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The primary objective of this thesis is to mediate the relation between two 
contemporary phenomena: an increased usage of reflective materials in art, 
architecture and public space, and the emergent neuroses of interaction and 
identity in the hyper-connected era of social media.

The lineage of this thesis lies in continuing inquiries into the modern metropolis’s 
figuration of bodies to the built environment and to each other. Within this discourse, 
I hope to provide an updated hypothesis for how Architecture may factor into the 
latest tectonic shifts in social exchange and interaction—that is, the accelerating 
influence of social media and virtual environments. Here I do not seek to cultivate 
my own unique theories of psychology, sociology or media-studies, but rather will 
synthesize from a series of contemporary writers on these subjects. In parallel, I will 
examine how recent discourse on issues at the intersection of identity and technology 
relate to evolving architectural discourse on subjects ranging from figuration, to 
material expression to bodily interaction and public space. Through the design 
proposal I plan to experiment with and expose new tactics for urban spaces, their 
relations to the body, the built environment, and the technology that increasingly 
binds them together.

At stake in this investigation is a reckoning with architecture’s role in an updated 
social context in which identity politics increasingly take center stage in the 
civic forum, and where the built environment seems to entwine with the digital 
environment more and more with each passing day. 

 

Michael O’Neill,   
Philadelphia, May 2017
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REFLECTION:
What are the causes, mechanisms and effects by which reflectivity, 
technology and architecture relate today? What kinds of experiences— 
perceptual, social or cultural—do these mechanisms enable? What is 
the significance of reflective Architecture in our hyper-networked era? 

MEDIA:
How can Architecture claim territory in the digital realm not just 
through modeling and design tools, but through experiential, interactive 
and social tools? How does this new digital territory translate back into 
the built environment? How do built structures ultimately interface 
with fundamentally intangible systems of exchange? 

THE SELF:
How does the design of the built environment respond to 
contemporary anxieties, phobias, and other unique social conditions in 
the age of social media? How can Architecture serve as a platform to 
reconfigure our engagement with our others and ourselves?

Key Questions
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Part I: Research

Foster & Partners’ Port Vieux Pavilion, Marseille
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Vidler, Anthony. The Architectural 
Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT, 1992. Print.

  Vidler, Anthony. Warped Space: Art, 
Architecture, and Anxiety in Modern 
Culture. Cambridge, MA: MIT, 2000. 
Print.

NEW REFLECTIVITY

In The Architectural Uncanny, Anthony Vidler proposed that the modernist regime of 
transparency sought the construction of a “new modern subject” under the pretense of the 
“self-perceived role of architecture in the construction of identity”. Vidler’s thesis contends 
that the subject was destabilized by modernism’s worst, unpredicted effects, and that the 
results cultivated uncanny effects of anxiety and alienation. Through evidence reified 
in modernist literature, he sought to illustrate Architecture’s complicit role in what he 
called “modern diseases, from phobias to neuroses, variously described by psychoanalysts, 
psychologists and philosophers as a distancing from reality forced by reality” 

This thesis seeks to expand on Vidler’s construct and suggest that where the modern 
metropolis formed the site in which modernity’s neuroses took hold, the proximity of 
the digital to the real has caused a new anxiety of the uncanny brought upon by the 
worst, unpredicted effects of the digital age. Vidler describes warped space as a condition 
produced by the “psychological culture of modernism… with its emphasis on the nature 
of space as a projection of the subject, and thus as a harbinger and repository of all the 
neuroses and phobias of that subject.”  These ideas, I will attempt to illustrate, have 
manifested through mirrors in contemporary art and architecture. With heavy references 
to the psychology of Freud and Lacan, Vidler often treats architecture itself as the subject 
of psychoanalysis. At the time, Vidler used this clever reversal of subject and object to 
critique the dismembered forms of architects like Gregg Lynn, Coop Himmelb(l)au 
and Daniel Libeskind, however since this writing it seems that abstraction is no longer 
necessary. I hope to illustrate how the mirror has become literalized by a repertoire of 

Jean Nouvel. Philharmonie de Paris, 2015

Introduction
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Turkle, Sherry. The Second Self: Computers 
and the Human Spirit. New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1984. Print

Boyd, Dana. It’s Complicated - The Social 
Lives of Networked Teens. New Haven: 
YALE UP, 2014. Print.

Han, Sam. “Virtual Identities.” Routledge 
Handbook of Identity Studies. Abingdon, 
Oxon: Routledge, 2011. 219-35. Print.

Black Mirror: “Nosedive”

projects which seek to literally project subjects into their spaces, to engage viewers in a 
kind of spectacle of the self. 

For Vidler the uncanny emerged through the spatial and scopic effects of the modern 
metropolis, however for sociologists, a different definition of the uncanny had begun 
to emerge as early as the mid 1980’s within the increasingly complex relation between 
people and computers. In 1984, social-scientist and psychoanalyst Sherry Turkle began 
investigating the ways in which relationships with technology had begun to affect 
our own understandings of ourselves. After twenty-five years of study, five books and 
hundreds of interviews and case studies, Turkle’s once optimistic view shifted towards a 
deep reluctance for the ways technology had begun shaping individuals’ behavior. In her 
2011 book, Alone, Together, her analysis depicts a sundered self, a contemporary subject 
whose sense of identity is perniciously intertwined with its digital reflection.

Since the early 1990’s the subject has grown into its entirely own area of study within 
cultural and media studies with several opposing and evolving schools of thought. Turkle’s 
early work focused on mostly text-based digital platforms or anonymous, multi-user 
environments, where the body was “de-centered or dispersed”, but recent theorists have 
focused on how more contemporary incarnations our internet-selves, specifically on 
social-media, have put the body back in the spotlight. Danah Boyd suggests that on social 
media platforms, “the profile” replaces the self, in what she calls a “networked public” in 
which asynchronous exchanges of exhibitionism and voyeurism are the undercurrent for 
communication . Boyd articulates “the emergence of a ‘flexible’ self, not the dissolution 
of the self entirely” , suggesting that through curation, the profile does not mask the 
individual, but rather creates a virtual double which resembles the “real” person. Vidler’s 
notion of the uncanny subject feels very relevant in this digital incarnation. 

Again, building on Vidler, his work illustrated the ways in which modern literature, from 
Charles Baudelaire to Walter Benjamin, reified the modern metropolis’s uncanny effects 
on its subjects. Today, in our most widely dispersed media formats we see a similar trend 
toward the depiction of technological anxieties and neuroses, our fears, frustrations, 
and confusion reflected back on us in film and television. The modernist anxieties of 
alienation, exile, automation, and technology’s infiltration of the body seem to have only 
been updated to our most recent configurations. The proximity of virtual worlds to the 
real world is thus experienced both first and secondhand, as subliminal interjections into 
everyday life, and also in the fictions and entertainment we now consume. 
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Several terms in this thesis originate in my 
2015 essay “Selfie-Space: New Reflectivity 
& Radical Individuality ” Written for 
ARCH-611 with Daniela Fabricius and 
John Kerner.

MIRRORS AND SCREENS

These anxieties have only become more intense and more defined in recent years; with 
the emergence of smart-phones, the virtual became ubiquitous; it’s technologies began 
to become spatial. The atomized and invisible worlds of the digital seemed to begin 
blurring into the real, condensing into a nearly palpable “virtual layer” grafted onto all 
of our existing infrastructures, public spaces and intimate interiorities. As Architects 
have searched for a link between the two layers while operating in the realm of the 
material, the mirror has emerged as the architectural device to link the technological 
infrastructures of the present¬ to the structures more familiar and accessible to architects.

Evidence seems to be everywhere for this. In recent years, many public spaces and public 
buildings have utilized the seemingly irresistible tactic of mirroring to amass crowds 
and activate their spaces. The allure of Foster & Partners’ 2013 Pavilion in Marseille is 
clear for many reasons: a modernist counterpoint in the plaza, a shaded refuge, an event 
space…etc. But primarily its allure lies in its interactivity, that is, its reflectivity. It invites 
visitors to come see themselves, perhaps take a photo or send a snapchat. It establishes a 
new kind of public space, which we might call a “selfie space”. Place a mirror in a public 
place, and a swarming effect ensues, the appeal is irresistible and seems to draw even the 
most indifferent characters of the urban scene. 

The tactic has not been limited to pavilions. The recently completed Philharmonie de 
Paris by Jean Nouvelle exhibits the mirror on a grand scale with its woven metal exterior 
portions, asserted strongly through their irregular folding and blob-like forms. Coop 
Himmelb(l)au’s Museum of Contemporary Art & Planning employed a cutting-edge 
troupe of robots and automated cranes to fabricate and construct the central formal figure 
in the building’s atrium. The tactic of reflection, like the perceptual tactics of transparency 
and translucency in earlier eras, seems to be dispersing through the field, prompting 
new technological innovation in search of heightened experiences and a wider range of 
architectural and possibilities. 

OMA: Prada Epicenter Changing Rooms

Introduction
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Coleman, Rebecca. Transforming 
Images: Screens, Affect, Futures. London: 
Routledge, 2013. Print.

Like Glass, mirrors are objects which are rarely seen in a conventional sense. Rather 
than looked at, they are looked into. A similar quality applies to the screens that 
increasingly surround us, for when we work on our computers or check our phones, we 
are not looking at the technological object, but into it, and, like a mirror, we are more 
than likely to glimpse a version of ourselves. Sociologist Rebecca Coleman examines the 
tricky connection between mirrors and screens in her analysis of OMA’s Prada store in 
Manhattan, in which the changing rooms sought to hybridize the relationship between 
the mirror and screen. She suggests a new category of mirrors might now exist called 
“interactive mirrors”, which are unique for their ability to “...carry through the assumption 
that mirrors reflect the body directly and immediately and at the same time draw 
attention to the processes through which the body is imaged.” The mirror, it seems, has 
come to serve as both a symptom and a provocateur of the neuroses of the digital era.

 

Coop Himmelb(l)au : Museum of Contemporary Art & Planning, Shenzhen
9



Historic Analysis

CRYSTAL PALACE, 1851
Joseph Paxton

LEVER HOUSE, 1959
Gordon Bunshaft, SOM

PENZOIL PLACE, 1976
Philip Johnson

GLASS HOUSE, 1949
Philip JohnsonGLASS PAVILION, 1914

Bruno Taut

“ON NARCISSISM”, 1914
Sigmund Freud

BAUHAUS, 1925
Walter Gropius

IDS CENTER, 1974
Philip Johnson

CLOUD GATE, 2004
Anish Kapoor

MCCORMICK TRIBUNE CAMPUS CENTER, 2003
OMA

SERPENTINE PAVILION, 2009
Sanaa

OLD PORT PAVILION, 2013
Foster & Partners

MOCAPE INTERIOR, 2016
Coop Himmelb(l)au

TAKE YOUR TIME, 2008
Olafur Eliasson

LOUVRE PYRAMID, 1989
I.M. Pei

MAISON DE VERRE, 1932
Pierre Chareau

BARCELONA PAVILION, 1929
Mies Van Der Rohe

FARNSWORTH HOUSE, 1951
Mies Van Der Rohe, etc

MIRROR ROOMS, 1963
Yayoi Kusama

AMERICAN BAR, 1907
Adolf Loos

BALLOON DOG, 1994
Jeff Koons

CARTIER FOUNDATION, 1994
Jean Nouvelle

TOUR SANS FINS, 1989
Jean Nouvelle

PERFORMER/AUDIENCE/MIRROR, 1976
Dan Graham

“SELFIE”: WORD OF THE YEAR, 2013
Oxford Dictionary

PHILHARMONIE DE PARIS, 2015
Jean Nouvelle

SKY MIRROR, 2000
Anish Kapoor

“FIRST MACHINE AGE” POP POST-MODERNISM CONTEMPORARY

“MIRROR STAGE”, 1936
Jacques Lacan

WILLIS FABER DUMAS, 1975
Foster & Partners

“THE SCOPIC REGIME OF MODERNITY” 

This timeline illustrates loosely what Martin Jay referred to as “the Scopic Regime of 
Modernity”. It highlights the fact that many of the signal works in the continuum of 
modernity have dealt with--and in many cases featured as their primary objective-- 
issues of the visual, the material and the reflected.

Foster, Hal. Vision and Visuality. 
Seattle: Bay, 1988. Print.
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With the following historic analysis, this thesis seeks to position the mirrors of today as 
part of this continuum of architecturally scopic effects, distinct from the mirrors, glass and 
translucencies of past eras, but fulfilling a similar role with regard to their potency as a 
material which exacerbates or quells the anxieties of a larger cultural milieu. If, as Vidler 
suggests, transparency was the dominant material fetish of modernism, then the mirror 
could be said to take transparency’s place the contemporary era.

ANTIQUITY

The Roman Poet Ovid’s Metamorphoses gave us the well-known Narcissus. In what 
Kristin Dombeck recently referred to as “the inaugural selfie” , Narcissus wasted away 
at the edge of a pond jonesing for requited love from his reflection. Indeed, as Dombek 
projects the latest  cultural terminology onto the ancient myth, this tale has been 
constantly revisited in almost every era by theorists seeking to uncover some fundamental 
truth from Narcissus. In another contemporary interpretation, Boris Groys recently 

Historic Analysis

The Myth of Narcissus, or what Kristin Dombek referred to as  “The Inaugural Selfie”

Dombek, Kristin. The Selfishness of Others: 
An Essay on the Fear of Narcissism. N.p.: 
FSG Originals, 2016. Print 
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hypothesized a new interpretation of the myth that breaks its meaning out from the 
simple feedback loop of the self and emphasizes Narcissus’s relation to the “other”. 

But we should be wary of putting too much stock in this tale, for a look at its 
interpretation over time underscores the tendency of current cultural biases to color our 
interpretations. To see how stark of a contrast time can create, we might look back to 
Freud’s 1913 diagnosis of Narcissus in which he interpreted this behavior as a kind of 
perversion, a pathological love of self which he linked to homosexuality, a major taboo 
subject of the time.  In the same way that we invoke the myth today in an effort to 
diagnose what we have determined to be a pervasive social ill, that is, an increase in self-
centered cultural expressions , so too did Freud invoke the myth to address the difficulties 
of sexual taboos of his era. Perhaps the lesson of Narcissus is more fundamental, that the 
moment of our invocation of the myth may be the signifier of a cultural reckoning, a truth 
we are on the brink of understanding. 

LOOS & FREUD 

Contemporaneous with the writings of Freud was the work of Loos, whose interiors 
might be described as psychoanalytic playgrounds. His Moller and Müller Houses are 
clad with mirrors, veils and frequent staging for episodes of voyeurism and exhibitionism. 
As Beatriz Columina describes, “the inhabitants become both actors in and spectators 
of family life, involved in, yet detached from their own space. The classical distinctions 
between inside and outside, private and public, object and subject, are no longer valid”   
The deployment and celebration of voyeurism and exhibitionism were radical in Victorian 

Adolf Loos,  American Bar : Vienna, 1908

Groys, Boris. “Self-Design, or Productive 
Narcissism.” Superhumanity. E-flux 
Architecture, 22 Sept. 2016. Web. 31 Oct. 
2016. 

Freud, Sigmund. “Freud: On Narcissism.” 
Freud: On Narcissism. University of 
Hawaii, n.d. Web. 31 Oct. 2016

Colomina, Beatriz. “INTIMACY AND 
SPECTACLE: THE INTERIORS 
OF ADOLF LOOS.” AA Files, no. 
20 (1990): 5-15. http://www.jstor.org/
stable/29543700.
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Historic Analysis

times, but the effects of Loos feel oddly familiar to us today. Where Loos sought to 
enable these psychological mechanisms through material and spatial tactics, today we 
experience them as risqué social-media posts, or an emotionally “oversharing” Facebook 
friend. It could be said that Loos’s radical, perhaps cathartic embrace of voyeurism and 
exhibitionism lives on today, as we constantly seek to update our methods for taboo 
interactions both in public and private.

POP 

The mirror had a surge in popularity during the pop era. Yayoi Kusama’s mirror rooms are 
phantasmagoric spectacles created by the simple cladding of a small room with mirrors 
and décor on every surface. The effect is as entertaining as it is unsettling. Like Loos, 
Kusama’s work was decisively sexual in its implicit and explicit expressions, and grew out 
of a rich feminist art scene in 1960s New York City.  In her work we see the inextricably 
political nature of reflective mediums, where issues of gender, identity and politics almost 
inevitably emerge.

Also emerging in the late 1960s was the work of Dan Graham, whose work grapples 
explicitly with the psychological effects of scopic and reflective arrangements. He has 
described his own work as reliant on the presence of the viewer, producing “a sense of 
uneasiness and psychological alienation through a constant play between feelings of 
inclusion and exclusion.’   It might be argued that Graham’s work forms a bridge between 
the minimalist and pop sensibilities of the 1960s to the media and viewer-engaged art 
world of the present.

Yayoi Kusama’s Infinity Mirror Room on Display at the Broad Museum in Los Angeles

Yoshimoto, Midori. Into Performance: 
Japanese Women Artists in New York. New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 2005. Print. 

”Dan Graham | Artists | Lisson Gallery.” 
Dan Graham | Artists | Lisson Gallery. 
Lisson Gallery, n.d. Web. 31 Oct. 2016.
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POST-MODERN / LATE CAPITALISM 

By the late 20th century, these visual effects had been embraced by postmodern architects, 
whose deployment of obscured and mirrored glass would become a stylistic hallmark of 
the era. In analyzing the work of Philip Johnson, Reinhold Martin suggests of mirrored 
glass that it was meant to stage “a kind of placelessness that, in effect took the place 
formerly occupied by modernist universality (in architectural terms: transparency)….” 

For Martin, the use of the mirrored envelope coincided with a post-modern notion of 
“techno-economic globalization”, manifested in monolithic corporate office towers which 
deployed the mirror in order “to make visible the actual abstraction of finance capital, its 
spectral capacity to be here and here and here at the same time.” 

CONTEMPORARY ART 

Since the late 1990s, artists like Jeff Koons, Olafur Eliasson, Zhan Wang and Anish 
Kapoor have used mirrors to create stunning spectacles of form and interaction. In a 
moment when the post-modern began falling from favor and all recognizable canons 
were beginning to blur, each of these artists used effects of mirroring to achieve a separate 
agenda: for Koons it was the kitsch, Eliasson the phenomenological  ,and Kapoor, 
a celebration of site through framing. The mirror now no longer sought to signal an 
objective truth about the relation between self, object and reflection, but served as a stand 
in for one of many subjective ideologies. Importantly, the works of these contemporary 
artists differs from those by the pop artists in its figuration. Whereas the pop-arts tended 
to deploy the mirror as a field or a frame, contemporary artists tend to situate the mirror 
as its own figure, distinct from its field, an object unto itself. 

Philip Johnson, PPG Place - Pittsburgh, 1984

Martin, Reinhold. Utopia’s Ghost: 
Architecture and Postmodernism, Again. 
Minneapolis: U of Minnesota, 2010. Print. 

Engelmann, Sasha. “Breaking the Frame: 
Olafur Eliasson’s Art, Merleau-Ponty’s 
Phenomenology, and the Rhetoric of 
Eco-Activism | Art & Education.” Art & 
Education. Art & Education, 2008. Web. 
31 Oct. 2016 15



“Often where art and architecture converge is also 
where questions about new materials technologies, 
and media come into focus; this too, makes the 
connection an urgent one to probe.” 

HAL FOSTER, THE ART ARCHITECTURE COMPLEX
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Historic Analysis

CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE 

Today we see architects picking up where Kapoor, Eliasson and Koons leave off.  Just 
as contemporary artists distinguished their mirroring tactics from earlier generations 
through figuration, architects of today distinguish their deployments from earlier mirrors 
through increasing levels of figuration and formal experimentation. Coop Himmelb(l)
au, Sanaa, Daniel Libeskind, Foster & Partners, Snohetta have all utilized the figured 
mirror to create immense spectacles at the architectural scale and to assert architecture’s 
connection to the realm of the projected. These examples demonstrate Hal Foster’s 
suggestion that “Often where art and architecture converge is also where questions about 
new materials technologies, and media come into focus; this too, makes the connection an 
urgent one to probe.” 

Snøhetta
Lillehammer Art Museum and Cinema
Norway, 2016

Olafur Eliasson
“Inside the Horizon”
Paris (Louis Vuitton Foundation), 2015

Coop Himmelb(l)au
MOCAPE
Shenzhen, China, 2016

Foster & Partners
Port Vieux Pavilion
Marseille, France, 2013

Jean Nouvelle
Philharmonie de Paris
Paris, France, 2015

Sanaa
Serpentine Pavilion
London , 2009

Foster, Hal. The Art-architecture Complex. 
London: Verso, 2011. Print. 

Opposite: Zhan Wang, Artificial Rock #59, 
at the British Museum 17



Case Studies

While mirrors form a central exploration in the research for this thesis, they illustrate 
what might best be described as a symptom of a larger socio-technological shift that has 
occurred outside of architecture. In searching for the most relevant case studies this thesis, 
contemporary mirrored projects fulfil only certain characteristics of interaction. 

THE FUN PALACE 

The fun palace, while a spatial and tectonic undertaking, was significant primarily for the 
way in which architecture was subsumed into flows of people, program and culture. As a 
completely open space, it was to be a forum for cultural production and the advancement 
of social life. This thesis seeks to revisit this agenda.

In this project, Cedric Price’s primary thesis on modernity is made vivid: the architecture 
of the future may not be architecture at all, at least not in a recognizable sense. Price’s 
design marked an architecture in which event, program and the design of temporal 
structures took precedence over formal arrangements, a reversal of hierarchy made 
possible through technology. Thus, the Fun Palace provides a useful case study for a 
project which seeks to leverage the flows of people, information, program and economies 
now currently available through mobile devices and instant-social networking. 

The Project was distinct in its time, and remains more relevant than ever today for three 
important reasons. First, the suppression of style is one of the most obvious aspects of the 
Fun Palace. In our age of iconicity and spectacle, it might seem like a missed opportunity 
to strip a building with such a powerful conceptual agenda of some kind of punchy 

Price, Cedric, and Joan Littlewood. “The 
Fun Palace.” The Drama Review: TDR 12.3 
(1968): 127. Web.

Cedric Price & Joan Littlewood, The Fun Palace, 1963
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Isozaki, Arata. Kenchiku No Kaitai. Tōkyō: 
Bijutsu Shuppansha, 1975. Print.

Marinetti, Filippo Tommaso. Futurist 
Manifesto. Place of Publication Not 
Identified: Betascript, 2011. Society for 
Asian Art. Society for Asian Art. Web. 04 
Apr. 2017. <www.societyforasianart.org>. 

Marinetti says“Come on! Set fire to the 
library shelves! Turn aside the canals to 
flood the museums!… Oh, the joy of seeing 
the glorious old canvases bobbing adrift on 
those waters, discolored and shredded!… 
Take up your pickaxes, your axes and 
hammers and wreck, wreck the venerable 
cities, pitilessly. ”

imagery or formal brand. Unlike the speculative images articulated by Archigram in the 
same era, Cedric Price was focused on performance and solutions over the priorities of 
attitude and image that defined the works of Archigram. Price had, as Arata Isozaki 
describes, “A preference for dismantling architecture and making it disappear into 
unconventional systems relevant to social demands”  Price seemed to be determined to 
provide the purest template possible for the kinds of activities that might emerge in the 
space, suggesting that architectural expression or needless components would only serve to 
hinder the performance, flexibility and accessibility of such a space. 

The second defining feature of the project was the emphasis on time. The boldest 
statement of the project was its planned timeline and fixed termination date. Echoes of 
the futurists can be heard in Price’s proclamation. Filippo Marinetti pioneered the idea 
of modernity as a process of perpetual renewal in the 1909 manifesto that prodded its 
readers to literally burn libraries and flood museums.  And while Price’s vision for this 
kind of renewal was not nearly so drastic, destruction was baked into the plans of the Fun 
Palace as surely as any of its built components were.

Thirdly, the Fun palace did not have a fixed envelope. It could be argued that it was in fact 
not a building at all, but a new kind of public space which existed solely as a condenser 
of people, program, and ideas. It was to be an incubator of emergent economies, able to 
respond fluidly to the inputs of its users. As explained by Price, “This complex, which 
enables self-participatory education and entertainment, can only work – and then only for 
a finite amount of time – if it is not only accessible to those living and working in the 

Cedric Price & Joan Littlewood, The Fun Palace, 1963
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THE GROUND PLANE

THE GRID

THE TEMPORAL

THE GANTRY

Case Studies

immediate neighborhood but also, though its varied communication link, accessible as a 
regional and national amenity” . In this statement, we see Price’s ultimate ambition was 
for the Fun Palace to transcend place, to simulate a kind of “Fun World” in which the 
building operated as a hub for much larger networks of interconnection among people. 

Given this description it may not come as a surprise that Price foresaw the relation of this 
kind of environment with the emerging capabilities of the digital. As Jean Louis Cohen 
noted, “Projecting a use of computers that was far ahead of its time, the Fun Palace was 
probably the first attempt to apply research on cybernetics and information technology 
to an architectural design.”  Price’s attitude toward computers seemed to prophesize the 
ongoing debate over its use in Architecture in recent decades. For Price, the computer 
was to be approached carefully and thoughtfully, lest its seductive power be used to 
merely “accurately tabulate the weaknesses of the city” rather than reimagining it, as he 
warned in issue seven of Archigram.   

For the casual user, the everyday interactions found on the internet may seem to share 
the defining characteristics of the Fun Palace: Its blankness, the fact that we do not 
experience the internet itself, but rather the modules (apps, websites, software) which are 

Cohen, Jean-Louis. The Future of 
Architecture, since 1889. London: Phaidon, 
2012. Print.

Sadler, Simon. Archigram: Architecture 
without Architecture. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT, 2005. Print.

Price, Cedric, and Joan Littlewood. “The 
Fun Palace.” The Drama Review: TDR 12.3 
(1968): 127. Web.
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MEDIA

ATMOSPHERE

FESTIVAL

CIRCULATION & ACCESS

plugged into its windows and frames. The internet too is a place of constant renewal and 
destruction (though its surely being archived in a server banks somewhere) And thirdly, 
especially on social media, it creates an open forum and a kind of public space, which, 
while disfigured by the prospect of anonymity, still forms a primary site of interaction 
for contemporary society. On social media, we find ourselves to be quite modern in the 
sense of Marshall Berman’s definition: we can be both objects and subjects, our identities 
crafted, presented and collected by other identities. Several recent examples of digital 
spaces might begin to illustrate how the internet has begun to construct a new forum for 
interaction in the spirit of the fun palace. 

For the Fun Palace, architecture served merely as an enabler for theatrics. In an era where 
technology provides more functionality for interaction that most buildings, the relevant 
question becomes the ways in which architecture enables, manipulates or intervenes in 
these processes so as to critique them or advance their functionality. 

Digital Model by Michael O’Neill 
and David Harrop 21



THE GROUND PLANETHE GANTRY

ATMOSPHERE CIRCULATION & ACCESS

SPATIAL TACTICS: 1960

Case Studies

A common trope in many of the works by Archigram and Cedric Price, 
the Gantry crane enabled the rapid manipulation of large tectonic 
elements in order to quickly shuffle program, space and circulation as 
needed by the patrons of the Fun Palace. This massive structure housed 
mechanics and observation decks.

The louvers on the ceiling and the walls gave agency to the occupants 
over the quality of the architectural space. By controlling these panels, 
light, air, atmosphere and space itself could be manipulated with ease.

With an unobstructed Ground plane, the Ground floor acts as an extension 
of the existing city, operating as a free plaza for programming or simply 
the casual spectacles of everyday urbanism. While certain activities were 
designed to bleed into or occupy portions of the ground plane, its blankness 
was symbolic of its intention to remain a free urban space.

Both vertical, horizontal, (and diagonal) circulation emphasized the 
freedom of movement and the playfulness of exploration that the Fun 
Palace provided. These hanging platforms and sublevels were drawn in 
many cases to suggest they too were temporal or flexible. The rotating 
escalators offered another level of control to users and their ability to 
interact with the architecture.
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THE GRID THE TEMPORAL

MEDIA FESTIVAL

The Grid of the Fun Palace enabled modular growth and maximized the 
interchangeability of its parts. This organization has scalar implications 
as well, suggesting that the Fun Palace could potentially exist as much 
larger or much smaller versions as its Grid expands or contracts.

The Fun Palace was an early proponent of intelligence and interactivity 
hardwired into the design of the building, while some buildings today 
have smart or interactive components the ubiquitous media of today 
would play a perhaps unprecedented role in the Fun Palace.

The Fun Palace’s spatial organizations are secondary to its temporal 
organizations. Price was explicit about the time limit (ten years) which 
he believed would be the useful life for the structure during which it 
would achieve its most efficient cultural usage before needing to be 
moved or updated. 

As a free and open space with the amenities for performance, broadcast 
and education, the project carried with it an implicit social agenda. The 
spaces and resources provided by the project implied that this could 
become a new kind of forum for interaction, catharsis, carnival or 
protest.
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THE GROUND PLANETHE GANTRY

ATMOSPHERE CIRCULATION & ACCESS
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SPATIAL TACTICS: 2017

A common trope in many of the works by Archigram and Cedric Price, 
the Gantry crane enabled the rapid manipulation of large tectonic 
elements in order to quickly shuffle program, space and circulation as 
needed by the patrons of the Fun Palace. This massive structure housed 
mechanics and observation decks.

Price envisioned the Fun Palace containing “Charged static-vapor zones, 
optical barriers, warm-air curtains and fog dispersal plants are some of 
the methods employed, together with vertical and horizontal lightweight 
blinds.” Today, advances in tectonics, materials and automation allow for 
more dramatic spatial maneuvers to be made, for architecture to literally 
transform itself in real time and in response to external stimuli.

As an Urban extension, Price wanted the Fun Palace to act not as a 
spectacular destination, but as one element among many in the urban 
fabric. Today a visit to such a public space might be seen virtually, checked 
in on as part of a regular routine of today’s digital Flâneur

The initial site for the Fun Palace situated it as an intermodal 
hub between streets, subways, monorails, and, ambitiously, 
hovercrafts or helicopters. The site is positioned today to meet all 
the criteria laid out by the Fun Palace site diagram, and with the 
coming wave of drone technology, The Site seems set to fulfill 
even the most ambitious of the criteria. 

Case Studies
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THE GRID THE TEMPORAL

MEDIA FESTIVAL

Grid

Protest / Festival

In the age of mass manufacturing the Grid was a responsible reaction 
to the need for standardization, however with today’s manufacturing 
processes it is nearly as cost effective to adopt a system of mass 
customization. While certain systems and structures remain conducive 
to repetition, difference is now longer as much of a limiting factor with 
regard to interruptions, inconsistencies or other organizational strategies 
in the service of program

Price proposed “...screens on which closed-circuit television will show, 
without editing or art, whatever is going on at a number of places in 
and out of London, and in the complex itself.” In an almost prophetic 
vision of the ways in which personal narratives are broadcast today, 
these media sources can come from literally any occupant not just in the 
structure, but from around the world.

The scale of the temporal was, for the fun palace, thought of in relatively 
broad terms. Today, temporal organizations have become increasing 
efficient and nimble in the context of the digital. Events, spatial 
interventions and programmatic minutiae can be scheduled, viewed and 
manipulated on a minute-to minute basis through personal devices. 

Since the rise of social media, some of the most prominent 
sites for protests have been in the digital sphere. As seen with 
the Arab Spring, the people gathering physically in the squares 
were simultaneously gathering virtually. What new possibilities 
might such a space provide today, as a node equipped to 
radicalize both real and virtual gatherings at once? 

Temporal

11:00 AM 6:00 PM 1:00 AM
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Case Studies

POKEMON GO

Leveraging a confluence of GPS technology, massive server capabilities, and the ubiquity 
of personal devices, Pokémon Go emerged in 2016 as a prototype for a radical merging 
the digital with the real. But it wasn’t simply a technological breakthrough; In fact, its 
most crucial innovations were the ways in which it restructured notions of play and 
socialization with the existing city as its site. The game mandates from its players an active 
engagement with the city around them, all-but guaranteeing some kind of engagement 
with fellow players. In short, it lures its players into a semi-voluntary derive. The game’s 
instant popularity was evidence of the potency of this emerging strategy, and foresight 
into a condition that may become more common as real and digital worlds begin to blend 
together in more tangible ways.

Sparrow, Jeff. “Live in the Moment: The 
Situationists & Pokemon Go.” Overland 
Literary Journal. N.p., 12 July 2016. Web. 
27 Nov. 2016.

A Pokemon Go! Meetup in San Francisco,  July 2016
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“To be modern is to find 
ourselves in an environment 
that promises us adventure, 
power, joy growth, 
transformation of ourselves 
and the world – and at 
the same time threatens 
to destroy everything we 
have, everything we know, 
everything we are.”

- Marshall Berman, All that is Solid Melts into Air
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Part II: Material Research
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Process

RATIONALLE

This exploration seeks to mine the possibilities of traditional physical reflectivity, 
examining formal configurations and their impacts on their environments. As seen in 
Coop Himmelb(l)au’s MOCAPE museum, the figured mirror offers a certain kind of 
spectacle that is enabled by and activated by two different spheres of technology, one 
industrial and mechanical (fabrication) and the other social and experiential (ubiquitous 
personal devices). Thus, the mirror is an important material in today’s architectural 
vocabulary. This study seeks to test different variables and configurations of the figured 
mirror and to begin to document certain behaviors and potentials

To understand the relation between the reflective architectural object, its environment and 
its subjects, this test was positioned to radicalize the potentials of the figured mirror and 
to begin to quantify its properties and possibilities.

PROCESS

Summary: The study contains two sets of variables to be independently tested with control 
variables. The first component is a cylindrical chamber with a 10” diameter and 11 Inch 
Height, upon which different types of grids can be grafted. A small aperture is cut in both 
the cylinder and the grid overlays so that a camera can see clearly into the inside of the 
chamber.

The second variable is a mirrored surface oriented toward the aperture. This object is 
created using an 8” square sheet of malleable wax which is covered in a reflective vinyl 
sheeting. The wax sheet can easily be manipulated and will reliably stay in place once 
formed. The reflective surface is smooth enough to capture the surrounding grids with 
a high level of detail. By alternating either the Grid pattern or the configuration of the 
mirror, each variable can be tested independently to gauge the impact of their respective 
parameters. 

MATERIALS

The Vinyl sheeting has certain strengths and certain limitations, when pulled into 
a convex form, the clarity of the reflection increases noticeably. When pushed into 
compression in a concave bend, the vinyl begins to produce more distortion in its 
reflections and may even crease to create localized moments of disruption. The wax, while 
highly malleable, is limited to curvatures in a single direction, however its fabric-like 
properties allow for a high degree of manipulation across the whole sheet, blending from 
one curve to the next like fabric, resulting in different effects caused by recursive reflection 
and localized moments of compound curvature.
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GRIDDED PATTERN

SUBJECT

APERTURE

CONSTRAINTS

The process begins with a catalog of relatively simple transformations and builds in 
complexity to more organic folds and transformations. Grids were all chosen for their 
ability to make legible the mutations of orientation and directionality, scalar shifts and 
continuities.

VARIABLES

The tests begin with simple convex and concave folds viewed directly. These initial tests 
manipulate the radius of the curve to understand the implications of wide vs tight curves. 
As the experiments progress in geometric complexity, the math required to quantify the 
manipulations becomes increasing cumbersome. A simpler set of input variables describes 
these transformations, in which different sized spheres are punched into the plane 
simultaneously, causing folding and bending the responds to these disruptions.
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Parameters

CONVEX CONCAVE

1A: CONVEX - WIDE

1B: CONVEX - TIGHT

1C: CONVEX - MIXED RADIUS

2A: CONCAVE WIDE

2B: CONCAVE - TIGHT

2C: CONCAVE - MIXED RADIUS

Outputs
• Regularized Arcing on horizontals
• Exagerated foreshortening of Verticals
• Foreshortening diminishes reflection as it 

approaches tangency to line of sight

Outputs
• Regularized Arcing on horizontals
• Exagerated foreshortening of Verticals as 

they engage the radius
• Panels produce “regular reflections” which 

bleed into moments of disruption

Outputs
• Regularized Arcing on horizontals
• Exagerated foreshortening of Verticals 

as they engage the radius
• Vertical reflections splay as the vertical 

angle deviates and the panels twist

Inputs
• Axial Bending
• Regular curving from top to bottom
• Tight Arc, shorter than material 

span, resulting in filleted panels

Inputs
• Axial Bending
• Irregular curving from top to 

bottom
• Tight Arc on bottom blends into 

shallow arc on top, producing 
non-orthagonal edges

Inputs
• Axial Bending
• Regular curving from top to bottom
• Wide Arc, longer than material span

Outputs
• Regularized Arcing on horizontals
• Disorganization of verticals 

becomes more chaotic as the 
viewer approches the foci of the 
panel’s radius

Outputs
• Regularized Arcing on horizontals
• Exagerated foreshortening of 

Verticals as they engage the radius
• Recursive reflections

Outputs
• Regularized Arcing on horizontals
• Verticals split as they shift  

from planar to concave
• Recursive reflections

Inputs
• Axial Bending
• Regular curving from top to bottom
• Tight Arc, shorter than material 

span, resulting in filleted panels

Inputs
• Axial Bending
• Irregular curving from top to bottom
• Tight Arc on bottom blends into 

shallow arc on top, producing non-
orthagonal edges

Inputs
• Axial Bending
• Regular curving from top to bottom
• Wide Arc, longer than material span
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MIXED

3A: CONCAVE & CONVEX: WIDE

3B: CONCAVE & CONVEX: TIGHT

3C: CONCAVE & CONVEX: MIXED RADIUS

COMPLEX

4A: COMPLEX CURVES: 2 DISRUPTIONS

4B: COMPLEX CURVES: 3 DISRUPTIONS

4C: COMPLEX CURVES: 4 DISRUPTIONS

Outputs
• Regularized Arcing on horizontals
• Disorganization of verticals becomes 

more chaotic as the viewer approches 
the foci of the panel’s radius

Outputs
• Non-manifold continuity of linework
• Large areas of non-gridded reflections 

as a result of significant downward 
facing surfaces

Outputs
• Regularized Arcing on horizontals
• Exagerated foreshortening of 

Verticals at radius
• Recursive Reflections

Outputs
• Non-manifold continuity of linework
• High levels of distortion in concave 

portions where networks are 
continuously re-oriented

• Bulging of convex moments

Outputs
• Regularized Arcing on horizontals
• Verticals split as they shift  

from planar to concave
• Recursive Reflections

Outputs
• Non-manifold continuity of linework
• High levels of distortion in concave 

portions where networks are 
continuously re-oriented

• Bulging of convex moments

Inputs
• Axial Bending
• Regular curving from top to bottom
• Tight Arc, shorter than material 

span, resulting in filleted panels

Inputs
• Axial Bending
• Irregular curving from top to 

bottom
• Tight Arc on bottom blends into 

shallow arc on top, producing non-
orthagonal edges

Inputs
• Axial Bending
• Regular curving from top to bottom
• Wide Arc, longer than material span

Inputs
• Non-Axial Bending
• Intervention of three volumes 

into a plane, synthesizing folding 
of material

Inputs
• Non-Axial Bending
• Intervention of four volumes into a 

plane, synthesizing folding of material

Inputs
• Non-Axial Bending
• Intervention of two volumes into 

a plane, synthesizing folding of 
material
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Geometry & Environment
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REGISTER

FINE

OBSERVATIONS

Optical Illusions seen in earlier experiments are 
acecntuated by the rectangular grid, however 
directionality can become obscured in moments of 
concavity.  Spatial readings such as the moment in 
the left of the frame have the potential to create false 
impressions of the depth of the projected space

OBSERVATIONS

The rotated grid offers few unique insights that 
the orthagonal grid does not, however it does serve 
to better explain certain moments which become 
difficult or indecipherable to read, specifically in 
moments of concavity. These difficult readings in 
this scenario are clarified in the prior study.
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SMALL COLORED CHECKERS COLORED STRIPES

FAT COLORED  
CHECKERS

SMALL COLORED  
CHECKERS

DIAGRID COLORED STRIPES

OBSERVATIONS

The small colored checkers depart from the 
readings of network and directionality offered 
by the earlier black and white grid studies and 
begin to describe spatial configurations, mass and 
adjaceny. Here we see how a shape as topologically 
consistant as the square can be manipulated to 
form new, discreet and unpredicted geometries.

OBSERVATIONS

Focussing on linear bands helps to inform 
readings of continuity which become 
indecipherable in the complex projections, 
especially in moments of concavity where the 
bands tend to squeeze and their close proximity 
has the potential to blur them together. Here, 
in the concave moment on the left side, a much 
clearer reading of continuity is present. 
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1C: CONVEX - MIXED RADIUS

36



37



4B: COMPLEX CURVES: 3 DISRUPTIONS
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4C: COMPLEX CURVES: 4 DISRUPTIONS
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Hybrid Mirrors

OVERVIEW

Hybrid Mirrors could be best described as objects or phenomena that mimic the behavior 
of mirrors through mechanisms other than reflective materiality. In all of the cases 
presented here, this effect can essentially only be achieved through an advanced level of 
technological complexity, thus all of the examples are quite contemporary and often use 
sets of motors, sensors or sophisticated software to create their effects. These examples 
serve to illustrate the unique characteristics of these interfaces, which, as noted by 
Rebecca Coleman, “carry through the assumption that mirrors ‘reflect’ the body directly 
and immediately and at the same time draw attention to the processes through which 
the body is imaged.”  The purpose of exploring these objects is to understand how the 
interface between technology and the body can operate at an architectural or spatial 
scale. In these examples I seek to find methods and mechanisms which might be used to 
leverage my investigation of public space, bodily interaction and self-reflective spectacle.

MECHANICAL MIRRORS

Mechanical mirrors utilize the brute force of computation, sensors and hardware to create 
low-resolution reflections of their subjects often using opaque or non-reflective materials. 
The artist Daniel Rozin has been experimenting with these mechanisms through many 

Daniel Rozin: “PomPom Mirror”, 2015 Daniel Rozin: “PomPom Mirror”, 2015

Daniel Rozin: “Wooden Mirror”, 1999 Daniel Rozin: “Penguins Mirror”, 2015

Coleman, Rebecca. Transforming Images: 
Screens, Affect, Futures. Page 51. London: 
Routledge, 2013. Print.
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different iterations that often use hundreds of individually automated motors which 
react to discreet sensors installed to face the viewer. As Rebecca Coleman suggests, these 
projects challenge the assumptions of reflectivity as a property inherent to glass and create 
a tension through their ability to create images which are simultaneously representations 
of the viewer and new images in themselves. 

Wood Mirror: Daniel Rozin’s “Wooden Mirror” is a paradox. Its behavior defies its 
materiality, which upon first glance feels familiar, even mundane. It functions by tilting 
panels of wood upwards toward the light or downwards toward shadow. The result is a 
pixelated “reflection” of the subject”. One of his earliest works to experiment with the 
mechanical mirror, it Illustrates the technological rigor required for representation and 
reflection via non-reflective surfaces. 

Penguin Mirror: While the wood mirror represents a challenge to the mirror’s materiality, 
the penguin mirror challenges the mirror’s spatial illusion by establishing a reflection in 
a random array of penguin dolls. Each doll sits on a motor with its black back facing the 
viewer, and as the body registers in the sensor, the penguins begin to rotate around to face 
the viewer, creating an inverted silhouette. While playful and funny in its deployment, the 
work is actually a fundamental challenge to the spatial regime of the mirror. This work 
establishes a Non-Planar, thus multi-spatial projection.

Mirrors Mirror: This project reinterprets the mirror through a reconfiguration of the 
mirror as a field rather than as a unitary window. The array reacts to the movement of 
the viewer tilting different panels to reflect different portions of the body, resulting in a 
dismembered, shattered, and ever evolving reflection that defies completion. Its effects are 
private, visible only to the viewer whose vantage point the mirrors arrange  
themselves toward.

Daniel Rozin: “Mirrors Mirror”, 2008
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Hybrid Mirrors

INTERFACE MIRRORS

Interface mirrors augment the functionality of existing mirrors and embed features 
commonly found at the intersection of shopping and technology. An early version of 
the interface mirror was implemented in OMA’s proposal for the Prada Epicenter in 
Manhattan and has been recently reimagined by Ebay for retail prototypes. While these 
projects mostly focus on rethinking the shopping experience, the reflective experience and 
the mirror’s basic functionality are called into question as well by incorporating features 
such as a time lag reflection.

OMA: PRADA EPICENTER

In this project, OMA sought to speculate on the future of the shopping experience, in 
which technology would unify the processes of selection, curation, and purchase. The 
mirrors in the changing rooms were designed to offer visitors several different options of 
self-observation, including time-lag reflections along with standard reflections. Specialized 
mirrors with screens built into them were disguised as traditional mirrors, obscuring the 
boundary between material and technology. Touchscreen features also enabled users to 
save and share their reflections as well as document sizes and options for future purchase. 

The project is significant for the way in which technology is used to reconfigure the 
methods by which the body is imaged. It confuses the role of the mirror as a projection 
space whose images are unique to the gaze of the viewer. With a perhaps adverse 
psychological side-effect, these mirrors begin to conflate self-observation and self-
documentation with surveillance.

OMA Prada Epicenter Changing Rooms
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VIRTUAL MIRRORS

Facebook’s recent acquisition of Oculus Rift, a leading innovator in virtual reality, left 
many people wondering how such a technology could relate to the social network’s 
agenda. Mark Zuckerberg explained the idea by suggesting “This is really a new 
communication platform. By feeling truly present, you can share unbounded spaces and 
experiences with the people in your life. Imagine sharing not just moments with your 
friends online, but entire experiences and adventures”. So while current virtual reality 
technology is largely a solitary experience, recent innovations feature what might be 
considered virtual reflections of the self, in which portions of the body such as hands, feet 
and facial expression are updated and broadcast in real time into a virtual environment to 
be observed and interacted with by distant others. 

Facebook demonstration of new Oculus Rift Interactivity

Russell, Kyle. “Mark Zuckerberg: Here’s 
Why I Just Spent $2 Billion On A Virtual-
Reality Company.” Business Insider. 
Business Insider, 25 Mar. 2014. Web. 30 
Apr. 2017. <http://www.businessinsider.
com/zuckerberg-why-facebook-bought-
oculus-2014-3>.
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Part III: Site & Program
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Site visit
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Site visit

FEBRUARY 6, 2017

It has not stopped raining in San Francisco for several days now, not even a patch of blue 
sky has made its way through, yet across the glossy wet plaza of Union Square, the urban 
characters press on sheltering their faces and their phones from the intermittent mist 
and rain. Earbuds as common as appendages, a casual selfie, a panoramic snapchat-- each 
character is unique in their demeanor, pace and vector, and yet they all share one thing 
in common: a state of introspective distraction. Twenty-first Century Flaneurs still stroll 
the city as they did in the era of Benjamin and Baudelaire, however today their posturing 
aims not toward their immediate fellow flaneurs, for their true and intended audience is 
not immediately present. 

Asynchronous interaction has bled into the public sphere as a form of distracted 
urbanism, a kind of not-all-the-way inhabitation of space. Our ubiquitous personal 
devices form projected and mental spaces in and of themselves, they need active 
monitoring while we allow them to actively monitors us. An almost obsessive need to 
check, update, broadcast or multi-task has led 21st century flaneurs to often forget the 
physical space they inhabit except for brief moments in which they document it in order 
to broadcast, then promptly forget. 

Union square represents one of the last vestiges of traditional civic space in San Francisco. 
Surrounding by the highest end retail, it evinces Rem Koolhaas’ notion that “shopping 
has infiltrated, colonized, and even replaced, almost every aspect of urban life.“   But to 
walk through the square today, or, indeed, any once vibrant shopping district, the presence 
of the digital seems to be everywhere. Studies show that online shopping has had a 
demonstrable negative effect on retail shopping , and while its improbable that digital 
retail will ever fully replace brick and mortar, we are compelled to ask what its effects 
have on urbanity. 

How might the continuing trend toward a distracted urbanism and a withdrawal into 
technological space be leveraged in order to reclaim urban space, or more significantly, to 
create new kinds of urban space?
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Site

Union Square in San Francisco will be the site for this project, however the project itself, 
like the Fun Palace, will be situated as ephemeral within this space. In Price’s time, such 
an assertion was futuristic, ambitious, and ultimately proved to be unrealizable. Since 
Price’s proposal we have yet to see a project endeavor to construct such an agenda. Having 
an interchangeable, updateable site configuration will allow for the conceptualization 
of the project for different audiences and in different time periods, expanding its 
participatory, social, improvisational and performative agenda.  

HYBRID-STATE URBANISM 

The Urbanism of Union Square is not unique in either America or the world. A planted 
hardscape carved out among commercial buildings, ground level retail with offices, condos 
or hotels above; tall enough to create urban enclosure but low and porous enough for 
ample sunlight. It’s comfortable atmosphere, scale and programming are meant to foster 
good shoppers, to keep foot traffic moving when needed, and to delay, preoccupy and 
comfort as needed.  It is an urban space of similar size and typology to ancient squares 
in Europe or America’s older cities, however it what makes it unique is its perimeter 
forged by the latest capitalist heavy-hitters: Apple, Macy’s, Victorias Secret, Tiffany & 
Co and Williams Sonoma, just to name a few. in support of OMA’s claim that “Shopping 
is arguably the last remaining form of public activity…The voracity by which shopping 
pursues the public has, in effect, made it one of the principal - if only - modes by which 
we experience the city.,”  Union Square’s placelessness, combined with the distracted 
urbanism of shopping and ubiquitous technology make it the ideal site to test out the 
ways architecture can intervene and render visible the digital layers of urbanity, to distract 
the distracted, and perhaps forge new connections between the city and its inhabitants

Koolhaas, Rem, Chuiha Judy. Chung, 
Jeffrey Inaba, and Sze Tsung. Leong. 
Harvard Design School Guide to 
Shopping. Taschen, 2001. Print.
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Site: Union Square, San Francisco
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ADJACENT RETAIL

1. Saks fifth Avenue
2. Tiffany & Co
3. Williams Sonoma
4. Apple Store
5. Cole Haan
6. Nike Store
7. Johnston & Murphy
8. Gucci
9. Neiman Marcus
10. Louis Vuitton
11. Macy’s
12. Swarovski
13. Express
14. BCBG Max Azria
15. Victoria’s Secret
16. DSW
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Existing Site Section

The site traverses a subtle grade with the primary public plaza meeting 
roughly the level of Post Street on its north side and the Parking level 
meeting the level of Geary St. on its south side. Currently the below-grade 
level is a heavily used city parking lot. Adjacency to a subway line represents 
an opportunity to expand below grade access and programing.
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Access 
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In his description of the Fun Palace, Price was explicit that it “Must also be 
sited to allow random time usage. Thus, the varied communication routes must 
be those of a metropolitan or regional network passing the site” . In their “ideal 
site” diagram they illustrate the desired adjacencies and access points: Monorail, 
Tube, Heavy Rail, Roads, and, ambitiously, “helicopters and hovercrafts”. Random 
Pedestrian access is assumed, thus suggesting an area with ample foot traffic. 

Union square nearly matches the criteria concerning access, lacking only heavy 
rail.  With a newly completed subway line opening to the plaza, the historic 
streetcar and one block walk from the arterial Market St BART and road 
connections, the plaza seems to embody that access diagram envisioned by Price. 
Furthermore, the futuristic notion of helicopters accessing the site has recently 
become more viable with the introduction of Drone infrastructure, a technology 
being pioneered and tested in San Francisco already. 

Price, Cedric, and Joan Littlewood. “The 
Fun Palace.” The Drama Review: TDR 12.3 
(1968): 127. Web.

The “Ideal Site”  for hte Fun Palace As diagrammed by Cedric Price
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Program

“NON-PROGRAM”
In their description of the fun Palace. Joan Littlewood and Cedric Price describe 
the activities contained in the project as a Non-Program.”  The pursuit of a 
Laboratory of fun, they proclaimed that the building could be used as passively 
or actively as any individual inhabitant desired, and that even when spaces were 
dedicated to a specific program, guests were under no obligation to obey these 
programs. An attitude of transgression was embedded in the activates enabled by 
the project. 

Following these ideas, the program of this project and the architecture will be 
conceptually situated as hardware and software, each seen as interchangeable and 
updateable, hackable and customizable. The programs can be stacked, combined, 
determined and then configured through onsite crowdsourcing. The proposal will 
examine and question the uncanny binary between the mirror and the screen, 
deploying each as deceptive spectacle, their subjects’ reflections technologically 
interconnected through space and time. On the exterior, relevant questions of the 
reflected self and the spectacle created by collective interaction. The interior will 
seek to create spaces of display, surveillance, improvisational and participatory 
theater, communication and education.  Like apps or other software, this program 
will be free to fluctuate, offering emergent opportunities typically offered by virtual 
apps. The Primary Program categories will seek to update the initial program set 
forth by the Fun Palace: Theater, Communication & Broadcasting, however the 
scale and intensity of each of these programs may shift day to day, hour to hour, 
even minute to minute in response to  
guests’ input. 

PERCEPTUAL BLURRING
Each program within the building can operate in overlapping planes of experience 
and perception, meaning aspects of its performance can be controlled, documented 
or broadcast by users immediately present, elsewhere on site, or elsewhere entirely, 
offsite or around the world. The configuration of each program will be situated 
in ways that begin to create overlapping experiences of reality, in a confounding 
simultaneity that has become commonplace in the age of multitasking and 
multi-platform communication. Each Program item has been conceived of as 
having input from three different kinds of user input: first-person (present), 
second-person (elsewhere on-site) and third-person (off-site). Configurations and 
hypothetical situations are as follows:
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LIBRARY
1st Person: The library houses not just books and media, but experiences.  Virtual 
reality chambers allow for immersive education or diversion. These pods allow users 
to experience a conflation of their own body and its displacement in time and space.

2nd person:  Protruding out from the façade, the pods are on display to the public, 
with images of the user’s vision projected onto the pod for the public to see. These 
form a new kind of spectacle, of watching others’ experiences. VR experiences can 
also be uploaded or downloaded from the library by visitors to the library to use on 
their own sets.

3rd Person The VR chambers can interact on a virtual level with the other chambers 
and with VR users around the world. People from around the world can inhabit a 
virtual environment with users at Union Square.

THEATER
1st Person: The underside of the seating is covered in mirrored surfaces creating 
a tension between the performers and the audience, visible to themselves in their 
projections. The conflation between audience and performers is accentuated further 
by the plaza forming the level of the stage. 

2nd Person: Parameters of the performance can be controlled onsite by users and 
their peers. Aspects like volume, lighting and some spatial configurations like 
atmospheric control can be accessed and interacted with through the app.

3rd person: Live streams of both the audience and the performers are broadcast daily 
on the Union Square app, allowing for an audience around the world. Recordings can 
be accessed via the online archive.

BROADCASTING CENTER
1st Person: Mirrored surfaces on the ground plane create a spectacle of the self, 
amassing crowds who use their phones to photograph and broadcast themselves 

2nd Person: The selfie space is put on display via a platform that lowers down from 
the main broadcasting space, where the crowd is visible from a raised vantage point. 
The traditionally urban activity of people watching is complicated by the notion of 
watching people watching themselves. 

3rd person: The path to the observation deck winds behind the fabric façade on 
which different projections and livestreams are being broadcast. Thus, inhabitants 
occupy the broadcasting center by finding themselves in the path of projections from 
around the world.
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Part IV: Design Proposal

Early concept for the project’s library: blending experience, 
information, broadcast and display 63



Design Proposal

At the intersection of technology, identity and urbanity, this project imagines a new kind 
of public space for Union Square in which architecture is situated as a frame for the 
projection, reflection documentation and broadcast of personal and collective identity. The 
project seeks to make visible the virtual layers grafted upon the built environment and 
to exploit the social and architectural possibilities of a multivalent urban experience in 
which virtual and physical infrastructures collapse into a hybrid states. Both real-time and 
asynchronous social interactions are enabled through coordination between ubiquitous 
personal devices and larger infrastructural media systems embedded in the project. The 
project critically examines the contemporary relation between the city’s occupants and 
the ways in which technology has augmented their relation to both their environment 
and to each other. Mirroring is a phenomenon orchestrated through both material and 
technological means, with media deployed as mechanism through with the self and the 
collective are “reflected”, documented and broadcast. Reflection is thus presented both 
literally and figuratively, as both spectacle and interrogation. These infrastructures of 
projection become the expression of an Architecture that enables, critiques and provokes 
its occupants, empowering and enticing each individual to explore the boundaries 
between the virtual and the real, and the threshold between themselves and their 
neighbors. 

ENVELOPE

A façade of adjustable fabric projection surfaces render the project’s urban expression 
as a variable contingent upon the whims of the users. Crowdsourced inputs by users 
determine the projection program, oscillating day-to-day to, hour-to-hour and minute-
to-minute.  Thus, architectural expression and formal identity become subsumed with 
both collective and personal expressions, a collage of information, impulse, transgression, 
economy and politics. From within, users can also operate the screens to produce 
transparency in the envelope, unwrapping the volume to expose interior terraces and 
enclosed program spaces. Here, the atmospheric control afforded by the Fun Palace is 
taken a step further, offering cultural control to users as well as physical atmospheric 
control. The translucent fabric acts on the interior as media to be consumed, however this 
media becomes a broadcast mechanism as the images permeate to the street outside. The 
negotiation between viewer and viewed, private and public thus becomes a public affair, 
negotiated through the layers of overlapping images and impulses.

The underbelly of the structure creates a seamless mirrored surface which fluctuates 
between episodes of regularized planes and simple curves, to moments of extreme 
warping and distortion. These moments regulate anticipated crowd activity in what 
might be described as a perfect “selfie space.” Hatches and apertures in the massing offer 
viewers from inside the structure a voyeuristic view of the crowd below, who are likely 
too preoccupied with their own reflections to notice their observers. The behaviors of 
observation, self-observation, documentation and broadcast begin to layer into a hybrid 
condition of reality, in which real-time and asynchronous interactions stich together the 
experience of a real/virtual hybrid space. Phobias of surveillance are rendered null, as the 
occupants surround themselves and each in a state of constant documentation. 
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Design Proposal

PUBLIC SPACE

The plaza can be used freely, however its programmed opportunities are 
augmented by the presence of the digital and by the interference and 
inputs of fellow users. Games, rallies, and impromptu performances receive 
technological amenities from the structure above, from sound, to heat, to 
lighting to projection screens, different infrastructures can be deployed 
through crowdsourced inputs. Thus the architecture is activated by and 
manipulated by users in semi-autonomous collaborative actions. The 
architecture itself becomes the object of technological distraction, however 
its results are not insular or personal, but social and urban. Visitors lost in 
the spectacle of their own reflections or devices find themselves in contact, 
whether through shared diversion or through resistance to their fellow 
urban explorers.

NESTED NARRATIVES

The sense of occupying two strata of time and place is a unique 
characteristic of contemporary life. As social scientists have well 
documented, users of social media construct what might be considered 
a double life, in which their “real life” is reflected in a kind of uncanny 
double online through a process of curation and broadcast. The itch to 
document and broadcast is one of many neuroses of this era, fears of 
surveillance have been replaced by fears of going un-surveilled, of being 
of the grid. The narratives imagined in this project find their roots in 
what might be considered a traditional urban experience, however these 
episodes are twisted by the presence of the digital,  confronted with the 
potential opportunities of the digital tools typically grafted invisibly 
upon the contemporary city.  Where boredom, stress, pleasure, romance, 
conflict and indifference play out in traditional urban spaces, these 
sensations are augmented by the unique conditions of this urban space, 
in which identities ,impulses and a constantly shifting web of interaction 
establish unprecedented opportunities for interaction between visitors, the 
architecture and each other.
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Design Proposal

HYBRID-STATE URBANISM

From the spectacular to the mundane, this project establishes a spectrum of 
experiences in which technology is at times enshrined, and at times denied. From 
the phantasmagoria of layered projections and reflections seen on the exterior, 
to the below-grade restaurant beneath the parking structure where no signal can 
reach, visitors traverse not only a unique urban landscape of media and interaction, 
but a unique landscape of technological integration. Through the collage of 
surveillance, projection, duplication and displacement of images, the body and 
the identity find themselves in a warped space, a mazelike condition where one 
becomes lost in a hybrid plane, wandering somewhere between the real and virtual. 
They are not alone in this limbo, other visitors to the site as well as virtual visitors 
from around the world are present for this journey. Behind the mirrors and screens, 
new connections emerge. New understandings of the individual’s role in this 
updated context begin to solidify as sensations of anxiety and exhilaration become 
palpable effects of an architecture through which the public practices new tactics of 
communication and presentation.

LOOKING BEHIND THE SCREEN

To a passerby, the experience of Union Square may begin as a diversion, a new 
method by which technology might seem to simply augment the everyday. 
However, by passing between the mirrors and screens, gaining new vantage points 
of their fellow inhabitants and their own bodies, by experiencing the full spectrum 
with which technology now occupies our experience of the city, visitors to this 
project gain a new perspective. In the place of common spectacles or routine 
technological distractions, this project places visitors in the center of a strange 
labyrinth. In searching for the exit, one may encounter fellow travelers who are also 
searching for a simple return. Upon finally arriving at the exit, visitors are likely to 
discover that the outer world is in fact not fundamentally different than the world 
constructed in this labyrinth.  The visitor comes to grasp more fully their place in 
this updated context, in which identity is sundered between two ever-converging 
planes. The anxieties wrought by this new condition may never be finally resolved, 
however by confronting these strange twists and overlapping borders, framed 
episodes of warping and of uncanny imagery, the visitor to Union Square may 
find themselves better equipped to make sense of their place in the 21st century’s 
plunge into the screen.

68



69



70



71



72



73



74



75



76



77



78



79



80



81



82



83



84



85



86



87



88



89



UNION SQUARE
1. Primary Lobby Space
2. Theater Backstage
3. Theater Seating
4. Public Reading Room
5. Library Stacks
6. Virtual Reality Experience Library
7. Public Plaza
8. Parking Entrace
9. Broadcast Center

1

2

9
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BELOW-GRADE “DEAD-ZONE” 
RESTAURANT & BAR

THEATER SEATING

ROOF EVENT LAWN
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ROOF EVENT LAWN PUBLIC READING ROOM

AUGMENTED REALITY 
AMPHITHEATER

VIRTUAL REALITY  
CHAMBERS
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LIBRARY MEDIA 
CENTER

LIBRARY STACKS

ROOF ACCESS
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EVENT PLAZA

BELOW GRADE 
PARKING

FREE PROGRAM 
FLEX SPAE

PROJECTION FABRIC
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PRIMARY 
BROADCAST CENTER

FOOD-TRUCK PLAZA
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SELFIE OBSERVATORY

SELFIE-PLAZAFOOD-TRUCK PLAZA

INFORMAL 
AMPHITEATERS
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FREE LOBBY / MARKET

STRUCTURAL CORE
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STRUCTURAL CORE

INFORMAL AMPHITEATERS

ROOF ACCESS

BACKSTAGE AREA

PROJECTION PLAZA
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MAIN STAGE PROJECTCION 
SURFACES

PROJECTION PLAZA
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PROJECTCION 
SURFACES BELOW-GRADE “DEAD-ZONE” 

RESTAURANT & BAR

THEATER SEATING

BOX OFFICE
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Sadler, Simon. Archigram: Architecture without Architecture. Cambridge, MA: MIT, 
2005. Print.

Sparrow, Jeff. “Live in the Moment: The Situationists & Pokemon Go.” Overland Liter-
ary Journal. N.p., 12 July 2016. Web. 27 Nov. 2016.

Statista. “Daily Internet Usage by Age and Device 2014 | Statistic.” Statista. N.p., n.d. 
Web. 05 Jan. 2017.

Stein, Joel. “Millennials: The Me Me Me Generation.” Time. Time, 20 May 2013. Web. 
30 Oct. 2016.

Stomberg, John. “Zhan Wang: Urban Landscape.” Gastronomica 7, no. 2 (2007): 9-11.

Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from 
Each Other. 2011. Print.

Turkle, Sherry. The Second Self: Computers and the Human Spirit. New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1984. Print

Turkle, Sherry. Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet. New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 1995. Print.

Turkle, Sherry – Psychoanalytic Politics: Jacques Lacan and Freud’s French Revolution.

Vidler, Anthony. The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely. Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT, 1992. Print. 

Vidler, Anthony. Warped Space: Art, Architecture, and Anxiety in Modern Culture. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT, 2000. Print.

Yoshimoto, Midori. Into Performance: Japanese Women Artists in New York. New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 2005. Print.

103



Sources

“Foster & Partners’ Marseille Pavilion.” N.p., n.d. Web. <http://www.huftonandcrow.
com/images/uploads/FP_Marseille_Pavilion_HuftonCrow_003.jpg>.

Miwok. “Philharmonie De Paris.” Flickr. Yahoo!, 16 Dec. 2015. Web. 12 May 2017. 
<https://www.flickr.com/photos/miwok >.

“Black Mirror Season 3 Nosedive.” Http://www.blackfilm.com. N.p., n.d. Web. <http://
www.blackfilm.com/read/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Black-Mirror-Season-3-
Nosedive-Bryce-Dallas-Howard-2.jpg>.

“OMA Prada Epicenter.” OMA. N.p., n.d. Web. <http://images.oma.
eu/20150804061247-1333-flx2/700.jpg>.

“Museum of Contemporary Art & Planning Exhibition, Shenzhen, China by COOP 
HIMMELB(L)AU.” Http://www.gooood.hk. N.p., n.d. Web. 12 May 2017. <http://
www.gooood.hk/in-progress-museum-of-contemporary-art-planning-exhibi-
tion-shenzhen-china-by-coop-himmelblau.htm/005-museum-of-contempo-
rary-art-planning-exhibition-shenzhen-china-by-coop-himmelblau>.

“Michelangelo Caravaggio – Narciso Al Fonte.” Http://robscholtemuseum.nl. N.p., 
n.d. Web. <http://robscholtemuseum.nl/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Michelan-
gelo-Caravaggio-Narciso-al-fonte-foto-Galleria-Nazionale-dArte-AnticaPala-
cio-Barberini-Roma.jpg>.

“Adolf Loos American Bar Vienna.” N.p., n.d. Web. <https://pbs.twimg.com/media/
CmOFFWEWMAAJpi0.jpg>.

Veras, Matias. “Yayoi Kusama Obsesión Infinita.” Flickr.com. N.p., n.d. Web. <https://
c1.staticflickr.com/9/8604/16809091825_020f629331_z.jpg>.

“Pittsburgh’s PPG Place.” N.p., n.d. Web. <http://162.243.3.155/wp-content/up-
loads/2016/11/philip-johnson-architecture-011.jpg>.

“Zhan Wang, British Museum.” Drifts and Scatters. WordPress.com, n.d. Web. 
<https://galabent.files.wordpress.com/2012/02/zhan_wang_rock_number_59_1.
jpg>.

“Lillehammer Art Museum.” Archilovers.com. N.p., n.d. Web. <http://img.archilovers.
com/projects/8e37694e-247d-40bc-9960-f72395f0d75e.jpg>.

“Olafur Eliasson Fondation Louis Vuitton.” Louis Vuitton : Canada. Louis Vuitton, 
n.d. Web. <http://ca.louisvuitton.com/images/is/image/lv/1/VE_DI3_L/louis-vuit-
ton--Louis_Vuitton_THE_ARTISTIC_PROGRAMME_AT_THE_FONDA-
TION_LV_8_DI3.jpg>.

“Vieux Port Pavilion | Hufton + Crow Photography.” Hufton + Crow | Projects | Vieux 
Port Pavilion. N.p., n.d. Web. 12 May 2017. <http://www.huftonandcrow.com/proj-
ects/gallery/vieux-port-pavilion/>.

Page 5 

Page 6 

Page 7 
 

Page 8 

Page 9 
 
 
 

Page 12 
 
 

Page 13 

Page 14 

Page 15 

Page 16 
 

Page 17 

Page 17 
 
 

Page 17 

IMAGES

104



“2009 Serpentine Gallery Pavilion.” Archilovers.com. Archilovers.com, n.d. Web. 
<http://img.archilovers.com/projects/466719bd9d8141ec9afe4f9c813d9e26.jpg>.

“Fun Palace Cedric Price.” Interactive Architecture Lab. N.p., n.d. Web. <http://www.
interactivearchitecture.org//wp-content/uploads/2005/10/funpalace-cedric-price.
jpg>.

Glynn, Ruairi. “Fun Palace – Cedric Price.” Interactive Architecture Lab. N.p., 19 Oct. 
2005. Web. 12 May 2017. <http://www.interactivearchitecture.org/fun-palace-ced-
ric-price.html>.

Praderio, Caroline. “What It Looks like When Hundreds of Pokémon Go Players 
Swarm a City.” Business Insider. N.p., 21 July 2016. Web. <http://static3.businessin-
sider.com/image/5790d3cfdd0895e1538b475e-2400/ap_16203094650952.jpg>.

Rozin, Daniel. “DANIEL ROZIN INTERACTIVE ART.” Daniel Rozin Interactive 
Art. Smoothware.com, n.d. Web. 26 Apr. 2017. <http://www.smoothware.com/dan-
ny/index.html>.

Constine, Josh. “Oculus Demos Augmented Social Virtual Reality with Facial expres-
sions.” TechCrunch. TechCrunch, 6 Oct. 2016. Web. 22 Feb. 2017.

Page 17 

Page 18 
 

Page 19 
 

Page 26 
 

Page 42 
 

Page 45 
 

 

105




