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“All politics is local.”1 

“Local government is not sexy.”2 

“The global is local at all points.”3

In this moment of populist extremism, resurgent nationalism, and 
precarious transnational unions, we turn our attention to the politics 
of the local. We reassert the value of the city as a primary site of 
collective identity, citizenship, and resource management, and ask how we 
might reinvent the forms and logics of its primary political institution – 
the City Hall. 

Collective identify, a shared sense of public life, emerges only when 
multiple perspectives engage (however provisionally) in a common space, 
when people “see sameness in utter diversity.” We instinctively travel to 
the center of our cities to discover, challenge, debate, and confirm our 
collective self. The institution of the City Hall, as the identifiable 
center of urban governance, has traditionally offered us at least a sense 
of where that urban center is located, and at best has provided a forum 
for political expression. Throughout history, the city hall has variously 
served as safeguarder of tradition, fortification for wealth, bureaucratic 
control center, civic resource, historical archive, and symbol of power. 
With the rise of nation states and the increasingly federal scale of 
both policy and representation, its function became more and more 
administrative, and across much of the world today local government is 
being reduced, outsourced, and privatized, with dramatic implications 
for our ability to locate collective identity and in turn motivate civic 
participation. 

In Sert, Leger, and Giedion’s famous position paper, “Nine Points on 
Monumentality,” they argue for modern architecture’s necessary role 
in fostering community through the design of legible civic centers. 
Experimental 15 will extend this provocation, but instead of singular 
monumental gestures, we’ll seek out multiple, contingent forms of symbolic 
expression; a newer monumentality dependent on active interpretation and 
collective inhabitation. 

Minor revolutions occur all around us. This world we inhabit – this 
building, this garbage, this law, this water, this event, this fungus, 
this stuff. It acts, agitates, and networks, just like the citizens of 
our cities. As we redefine the architecture of the city hall, we’ll also 
expand the concept of ecology in order to recalibrate the constituents 
of our politics. Aristotle said that ‘’Man is by nature a political 
being.’’ To be political is to be engaged in the matters of our polis: 
its education, its healthcare, its environment, its culture; its past, 
present, and future. To become relevant again, the City Hall must empower 
its citizens (broadly defined) to actively participate in the continual 
remaking of the polis. In this way, Experimental 15 aims for nothing less 
than a new architecture of political space – one that reasserts our sense 
of a local, ecological, and collective future. 

1 – Tip O’Neill, 2 – Will Hutton, 3 – Bruno Latour, Image - Patrick Abercrombie, 1943
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“The reality of the public realm relies on the SIMULTANEOUS PRESENCE OF INNUMERABLE PERSPECTIVES and aspects in which 
the common world presents itself and for which no common measurement or denominator can ever be devised. For though 
the common world is the common meeting ground of all, those who are present have different locations in it, and the 
location of one can no more coincide with the location of another than the location of two objects. Being seen and 
heard by others derive their significance from the fact that everybody sees and hears from a different position. This 
is the meaning of public life… Only where things can be seen by many in a variety of aspects without changing their 
identity, so that those who are gathered around them know THEY SEE SAMENESS IN UTTER DIVERSITY, can worldly reality 
truly and reliably appear.”
 

- Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition

“The world is a series of negotiations between a motley armada of objects, some growing stronger through increased 
associations, others becoming weaker and lonelier as they are cut off from others. No object is merely matter, rubble 
to be moved around by the mightier actors. EACH OBJECT IS GRANTED THE DIGNITY TO PARTICIPATE.”

- Graham Harman, The Prince of Networks: Bruno Latour and Metaphysics

“No civilization has existed which did not fulfill THE IRREPRESSIBLE LONGING FOR INSTITUTIONS WHERE A KIND OF BROADER 
LIFE COULD DEVELOP. In different periods these institutions had different aims, but whether they were called the 
Greek gymnasium, the agora, the Roman thermae or fora, the guilds, the medieval market places or cathedrals, they all 
contributed in developing human values.” 

– Siegfried Giedion, “The Need for a New Monumentality”
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Gerhard Richter, Townscape Madrid, 1968
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Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, Italy, 1344

Aldo Rossi, Citta Analoga. 
Collage, 1977.

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. 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 new and emerging cultural 
systems to proactively shape tomorrow’s institutions. 

Architecture has the power to frame spaces of collective exchange and 
debate. Experimental 15 starts from the hypothesis that legible form must 
be given to the institutions of the city – its government buildings, 
universities, museums, health facilities, libraries, and cultural halls – 
monuments and voids which orient us in the isotropic fabric of the city. 
This year, Intermediate 15 will specifically address the institution of 
the City Hall; examining how it is currently manifested in cities across 
Europe and around the world, identifying emerging models and historical 
precedents, and then imagining 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.

EXPERIMENTAL 15

Hans Kollhoff, “Altanpole” Urban Center, 1988.
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Syntagma Square, Dimitris Harisiadis, 
1956

Julie Mehretu, Cairo, 2013

Max Bill, Variation 12

THE CITY IN THE CITY

A city is never singular. It is not a place, an image, an object, a 
representation, a public. A city is a complex ecosystem of exchanges, 
flows, and shifting relationships; a plurality of subjectivities, 
institutions, laws, resources, histories, objects, and impressions. If 
the utopian city is just out of reach, “no-where” and “no-when,” the 
actual city is “many-where” and “many-when”; a simultaneity of many 
places and a palimpsest of many times. However, a city is also more than 
this swarming mass of intricate and layered interactions; at its best it 
is held together by a commonality, a proximity, a shared set of values, 
ambitions, and concerns. The paradoxical challenge of the city is how to 
nurture this collective identity while also embracing its inconsistencies 
and inherent multiplicity. 

As the geographer David Harvey has observed, “The ways a city imagines 
itself, represents itself, and materializes itself are not necessarily 
congruent,” leading to continuously shifting debates and struggles. These 
vital arguments take place everyday across the city; on the street, in 
markets, in offices, online, in classrooms. In order to actively construct 
a common sense of engagement in the production of the city, an inclusive 
public forum is also needed in order to reveal these discussions and 
conflicts to the broader citizenry. In effect, a city must create a 
public sphere; an active, debating citizenry that participates in the 
negotiation of contradictory exchanges and flows. The space that has 
traditionally contained and made legible this public debate has been the 
city hall, a physical and symbolic representation of the city’s civic 
identity.

But is an empty hall enough? Might attracting this multiplicity require 
bringing more of the city into the city hall? What types of programs 
might become municipal? What spatial “services” will the city of the 
future provide? How might these new services not just be consumable 
commodities or experiences, but intrinsic rights, vital resources for a 
healthy civil society? 
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COMMON COMMON

City Halls are found all over the globe, and yet it is a remarkably 
underexamined institutional building type. Some town halls are popular 
international landmarks, others are architectural icons, but most city 
halls are relatively ordinary and unassuming, only important to their 
local constituencies. Very little has been written on this building type, 
and contemporary architects and architecture schools have overlooked 
this institution in favor of more popular and spectacular cultural 
institutions. However, the number of city halls that exist around the 
world is staggering, and the relative political, social, cultural, and 
ecological potential they represent is compelling. 

The City Hall is the most significant form of common, open, and public 
building in the world. 

Arthur Brown, San Francisco City Hall, 
1915.

Rafael Moneo, Murcia City Hall, 1998.

Kallmann, McKinnell, & Knowles, Boston City Hall, 
1968.
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A MONUMENT, A STAGE, 
A PALACE FOR THE PEOPLE

The city hall is known as the seat of local political governance, but 
at its best it is more than this; it is also a monument, a stage, and a 
palace for the people. 

The spire, the bell tower, the clock tower, the imposing neoclassical 
façade, the shear scale of the building. The city hall is typically 
designed to stand out from its surroundings, to appear strong, or 
accessible, or unique, to command attention. It is a symbol, a monument, 
and its gravitational pull imposes a geographical orientation on its 
surroundings. 

It is also an architectural stage, a backdrop against which both the 
theater of everyday public inhabitation and special events, rallies, 
and protests take place. The front elevation is both the figure and the 
ground, symbol and stageset. The building itself can speak, or it can be 
spoken to. 

It can also be palace for the people, the most public of public 
interior spaces. However, the actual amount of openness has varied 
dramatically throughout history and in different contexts. As we look at 
the contemporary relevance of the city hall, access becomes a primary 
concern. For whom and in what way is the building accessible? How 
does the city hall operate as a space of contact between citizen and 
municipal agent? Doors, thresholds, transparency, and frames all become 
important; as does the building’s location in the broader urban context, 
and its relationship to transport networks. How can the architectural 
organization of space and urban positioning of the building facilitate 
new modes of participation and engagement? 

Giuseppe Terragni, Casa del Fascio, 1936.

Tate Turbine Hall

Rafael Moneo, Murcia City Hall facade studies

Stockholm Stadshus



EXPERIMENTAL 15CITY / HALL

CIVIC BLINDNESS

The trend in many local, state, and federal governments is to go 
online, off-site, and private. Whatever remains physical, central, and 
municipal is being downsized and streamlined. The actual operations of 
government have long taken place in banal back rooms, far from the gaze 
and scrutiny of the public. Yet these bureaucratic offices have often 
been surrounded by grander structures that give a sense of monumental 
identity to the government. We continue to interact with the heritage 
of these civic monuments that proclaim our investment in democracy and 
participation, but in reality these structures are increasingly hollowed 
out, being downsized, or sold. We build very few ambitious new civic 
buildings today. The physical representation of what brings us together 
is increasingly difficult to see. 

Derek Boshier, 16 Situations

Concert in a converted city hall, London, UK

Paul Rudolph, Orange County Government Center, NY, USA, 1971.
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DIRTY REALISM

The Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt warned that modern life was becoming 
ruled by the “brutally seductive simplifier” of nationalism. Accordingly, 
resistance to oppressive regimes of power comes by cherishing and 
advocating for the open, complex, ambiguous, and uncertain. Almost 
a century earlier, Baudelaire wrote that modernity consists of “the 
transient, the fleeting, and the contingent.” These unruly characteristics 
of the city (and politics, and nature) must be kept in mind as we shift 
our attention from national to local politics, and as we seek out new 
potentials for the institution of the City Hall. 

Bruno Latour has recently identified that the two previously contradictory 
movements – the desire to ground oneself in a particular localized piece 
of soil, and the need to have access to the global world on the other – 
are becoming complementary and simultaneous, bypassing the national. Some 
theorists have tried to identify what the architecture of this untidy and 
contingent post-modern local/global condition might look like. Fredric 
Jameson, in his published lecture, “The Constraints of Postmodernism” 
re-appropriates the term “dirty realism” in order to describe one 
strand of postmodern architecture – namely the messy, program-driven, 
simultaneously universal and localized architecture of Rem Koolhaas and 
his OMA. Stan Allen has more recently used the term to describe the 
work of SANAA, and to draw parallels with the earlier projects of OMA, 
especially their shared concern for the “space of activity, the messy 
realm of movement and public interaction.” 

Experimental 15 will ambitiously engage in this conversation, seeking out 
new institutional forms that both nurture a savagely messy local politics 
and open up to an overwhelmingly intricate global politics. Our concern 
with the local is not at all nostalgic. We don’t focus on the local in 
order to turn our backs on the global, but rather to meaningfully embrace 
both simultaneously. 

Cities are increasingly taking the political lead, creating archipelagos 
of mayoral influence that transcend the listless bureaucracies of national 
and EU politics. Mayors are trying out original ideas, adopting radical 
new policies, cutting through the red tape, and rekindling enthusiasm 
for political engagement at the local level. At the same time, they are 
combining their voices to take bold humanitarian and climate action, 
leading the way towards a healthier and more ecological future. 

Fischli Weiss, Outlaws, 1984

Former Mayor of New York City, Michael Bloomberg and 
Mayor of Paris, Anne Hidalgo pose with a thousand 
mayors from different cities at the Paris City Hall 
during COP21 on December 04, 2015.

Gottfried Böhm, Rathaus Bensberg, 1969.

OMA, Rotterdam City Hall competition model. 
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ECOLOGICAL INTIMACY

Ecological awareness is much more than solar panels and endangered 
species and recycling and carbon footprints. Being ecological is breaking 
down accepted notions of human and nature, of animate and inanimate, of 
actor and environment. Being ecological is becoming intimate with the 
elaborate flows and exchanges and associations that surround and inhabit 
us. As we redefine the architecture of the city hall, we’ll also expand 
the concept of ecology in order to recalibrate the constituents of our 
politics. 

To be political is to be engaged in the matters of our polis: its 
education, its economics, its healthcare, its culture, but also its 
intricate ecological exchanges and effects. To design a new institutional 
space that facilitates political debate and civic participation, we must 
expand our sense of what the city is. We must become both more open and 
more intimate with the full range of stuff that makes up the city; people 
yes, but also clothing, insects, events, brands, daydreams, clouds, 
chemicals, artwork, policies, dust, electricity, birds, and concrete. To 
become relevant again, the City Hall must open to the full ecology of 
its citizens and empower them to actively participate in the continual 
remaking of the polis.

Gerhard Richter, Atlas. 

Gabriel Orozco, Asterisms.  

John Stezaker, Pair 1, 2007. 

Mark Lombardi, World Finance Corporation and 
Associates, 1999.
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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 City Hall.

Buckminster Fuller, Biosphere for Expo 67 in 
Montreal. Fire broke out during renovations 
in 1976. 

EXPERIMENTAL 15

Los Angeles City Hall, photo on opening day, 1928.  

Iachov Chernikhov, Skyscraper 
Palace.  
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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; 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 political 
institutions 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.

Channa Horwitz, Circles, 1988.

EXPERIMENTAL 15
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A HISTORY OF
SELF-DETERMINATION

The contemporary city hall can be traced back to the unique economic and 
political context of the late-medieval city – in the palazzo pubblico in 
Italian city states and town hall or tollbooth of England. But it took 
on new meanings as it evolved to become the rathaus (German), stadshuset 
(Swedish), and stadhuis (Dutch) of northern Europe and the hotel de ville 
or marie of France, and then entirely new forms in the city halls and 
civic centers of 19th and 20th century United States. 

In the mercantile towns of western Europe during the late Middle Ages, 
the autonomy of the city lead to a shift away from other political 
obligations - the feudal lord and the church - and the ambition for self-
determination embodied in a new institutional building, the town hall. 
Across Europe these new institutions provided the functions of levying 
tolls, collecting customs, holding markets, and jailing criminals or 
debtors, as well as providing space for local administrative meetings 
and courts. They typically contained commercial facilities – a market 
or shops – at the ground level, with a large hall on the first floor that 
served as both meeting space for the local authority and courthouse, as 
well as offices, the town treasury, an archive, and jail cells in the 
basement. Early town halls were located in the central market area, 
emphasizing their retail function. 

By the 17th and 18th centuries, the form of town halls had developed 
to become a larger structure with spaces that allowed for public 
entertainment, and the buildings became expressions of wealth and power. 
Clocks were by this time considered an obligation for every new town 
hall, and in addition to the bell tower, cemented the role of the town 
hall as the defining building of control for the town. 

During the 19th century, with the expansion of municipal services beyond 
those of tax collection and security to include education, sanitation, 
health, care of the elderly, and roads maintenance, a different set of 
expectations emerged about the role of local government in the community. 
These expectations reached a high point at the beginning of the 20th 
century, when it was common for towns to build galleries, museums, 
schools, bath houses, almshouses, and libraries. Taken together, this 
constellation of local government buildings created a civic armature, 
critical to both the definition of city form and the creation of civic 
identity. 

Palazzo Pubblico, drawing by 2nd grade student.

A View of Devizes Market Square and Town Hall, Wiltshire, 
artist unknown. 18th c. 

Inaugural meeting of the Toronto City Council. January 9th, 
1911. 
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21ST CENTURY CITY HALL 

In the postwar era, instead of providing a network of standalone civic 
facilities at different locations throughout town, it became popular to 
consolidate all civic functions into a single complex – the civic center. 
However, as central governments seek to standardize the delivery of key 
services throughout their territories, power and identity has transferred 
from the local to the national, with a corresponding sense of alienation 
felt by the urban citizen. A sense of local civic pride has been lost 
in the process, and in turn the personal responsibility to care for our 
neighbors and surroundings wanes. 

Experimental 15 asks how we might reclaim a sense of locally-based power 
by reinventing the institution of the City Hall for the 21st century. 
We will meet with mayors, with city council members, with architects 
and urban planners who are questioning the future of civic space, and 
with citizens of the cities we are working in. What will be the site of 
participation? What will be the program of participation? What will be 
the forms and logics for the new institution that is both the container 
for and catalyst of our future collectivity? 

The stakes are high... there is much work to be done. 

Jesus Vassallo, Timber 
Towers, 2014.

Mansila & Tunon, Lalin Town Hall, 2011. 

Cape Town City Council meeting, 2019. 

Patrons view one of Mark Lombardi’s massive and highly detailed “narrative structures.” 



CITY / HALL EXPERIMENTAL 15

TERM 1 
Monday 23 September to Friday 13 December

Week 01 - Week 02     Bedford Square: Design Charette 
Week 03 - Week 04 Global City Halls Precedent Analysis
   Guest Lectures
Week 05   London City Halls Precedent Analysis
Week 06   Unit Trip 
Week 07 - Week 09  Urban Ecology Analysis (x3)
   Site Visits
   Mayoral Interviews
Week 10 - Week 12 Urban Manifesto
   Masterplan Design   
   Brief Design
Week 12   Term 1 Jury

TERM 2
Monday January 6 to Friday 20 March

Week 01   Kick-off Jury
Week 02   Structural Atmospheres Workshop
Week 03   Structures Reviews
Week 04 - Week 11 Project Development
   Drawing Workshops
Week 07   Midterm Review
Week 09   3rd Year OPT. 2 TS Interim Jury
   Model Workshop
Week 10   2nd Year Previews   
Week 11   3rd Year Previews

TERM 3
Monday April 20 to June 19

Week 01   Project Development
   3rd Year TS submission
   Progress Jury
Week 02 - Week 05 Final Representation    
Week 06   Unit Final Review
Week 07   2nd Year Tables
Week 08   3rd Year Tables
Week 09   3rd Year External Examination
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SUMMARY: TERM 1_

We will start with design. In a quick 1 week exercise, we will inhabit 
our backyard, Bedford Square, and explore how architecture might work to 
create a sense of collective identity amongst the many institutions and 
neighbors that surround the park. 

We will then step back and look more broadly at the architecture of city 
halls from throughout time and around the world. How does architecture 
effect access, program, iconicity, power, participation, relevance? In 
parallel to this interogation, we will develop our representational and 
analysis skills by drawing, modeling, and diagramming these projects.
Our unit trip over the fall open week through Northern Europe will extend 
this precedent research. We will use this trip to look at cities and 
their city halls, but also more broadly to look at the architecture of 
civic institutions. 

Returning back closer to home, we will look at the existing architecture 
of local democracy in London. There are 33 local city halls plus the 
Greater London Authority headquarters. These 34 buildings provide the 
armature of civic participation for the city of London, yet many of them 
are little known or overlooked. We will work in groups to create an atlas 
of London city halls, both to reveal what is obscured right now, but also 
to productively compare their institutional logics and forms. Each of 
you will then conduct a series of focused, meticulous, and experimental 
urban ecological analyses for one of the thirty-three London boroughs - 
mapping the flows of material, energy, jurisdictional, and social exchange 
throughout the borough - asking how the city hall might intersect, filter, 
deflect, or channel these various flows. 

The final act of term 1 will be the articulation of a projective brief for 
your city hall, sited in London. Where will your city hall be? What size 
will it be? What will it contain? But also, what will it generate? What 
will it transform? How will you change the city? 

SUMMARY: TERM 2_ and TERM 3_

In term 2 and 3 each of you will develop your design project, at the 
scale of the city, but primarily at the scale of architecture. Emphasis 
will be placed on each student developing an experimental design process, 
rigorous research, well-crafted representation, a clearly articulated 
presentation, and a passion for the relevance and potential of your work 
as a designer.  

Map of London Social and Functional Analysis, 1943

Boston City Hall, interior perspective sketch.

Gabriel Orozco, Asterisms.  

Rafael Moneo, Logrono City Hall, axon, 
1973.
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UNIT TRIP(S)

The city of LONDON 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. 

We will also journey across NORTHERN EUROPE to explore multiple 
European cities; their urban form and the architecture of their civic 
institutions. We are designers, and in order to become better designers 
we have to look at good design. What do we like? What is beautiful? What 
can we learn from the way each city’s institutions are designed, and how 
they’re sited within the city? What can we extract, borrow, hybridize, 
or transplant back to our sites in London? Specifically we will visit 
Rotterdam, Delft, The Hague, Amsterdam, and Hilversum in the Netherlands, 
before then flying to Oslo, Norway, to visit the Oslo Architecture 
Triennale. We will use this trip to look at cities and their city halls, 
but also more broadly to look at the architecture of civic institutions 
and bold ecological design ideas. We will meet with city officials that 
are thinking about space in innovative ways, and we will develop opinions 
about design - what makes us uncomfortable, and what inspires us? We 
will travel mostly by train, and be smart about lodging and food. We 
anticipate the unit trip budget being about £1200 per student.  

TECHNICAL STUDIES

Experimental 15 believes that technical developments cannot be separated 
from architectural developments. At its best, the technical investigation 
can only nuance, enrich, and propel the architectual thinking. We will 
therefore follow the Option 2 TS schedule, so that the technical studies 
can 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. 

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

OMA, Kunsthal, Rotterdam, NL. 

Aldo van Eyck, Roman Catholic Church, The Hague, 
NL. 

Oslo Architecture Triennale 2019, “Enough: The 
Architecture of Degrowth.” 

MVRDV, Villa VPRO , Hilversum, NL. 
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Giuseppe Zocchi, The Palio Race in the Campo in Honor of Grand Duke Francis of Tuscany and Archduchess Maria Theresa of Austria, 1739.
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