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ABSTRACT

Brooklyn's urban fabric is a redundant array of perimeter
residential blocks, built out over the last 200 years as a layered
accretion. Within each block is a core that is spatially unified
yet distinct from the public front of the street. These spaces
are defined by their enclosure yet this barrier is not entirely
impenetrable. Each block possesses a few unique moments
of slippage in which the perimeter mass opens up to reveal a
slivered view into the depths, and potentials, of this internalized
world.

To the vast majority, including residents, these slivers and cores
remain a visual phenomenon. The near-universal practice of
extruding backyard parcel lines has created an architecture of
division, namely the fence, closing off the yard from the block
and the block from the neighborhood. This thesis proposes an
alternative scenario, in which rear fences are removed and a thin
line of public space is inserted into the mosaic of existing yards.
The line, activated through a set of calibrated relationships
with the ground and floating infrastructure, stitches together
people within the open core and works against the detritus of
old divisions. Through this intervention, a new grain emerges
which connects Brooklyn's blocks and transforms the residual
slivers into a network of spaces that open to an engaging, and
unexpected, rendering of the pre-existing.

Submitted to the Department of Architecture on
June 20, 2015 in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Master of Architecture.
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an urban evolution

site: Brooklyn, New York
population : 2.6 mil
first settled: 1634

BROOKLYN PETRI
Cn urban evolution

Brooklyn's urban fabric reveals a narrative of rapid growth and transformation.
It was less than 200 years ago when this land was wide-open, playing host to a handful of
Dutch farmers who used the soil to grow wheat, oats, barley, and corn. Up until the late
19th century, when farmers had shifted their primary crops towards fruits and vegetables,
Brooklyn -and the greater King's County -was the second-largest provider of produce in
the country.t Roll the clock forward 100 years, to the end of the 20th century, and you will
see a radically different Brooklyn, no longer second in agricultural production, but rather
second-nationally in population density.

To stimulate this urban transformation, developers divided and rationalized Brooklyn's
land across several scales - infrastructural, neighborhood, block, and private lot. Through
the capitalist logic of parcelization, the ground was primed for a new density of residential
building stock and, in turn, gained significant value as a financial commodity. What began
as the incremental sale of a few farms near Brooklyn's original urban center quickly grew to
become an all-encompassing speculative grid, draped across the entire borough. By mid-
to late 19th century, the comprehensive framework for Brooklyn's future neighborhoods
had been almost fully established, both as an abstraction and through physical infrastruc-
ture. Though at times rapid to the point of being reckless, the pixelated aggregation of
individual units within these grids would ensue for the next 150+ years.
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BROOKLYN POPULATION vs. TIME
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A SERIES OF DIVISIONS,
ACROSS SCALES
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HISTORIC NEIGHBORHOODS
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"Remnants of past and
present lay atop one
another, the sediment
from each historic city-
scape seeping into the
others."
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"With the borough's oldest street grid and an assortment of buildings dating back to
the colonial era," writes U.S. historian Suleiman Osman, "brownstone Brooklyn was
a tectonic cityscape with the architectural and social imprints of multiple economic
stages: a Dutch agricultural economy, a mercantile port city, an immigrant industrial
city, and an administrative office city."2 This layered evolution is manifest in Brook-
lyn's overlapping stree grids, which shift to accommodate previously established
thoroughfares, property boundaries, land-uses, and significant architecture. The
"multi-authored" history, as put by the urban theorist Eve Blau,
is "visibly registered in the physical fabric of the city."3

And yet, despite this wealth of peculiarities, Brooklyn's urban fabric is surprisingly
redundant in its formal composition because it is stitched almost exclusively around
of the same typological unit: the perimeter residential block. Conceived of as a sys-
tematic way to produce residential density while still maintaining adequate exposure
to sun, air, and private open space, Brooklyn's perimeter block is structured around
two disproportionate axes: a long axis of about 750', which splits the block into two
rows of parcels, and a 200' short axis, which establishes the combined depth of two
abutting parcels.

"..peel back the accumulated spatiotemporal layers
of the built fabric to discover moments of alteration,
addition, erasure, misalignment and realignment."

IR

200,

7 j,/ IQ77 c 11_ " " I " 1, ' I L " ) W j, - r ()I ( , Z , I ,



j~I

I'

-
I



Zh
w resulting space

SLIVERS AND CORES

While it was conceived largely around practical domestic concerns, paired with the
logistical desire for expansive and rapid deployment across the city, the perimeter
block presents some incredible spatial opportunities. In this scenario it is productive
to separate intention - the context out of which the block is invented - from outcome,
which I see as an abundant array of unique spaces that are each inscribed within an
aggregated mass. This is an essential exercise according to Blau, who asserts that
"the chronologically backward reading of the urban fabric constructs a narrative that
foregrounds action - what the intervention or object actually does - rather than
what it is intended or designed to do. It thereby reproduces the lived experience of
encounter with the built object... The reverse reading," she continues, "produces a
kind of knowledge that is spatial and fundamentally architectura."4 When viewing
Brooklyn through this lens - through a deliberately intuitive, spatial, and experiential
vantage - the perimeter block can be recognized as producing this magical set of
spaces - embedded within real urban density, and yet, totally separate. There is
something poetic about the way these spaces emerge through an accumulation of
discrete units over time. These urban interiors, which I refer to as "cores", are a focus
of this thesis.
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SLIVERS AND CORES

"The space between the urban and the interior is one that con-
tinues to unfurl, requiring that one interrogates the productive
interplay at the threshold where it is not possible to say whether
one occupies a realm of privacy or publicity, a space on the inside
or outside, a collective or individual moment." '-

The core spaces are defined by their enclosure but this barrier is not entirely im-
penetrable. Each block possesses a few unique moments of slippage in which the
perimeter mass opens to reveal a slivered view into the depths of this internalized
world. It is through the "slivers" that the hidden core becomes tied to the public front
of the street. These are thresholds into a distinct space, nested deeply within the
city, centered, and yet so very proximate. A few thin voids within an otherwise solid
shell flickers light onto the sidewalk and provides a glimpse into the potentials of this
otherwise mundane urban morphology.
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The core spaces emerge through an
aggregation of individual units over
time.
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FORT GREENE'S SLIVERS
cataloguing the residual

The word 'residual' is defined as, "a quantity remaining after other things have been sub-
tracted."6 In the case of Brooklyn's slivers, the concept of the residual is actually inverted -
it emerges through a process of addition, rather than subtraction, producing a void rather
than some remaining solid. As voids, the slivers are defined by the exterior walls of two
or more adjacent buildings. The scale of the slivers varies directly in proportion to the
spacing between the unrelated buildings and can range anywhere between 3 to 110 feet.
These gaps occur for several reasons, but are most-typically the product of codified
setback regulations, private passages to backyards, odd lots, and/or the varied geometric
conditions between parcels when the block shifts between its long and short face. The
following is a catalogue of the multi-scalar residual spaces found throughout the Fort
Greene neighborhood in Brooklyn. The catalogue is organized according to the width of
each sliver.
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z
inhabitation

ISOLATED, CONFINED, DIVIDED

To the vast majority, including to residents, these slivers and cores remain a visual phenomenon.
The near-universal practice of 6xtruding backyard parcel lines has created an architecture of
division, namely the fence, closing off the yard from the block and the block from the neighbor-
hood.

Our co-isolated inhabition of this fabric is written into these divisions and produces enormous
redundancies. Neighbors are stacked on top of one another but, regardless of these proximities,
remain complete strangers. As mentioned before, Brooklyn is set within the second-most
densely populated county in the United States, but increased density does not translate to
increased connectivity. If anything, it fuels a divisive mindset that architecture needs to seal off
the hermetic individual from the threatening urban metropolis.

This thesis roots itself firmly in the belief that there is a connection between urban form and
communal engagement. We condition our environment, based on our fears, habits, and desires,
but our environment also, in turn, conditions us. This thesis seeks to undo some of the rigid and
wasteful divisions of space that are, by now, just a relic of the early parcel system. Architecture
can help to facilitate the mindset that collectivity demands.
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terra
L earth, land

terratorium
I land within a boundary

terrain (piece of earth) + -orium (denotes place)

territo y
ziniei-w an area of land under the

jurisdiction of a ruler or state



BROOKLYN
BACKYARDS



(oogle Image Results for "Brooklyn Backyard

-- -- ------- .. ........



[" i Homo bn ) r k. ,om I I It?



I:> (jail E7a h/Yip

. ........ .............. ...... --- ---------- -- -



connection to these people,
though frequent, is visual.

We are all strangers,
tucked behind panes of glass.

58

Our only





URBAN PROXIMITY/ISOLATION ANALYSIS,
CASE-STUDY: PERIMETER BLOCK WITHIN BOSTON'S BACK BAY
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potentials

"cultural recycling": a process that involves
continuously reworking and editing, rather
than obliterating, what is there."7 Eve Blau

TRANSFORMATIVE POTENTIALS
a provocation

This thesis rejects our co-isolated inhabitation of the urban grid and explores the
potential of weaving in new layers that can transform the existing. How do we re-
program space and, more importantly, recondition what has become a stale mindset
for city living? Rather than fighting the atomization of the home, however, this thesis
seeks to rethink the notion of collectivity outside of it.

The fundamental provocation is to suggest that Brooklyn's blocks become centered
around shared open space. We don't need to start from scratch to change our living
habits. Rather, we can carve into existing built fabric, 200 years later, by knocking
down fences, and creating a landscape for a thriving new type of communal living.
(This urban form has already gone through several changes, after all!) Rear fences
are removed and a thin line of public space is inserted into the mosaic of existing
yards. Through this transformation, the slivers become occupiable in exciting new
ways and the shielded ground plane becomes a datum for new forms of social con-
nectivity and engagement. The closed geometry of the neighborhood gets eroded
just enough for the urban dweller to grow accepting of the block as a nourishing
extension of their home. No longer confined to the thin shell of their apartment walls,
Brooklyn, too, becomes their home.

041



O
i7



66



67

.... ......... . ...... . . ...................... - -



68



69



This thesis offers a glimpse into a more
collective architectural fabric - diversifying
the distinctions between interior/exterior,
public/private - in hopes of expanding the
notion of personal territory in our dense
cities through new formal arrangements and
minimal means.
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drawings
U
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These environments, conceived of
as self-contained universes, become
combined as an open mosaic,
a patchwork of difference.

THE LINE
hisloric Fabric. novel stitchings

The line, activated through a set of calibrated relationships with the ground and
floating infrastructure, stitches together people within the open core and works
against the detritus of old divisions. Undulations in the ground plane position
the body at different heights relative to the slab, which in turn, frame its potential
set of uses - bench, table, counter, rock-climbing wall, and so on. Through this
programmatic distillation, and its potential to produce variability, the line becomes
many things to many people, but, to each, it is meant to serve as an extension of
their home within the city The line operates at two scales, the urban, because of its
length (475'), and the domestic, because of its width (2.5'). It has a small theater, a
library, a great communal table, rich scraggly gardens, and places for meditation.

Through this intervention, a new grain emerges which connects Brooklyn's blocks
and transforms the residual slivers into a network of spaces that open to an engag-
ing, and unexpected, rendering of the pre-existing. The line, in addition to offering
various programmatic amenities, is a pathway that promotes these cross-block
connections. It generates new urban spaces, experiences, and movements, all of
which are aimed at promoting a more cohesive community and enriching the lives
of everyone living within the city.

7.4



.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
 

.
.



Replacing a set of
lines that divide...
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"..inner spaces where something human,
something gloriously ordinary presides."'
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