
Redefinition of Urban Viewing and Interaction through an Architectural Framework. 

The project is a proposal for the redesign of an entire New York City Block within 

Hell’s Kitchen. The current culture of New York is fast paced, and focused on the need to 

get to the destination as soon as possible. And although millions of people walk past each 

other every day, very little communication occurs. This brought up the question of how 

architecture could be used to invent or catalyze more positive and new interactions among 

the inhabitants of Hell’s Kitchen. Through the discussion of design methodology, analysis 

of city and cultural context, theoretical approaches to urban design, and research into 

program reorganization, one can develop a strategy to design architecture that can frame 

and house these interactions.  

Design Methodology 

“Physical process develops imagination while imagination is conceived in terms of 

concrete material. Only by progressive organization of outer and inner material in organic 

connection with each other can anything be produced that is not a learned document or 

an illustration of something familiar.” 
1

 

This philosophy fueled the design of the D7 New York project. Process became a 

way to navigate through imagination. I took the idea of viewing and heightened perception, 

which was derived from being in the context, and then I separated myself from the history 

of forms to create something new that allows me to reflect on my idea. This process of 

detachment allows for clear and uninhibited thinking for a design solution to the proposed 
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condition. Thinking through making is a process that can form a new way of looking at 

urban space in the city of New York. 

Analysis of city and cultural context 

The analysis of New York’s pace and infrastructure, as well as research into how to 

intervene into such a dense urban context without adding to the rigidity of the existing 

structure, prompts a relevant and beneficial proposal for the city and the developer.  

The initial problem in this project was the sheer volume that comes with an entire 

city block. The current project proposed for our block had an estimated floor to area ratio 

of 1:9. Knowing the density of commercial and residential units within New York City and 

the neighborhood of Hell’s Kitchen, we had to have an FAR close to that number for the 

project to be realistic enough to fit into the context while creating an interruption to the 

rigidity of the New York block system. Figure 1 shows the breakdown of square footage.

 



We thought that the solution to this problem could be explored best in sectional 

and circulation studies of the city as shown in Fig. 2a and 2b. The differences in the scale 

of streets, the change in building density as one approaches the water’s edge, the heavy 

pedestrian pathways, areas of green space, change in building heights, as well as 

possible itineraries through the city, were all things taken into consideration for the analysis.

                      

Figure 2a                                                                                              Figure 2b 

 

A major part of the circulation of the city is the underground subway.This was taken into 

account when determining the depth and how much to carve into the ground. Since Hell’s 

Kitchen has few subway stops, the main circulation of the project occurs on or above 

grade level. 



To promote interaction beneficial to the context, sectional explorations were 

influenced by view, sunlight and circulation. Fig.3 is formal sectional studies. Fig. 4a and 

4b demonstrate sectional studies of view and circulation within the block. Fig. 5 is a plan 

diagram and relationship between view and circulation. Fig. 6 demonstrates studies of sun 

conditions on the site. 

                                                                                                                                                        Figure 3 

      

Figure 4a                                              Figure 4b                                        Figure 5                                Figure 6                 

After visiting the city, one discovers the pace and feeling experienced within it. 

Within a dense urban area like New York City, a person experiences the paradoxical feeling of 

isolation among the masses. This paradox comes from the fast pace of the city and the constant 

movement that limits interaction between individuals. This experience of isolation heightens one’s 



sense of sight and perception of spatial conditions, emphasizing the importance of viewing.  After 

recognizing the importance that sight has on one’s perception and bearing within the city, some 

analysis diagrams were created that explore the types of viewing that occur within the city between 

individuals and the buildings that envelope them. See Fig. 7. 

 

Figure 7 

  We saw the potential for architecture to frame such views, generating interactions 

between individuals. Fig.8a is an initial investigation of existing architectural frames, Fig.8 

b, c, d are sketches of how architecture frames the city’s circulation and Fig. 9 shows the 

evolution of our intervention creating 

frames for interaction. 

The juxtaposition of programs and 

the activated ground plane, as well 

as the porous facades, all create an 

environment that promotes    visibility 

and connections of individuals. 

Figure 8a 



                                    

Figures 8 b, 8c, 8d 

     

From the analysis of the city infrastructure, public spaces, and areas of high density, 

we were able to determine where programs and main foot traffic 

areas within the block should be located. See Fig. 10 

 

 

Figure 9 

Figure 10 

 



The tallest of the three towers on the block is a hotel and is placed on the eastern half of 

the block that is closer to the dense city fabric, to relate back to the city and become an 

icon for our block. Also, the existing section of the surrounding context allowed for 

placement of towers for optimum views and sunlight. The residential towers are placed 

slightly shifted from one another to allow for more viewing choices. The residents have a 

choice to view beyond or at the other towers. The western façade facing 11th Ave and De 

Witt Clinton Park maintains an openness that parallels the park across the street. Contrary 

to the Western façade, the Eastern façade facing the city has more density of programs at 

the street level. This is relating to the already high volume of activity at the street level in 

the downtown of Manhattan. See Fig. 11 Eastern façade and Fig. 12 for park façade.  

         

Figure 11 

                                                                    



 

Figure 12 

Theoretical Approaches to Urban Design 

 The decision to provide two main East and West entries into the block, and 2 smaller 

entries on the North and South side, were brought about by research of Jane Jacob’s The 

Death and Life of Great American Cites. Drawing from Jane Jacob’s ideology of Eyes on 

the Street
i

,
2

 the design maintains a permeable street edge whose visual permeability 

invites the public in. The entrances on West 53rd Street and West 54th Street further break 

down the monotony of the rigid city block. Providing breaks within the 800 sq. ft. gives the 

occupant more routes to choose, increasing the interaction between individuals. This 

increase in the density of people and interaction, and the withdrawal from the idea of 
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distinct programmatic zonal planning, can generate a lively atmosphere within the city. The 

ground planes fold up to allow for pedestrians to enter the block from the side. The East 

entry of the block allows the occupant to walk along the rising ground plane on the upper 

level of the circulation, or slip between the planes and continue on grade level. Also, if one 

continues on grade level, one can walk across the width of the block to reach the other 

street, allowing for a more fast paced itinerary and different form of interaction. Fig. 13 

shows the side entry into the block. 

 

Figure 13 

 

Fig. 14 and 15 are exploded axonometric diagrams showing circulation and its relation to 

program within the block.  



                           

Figure 14                                                                                     Figure 15 

Programmatic reorganization 

“They have no precedents in existence or in universal being. But, nonetheless their 

material comes from the public word and so it has qualities in common with material of 

other experiences, while the product awakens in other persons new perceptions of the 

meanings of the common world.”
3

 

The idea of “new perceptions of meanings of the common world” is a major thread 

that holds the placement of elements in the design together. The ideas of the viewer 

becoming the viewed and the reevaluation of programmatic relationships create new 

perceptions of common programs. The architectural language developed allowed for an 
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overlap and permeability of activity that could encourage visual and physical interaction. 

Fig. 16 is an exploded axonometric of the block. 

Figure 16 

The street level of the city is highly active. The idea 

of disorientation among the masses that one feels in 

the city was materialized by raising the main 

circulation piece above grade. This gives one the 

feeling of being underground while actually at grade 

level. This repositioning of the activated ground 

allows for new possibilities between programs, 

buildings and people. This continuous, ribbon-like 

ground maintains a fluidity that emphasizes interaction 

among occupants. These planes fold at separate 

locations, creating splits in the ground that allow for 

unique views into what programs and activities occur 

below. It sets up a language that allows for new 

interactions between people passing through and 

lingering within the block. In some cases the ground 

folds up and leads you into a gallery or splits to reveal a performance below ground. The 

flexibility of the folding ground plane allows for more opportunity for programs to intertwine 

or overlap, therefore increasing the overlap of interactions. The redefinition of relationships 

between pieces of program and views allows for the redefinition of interactions connecting 



occupants.  Fig. 17 is a section showing the interaction of the ground planes and how it 

can connect the various programs. 

 

Figure 17 

 

A raised public ground elevates circulation, creating a slower pace than the one found on 

the streets just a few feet below. This provides a unique perspective for occupants while 

simultaneously making them an event to watch from below. 

 

Juxtaposition of programs can set up new atmospheres that promote new interactions to 

take place. For instance, the viewer of a theatre or fashion show becomes the viewed and 

a dance club becomes a background for the runway. The new atmospheres created can 



cause new reactions and higher visibility into volumes will attract viewers to become 

participants. 

Figure 18 below shows the fashion show at the top of the hotel tower. The people walking 

above looking down at the show and looking ahead at the dance club have the 

opportunity to view and choose their destination. 

 

 

 

Figure 18 

  



A pool on the ceiling of a gallery allows for a new experience of light, showcasing the art in 

a new way, also having views of the city, to the north and south, as a context for the 

artwork to be showcased. Figure 19 is an image of gallery with the pool reflecting light 

below. 

 

Figure 19 

Central to the intervention is a theatre that is visible from multiple vantage points. 

You have the traditional view of the audience watching a performance. Then, because the 

theatre is located partially underground, the upper ground plane splits, providing the 

possibility for individuals above to view the audience and the performance, as well as the 



people walking outside of the theatre. A secondary performance space is suspended 

above the main stage, providing an additional attraction that may be viewed from below 

and also from the 11
th

 Avenue façade. Figure 20 of the main theatre volume. 

 

 

Figure 20 

  On the interior of the block we decided to place practice dance studios. The 

practice studios are situated to face the center of the block, placing performers on an 

informal stage for others within the block to view. The practice rooms were also placed 



facing the interior of the block, so people and interactions would be drawn from the street 

edge inward into the center of the project. Figure 21 on the elevated circulation facing the 

dance studios. 

 

Figure 21 

 

The gallery space is elevated above an entry ramp that places multiple shops within. 

As you walk to get to the entry of the gallery, you pass through a field of hectic, noisy 

shops and then arrive in a serene and peaceful atmosphere. Both programs are about 

viewing but, placed above one another, they highlight the different experiences that each 

program encompasses. Figure 22a and 22b show preliminary renders of the ramp leading 

toward the gallery. 



                          

 Figure 22a                                            Figure 22b 

Conclusion 

My self evaluation of the project would be to design and resolve the apartment 

towers. They were viewed as “bracketed” or more regular units, but with more time I would 

reevaluate the division of spaces within the two towers. Also, a critique of the project was 

the placement of the housing towers in relationship to one another. The critique was to 

shift them so each tower had a clear and direct view of the river. The intention of the 

project was for the two towers to be slightly shifted so the viewer has a multiplicity of views, 

either toward the water or toward the other tower. 

The project was a proposal for a rethinking of the role of architecture to frame and 

create new connections among people. The process of context analysis and research into 

theoretical ways of developing an urban project is what led toward reestablishing the 

ground plan, creating permeability of entire block, increased routes of circulation and 

juxtaposing the programs as tools to invent a new type of New York City block.    
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