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Beyond Capacity

Beyond Capacity manages living and dying in states of 
crisis: intersectionally quotidian, extraordinary, collective, 
generational, and discriminatory. The capacity of existing 
systems to respond to crises is revealed at full saturation, 
necessitating exchange and negotiation. Saturation, the 
uneven distribution of resources and demands that cause 
pressure on existing systems, necessitates creation.

Our intervention exists as a public commons. We intervene 
at Van Cortlandt Park, and our proposal is prototypical for 
the fifteen municipally owned golf courses throughout 
New York City that drain resources and pollute surrounding 
communities. The intertwining of burial mounds and 
agricultural fields confronts death as a process in living and 
returns matter to the earth to sustain life. These conditions 
are seen as the new grounds for the city’s municipal 
cemetery that collapse the infrastructures of prevention, 
response, and reflection. Beyond Capacity is both a 
pragmatic infrastructure and a landscape of collective 
living, healing, and dying.

I

Burial Ground, Garden, & Market

Advanced VI Studio

	 Karla Rothstein, Critic

		  Hayden St John, Collaborator



6 7



8 9



10 11



12 13



14 15



16 17



18 19



20 21



22 23



24 25



26 27



28 29



30 31

II

The Garden of Bodily Fluids

New York City’s freshwater source, the Ashokan Reservoir, 
was engineered into its environment, displacing rural 
communites and continually extracting from local 
resources. The contentious realtionship of the urban 
and rural communities is examined at the scale of the 
septic system, which is heavily regulated by the city in 
the watershed of the reservoir to protect the water. In 
reimagining this relationship, this project creates a place 
for commoning, making waste water the shared resource. 
The project’s continuous and elevated pipe encircles the 
Ashokan - flipping the city’s distance-based regulations 
on itself to prevent the reservoir from further encroaching 
on the rural community. Along the network of the 
pipe, community gardens pop up to process and make 
accessible the waste water.

The septic tank, garden, kitchen, and bathroom are the 
programs that the water cycles through. The resources are 
consumed and produced by people, plants, and animals.

Septic Tank, Garden, & Kitchen

Advanced IV Studio

	 Alessandro Orsini, Critic
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III

Every Room is a Garden Room

The garden room is designed to filter light, air, and water into space 
to create transpecies cohabitation. The garden room cultivates 
and nourishes its inhabitants, and in turn, it is maintained and 
cared for by them. The garden room creates community by giving 
space, unprogrammed and uninhibiting, to collaborate and self-
organize. Every room is a garden room in the affordable housing 
building design. The design is for 128th St. and Convent Ave., and a 
study of the site and its consditions are represented by the Garden 
Room Book. The study is an abstraction through photo, drawing, 
and printing.

The building is a community garden; it brings the community 
together in its theaters, galleries, shared work spaces, and 
gardens. For both the community and the exisiting environmental 
conditions on the site, the building acts as a porous structure that 
blurs the boundaries of interior and exterior space. The different 
types of gardens are conditioned through building material, 
structure, and arrangement to function differently.

Housing

Core III Studio

	 Hilary Sample, Critic

		  Levan Kiladze, Collaborator
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IV

Saline Network

The wave dampener brings visual form to the changing salinity 
levels of an estuary environment while also protecting the 
coastline from forceful waves. The environmental condition of 
salinity is demonstrated by the natural phenomenon of density. 
The plastic pockets are filled with water of differing salinity levels 
so that they have different densities. When tides bring salt water 
in twice a day, the pockets float and the network expands. As more 
of the surface of the water is covered by the plastic network, the 
greater the effect of the wave dampener, making it most useful 
during the high tide that also activates it. The restful waters allow 
for recreation and ecological development.

The network creates a landscpe for ecological development and 
recreation off the Manhattan coast, extending the shoreline park 
into the estuary. The unseen pattern of tides entering the Hudson 
River from both directions acts as the controlling force.

Wave Dampening Landscape and Infrastructure

Core II Studio

	 Regina Teng, Critic
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HIGH TIDE, HIGH SALINITY

LOW TIDE, LOW SALINITY
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V

Nature in Detail

“DETAIL OF LIGHT FIXTURE
IN SLOPING CEILINGS,” 

reads the text under a plan drawing. The detail depicts a repeating light 
fixture at the John Gillin House in Dallas, Texas, designed by Frank Lloyd 
Wright in 1956.

The source of light - not drawn, not revealed by the architect, not obvious 
to the detail - is concealed within a wooden structure that frames, controls, 
and manipulates its passage. The mystery light will appear at the three 
corners of the triangular fixture, the triangular detail. The drawing shows 
the effects of illumination, but not its origin.

The ambiguity of the light source is a question of what is natural. Where 
is the line between nature and synthetic, artificial, manufactured? Is 
there a line when both are  controlled through design? The importance 
of differentiating between artificial and natural is secondary to the 
importance of the designed control of the light.

Wright’s commitment to “organic architecture” hinges on the belief that 
buildings should emerge from and harmonize with their environments. 
Usonian houses were meant to be democratic, integrated with the 
landscape. Yet the Gillin House complicates this claim. If the house 
is “of” its environment, our understanding of that environment must 
extend beyond the immediate landscape of Dallas towards the broader 
geographies that sustain it, namely those of oil extraction. The light 
fixture, in its careful concealment of source, performs this contradiction: 
it presents light as if it were natural, ambient, and unmediated, while 
depending entirely on systems that are anything but. The claim of an 
“organic architecture” is contradicted by the extractive infrastructures 
that pillage the environment to situate the building within it.

Where the light will pass through is given a sketchy outline in the detail; 
unpressured lines overlap and meander to outline the three diamonds at 
the three corners. The material is ambiguous, but stands in contrast to the 
drawing of the wooden features, which are made of straight, measured 
lines. The lines are darker and assured, with a painterly thinning out and 
thickening.

The light fixture controls nature whilst imitating it. If the source is assumed 
to be an artificial, electric lightbulb, then it is dependent on oil extraction 
and consumption, burning fossil fuels to brighten the domestic space.

Paper

Seminar, Transscalar Architecture: Construction Details as 

Cosmopolitical Enactments

	 Andrés Jaque and Himil Ramani, Instructors

Yet the detail doesn’t clarify this source, imitating the form of skylights 
that hone in sunlight. The ambiguity is further complicated by the array 
of light fixtures on the ceiling of the living space. Similar light fixtures 
emerge in repeating patterns and intertwine skylights with artificial light 
sources. The repetition and arrangement confuses the perception of what 
is natural light by transforming the ceiling into an atmospheric system 
rather than a surface with punctures. The ceiling is a field condition of 
light modulation. 

The diffuse and indirect light enters through translucent materials 
or is bounced off of the dark wood ceiling so that the body is further 
disoriented by which is the true skylight. The triangular light fixture 
fractures and displaces the light source - the light is not centered, but 
appears at the three edges of the fixture so as to center the wooden 
frame. When the wood ceiling is made up of a field of wooden frames, 
the lights appear as disassociated specks, decentralizing the space. The 
domestic space ranges under the field of light rather than organizing 
under a predominant source. 

The light is not an isolated endpoint, the detail is not a singular object. 
Rather, the question of what is natural allows the light to be considered 
as a part of a system that unfolds across scales. The missing information 
of the detail is the lightbulb that screws into an outlet that connects 
to the electrical circuit of the house. The electrical circuit is connected 
to the grid, the grid to power plants, the power plants to oil extraction, 
and the extraction to land transformations. The sequence creates a 
built environment by necessitating space. The pipelines operate as 
hidden infrastructural frameworks and the refineries function as distant 
extensions of the house. The ceiling becomes the field where this 
expansive territorial system is registered and made perceptible.
The artificial light bulb originates in nature, harnessed through the 
extraction of a landscape. The house is a product of its situation in this 
greater landscape, fueled by Texan oil that had become abundant by 
the 1960s. For this reason, the house can be understood as a product of 
greater spatial and cultural transformations occurring in Texas following 
the second World War, where domestic life was shaped by energy, climate 
control, and suburban growth. 

The postwar boom in Texas was driven by the oil industries. Dallas became 
a major center of the national and global energy economy, spurring the 
development of surrounding suburbs, highway expansions, and new 
forms of architecture that relied on the cheap and abundant petroleum-

based energy. Extraction, capital, and technology reorganized the region 
spatially and Wright’s awareness of this transformation caused him to 
seek clients in this area. During the last decade of his life, Wright sought 
clients with more established capital to fund his dreams for expanding 
the Usonian typology. The typology he had conceived of in the 1930s was 
intended as a functional and affordable housing solution for the middle 
class. The Gillin House was an exception to this typology, with its greater 
budget and size allowing for Wright’s experimentation. Many others had 
toyed with the idea of entrusting Wright with a budget beyond what 
was deemed conventional for a Usonian House, but it was two Texas 
millionaires that finally granted him this opportunity: John Gillin of Dallas 
and William Thaxton Jr. of Houston. The two costly homes were the largest 
Usonian homes, proving that “everything is bigger in Texas.”

Gillin’s wealth, which enabled the construction of a non-typical Usonian 
home, was also inextricably linked to the extraction of nature. A 1940 copy 
of The Sooner Magazine boasts the title “O.U.’s Part in Building the Oil 
Industry,” with John A. Gillin - Oklahoma University class of 1933 - listed 
as beginning the geophysics department of Champlin Oil Company in 
Enid, with classmate William Hogg. Together, the pair designed, built, 
and operated the equipment before they joined the Western Geophysical 
Company. The magazine continues on to announce that since then, Mr. 
Gillin became the executive vice president of the National Geophysical 
Company of Dallas. Gillin’s company became involved with oil exploration 
and the pioneering of seismic technology. 

Wright’s detail of the light fixture is situated in a greater system of 
environmental controls that the abundance of resources in Texas enabled. 
Air conditioning as well as electrification altered how interior spaces were 
inhabited, allowing architecture in Texas to detach from pre-existing 
climatic constraints that had historically informed built forms. Instead 
of thick walls, shaded courtyards, and cross-ventilation, the introduction 
of new and affordable technologies sealed interior environments. Yet, 
the newly sealed interior remained inseparable from continuous flows 
of energy. The light fixture at the Gillin House doesn’t simply illuminate 
space, but it is a participant in the production of a fully conditioned interior 
atmosphere. Suburban living space and the new lifestyle it enabled was 
dependent on the physical transformation of a more distant landscape, 
one where infrastructural networks funneled resources into a seemingly 
closed off and isolated space to ensure an experience of comfort.

“The ambiguity of the light source is a question of what is 
natural ... The importance of differentiating between artificial 
and natural is secondary to the importance of the designed 
control of the light.”

“The claim of an ‘organic architecture’ is contradicted by the 
extractive infrastructures that pillage the environment to 
situate the building within it.”
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he postwar Texan home is therefore not an elimination of nature, but rather 
the control of nature through technological means of reorganization and 
redistribution. Oil becomes light, electricity becomes a cool breeze, and 
the surrounding landscape becomes a view. The Gillin House doesn’t 
stand in harmony with its surroundings the way Wright describes organic 
architecture to do. Instead, the house is entangled with processes that 
are far-removed from the site spatially and temporally, so the building’s 
situation isn’t dependent on the immediate surroundings. There is no 
need for a sunny day when nature is captured at an oil refinery and 
redirected to the light fixture from miles away.

Oil is maybe the most natural. If nature is understood as unmodified and 
existing prior to human intervention, the oil which lights the Gillin House 
existed long before humankind. The fossil fuel was an organic product in 
cycles of life. Meanwhile, the light fixture itself could never be of nature; it 
depends on human production, direction, and filtration through layers of 
design. A second definition of nature that further corroborates oil as the 
most natural is that it must originate in the earth. Prior to its extraction 
from the (presumeably) Texan landscape, the oil that fuels the light within 
the fixture was sourced geologically. Finally, another definition of natural 
is that which is perceived as effortless, ambient, or given. The detail is 
effective in supporting this definition, with the concealed source of the 
light almost proving it must exist. Rather than be actively generated, the 
three unexplained apertures insist that there will be light, that it must 
simply exist. The abundance of extracted oil allowed for this natural 
assumption to be made.

The missing information from the detail drawing reflects the hierarchy 
of what is designed versus what is intentionally ambiguous. The contour 
lines of the wooden frames indicate assured, calculated attention during 
the design of the passage of light. The source of the light is deliberately 
ambiguous, with loose lines and minimal labeling. A few sketches are on 
either side of the main drawing; they might be sketches of the section that 
also don’t convey a source beyond the wooden frame, or they might be 
practice drawings of the angular geometry of the wooden frames. Either 
way, there is no attempt at foregrounding the technology or materiality of 
the light. The detail is misleading by design, both in drawing and in built-
form. Rather than making the electrical, territorial, and extractive logistics 
of illumination apparent, the drawing and the built light fixture redirect 
attention away from the mechanisms that produce light and toward the 
controlled effects of illumination.

	 The light fixture consumes natural resources to produce an 
environment that confuses our senses of what is natural. Extraction is the 
foundation of domestic comfort; through the manipulation of light and 
air, a comfortable environment is produced. The process of producing this 
environment is rendered invisible by the architect. The detail obscures 
energy use so that the realities of infrastructure, labor, and technology 
are left out. What is missing from the detail is designed. The John Gillin 
House extracts, controls, and obscures nature in the name of fitting into it.

Bainbridge, John. “The Super-American State-IV: You and Non-You,” The 		
	 New Yorker, April 1, 1961.

Floren, Sigfrid. “O.U.’s Part in Building the Oil Industry,” The Sooner 		
	 Magazine, March, 1940.

Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation Archives : specifications, ca. 1890-1960. 	
	  Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation Archives (The Museum of Modern 
Art | Avery Architectural; Fine Arts Library, Columbia University, New York).

“The ceiling becomes the field where this expansive territorial 
system is registered and made perceptible.”

“The postwar Texan home is therefore not an elimination of 
nature, but rather the control of nature through technological 
means of reorganization and redistribution.”

“What is missing from the detail is designed.”
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VI

To Reveal the Future Museum

The Contemporary Arab American Studio Museum proposes the 
reveal as an architectural strategy to surface histories and cultural 
production often obscured within Manhattan’s urban fabric. 
Organized around past, present, and future programs, the project 
deploys sectional cuts, framed gaps, and mediated facades to 
stage dialogues between Little Syria’s historic structures and 
contemporary Arab American artistic practices. The history of 
Little Syria is navigated and revealed to contemporary art displays, 
with space for the community to reflect and make in the framing 
gaps between these past and present programs. Both the interior 
and exterior of the museum operates as an evolving, participatory 
framework in which architecture reveals, negotiates, and re-
centers Arab American presence in the city.

Musuem

Advanced V Studio

	 Amale Androas, Critic
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VII

Morphology,  Memory,  and the Oriental Imaginary:  Architectural 
Transformations in Manhattan’s Litt le Syria

I. Introduction

Little Syria was an Arabic-speaking immigrant enclave in Lower 
Manhattan, existing from the 1880s to the 1940s. During the existence of 
the enclave, an architectural transformation of the existing site occurred. 
Through tenement conversions, shopfront modifications, and religious 
motif additions to existing secular buildings, the neighborhood embodied 
a social negotiation between self-orientalization and assimilation. 
Vernacular adaptation served multiple purposes: creating a self image 
for the immigrant community, venerating American architectural 
precedents, managing urban density, and creating a sense of nostalgia.

Three buildings from this time period exist on Washington Street, serving 
as the final material embodiments of Little Syria, even though they have 
continued to undergo physical and functional transformations. The 
buildings (a former tenement, community house, and St. George’s Syrian 
Catholic Church) are the primary points of investigation for this paper. The 
architecture of Little Syria serves as an archive of the Oriental imaginary in 
New York, offering counterpoints to the exoticised displays of the Orient in 
exhibitions and museums around the city. The spatial history of Little Syria 
is indicative of lived adaptations, everyday orientalism, and immigrant 
survival. Architecture in Little Syria functioned as a negotiation between 
self-orientalization and assimilation, using vernacular adaptation to 
balance identity, nostalgia, and American urban conditions.

History/Theory, Cities of Knowledge: Orientalizing Manhattan		

	 Ziad Jamaleddine and Avinoam Shalem, Instructors

“Architecture in Little Syria [was] a negotiation between 
self-orientalization and assimilation, using vernacular 
adaptation to balance identity, nostalgia, and American 
urban conditions.” from Introduction

“Architecture functioned as a performative representation 
tool; the facades and shopfronts of Washington Street 
were an interface mediating immigrant life and American 
spectatorship. The Orient was displayed as legible, 
consumable, and economically productive. Unlike displays 
at fairs, Little Syria was shaped by immigrant survival, 
urban pressures and necessities, and proximity to financial 
opportunities, rather than existing as an imperial spectacle. 
The self-orientalizing practice of the Little Syrian community 
was an everyday, lived orientalism. The production of the 
Oriental imaginary was therefore affected by the lived 
orientalism of the Syrians emerging through daily urban 
practices…” from Theoretical Framework: Self-Orientalization and the 
Performance of Identity

“Morphology is a study of form, transformation, and spatial 
sequence that allows buildings to be read as material records 
of social behavior. Architecture is not an isolated object, 
but a convergence of systems over time. Understanding 
building form, sequence of modification, and typological 
change can reveal social behavior. Each change to the 
existing building stock of Little Syria is a specific moment of 
adaptation… Buildings can be treated as archives materially; 
they preserve traces of under-documented practices, such 
as overcrowding, informal economies, religious gatherings, 
and social hierarchies.” from Theoretical Framework: Morphology as 
Method

“The facade was completely replaced by a full-height, terra-
cotta facade. The historic design language of the neo-Gothic 
style was adapted to the existing structure, which was narrow 
and five floors tall. The style emphasizes verticality. The 
facade is split to have a lower portion where ornamentation, 
iconography, and material texture is concentrated to be read 
easily from street view… The choice of a neo-Gothic style 
expresses the assimilation of the Syrians, as it was considered 
a more Western style that reflected the ‘Latinization’ of the 
Melkite Church, or its adoption of Western Catholic practices. 
The desire to Americanize was therefore an architectural 
design choice; the identity of the community is upheld by 
the sacred space, the Syrian priest, and the ability to practice, 
while the facade is amended to meet American standards 
for acceptance.” from Three Surviving Buildings: St. George’s Melkite 
Catholic Church

“The remaining three buildings on the site of former Little 
Syria act as archives of a people over time, tracing the 
changes in living, assimilation, converging of cultures, and 
representations of identity through material. Through 
morphology and documentation, the architectural remains 
survive as a counter-archive to dominant Orientalist 
spectacles. The spectaclization of the Syrians occurred 
through fairs and displays before they even settled in Little 
Syria… A study of Little Syria instead shows the importance 
of assimilating to the American lifestyle through the built 
environment, as well as the adaptation of the streets, 
homes, and businesses to capitalize on Orientalist tropes. 
The daily negotiation produced an everyday orientalism. The 
immigrant self-fashioning was rooted in survival unlike the 
elite-curated exoticism. Architecture was therefore a tool 
rather than a site of exhibition and spectacle.” from Conclusion 
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VIII

Unflat Translations

The project explores the latent third dimension of the flatbed 
scanner by introducing unflat surfaces, three-dimensional objects, 
and vertical motion into a system premised on perfect contact 
and parallelism. When the flat surface of the scanning bed meets 
objects that resist full contact, the scanner becomes a site where 
depth is not only recorded but misread, distorted, and ambiguously 
translated. The work searches for the limits of legibility in this 
encounter, examining how three-dimensional form is compressed 
into a two-dimensional image and how flattening produces space 
as residue.

Flatness is defined here as having no three-dimensional space, 
containing no depth, having no form. The condition of flatness 
is only apparent in the digital image produced by the scanning 
process; no object in the material world is fully flat, making the 
scanning bed an interface for 3D-to-2D translation. Colloquially 
flat objects (books, papers, journals) are described by this project 
as unflat, to argue that flattening is a process that requires an 
instrument (in this case the flatbedscanner), that transforms the 
material into a flat digital image. Tone becomes a primary register 
of depth, with light acting as the medium through which distance 
is measured. Drawing on the inverse-square law, the project treats 
tonal gradients as imperfect measurements of depth, revealing the 
instability of precision once light is translated into a compressed 
digital image.

Depth Ruler

Reprsentation, Information Richness

	 Amelyn Ng, Instructor
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IX

Just Enough

Done in collaboration with Zachary Poncher, the project is a 
speculative future of New York City without police. The project, 
based in a study of the Stonewall National Monument and the 
criminal justice system, critiques the policing of oppressed 
and marginalized communities. The 6th Precinct of the NYPD 
is transformed into a community center that self-organizes, 
reorganizes space as well as existing power structures, and 
transforms throughout the day and different seasons to meet 
different programming requirements.

The concepts of transformation and self-organization are crucial 
to the ethos of the project, as well as its physical manifestation. 
With the current facade of the police station on the outer doors, 
the box is opened to reveal a reimagined future. To showcase 
different uses of the spaces, the model rotates. Markers on the 
ground indicate different suggested uses of the space. The final 
project was informed by the midterm project, BLOCK Party, which 
reclaims the streets as an architectural intervention.

Block Party & Community Center

Core I Studio

	 Carlos Medellin, Critic

		  Zach Poncher, Collaborator
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X

Family Ties

Done in collaboration with Zach Poncher, the project is a table 

that renegotiates space and human interaction. Collaboration 

and ancestry were the key concepts in developing the table. The 

detail - knots from our ancestral lands - forms a linked network 

representing the ancestry we have chosen for ourselves, weighed 

down by generational guilt and trauma. The process of making 

the table in collaboration celebrated our partnership.

The table is an uneven space of negotiation. The traditional table 

form forces static interactions limited to a central node and enables 

social hierarchies. The ancestry of the table is therefore called into 

question by our project, which disrupts space, circulation, and 

lines of vision.

Table

Core I Studio

	 Carlos Medellin, Critic

		  Zach Poncher, Collaborator
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XI

Ritual Folds

The project transforms the ritual process of shrouding corpses in 
Turkey into a designed object. The roles of the living participants 
and the corpse are analyzed by practicing the ritual and drawing 
the folding process. Through the use of material, geometry, and 
tension and compression, the participatory act is converted into 
a folded network. The material study is actualized by ironing and 
sewing cotton strips of varying sizes, representing the many sizes 
of corpses that require different amounts of material.

Shrouding corpses ritualizes participation. The living participants 
transform the dead through a liminal state. The involvement 
of living participants and the transformation of the dead are 
embodied by the folded material study.

Burial shroud, ritual process

Design Seminar, Interlaced Existences

	 Karla Rothstein, Instructor
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