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ABSTRACT

The town halt as a type of architecture has become so prevalent that the
term has been used to describe the activities that go on inside - namely,
social gatherings of the public for purposes of discussion, question, and
feedback to the governing body.

The archetypes of the town hall, in the 12th century Italy, or 17th century
New England, functioned not only as the municipal headquarters with
offices and courts, but also in some cases included markets, church,
warehouse, museum, pub, etc. Most importantly, it functioned as a
meeting place for the public.

However, as an architecture typology, the town hall does not scale as the
municipality expands. The administrative parts of the town hall can grow
or multiply proportionally with the population, but the public functions
that were originally embedded in the architecture were either pushed out
into the large plaza outside of the city hall, or disappeared entirely.

This thesis project seeks to re-establish the ideologies of democracy
manifested through the architectural typology of the town hall in New York
City's Civic Center through creating small spaces for social discourse.

Thesis Supervisor: Brandon Clifford
Title: Belluschi Lecturer in Architecture
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PROLOGUE

Chapter 1 /
Does it Scale?

Scaling is an architectural transformation, and in the development
of societies, making something bigger or multiples copies of a type
of architecture usually intensifies the site. The cathedral becomes
more powerful/religious when the archetypal unit of "church" is
appended to itself repeatedly.

The Chinese courtyard house, a unit of family, adds to itself and
becomes a complex network as the family grows to a clan. The
Forbidden Palace in Beijing is a nested series of courtyard houses,
as perhaps the largest courtyard house residence of the most
powerful family in China.

Excavations suggests the original Mayan temple of Kulkulcan in
Chichen Itza is buried inside the current structure. Constructing
a larger structure that resembles the original, and repeating the
process after a certain number of years, results in a more grandiose
and powerfuL temple.
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PROLOGUE

Chapter 2/
The Town Hall

The town hall, unlike the previous examples, is an architecture
typology that does not scale. The architecture has become so
prevalent that the term has been used to describe the activities that
go on inside - namely, social gatherings of the public for purposes
of discussion, question, and most importantly, feedback to the
governing body.

The archetypes of the town hall, in the 12th century Italy, or
17th century New England, functioned not only as the municipal
headquarters with offices and courts, but also in some cases
included markets, church, warehouse, museum, sometimes a pub.
However, the town hall does not scale with the growing municipality.
The administrative parts can grow or multiply to accommodate the
population, but public functions that were originally embedded
in the architecture are pushed outward onto the empty plazas, or
disappeared entirely.
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Figure 3.1 Images @ William Whyte, Social Life of Small Urban Spaces
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Chapter 3 /
The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces

In order for the city hall plaza to re-integrated with the urban fabric,
we must first study what makes a public space successful. As an
interface between the people and the government, the density of the
plaza as an often-used space is crucial.

The large plaza in front of the typical city hall serves many purposes.
It is flexible and can host large events such as large scale protests,
concerts, etc., as shown in Figure 2.4. However, its scale is not
suitable for small groups of people. Therefore, the solution is not
to simply re-establish the empty plaza, but instead to study the
success and density in other urban spaces. The low density of the
city hall plaza is problematic - for interfacing between the people
and the public, we first need to establish the city hall plaza as some
sort of landmark for New York City.

William Whyte studied the social spaces of NYC, observing why
some are more successful than others. The successful ones are
densely used, and he formulated a couple of points why people
gather there.

1. Spaces to sit - the landscape
2. Things to look at - objects in the landscape
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DESIGN PROPOSAL

Chapter 4 /
New York City Hall

The first structure that one might call the town hall, was built during
the 1 2th century in Bergamo, Italy. The style, which influenced many
town halls later, had an open ground floor, which allowed public
functions to exist concurrently with the government chambers.
Thus, the town hall was a place where people gathered to socialize.
This thesis seeks to incorporate the social aspect of the town hall
back into the civic center.

Going back to the original building of the New York Civic Center,
namely the city hall and the city hall plaza park, this thesis proposes
a different type of expansion of the civic center, where architectural
components that characterize the "town hall-ness" is reintroduced
to the Civic Center, through small scaled interventions that serve
as the platforms, interfaces, between the civic and the people -
facilitating, encouraging, and setting up interactions.
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Figure 4.4 - Aerial Image of the city hall plaza and surroundings @Googte Maps
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Current Conditions

City Hall - Restricted Access

Figure 4.10

City hall park and fountain

-igure 4.1 1

46



Fence surrounds the city hall's perimeter, with a strong
security presence of the New York City Police Department.
Public access to the building is restricted to tours and to
those with specific business appointments.

Tweed Courthouse

Figure 4.12

Plaza edge circulation

t-igure 4. Ic
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City hall park viewed from the west

Figure 4.14
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Figure 4.16 - NYC City Hall circa 1903
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Figure 4.17 - NYC City Hall in 2014

The former city hall plaza was open to the public, with people passing through and spending
time in the park. For purpose of security, the plaza has been closed off to civilians by fences,
restricted access zones, as well as guarded access points.
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DESIGN PROPOSAL

Chapter 5 /
The Four Interventions

The power of architecture, in a statement that perhaps undermines
the role of architectural design, lies in very fact that something
exists as a physical object in the physical world. The design,
whether the structure is round or angular, comes after the fact that
the structure exists. The purpose of the structure and what it is
perceived as form the inherent value of existence.

In the same manner, by providing these small platforms that serve
as the interface between the people and the city hall government,
half of the work would be done if the roles of these structures are
made clear and are recognized by both parties.

For example, let us go to a more diminutive scale. A comment box is
a physical object that serves as a connection between two parties.
A restaurant management might put out a box for feedback from its
customers. Whether the box is large, green, or made out of wood,
does not matter as much as the fact that the comment box exists.
The inherent value of the comment box, then, is its intended purpose
as a liaison between two parties that otherwise might not come into
contact with each other.
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The point, in this case, is that the psychological state of both parties
are satisfied: the customers recognize the effort of the restaurant
management through the comment box, thinking that their opinions
will be heard, and these opinions are accessible to the restaurant
in a candid manner. Of course, whether the comments are read, is
another story.

The comment box, perhaps not very costly, finds that it has a high
inherent value in its physical existence, as a signifier of a larger
intent. The interventions of this thesis, finds inherent value not in
the shape or large size of the platforms, but in the fact that they
(would) exist, on the city hall plaza, next to the city hall. These
platforms would serve as psychological signifiers to both the
government and the civilians who use them, that these structures
were placed there as "town halls", carrying out ideals of democracy.

The design of these platforms, then, centers around the individual.
One might argue that the essence of democracy lies in the people;
the public makes its mind heard through democratic voting or
public protests. In a dense metropolis such as New York City, large
protests such as the "Occupy" movements are powerful in that they
gather masses of people and disrupt quotidian rhythms by taking
over places that were not originally meant for public assembly.
The individual, or causes that pertain to a select few, becomes
problematic because it is hard to get these voices heard. The
massive scale of the skyscrapers dwarfs small demonstrations.
Therefore, these interventions are designed with the scale of the
individual in mind - it legitimizes the voices of the few.

The interventions in this thesis are based on agonism. The term
agonism refers to conflict, but in an optimistic manner that
conflict can be constructive. Because human societies are able
to communicate and elaborate either verbally or visually, conflict
can lead to resolution. Thus, these intervention spaces, by inviting
interactions between two parties, creates an environment that
encourages constructive discourse.
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Figure 5.2 - Site Model, Scale = 1/500
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Figure 5.3 - Site Axonometric
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Figure 5a.1 - Axonometric
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Figure 5a.2

Chapter 5a/
The Moments of Connection

The first intervention is the most explicit and borders on being
disagreeable for the people in city hall The structure is a series
of tubes that are supported by two concrete walls, and are made
accessible and linked by stairs. These tubes allow the civilians to
peer into the offices and meeting rooms of the city government.
These tubes become platforms that create visual connections
between two spaces that are topologically separate, but spatially
echo each other through size, sectional position, and visibility.
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Figure 5a.3 - Close up of site axon
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Figure 5a.5
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Figure 5a.6
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Figure 5a.7 and 5a.8 - Views into the city hall
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Figure 5a.9 and 5a.10
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Figure 5a.1 1 - Section across the city hall
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Figure 5b.1

74



Figure 5b.1

Chapter 5b/
The Surreptitious Amphitheather

The surreptitious amphitheater serves two purposes. First, it is
a structure that is placed directly opposite of the city hall steps,
providing the seating for an audience. This allows opportunities to
bring the programs of the city hall outside to the plaza. If the mayor
were to make an announcement, or the city government hosts a
debate between two candidates for mayor, this would be a chance
for the civilians to participate. This amphitheater serves as an
interface that allows the two parties to come into interactions with
each other.

The seating of the amphitheater also has punctures, a play on the
traditional vomitoria. These punctures serve similar purposes as the
tubes in the previous structure, as a platform for small groups of
people to engage with the city government. These punctures create
an uncanny experience for the presenter as silent but very visually-
striking protest platforms.
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Figure 5b.4

Figure 5b.5
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Figure 5b.6
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Figure 5b.7 - Close up of site axon
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Figure 5c.1 - A pattern of light punctures
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Figure 5c.2

Chapter 5c/
The Roof of Small Ephiphanies

The roof of small ephiphanies was conceived as a gathering place
for the people. The top roof are supported by walls, that catches the
light from above and creates pockets of spaces that are lighted up.

These pavilions have walls that also serve as pin-up surfaces in a
gallery-like space, and could be used by a small group of activists or
the city hall government for their promotion materials.
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Figure 5c.3 - Close up of site axon
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Figure 5c.4 - Close up of site axon
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Figure 5c.7
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Figure 5c.8
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Figure 5c.9
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Figure 5c.10
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Figure 5c.1 1
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Figure 5c.12
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Figure 5c.13
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Figure 5c.14
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Figure 5d.1
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Figure 5d.2

Chapter 5d/
The Very Large Bench

The large bench was conceived towards drawing people to the city
hall plaza. William Whyte's observations of New York urban spaces
showed that people love to sit, even when proper seating weren't
available. Based on his studies, these benches were designed so
that there are various ledges/steps for people to sit.

At the same time, these also serve as a platform to engage people,
whether it is the government with the people, or the people with
themselves. The slight cantilever of a small balcony on the side of
the bench creates a stage.
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Figure 5d.3
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Figure 5d.5 - Close up of site axon
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Figure 5d.6 - Close up of site axon
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APPENDIX

Chapter 6/
Thesis Presentation

The Master of Architecture Thesis Reviews took place on December
18, 2014 in Building E-1 5, the Media Lab. The invited critiques for
my review were:

Amanda R. Lawrence
John McMorrough
Nasser Rabat, Nader Tehrani

as well as

Brandon Clifford
Mark Jarzombek
John Ochsendorf

Thank you for your thoughtful comments!
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Figure 6.2
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Figure 6.3
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Figure 6.4
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Figure 6.5
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Figure 6.6
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Figure 6.7
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APPENDIX

Chapter 7/
Progress Models and Drawings

These models and drawings were progress made towards the final
design. These can be described as small pavilion-like structures
that present different ways that people can interact with each other
in agonistic manners.

Some are prototypes for the final designs.
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Figure 7.3
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Figure 7.4
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Figure 7.5
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Figure 7.6

116



Figure 7.7
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Figure 7.9
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Figure 7.11

Figure 7.12
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Figure 7.14
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Figure 7.16

Hgure 7.17
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Figure 7.19

Figure 7.20
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