.		The	idea	of	trying	to	connect	the	three	sites	was	a	good	
start,	but	became	a	struggle	throughout	the	development	of	this	
project.		So,	the	slate	will	be	wiped	clean,	in	terms	of	program	and	
concept,	and	the	buildings	will	either	be	reworked	programmatically,	
formally	or	both.		

	 The	 concept	 of	 trying	 to	 connect	 all	 three	 sites	 through	
program	will	 be	 scrapped.	 	 The	 connection	 of	 the	 three	 sites	 is	
no	 longer	 important	 to	 this	 thesis,	 so	 each	 proposal	will	 remain	
as	 an	 individual	 entity.	 	 Conceptually,	 the	 three	 sites	will	 remain	
connected	by	means	of	 a	 similar	 design	process.	 	 Therefore,	 the	
three	sites	are	united	through	their	connection	to	the	concept	of	
the thesis.  
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Boulevard

The	 boulevard	 site	 was	 the	 first	 of	 the	
proposals	 to	 be	 reworked	 both	 formally	 and	
conceptually.	 	 The	 old	 boulevard	 proposal	 spans	
two	boulevard	spaces	and	is	too	large	for	a	single	
gallery	space.		Furthermore,	there	is	a	subterranean	
gallery	in	the	site	next	to	it.		This	project	seemed	
as	 if	 it	was	becoming	overburdened	with	 gallery	
spaces.		Therefore,	the	program	had	to	change.

What	 if	 the	 boulevard	 became	 an	
inhabited	 billboard?	 	 This	 idea	 began	 to	 change	
the	conceptual	direction	of	this	project.		With	this	
idea,	what	would	 inhabit	 the	 space?	 	Reworking	
some	 of	 the	 design	 ideas	 in	 this	 thesis	 required	
looking	back	at	past	studies.		It	was	suggested	that	
the	homeless	population	in	Detroit	is	an	interesting	
concept	 that	 could	 be	 applied	 to	 this	 thesis.	 	 In	
Jerry	 Herron’s	 book,	 “AfterCulture:	 	 Detroit	 and	
the	Humiliation	of	History”,	he	presents	a	startling	
statistic	 that	 there	 are	 some	 60,000	 homeless	
people	 in	 the	 city	 of	Detroit.	 	 During	 the	winter	
months,	 this	 subculture	 tends	 to	 occupy	 the	
vacant	 buildings	 of	 the	 city,	 literally	 operating	 in	
the	margins	 of	 Detroit’s	 social	 class.	 	 Therefore,	
because	 this	 social	 subculture	 operates	 in	 the	
margins	of	society,	literally	occupying	the	voids	of	
the	city,	the	homeless	population	of	Detroit	shall	
be	placed	in	the	margins	of	this	project.

The	new	proposal	 for	 the	boulevard	 then	
is	an	inhabited	billboard.		What	inhabits	the	space	
is	 the	homeless	population	of	Detroit.	 	Although	
this	site	is	providing	shelter	for	the	homeless,	in	no	
way	is	this	proposal	a	homeless	shelter.		One	could	
think	of	it	as	a	homeless	colony.		The	structure	will	
only	 house	 amenities	 that	 every	 person	 should	
have:	 	A	bed	 to	 sleep	 in,	 bathrooms,	 showers,	 a	
heated	space	and	a	roof	over	ones	head.		
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Boulevard

	 This	 first	 sketch	 model	 started	 off	 by	
reexamining	some	design	characteristics	from	the	
previous	 boulevard	 proposal.	 	 The	 old	 proposal	
felt	 as	 if	 it	 were	 consuming	 too	 much	 of	 the	
ground.		Therefore,	the	new	proposal	will	occupy	
the	portion	above	the	ground	plane.		The	idea	of	
being	able	to	access	the	boulevard	through	a	series	
of	ramps	is	still	apparent	in	this	model.	 	The	two	
major	elements	that	have	changed	are	the	form	of	
the	building	and	the	attaching	of	the	billboards.

	 The	 idea	 was	 that	 there	 is	 a	 sleek	 form	
that	is	completely	consumed	by	these	billboards.		
The	 billboards	 pierce	 the	 exterior	 façade	 of	 the	
building	 and	 essentially	 become	 the	 skin	 of	 the	
new	proposal.	 	The	billboards	act	simultaneously	
as	a	skin	and	a	screen	for	the	homeless	colony.		By	
covering	the	building	with	billboards,	the	comment	
is	as	if	society	has	turned	its	back	on	the	homeless	
population	 of	 Detroit.	 	 Therefore,	 this	 proposal	
celebrates	the	homeless	population	while	further	
pushing	them	into	the	margins	of	society.
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Boulevard

	 The	form	of	the	inhabitation	was	designed	
as	a	group	of	interlocking	spaces.		The	usefulness	
of	this	technique	plays	into	the	fact	that	the	foot	
print	of	 the	main	form	generates	a	floor	plan	on	
its	 own.	 	 Spaces	 become	 naturally	 constructed	
in	 an	 order	 that	 individualizes	 the	 rooms	 of	 the	
inhabited	billboard.		Voids	in	the	interlocking	form	
become	punctured	to	alter	the	space,	breaking	it	
away	from	being	one	over	powering	structure,	and	
establishing	 a	main	 entrance	 or	 gathering	 space	
that	spans	over	the	boulevard.		Furthermore,	the	
voids	in	the	spaces	create	little	areas	that	become	
public	spaces.		
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Boulevard

	 An	additional	 concept	 that	 influences	 the	
inhabited	billboard	revolves	around	undermining	
advertisers.		Providing	billboards	in	the	design	offers	
a	unique	opportunity	 for	advertisers	 to	 fund	 the	
project.		The	idea	is	that	the	advertisers	purchase	
billboard	space.			The	funds	from	the	billboards	go	
to	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 structure.	 	When	 the	
structure	is	built,	it	becomes	self	sustaining	because	
the	advertisers	will	pay	rent	for	the	billboard	space	
which	will	supply	further	funding	for	the	inhabited	
billboard.		However,	the	advertising	function	may	
be	undermined	by	the	fact	that	the	billboards	are	
parallel	 to	 the	 street	 instead	 of	 perpendicular.		
Therefore,	 the	 advertisements	 would	 not	 be	 as	
visible	as	they	would	normally	be.			
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Wedge

	 The	wedge	site	did	not	change	dramatically	
from	the	last	proposal.		The	landscape	still	remains	
as	a	park	with	a	subterranean	gallery	beneath	it,	
and	 the	vacant	building	on	 the	site	 remains	as	a	
lookout	tower	into	the	city.		Although	the	programs	
have	not	 changed	dramatically,	 certain	 elements	
of	this	proposal	have	been	altered.

	 The	fractured	landscape	had	been	adjusted	
a	little.		More	areas	of	grass	have	been	filled	in	to	
create	 more	 green	 space	 within	 the	 landscape.		
Trees	 have	 been	 added	 to	 bring	 life	 to	 the	 park	
space;	 the	 landscape	 felt	 too	empty	and	needed	
another	 layer	of	 richness	 to	fill	 the	emptiness	of	
the	 site.	 	 Instead	 of	 four	 access	 points	 into	 the	
subterranean	 gallery	 stemming	 from	 the	 surface	
of	 the	 landscape,	 only	 two	 remain.	 	 There	 was	
no	need	for	four	ramps	extending	into	the	gallery	
space	(as	seen	in	the	previous	proposal)	because	
this	only	complicated	the	design.		The	deleting	of	
two	ramps	closed	certain	areas	of	 the	 landscape	
that	had	been	previously	open,	thus	creating	more	
park	space.		
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	 The	ramp	that	wrapped	around	the	exterior	
of	the	vacant	building	was	moved	into	the	interior.		
An	entry	was	carved	into	the	north	façade	of	the	
building	 with	 a	 strip	 from	 the	 landscape	 being	
the	route	of	access	into	the	vacant	building.		The	
interior	of	the	building	was	gutted	completely	only	
leaving	the	façade	untouched.		A	series	of	twisted	
ramps	was	placed	inside	the	building	to	preserve	
the	feeling	that	the	building	is	vacant.		The	ramp	on	
the	inside	twists	chaotically	through	the	interior	of	
the	building	leading	up	to	the	roof	of	the	building	
were	a	green	roof	has	been	placed.	 	The	 roof	of	
the	 vacant	 building	 frames	 views	 of	 the	 city	 not	
normally	 seen	 from	 the	 ground.	 	 Therefore,	 the	
vacant	 building	 on	 the	 site	 becomes	 an	 urban	
lookout	tower.

	 The	 vacant	 building	 is	 reminiscent	 of	 the	
urban	 void	 that	 consumes	 Detroit.	 	 This	 project	
aims	 to	 alter	 the	 void	 so	 that	 the	 concept	 of	
vacant	 urban	 space	 can	 somehow	 be	 redefined.		
The	thought	then	is	to	leave	some	element	of	the	
original	space	intact	to	preserve	the	characteristic	
of	 emptiness	 that	 was	 on	 the	 site	 before	 the	
intervention.		

DEVELOPMENT

The	Wedge
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Wedge: 	Subterranean	Gal lery

	 Both	 of	 these	 images	 show	 the	 interior	
development	of	the	subterranean	gallery	and	the	
composition	of	the	site.		What	is	important	here	is	
how	much	the	interior	of	the	subterranean	gallery	
has	changed	 from	the	 last	proposal.	 	The	gallery	
transformed	 from	being	 a	wide	open	 space	 to	 a	
series	of	spaces	that	leads	one	through	a	mixture	
of	different	experiences.		
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Wedge: 	Exploded	Diagram

	 A	 single	 entrance	 and	 a	 single	 exit	 have	
been	established,	instead	of	four	entry/exits	as	in	
the	 last	proposal.	 	 The	entrance	 to	 the	gallery	 is	
located	on	the	surface	of	the	fractured	landscape.		
One	of	the	ramps	from	the	 landscape	dips	down	
into	the	foundation	of	the	existing	building,	creating	
an	entry	way	 into	 the	subterranean	gallery.	 	The	
gallery	 is	 comprised	 of	 seven	 rooms	 that	 house	
contemporary	art;	this	is	the	main	function	of	the	
gallery.	 	 It	becomes	a	place	for	people	to	go	and	
experience	art	in	a	unique	setting.
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Wedge

 1
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 3
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Wedge
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Al ley

	 In	terms	of	program,	the	alley	has	changed	
dramatically.		The	old	program	of	the	alley	was	an	
institution	 that	 studied	 urban	 problems	 around	
the	world.		This	idea	has	been	scrapped.		The	new	
program	for	the	alley	is	a	live/work	space	for	urban	
pioneers	and	artists.		

The	form	of	the	individual	units	suggests	a	
separation	of	spaces.		This	program	was	naturally	
adapted	 because	 the	 idea	 works	 on	 two	 levels.		
First,	the	live/work	space	is	separated	on	opposite	
sides	of	the	units	by	the	incline	or	decline	of	the	
form.		Second,	the	conceptual	idea	is	that	certain	
kinds	of	sub-cultures	have	the	tendency	to	sprout	
up	 in	 the	 urban	 void.	 	 Therefore,	 this	 program	
accommodates	the	idea	of	inserting	the	social	void	
into	the	margins	of	this	project.		

Another	motivation	for	inserting	live/work	
units	into	the	alley	is	the	fact	that	the	overall	form	
is	perceived	as	a	parasite.		The	vacant	buildings	in	
Detroit	 can	 be	perceived	 as	 parasitic	 to	 the	 city.		
Vacant	 buildings	 occupy	 large	 portions	 of	 the	
city’s	fabric	and	are	sucking	the	life	out	of	Detroit.		
The	 city	 seems	 to	 ignore	 this	 apparent	 problem	
because	 the	 issue	 of	 vacant	 buildings	 in	 Detroit	
has	become	overwhelming.		The	vacant	buildings	
have	multiplied	 in	 numbers	 thus	 weakening	 the	
city’s	urban	fabric	both	visually	and	physically.		For	
this	reason,	it	has	been	proposed	that	the	parasitic	
forms	 in	 the	 alley	 attach	 to	 the	 vacant	 buildings	
that	neighbor	it.		One	could	look	at	this	idea	as	a	
parasite	feeding	on	a	parasite.
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Al ley

Formally,	the	organization	of	the	structures	
has	 changed.	 	 The	 columns	 that	once	 supported	
the	forms	have	been	deleted	to	give	the	units	the	
appearance	 of	 floating	 in	 space.	 	 	 The	 grouping	
of	the	parasites	has	been	organized	in	a	way	that	
works	with	the	attached	stair	well.		The	idea	is	that	
there	are	two	beams	that	attach	to	each	structure	
on	 the	 pivot	 points	 of	 the	 forms.	 	 These	 beams	
connect	to	the	structure	of	the	buildings	that	the	
forms	are	attached	to,	thus	giving	the	appearance	
that	 the	 forms	 are	 floating.	 	 The	 beams	 then	
transfer	the	moment	force	through	the	stair	well.		
The	connection	of	the	parasites	relies	on	both	the	
structure	of	the	buildings	and	the	supporting	stair	
system.
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The	Al ley
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DEVELOPMENT

The	Al ley





FINAL DESIGN
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INTRODUCTION

	 The	final	design	includes	the	development	
of	 three	 proposals.	 	 In	 this	 phase	 of	 the	
development,	the	programs	stayed	the	same	but	all	
three	proposals	were	developed	architecturally.	

1.	 	 For	 the	 wedge,	 the	 major	 changes	
include:	 	 the	 addition	of	 follies	 to	 the	 landscape	
that	signify	entrance,	exit	and	egress;	the	structure	
of	 the	 subterranean	 gallery	 changed	 which	 also	
slightly	 changed	 the	 layout	 of	 the	 gallery;	 and	
additional	 developments	 to	 specific	 areas	 in	 the	
proposal	was	designed.

2.	 	 For	 the	boulevard,	 the	major	 changes	
include:	 	 the	 first	 floor	 plan	 was	 developed	
completely;	 egress	 was	 added	 to	 the	 structure;	
windows	were	added	to	the	façade	of	the	inhabited	
structure;	 materials	 were	 also	 investigated	 for	
the	 exterior	 of	 the	 proposal;	 and	 additional	
developments	 to	 specific	 areas	 in	 the	 proposal	
was	designed.

3.		For	the	alley,	the	major	changes	include:		
the	arrangement	of	the	units	was	slightly	altered	in	
congruence	with	the	rearrangement	of	the	stairs	
for	structural	purposes;	the	structure	of	the	units	
was	 developed;	 and	 additional	 developments	 to	
specific	areas	in	the	proposal	was	designed.
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Wedge

	 Developing	 the	 wedge	 site	 was	 difficult.		
There	 were	 some	 unresolved	 elements	 in	 the	
design	that	needed	to	be	attended	to;	mainly	the	
issue	of	egress.	 	The	issue	with	egress	was	made	
more	important	due	to	the	fact	that	people	would	
be	going	underground.	If	there	was	some	type	of	
hazard	that	happened	in	the	subterranean	gallery	
space,	such	as	a	fire,	there	had	to	be	an	quick	and	
easy	way	to	get	out.		In	the	earlier	version	of	the	
design,	one	assumption	with	egress	was	that	any	
user	of	 the	 space	could	exit	either	 the	way	 they	
came	in	or	through	the	established	exit.		An	analysis	
of	 the	 gallery	 space	 resulted	 in	 this	 assumption	
being	false.		There	had	to	be	more	exits	from	the	
subterranean	 gallery.	 	 Therefore,	 two	 additional	
exits	 were	 established.	 	 The	 problem	 with	 two	

additional	 exits	 was	 that	 these	 exits	 had	 to	
puncture	through	the	landscape	on	the	park	plane.		
This	resulted	in	a	disturbance	in	the	landscape.		To	
solve	this	problem,	a	glass	box	was	placed	on	the	
puncture	of	the	two	exits.		This	way	the	egress	is	
celebrated	architecturally	 as	a	 type	of	 landscape	
folly	and	provides	a	shelter	over	the	puncture.		
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Wedge

To	balance	the	addition	of	these	two	follies	
on	the	landscape,	two	additional	rectangular	glass	
boxes	were	added	over	the	entrance	and	the	exit	
from	the	subterranean	gallery	space.		The	addition	
of	two	rectangular	glass	boxes	over	the	entrance	
and	 exit	 provides	 an	 architectural	 dominance	 to	
the	landscape	establishing	entrance	and	exit.		The	
glass	 rectangle	 over	 the	 entrance	 was	 designed	
differently	 to	 establish	 entrance	 and	 to	 separate	
this	form	from	the	other	follies	on	the	landscape.

View	of	entrance
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Wedge

View	of	exit
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Wedge

When	 considering	 all	 of	 the	 components	
of	the	wedge	site	and	how	they	all	fit	together	in	
one	scheme,	each	element	of	the	site	might	seem	
disconnected	 when	 in	 fact	 they	 are	 all	 joined	
poetically.		First	of	all,	the	void	space	of	the	site	is	
maintained	while	adding	new	uses	to	the	space.		On	
the	landscape,	these	new	uses	include	an	attempt	
to	 enliven	 the	 space	 by	 converting	 the	 exterior	
ground	plane	to	a	park,	but	one	that	confounds	the	
conventional	understanding	of	a	park;	below	the	
landscape,	in	the	subterranean	gallery,	an	attempt	
to	create	a	more	contemplative	area	where	artists	
have	space	to	comment	on	the	city	that	is	evolving	
on	 the	 surface;	 above	 all	 of	 this,	 in	 the	 urban	
lookout	 tower,	 a	 largely	 ceremonial	 piece	 that	
encourages	observations	of	the	current	conditions	
of	the	city.		All	components	of	the	wedge	site	exits	
separately	but	work	together	programmatically	to	
unify	the	spaces.
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Wedge
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Wedge
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Wedge
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Wedge
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Boulevard

	 The	 development	 of	 the	 boulevard	
consisted	of	designing	 some	elements	 that	were	
missing.	 	The	major	elements	that	have	changed	
since	the	design	progress	of	this	proposal	are	the	
addition	of	windows	and	egress.		

	 What	was	difficult	about	putting	windows	
on	 the	 façade	was	 the	 fact	 that	 huge	 billboards	
blocked	most	 of	 the	 structure	 from	 the	 sun.	 	 To	
get	 around	 this	 problem,	 the	 fenestration	 was	
designed	in	coordination	with	the	sun.		Every	spot	
that	 the	 sun	 hit	 on	 the	 façade	 of	 the	 inhabited	
structure,	 a	window	was	 placed.	 	What	 resulted	
was	 a	 chaotic	 almost	 random	 looking	 window	
pattern.		This	window	pattern	then	informed	how	
the	interior	spaces	would	come	together.
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Boulevard

	 Egress	 was	 another	 major	 element	 to	
consider.	 	 What	 resulted	 from	 this	 phase	 of	
design	 was	 four	 egress	 stairs.	 	 These	 stairs	 act	
as	circulation	from	the	first	floor	and	the	second	
floor,	as	well	as	a	connection	piece	to	the	ground	
in	case	of	emergency.		Furthermore,	the	platform	
on	the	1st	floor	acts	as	a	main	circulation	branch	
between	the	units	spaces.
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Boulevard
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Boulevard

The	 interior	 of	 the	 inhabited	 units	 were	
designed	so	that	residents	could	choose	between	
individual	 units	 and	 grouped	 units.	 	 With	 the	
individual	units,	there	is	only	one	bed	and	a	small	
amount	of	personal	space.		With	the	grouped	units,	
there	are	multiple	beds	with	a	greater	amount	of	
shared	space.		Additionally,	in	selected	units,	there	
is	a	large	area	set	aside	for	gathering.		These	areas	
can	be	a	 space	where	 residents	of	 the	 inhabited	
billboard	can	come	together	and	share	ideas.	
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Al ley

	 For	the	final	design	of	the	Alley,	the	units	had	
been	reorganized.		The	organization	of	the	units	in	
the	design	development	phase	did	not	work	with	
the	organization	of	the	stairs.	 	The	stairs	act	as	a	
structural	member	as	well	as	circulation	from	the	
ground	to	the	individual	units.		Therefore,	for	this	
design	to	work,	the	units	had	to	be	reorganized	in	
congruence	with	the	stairs.		What	resulted	was	a	
shifting	 in	 the	 organization	 of	 the	 stairs	 and	 the	
units.



113

F INAL DESIGN

The	Al ley
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Al ley

This	 rendering	 shows	 how	 the	 stairs	 line	
up	with	the	individual	units.		The	units	rely	on	the	
stairs	for	support	because	the	units	cannot	rely	on	
the	structure	of	 the	neighboring	buildings	alone.		
As	a	result,	the	stairs	counteract	the	moment	force	
exerted	from	the	units	wanting	to	detach	from	the	
building	façades.
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Al ley
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F INAL DESIGN

The	Al ley

The	 structure	 of	 the	 individual	 live/
work	 units	 acts	 as	 a	 truss.	 	 Each	 individual	 unit	
is	 comprised	 as	 a	 truss,	with	 cross	members	 for	
support,	then	a	skin	that	keeps	the	units	enclosed.		
At	each	pivot	point	of	the	unit	there	is	a	connection	
piece	 which	 taps	 into	 the	 neighboring	 buildings	
structure.		The	other	side	of	the	unit,	which	is	not	
connected	to	a	wall,	relies	on	the	stair	well	system	
for	the	remanding	support.
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The	Al ley



118



119

CONCLUSION



120

CONCLUSION

	 At	the	end	of	it	all,	one	has	to	ask	oneself,	
was	 this	 thesis	 a	 success	or	 a	 total	 failure?	 	 The	
end	 result	of	 this	 investigation	yielded	a	process	
that	led	to	the	discovery	of	a	thesis.		In	this	sense,	
the	 thesis	 is	 successful.	 	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	
there	 are	parts	of	 this	 thesis	 that	never	became	
fully	 developed	 because	 of	 the	 large	 demand	 of	
designing	 three	 large,	 complex	 proposals,	 the	
conceptual	thinking	that	was	needed	for	each	one	
and	 the	 short	 amount	 of	 time	 that	was	 allowed	
for	 designing	 the	 three	 proposals.	 	 The	 goal	 of	
this	thesis,	once	it	was	realized,	was	to	find	a	way	
to	 transform	 the	urban	void	 in	Detroit;	 a	way	 to	
alter	 ones	 perception	 of	 how	 an	 architectural	
intervention	might	occupy	an	urban	vacancy	while	
preserving	 some	original	 characteristic	of	 it;	 and	
to	develop	a	definition	of	the	void	that	might	offer	
a	 reinterpretation	 of	 these	 urban	 vacancies	 in	
Detroit.

	 In	the	beginning	of	the	process,	the	idea	was	
to	analyze	a	site,	and	draw	certain	characteristics	
that	 would	 lead	 to	 a	 type	 of	 architectural	
improvisation.	 	 Additionally,	 the	 design	 would	
incorporate	a	type	of	architecture	without	program	
that	could	serve	as	an	 improvisational	piece	that	
would	allow	users	to	interpret	how	they	should	use	
the	space.		With	a	piece	that	was	improvisational	
and	 without	 program,	 the	 users	 of	 the	 space	
would	 then	 use	 the	 space	 in	 an	 improvisational	
way.	 	 It	 is	 impossible	 for	 a	 designer	 to	 design	 a	
space	for	people	to	occupy	and	totally	figure	out	
how	that	space	will	be	used.		People	have	a	natural	
tendency	for	using	a	space	that	is	unintended	for	
its	programmed	use;	for	example,	skateboarders.		
Skateboarders	 have	 a	 way	 of	 interpreting	 how	
they	should	use	a	space	or	an	object.		Therefore,	
an	earlier	idea	was	to	create	a	space	that	doesn’t	
give	 the	 user	 all	 of	 the	 answers.	 	 The	 idea	 of	
improvisation	 and	 design	without	 program	were	
eventually	discarded.	 	But	 looking	back,	 it	seems	
as	if	they	are	still	present	in	some	aspects	of	the	
design.

	 The	two	elements	that	still	preserved	this	
sense	 of	 improvisation	 and	 designing	 without	
program	 are	 the	 fractured	 landscapes	 and	 the	
urban	lookout	tower	in	the	wedge	proposal.		These	

two	elements	are	obviously	not	programmed.		The	
fractured	 landscape	 serves	 as	 a	 landscape	 that	
offers	 the	 user	 a	 chance	 to	 interpret	 how	 they	
should	use	 the	 space.	 	 The	urban	 lookout	 tower	
is	obviously	a	building	without	program	inside	it.		
The	 thought	 for	 these	 two	 is	 that	 the	 designer	
gives	 the	 individual	 just	 enough	 clues	 about	 the	
space	that	the	user	can	still	 interpret	how	to	use	
it.	 	 Therefore,	 the	 earlier	 ideas	 that	 were	 being	
pursued	 in	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 process	 should	
not	be	totally	disregarded,	because	they	still	had	
an	impact	on	the	final	outcome	of	this	thesis.

	 Another	 question	 that	 still	 lingers	 is	 why	
must	 an	 architectural	 intervention	 in	 Detroit	
preserve	the	void?		And	has	there	been	a	definition	
of	the	void	created	from	the	end	result	of	this	thesis?		
For	the	first	question,	the	thought	of	occupying	an	
urban	vacancy	and	trying	to	preserve	the	original	
characteristics	goes	back	 to	an	earlier	 idea.	 	 The	
idea	was	that	the	vacancies,	or	urban	emptiness,	
in	Detroit	 have	become	 so	overwhelming	 that	 it	
has	 become	 an	 image,	 a	 defining	 characteristic	
associated	with	 the	 city.	 	 So	 the	 thought	 then	 is	
to	preserve	this	characteristic	and	exploit	it	at	the	
same	time.		The	only	failure	in	this	idea	is	that	it	
never	became	fully	developed.		The	question	still	
lingers,	why	preserve	the	void?		Why	not	replace	
the	void?		The	urban	void	in	Detroit	is	a	reminder	
of	history;	A	reminder	of	what	this	city	could	have	
become	 and	 what	 it	 stands	 for	 now.	 	 But,	 like	
some	of	the	designed	elements	of	this	thesis,	this	
question	will	remain	open-ended.		

	 For	the	second	question,	the	answer	is	still	
vague.		After	reading	“Terrain	Vague”,	the	author,	
Sola-Morales	 Rubio	 describes	 the	 urban	 void	 in	
so	much	detail	that	it	 is	often	hard	to	distinguish	
an	 original	 definition	of	 the	 void	without	mixing	
his	own	interpretation	into	it.		Sola-Morales	Rubio	
defines	the	void	in	so	much	detail	that	it	is	almost	
obvious	what	he	says.		These	urban	voids	are	ripe	
with	potential,	one	can	definitely	tell	that	a	series	
of	 actions	 took	 place	 in	 the	 urban	 vacancy	 and	
they	 are	 often	 intriguing.	 	 These	 are	 all	 obvious	
definitions	 of	 what	 an	 urban	 void	 is.	 	 But	 what	
does	the	urban	void	mean	to	Detroit	beyond	just	
becoming	a	characteristic	of	the	city?		As	of	now,	
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there	 is	 no	answer	 for	 this	 question.	 	 Therefore,	
another	 failure	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	 that	 the	 unique	
definition	of	an	urban	void	never	surfaced.		But,	on	
the	other	hand,	this	thesis	has	always	been	about	
asking	questions	then	providing	answers.

	 Looking	back	at	all	of	the	work,	all	of	the	
investigations,	 the	 struggle	 with	 the	 concepts,	
the	 stress,	 being	 in	 constant	 design	 limbo,	 the	
uncertainties	 of	 not	 having	 a	 linear	 direction	
for	 a	 thesis,	 one	 could	 say	 that	 this	 thesis	 was	
successful.	 	 The	 beginning	 stage	 of	 this	 process	
was	to	allow	the	thesis	to	develop	on	its	own	and	
it	did.		Therefore,	disregarding	some	of	the	issues	
that	were	never	attended	to,	the	end	result	speaks	
for itself.  
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