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Athens is a city of contradictions: A city at the center of 
European identity and at the edge of the “western” world; A city 
with massive influxes of voluntary tourists and involuntary 
immigrants; A new city that thinks it is old; A city defined as 
much by its amorphous sea of generic white buildings as by its 
perfect monuments of architecture. Above all Athens is in crisis. 
Many are looking for an economic or political solution, but the 
space of the city goes overlooked and under examined. It is both 
a city in need of immediate work and the contemporary European 
city that most dramatically embodies the urgent, alarming, and 
intractable crises that face our cities today. This year we 
are once again immersing ourselves in this complicated context, 
attempting to render legible a city that is stubbornly difficult 
to grasp, and revealing new opportunities for intervention.

Change is most possible during times of crisis. We’re hoping to 
take advantage of this current moment of precarity, crafting 
projects that are sensitive to the very real constraints of 
contemporary Athens, but that move beyond traditional logics to 
imagine radical alternatives to the present.
 
Although much has been written about the polykatoikia, the 
modernist building typology par excellence whose endless 
repetition has paradoxically resulted in an un-modern formless 
city, we’re choosing to focus instead on the moments of exception 
in the city. Architecture has the power to break the monotony, to 
register difference, and to frame spaces of collective exchange 
and debate. Creating more “public space” alone isn’t enough. The 
challenge of Athens is best approached by rethinking its civic 
institutions, the monuments and voids which orient us in the 
isotropic fabric of the city. 

This year Intermediate 15 will continue to rethink the 
institution of the University, starting from the hypothesis that 
the architecture of academic institutions is uniquely able to 
reorganize and reinvigorate the city. We will examine how these 
institutions are currently manifested in Athens, identify and 
critique emerging models and historical precedents, and imagine 
radical new propositions at both the urban and architectural 
scale. Only by reinventing these institutions – both their logics 
and their forms – can we reinvent the future of the city.
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01 _THE CITY
Athens looks like a science fi ction city, dense, breathless and impenetrable. In the working 
class areas you can clearly see how people relate to space, constantly challenged by 
territorial imperatives. In the plutocratic areas it is the same feeling only in reverse: 
fewer buildings take up more space. Everywhere public areas shrink, open spaces disappear, 
the city devours.

- Vrasidas Karalis, The Demons of Athens 
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Urban Sprawl Athens, 2016, from www.phillippapadis.com



INTERMEDIATE 15_THE CITY

Map of Athens, 1881

ATHENS

Athens is burning.1

Athens is the birthplace of democracy.2

Athens is the European Union.3 

Athens is dirty and ugly.4

Athens is the new Berlin.5

Athens is the mother of arts and eloquence.6

Athens is an ancient city.7 

Athens is a new city that thinks its old.8 

Athens is sprawling.9

Athens contains the most perfect example ever achieved of 
architecture.10

Athens contains the seeds of the ideal city.11

Athens is dense, breathless and impenetrable.12

Athens is ground zero of the European migration crisis.13

Athens is on the brink.14

1 – “Athens Is Burning! The School Of Athens And The Fire In The Borgo” (1979) by Salvador Dali; 
Also, Daily Telegraph headline, “Athens is Burning! But Don’t Tell the Tourists.” July 23rd, 
2015. 2 – “Democracy,” OED Online. Oxford University Press. Retrieved 28 November 2014. 3 - 
Donald Tusk, President of the European Council, after meeting with PM Alexis Tsipras on March 
3rd, 2016. 4 – The Guardian, “The urbanist’s guide to Athens: ‘a city of wonders, dangers and 
potential” May 19th, 2014. 5 – NYTimes, “The 2.0 Report: Athens is the new Berlin,” May 23, 2010. 
6 - John Milton, from “Paradise Regained, Book IV”. 7 – BBC, et al. 8 – Doxiadis, “Our Capital 
and its Future,” 1961. 9 - Chicago Tribune, May 2009. 10 - Nikolaus Pevsner, “An Outline of 
European Architecture”, p. 19. 11 – P.V. Aureli, “Cities from Zero”. 12 - Vrasidas Karalis, The 
Demons of Athens. 13 - NPR, February 2016. 14 - Deutsche Welle, October 2nd, 2010.
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Imaginary view of the market place, or Agora in Athens, ancient Greece. 
From El Mundo Ilustrado, published Barcelona, 1880

Manolis Baboussis, Kallithea, 1987. 

Capital Traces, Neiheiser Argyros

THE EUROPEAN METROPOLIS

While European cities were prospering during the Renaissance and 
Enlightenment periods - intellectually, culturally, economically, 
and politically - Athens and other Greek cities were stuck 
in time under Ottoman rule. It was not until 1831, following 
Greece’s independence and the establishment of its first King, 
King Otto from Bavaria, that Athens transformed from a village 
into a city. Although its origins are ancient, modern Athens is 
less than 200 years old. 

Since the early 19th century, numerous masterplans have imagined 
the future of the city, yet very little of this was ever 
implemented. Political and economic factors, coupled with huge 
influxes of refugees in the 1920’s, demanded immediate housing 
provisions that fueled the informal expansion of the city. 

Of course the inheritance of Athens extends much further back 
than 1831. Plato’s philosophy and Periclis’ democracy are 
but a few timeless universalities that have carried European 
civilization forward, while the “ideal city” of Athens, with its 
monumental ceremonial acropolis on a hill and its vibrant agora 
below has provided a powerful model of urbanism for centuries. 

The idea of contemporary Europe is rooted in Ancient Greece, 
making Athens the European metropolis (mother-city) and placing 
it at the epicenter of European identity. 
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Film stills from “Rhythmus 21”, 
Hans Richter

Gabriel Orozco, Asterisms, 
2012

Athens from above, Neiheiser Argyros

REPETITION AND DIFFERENCE

Paradoxically, repetition and difference are the two defining 
characteristics of contemporary Athens. Athens contains an 
endless sea of six-story postwar concrete apartment buildings 
called polykoitakia. Seemingly “informal” and unplanned in 
their relentless accumulation, we seek to understand the 
underlying logics that created this uniquely homogenous 
condition. At the same time we will examine how this almost 
infrastructural uniformity allows for vibrant expressions of 
DIY bricolage. When is uniformity liberating? When is density 
stifling? Where are the opportunities for intervention? 
Amidst the sea of undifferentiated private spaces, where 
might it make sense to introduce islands of public focus, new 
monuments of civic attention and inhabitation? 
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Nolli Plan of Rome, 1748

Dusty Boots Line, Richard Long 1988

untitled, Carl Andre, 1963.

THE PUBLIC VOID

“The city was first and foremost a void, a marketplace, an agora, 
and all its subsequent development has just been a means of 
fixing this void, of delimiting its outlines.”

- Jose Ortega y Gasset, The Revolt of the Masses

The homogenous field of polykoitakia in Athens is marked by 
public voids – plateias, or plazas - edged by cafes, and at times 
defined by significant religious or government buildings. These 
public spaces of exception are often lost in the sea of generic 
buildings that surround them, disconnected and in disrepair, yet 
they are vital to the future of the city. These are of course the 
descendants of the ancient agora, a public space of encounter, 
confrontation, and collective exchange within the city. Where are 
these spaces of appearance in contemporary Athens, and what is 
the new model of the agora for the 21st century? 

The political events of the summer of 2015 - including parades, 
protests, and a controversial referendum - emphasized, more than 
ever in recent Greek history, the significant correlation between 
political debate and the shape of public space in the city. But 
while Syntagma Square in the center of Athens offers a powerfully 
singular opportunity for mass expression, the city noticeably 
lacks legible daily spaces of collective camaraderie, exchange, 
debate, innovation, and creation.
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Rome Interrotta 1978

Francis Alys, Sometimes Making 
Something Leads to Nothing, 1997

Mark Lombardi, “World Finance Corporation 
and Associates, ca. 1970-84”, 1999.

PROJECTIVE CARTOGRAPHIES

In the summer of 2017, the international arts spectacle Documenta 
was held for the first time in and around Athens and was titled: 
“Learning from Athens.” As the art world shifts its gaze to 
this city, we propose that the discipline of architecture does 
as well. In 1977, O.M. Ungers retroactively extracted a new 
model of urban organization from studying Berlin’s particular 
urban reality, history, and imaginary. His proposal for a “Green 
Archipelago” of multiple cities within the shrinking city of 
Berlin, was both an astute diagnosis of a particular condition 
and a radical manifesto for the future of cities in general. 
Other examples of architects looking to “learn from” the unique 
condition of a city in the 1970s include Reynar Banham’s Los 
Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies (1971), Venturi, 
Scott Brown, and Izenour’s Learning from Las Vegas (1972), Colin 
Rowe’s Collage City (1978), and Rem Koolhaas’ Delirious New York 
(also 1978). Thirty years later, in 2007, Pier Vittorio Aureli 
used the city of Brussels to formulate a manifesto for the 
project of the capital city. Our aim is to add to this legacy of 
extracting architectural manifestos from the city, while also 
charting a new course. We propose a study that is both more open 
and more urgently applied. While we bring an agenda, a set of 
informed sensibilities, and a hunch for how to proceed, we have 
many more questions than answers. Above all we have a passion to 
spur meaningful spatial change in a city that desperately needs 
it. 

We will continuously map and re-map the city, examining it from 
above and within, tracing its contours, flows, and rhythms of 
inhabitation. As we map we will embrace our own biases, forge 
critiques, evolve new spatial tactics, and project alternate 
futures for the city. 
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O.M. Ungers, Berlin: A Green Archipelago. 
The City in the City. 1977.

EMPIRICAL UTOPIAS

We are interested in radical new ideas which are seemingly out of 
reach, but that are grounded in the realities of an optimistic 
present. We will think big, but we will also think clearly and 
methodically, with a thoughtful sense of who our audience is. 
Although we will flirt with utopia, we will avoid the impossible. 
We will strive for interventions that, while radical and bold and 
just beyond the realm of current possibility, are concrete and 
achievable.

We will test hypotheses and sharpen our hunches into convictions. 
We will write manifestos to give legible shape to our logics. 
We will recklessly inhabit our projects in order to locate 
their breaking points. We will provisionally invoke the ghosts 
of our predecessors - Corb, Ungers, Hilberseimer, Doxiadis, 
Tange, Rem. We will think top down and bottom up, globally and 
locally, universally and particularly, crafting our own specific, 
subjective, and visionary models for Athens.

Rem Koolhaas & Madelon Vriesendorp, “The City of 
the Captive Globe Project”

Kenzo Tange, Tokyo Bay masterplan, 
1960
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The right to the city is far more than the individual liberty to access urban resources: it 
is a right to change ourselves by changing the city. It is, moreover, a common rather than 
an individual right since this transformation inevitably depends upon the exercise of a 
collective power to reshape the processes of urbanization. The freedom to make and remake our 
cities and ourselves is one of the most precious yet most neglected of our human rights. 

- David Harvey               

Screenshot from drone Youtube footage over Athens, uploaded by @spalmermath
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Constantinos Doxiadis, Ekistik Evolution
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NETWORKS OF LEGIBILITY

Punctuating our understanding of the endless space of the urban 
are its institutions; vessels of civic organization and culture, 
monuments and voids which orient us in the isotropic fabric of 
the city. From parliament building to prison, hospital to school, 
plaza to museum, the city is defined by these places. They shape 
the very nature; give definition, body, and inflection to the 
entire neighborhood and the territorial city that surrounds them. 
They form multiple networks and patterns from which we read the 
city; networks of communication, of power, money, and identity. 
Through this network, combined with their recognizable form and 
architecture, they gain their agency. We’re interested in the 
ways that new or reimagined institutions might act as catalysts 
within the city, active nodes of engagement, creating ripples of 
effect and atmosphere in the city around them. 

_THE INSTITUTION IN THE CITY

Hans Dieter Schaal, About the Spatial Experience of 
Cities, 1970s



The Parliament Building and Syntagma Square, 
2015

Julie Mehretu, detail from Berliner Plätze, 2008
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INSTITUTION BUILDING

In this time of economic instability, political upheaval, and 
rapid technological change in which every aspect of contemporary 
life is being transformed, most institutions are in crisis, 
increasingly irrelevant or already obsolete. To keep our own 
discipline from submitting to the same fate, the architect 
can no longer passively accept the inheritance of yesterday’s 
institutions and simply provide accommodation and representation. 
To be relevant socially, politically, and economically, 
architecture must engage with other cultural systems to 
proactively shape tomorrow’s institutions. This is particularly 
true in Athens, where institutions across the city have failed 
or are failing, with dire consequences for urban form, political 
debate, and the social fabric of Athens.

_THE INSTITUTION IN THE CITY

Syntagma Square, Dimitris Harisiadis, 
1956
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Now, the university is in crisis because the very idea of development on which it is grounded 
is in crisis; this is the idea of rationality immanent to a development model based on 
exigencies defi ned by production, on the instrumental use of science for technical needs, on 
the sectorialisation of disciplines according to professional competences, on the functional 
division of intellectual labour from material labour, and on the selection and social 
stratifi cation caused by a class management of knowledge. 

- Vittorio Gregotti, 1970

student protest, Athens, November 17th, 2014
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The School of Athens, Raphael, 1511

Theology School, Athens, Leonardos Kalyvitis, 
1980s
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THE ACADEMY

_THE SCHOOL OF ATHENS

The first university in the western world, The Academy, was 
founded by Plato in 387 BC in Athens. Aristotle studied there 
under Plato for twenty years before founding his own school, the 
Lyceum. The Platonic Academy survived for over 900 years as an 
institution until 529 AD, when it was finally closed by the Roman 
emperor Justinian I.

The University of Athens was founded in 1837 and was the first 
university in the liberated Greek state and in the eastern 
Mediterranean. This was followed by schools of Engineering, Fine 
Art, Law, Business, and Agriculture, all built as significant 
civic institutions integral to the urban masterplan. However, as 
with many universities across Europe and the US, with the post-
war democratization of higher education and the corresponding 
rise in demand, much of the university relocated and expanded to 
the suburbs outside of Athens. The academic protests of the 60s 
and 70s arose out of demands to empower the student, and shift 
authority into the hands of those who should benefit from higher 
education as an open service. This political debate, rather 
than being used as an opportunity to enrich the urban center of 
Athens, was seen as a threat that needed to be contained and 
dispersed. A primary thesis of our unit is that relocating and 
reimagining the Academy as a vital insitution in the center of 
the city offers an opportunity to rebuild and revitalize central 
Athens. 

Student protests in front of the Architecture School, 
Athens, 1973 
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THE PROJECT OF THE UNIVERSITY

“To misstate, or even merely understate, the relation of the 
universities to beauty is one kind of error that can be made. A 
university is among the precious things that can be destroyed.”

- Elaine Scarry

Universities today are contradictory spaces of intellectual 
curiosity, corporate competition, liberal debate, managerial 
bureaucracy, cutting-edge research, political maneuvering, and 
creative output. They are engines of economic development and 
jugernauts of gentrification. They are bastions of radical 
thought and safeguarders of tradition. Higher education is 
simultaneously considered a basic right, an honor, and a 
necessity. Universities exist at the scale of the building, the 
community, the campus, the small city, and the transnational 
corporation. They have been, and remain, complicated and vital 
institutions. 

We will participate in this debate and become experts on the 
underlying organizational and spatial logics of universities 
today. We will seek out the latest models from across the globe, 
and we will interrogate the existing models at work in Athens. 
Above all, we will develop critical architectural positions - 
projects - for the future of pedagogical space in relation to the 
city. 

the university factory, 
Gerhard Seyfried, Welcome 
to the Machine, 1977

Plan, Corpus Christi College, Oxford, 1517

Bocconi University, Milan, Grafton Architects
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THE UNIVERSITY IN THE CITY

The university, at the moment of its crisis in the 1960s, with 
protestors pouring out of the campus and into the streets, 
spurred radical new ideas within the disciplines of architecture 
and urbanism. The future of the city was intrinsically tied to 
the future of the university. Joseph Rykwert argued in 1968 
that the university, like the temples of ancient Greece, the 
baths of the Romans, and the cathedrals of the Middle Ages, was 
the institutional archetype of the 20th century - in urgent 
need of critical reformulation. Two members of Team X offered 
particularly clear, though distinct, theories: the American 
Shadrach Woods claimed the “University as City” in his Frei 
University Berlin project, and the Italian Giancarlo de Carlo 
advocated for a weaving of the “University in the City” in his 
competition entry for a new campus in Dublin. Across Europe 
and the US, architects were experimenting with new forms of 
university architecture at the scale of urban infrastructure, 
blurring the boundary between object and field, student and 
citizen, institution and city. In the years since, there has 
been a marked retreat from this ambitious and radical thinking, 
with architects primarily focused on the design of individual 
and autonomous university buildings, often with little concern 
about the repurcusions for the surrounding city. Intermediate 15 
will attempt to critically reengage the two scales of thinking, 
seeking out new architectural strategies for simultaneously 
designing the university in the city, and the city in the 
university. 

university in the city, aerial view, University 
of Pavia, Italy 

Detail of Panel 3, competition submission 
for the Università degli Studi of 
Florence, Archizoom, 1971

Expansion Diagram, University College Dublin competition proposal, 
Giancarlo de Carlo, 1964

Henri Cartier-Bresson, Madrid, 1933



_THE DETAILS

Haris Epaminonda, Gallery Installation, Casey Kaplan, 2016
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THE BOOK

Books retain an unmatched capacity to organize ideas, to order 
thought, and to command consideration. Against the haze of 
digital distraction we crave an object to hold our attention – a 
set of ideas with material qualities, with weight, that take up 
space, that require commitment. Although too often overlooked 
and untaught in architecture school, as a tool for architectural 
research, design, and presentation, the medium of the book is 
unrivaled. This book will be a group effort and the distinct 
voices of each student will be provisionally brought together 
into a contingent collective. 

THE TRIP(s)

The city of ATHENS will be our site of investigation. We will 
walk the streets, document and map spaces of repetition and 
exception, interview locals and experts, and participate in the 
day-to-day rhythms of the city. We will attempt to understand 
as much as possible what IS there, so that we are then able to 
suggest what COULD BE there. 

The city of BERLIN (tbc) will be one of the comparative tools 
against which we will evaluate the present and potential future 
conditions of Athens as a European capital. What can we learn 
from the way Berlin’s institutions are situated across the city 
and the way in which they define its urban fabric? 

TECHNICAL STUDIES

The technical studies will be developed in parallel to each 
student’s design project. Students will be encouraged to focus on 
one key technical element of their project (structure, mechanical 
systems, skin, material, etc.) and make that element an integral, 
and critical, component of their project. 

Ed Ruscha, Every Building on the Sunset Strip, 1966 

Model of the Free University of Berlin - (Candilis, 
Josic, Woods and Schiedhelm – 1963)

Model of the House With One Wall, Zurich, 
Switzerland - Christian Kerez
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TERM 1 

Monday 26 September to Friday 16 December

Week 01 - Week 02     The AA: Design Charette 

Week 03 - Week 05 The University in The City/ 

   The City in the University   

   Athens and European Identity

   Guest Lectures

Week 06   Trip to Athens

Week 07 - Week 12  Project 1 Development 

   Empirical Utopias

   Urban Manifesto   

   Software Workshop

   University Workshop

Week 12   Project 1 Review
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TERM 2

Monday January 8 to Friday 23 March

Week 01   Project 1 Review

   Trip to Berlin

Week 02   Structures Workshop

Week 03   Structures Reviews

   University Typologies

Week 04 - Week 11 Project 2 Development

Week 07   Project 2 Interim Review

Week 09   3rd Year OPT. 2 TS Interim Jury

Week 10   2nd Year Previews

   Model Workshop

Week 11   3rd Year Previews

TERM 3

Monday April 23 to June 22

Week 01   Project 2 Development

   3rd Year TS submission

   Interim Review 2

Week 02 - Week 05 Project 1 + 2 Integration  

   Drawing Workshop   

Week 05   Final Review (Project 1 + 2)

Week 07   2nd Year Tables

Week 08   3rd Year Tables

Week 09   3rd Year External Examination


