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Rafael’s “School of Athens” painting offers a utopian vision of a 
free, open, informal, and common space for learning. It is an in-
between space. Neither inside nor outside, not quite a room, but 
also not simply a space for circulation. It is monumental, but 
also generous, and almost casual. It is not a classroom, and yet 
we see scholars and students debating, teaching, and studying. 
Although we typically think of learning taking place in the 
classroom, educators and architects have recognized for thousands 
of years that learning also takes place in the space between; 
in the hallways, on the stairs, at the café, in the quad, and 
in the streets. Socrates taught in the Agora. Plato founded his 
Academy in the olive grove outside of Athens and often taught 
while walking. Medieval colleges were organized around a communal 
courtyard. 

Universities today are contradictory spaces of intellectual 
curiosity, corporate competition, liberal debate, managerial 
bureaucracy, cutting-edge research, political manoeuvring, and 
creative output. They are engines of economic development and 
juggernauts of gentrification. They are bastions of radical 
thought and safeguarders of tradition. Universities exist at 
the scale of the building, the campus, the small city, and 
the transnational corporation. They have been, and remain, 
complicated and vital institutions. 

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. 
With protestors pouring out of the campus and into the streets, 
architects in the 60s and 70s were experimenting with radical 
new forms of university architecture at the scale of urban 
infrastructure, blurring the boundary between object and field, 
student and citizen, institution and city. And yet in the years 
since, there has been a marked retreat from this ambitious 
thinking, with architects primarily focused on the design of 
individual and autonomous university buildings, often with little 
concern for engaging with the surrounding city.

This year 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. 
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Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies, photo by Diana Agrest. 
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It is no longer clear what the place of the University is within society nor what the exact nature of that society 
is, and the changing institutional form of the University is something that intellectuals cannot afford to ignore.

- Bill Readings, The University in Ruins
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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               

Architecture and Urbanism College, University of Sao Paulo, JV Artigas and C. Cascaldi, 1961.
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“Type expresses the permanence, in the single and unique object, of features which connect it with the past, 
acting as a perpetual recognition of a primitive but renewed identification of the condition of the object.”

- Rafael Moneo, On Typology

André Malraux, with pages from “Imaginary Museum of World Sculpture”, photographed for Paris Match by Maurice Jarnoux, 1954
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Julie Mehretu, detail from Berliner Plätze, 2008

Mark Lombardi, World Finance Corporation and 
Associates, 1999.
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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 the city.
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Syntagma Square, Dimitris Harisiadis, 
1956
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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
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THE URBAN-ACADEMIC COMMONS

Active public spaces and vibrant urban academic institutions can 
mutually catalyze and reinforce one another. A primary thesis of 
the unit is that the cultural, intellectual, social, and economic 
intensity of the university institution has the potential to 
improve our cities. At the same time, the energy, complexity, and 
diversity of the urban can infuse the university with new ideas 
and new audiences. We’re interested in architectural strategies 
for conflating the university and the city. Put another way, 
we believe that only by reinventing the institution of the 
university – both its logics and its forms – can we reinvent the 
future of the city. 

Universities in many ways operate like mini cities, with spaces 
for living, working, and playing. The academic commons, the space 
between and around the formal spaces of research and teaching in 
the university, are obvious points of similarity and programmatic 
overlap between the university and the city. How can we reinvent 
the public space of the city by designing the public space of the 
university?
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EWHA University, Dominique Perrault, 2008.

City Form, unknown image

Pair 1, John Stezaker.
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THE SCHOOL OF ATHENS

Rafael’s painting, “The School of Athens” represents an ambition; 
a utopian vision of a free, open, informal, and common space for 
learning. It is an in-between space. Neither inside nor outside, 
not quite a room, but also not simply a space for circulation. 
It is monumental, but also generous, and almost casual. It is 
not a classroom, and yet we see scholars and students debating, 
teaching, and studying. 

Although we typically think of learning taking place in the 
classroom, educators and architects have recognized for thousands 
of years that learning also takes place in the space between; in 
the hallways, on the stairs, at the café, in the quad. Socrates 
taught in the Agora. Plato founded his Academy in the olive 
grove outside of Athens and often taught while walking. Medieval 
colleges were organized around a communal courtyard. 20th century 
universities are filled with informal learning spaces often 
associated with circulation, and today there is a particular 
fascination with designing staircases, or stepped seating spaces, 
as the main architectural feature of an academic commons. 

There’s no absolute definition of for the academic commons. It 
remains subjective, slippery, and open for debate. However, its 
clear that the academic commons is paradoxically the space within 
the university that is either unprogrammed, or is capable of 
supporting a wide variety of different programs. The academic 
commons is the connective tissue of the university. It often 
has some overlap with the circulation spaces, but they’re not 
equivalent. To borrow Hannah Arendt’s term, it’s the “space of 
appearance” within the university, the institutional equivalent 
of the public space in the city, or of the living room in the 
house. It is the space to see and be seen. 

The School of Athens, Raphael, 1511

The AA Bar

The Bauhaus stair lobby, Dessau, Walter Gropius, 
1926.
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LEARNING SPACE

When scholars discuss Rafael’s “School of Athens” painting, 
they almost entirely focus on the biographies and teachings 
of the philosophers and mathematicians that fill the space 
– Plato, Aristotle, Euclid, etc. We’re interested instead in 
the architecture that is represented in the painting, in the 
characteristics of the space that the philosophers inhabit. We 
see this undefined and open space idealized by Rafael during the 
Renaissance as a model for a type of shared academic space that 
has persisted in university architecture since, albeit in many 
different shapes and sizes. 

Architects throughout history have experimented with different 
spatial strategies for creating “free-spaces” in academic 
institutions – unprogrammed spaces for impromptu conversations, 
casual gossip, pop-up lectures, networking, and informal 
teaching. However, these in-between spaces are often difficult to 
see amidst all of the other programs in a university building. 
We believe that the architecture of academic institutions is in 
need of continual critique and update, and that the common spaces 
within the university are particularly vital to the university’s 
continued relevance and vibrancy. There is therefore an urgent 
need to look back, and to scan across the current landscape of 
university architecture, examining not just the ideas that fill 
the academy, but also the spaces that promote their formation. 
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Gund Hall, Harvard GSD, John Andrews, 1972.

French National Library proposal, Boullee, 
1785.

The School of Athens, collage by Neiheiser Argyros.

Vagelos Center, Columbia Univ 
Medical School, DS+R, 2017.
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TAXONOMY AS METHOD

In term 1, Inter 15 will treat the spaces of the academic 
commons as architectural specimens; objectively identified, 
classified, and made legible for analysis, comparison, and 
debate. Specifically, we will seek out academic common spaces 
from across history and around the world, both realized and 
unrealized, and examine them - looking, inhabiting, measuring, 
drawing, abstracting, deconstructing, and modeling. By no means 
canonical, complete, or definitive, this selection is simply 
meant to provide a diverse and representative sample of projects 
that are compelling and have something to teach us. The projects 
will be represented equally and evenly – as drawings, data sets, 
physical models, digital models, and diagrams, that will allow 
for critical comparison. Categorized by time, typology, scale, 
use, materials, and spatial strategy, etc., the goal will be a 
visual atlas that makes legible the architecture of the academic 
commons, providing a toolkit for rethinking and redesigning the 
university of the future. 

Many schools, historical and contemporary, have borrowed, 
modified, updated, and hybridized two main archetypal typologies 
of academic free space - the courtyard found in Plato’s Academy 
and the amphitheatrical space found in the Theatre of Dionysus. 
Our unit will trace this evolution, mining the architectural 
pedigree of past and recent universities, and hypothesizing 
on what it might mean for the design of the universities of 
tomorrow. 
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Atlas, Gerhard Richter. 

Asterisms, Gabriel Orozco. 

Typologies of Industrial Buildings, Bernd and Hilla Becher. 



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

Courtyard of the Architecture School, present day. 

Ruins of Plato’s Academy, 
Athens, present day. 



Universite de Paris, Jussieu, by Edouard Albert, 1963-1972
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INSTITUTIONAL ATMOSPHERES

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 of our social relations; give definition, body, 
and inflection to the entire neighborhood and territorial city 
that surrounds them. They form multiple networks and patterns 
from which we read the city; networks of communication, 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 of 
higher learning might act as catalysts within the city, active 
nodes of engagement, creating ripples of effect and atmosphere in 
the city around them. 

Hans Dieter Schaal, About the Spatial Experience of Cities, 1970s
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Nolli Plan of Rome, 1748

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

In term 2 and 3 we will operate within the city of Athens, 
designing new institutions of higher learning to catalyze new 
nodes of legibility and activity. The homogenous field of 
polykoitakia in Athens is already 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. 

What is the new model of the agora for the 21st century? How 
might we design a new set of spatial relationships between 
the public space of the city and of the public space of the 
university? How can we design a university open to the city - 
democratic, unprogrammed, and common? 

Urban Sprawl Athens, 2016, from www.phillippapadis.com
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Hans Kollhoff, “Altanpole” Urban 
Center for Research and Teaching, 
1988.

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, Mies, Kahn, Ungers, Rudolph, Rem... We will 
think top down and bottom up, globally and locally, universally 
and particularly, crafting our own specific, subjective, and 
visionary models for the future of the university.

University of Lethbridge, Erickson Murray 
Architects, 1971

Yale Univeristy Art & Architecture Building, Section 
Perspective, Paul Rudolph, 1963.
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TERM 1 

Monday 24 September to Friday 14 December

Week 01 - Week 02     The AA: Design Charette 

Week 03 - Week 05 The University in The City/ 

   The City in the University

   Existing University Type Analysis 

   Various Trips in the UK

Week 06   Trip to Paris and Nantes, France

Week 07 - Week 12  Unbuilt University Typology Analysis 

   Model Building

   Diagrams and Drawings   

   Software Workshop

   Data Set Graphics

Week 11   Typology Atlas Review

Week 12   Trip to Athens

TERM 2

Monday January 7 to Friday 22 March

Week 01   Site Analysis Review

   Program Review

Week 02   Structures Workshop

Week 03   Structures Reviews

Week 04 - Week 11 Design Development

Week 07   Project 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

Tuesday 23 April to Friday 21 June

Week 01   Project 2 Development

   3rd Year TS submission

   Interim Review 2

Week 02 - Week 05 Project Representation  

   Presentation Workshop   

Week 05   Final Review

Week 07   2nd Year Tables

Week 08   3rd Year Tables

Week 09   3rd Year External Examination
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A BOOK + AN EXHIBITION

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 is an ongoing research project by Neiheiser Argyros that includes the past two 
years of units at the AA and our exhibition “The School of Athens” for the Greek Pavilion at the 2018 Venice Architecture Biennale. The work 
of our unit this year, and especially in Term 1, will directly contribute to the content of a book and exhibition.  
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TRAVEL

We will travel across Europe to experience, record, and test the architecture of university institutions. We will travel throughout the UK 
and France to visit medieval, enlightenment, post-war, and contemporary university models. We will also take a quick optional weekend trip 
to Venice to see the Architecture Biennale before it closes this fall, to see the project that the unit will be adding to. We will then 
travel to ATHENS, Greece to visit both archetypal ancient models of educational spaces and contemporary institutions. The design project 
will be sited in Athens, and therefore the city itself, and the specific context of your projects, will be investigated and documented. We 
will walk the streets, talk to 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, so that we are then able to suggest what could be. 

Falmer House, University of Essex, Basil Spence 
Architects, 1962

+ Theater of Dionysus
+ Plato’s Academy
+ Kapodistrian Campus
+ Music Conservatory
+ Averof Building
+ 
+

+ Lab City, Ecole Central Paris
+ Ecole des Beaux-Arts
+ Nantes School of Architecture
+ Alstom Warehouses, Nantes
+ Campus Universitaire de Jussieu
+ Center Pierre Mendes Tolbiac
+
+

+ The School of Athens Venice
+ IUAV Venice
+ 
+

+ University of Essex
+ Saw Swee Hock Student Center, LSE
+ Blavatnik School of Mgmt, Oxford
+ Central Saint Martins
+ Corpus Christi College, Cambridge
+ Glasgow School of Art
+ Royal College of Art
+ The University of East Anglia
+ Imperial College Business School
+ Leicester Engineering School
+
+

Model of Lab City, OMA, 2017 The School of Athens Exhibition, Venice, NA Theater of Dionysus,  479 BC.

UNITED KINGDOM FRANCE VENICE ATHENS
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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. Our unit will follow the option 2 sequence so that the development of your technical study project occurs during 
Term 2, when you are also developing your university building design. Your technical study project will be expected to be the same as your 
unit project, with much of your TS work finding its way onto your table presentations. 

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

8 x 8 x 1, Sol Lewitt

Lake Shore Drive Apartments, under 
construction, Mies van der Rohe

Model for the Chicago Convention Center, Mies 
van der Rohe

Model for the Jussieu Library 
competition, OMA

Drawing of Theatre des Champs Elysees structure, 
August Perret
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