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ABSTRACT

By summarizing and reflecting on the courses and studios taken 

during the three semesters at Cornell, this booklet explores 

interface studies in urban renewal. How to design interfaces, and 

how could architects think about pre-design and post-design? 

This thesis argues that the designers should engage the public 

and leave room for the public to exercise their autonomy. It is also 

essential to weigh the interests of multiple parties and to balance 

the level of participation of each group. Moreover, it is crucial to 

choose the appropriate scale and materials regarding the design 

approach, because they affect the spatial perception. The interface 

is a spatial sequence that reflects the urban renewal process, 

and therefore, its representation will also influence the public's 

perception of urban space.
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INTRODUCTION

U r b a n  r e n e w a l  i n c l u d e s 

bu i l d i ngs , s t ree t s  and  t he 

interface space where buildings 

a n d  s t r e e t s  m e e t .  T h i s 

interface is used to study the 

dialogue between buildings 

and cities in urban form. As 

urban renewal involves many 

complicated relationships, the 

interfaces are abundant, so the 

specific critical question I mainly 

want to focus on is how to deal 

with the interfaces between 

the original entity and the newly 

built substance, between the 

local characteristics and the 

u rban  env i ronment  i n  the 

process of  urban renewal , 

exploring the urban renewal 

from the micro perspective.

 

I study the interface from two 

viewpoints. On the one hand, it 

is the physical interface, which 

is mainly represented by the 

transition between a new entity 

and an existing one, as well as 

the coordination between what 

is common to the city and what 

is specific to the place. On the 
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other hand, it is the interface in 

the urban imaginary, referring 

to the collision between old 

and new ideas and lifestyle 

reconstruction. 

My three semesters at Cornell 

expanded  my  th ink ing  on 

the topic of interfaces. First, 

w h o  d e c i d e s  h o w  u r b a n 

renewal should take place in 

order to shape new forms of 

interface? An interface design 

that reflects the local culture 

and spirit  should incorporate 

public participation. Second, 

it is essential to control and 

balance the level of participation 

of various stakeholders, such 

as people,  designers,  and 

government, to avoid excessive 

gentrification effectively. Third, 

h o w  d o e s  s c a l e  a n d 

materials influence interface 

design? Fourth, how should the 

interface be described, and how 

can the macro urban renewal 

be mapped through the micro 

interface?
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PRE-DESIGN: Who determines the interface 
form in urban renewal?

I n  t h e  c l a s s  A r c h  6 3 0 1 : 

Territories of Investigation, 

the renovation case focusing 

o n  i m m i g r a n t  c u l t u r e  i n 

Open Architecture (Figure 1) 

inspired me. A basic form of 

open architecture considers 

the inhabitant as a subject 

ra ther  than an ob ject  that 

s h o u l d  b e h a v e  i n  a  w a y 

predef ined by  the  author -

architect. Hejduk's project is 

like a participatory performance 

for all the audience, allowing 

the inhabitant the freedom 

to play in undefined spaces 

and have spatial creativity, 

thus allowing the new building 

to actively integrate with the 

o r ig ina l  i nhab i tan ts '  l i ves 

while meeting the changing 

needs over time. The result 

is a natural, changeable, and 

organic  in ter face between 

immigrant  cu l ture  and the 

larger urban environment. In 

urban regeneration, architects 

may not need to do 100% of 

the work, leaving some space 

for local residents to take the 

initiative and form a kind of 

artif icial "natural" interface. 
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Figure 1: Open Achitecture
(Source: Esra Akcan, Open Architecture: Migration, Citizenship and the Urban the 

Urban Renewal of Berlin-Kreuzberg )
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In the design of the Architecture 

a n d  U r b a n i s m  s t u d i o , 

I realized the importance of 

pub l ic  par t ic ipat ion in  the 

i n t e r f a c e  s p a c e  b e t w e e n 

industrial space, historical sites, 

and public space. By integrating 

the food infrastructure with the 

local transportation system 

(F igure  2 ) ,  I  exposed  the 

industrial production process to 

the public and made it easier 

for people to understand the 

whole process of industrial 

p r o d u c t i o n .  T h e  p u b l i c 

flow paralleled the production 

f l o w  a n d  c o n n e c t e d  t h e 

industrial and historical spaces, 

activating two initially negative 

and unrelated spaces (Figure 

3). Public participation can 

energize the space and form 

an inclusive and prosperous 

interface between industry and 

the public, historic sites and the 

public, and industry and historic 

Figure 3: Public circulate connected the industrial and historical spaces
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Figure 4: Interfaces between historical, public, and industrical space 
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Figure 2: Integrating the food infrastructure with the local transportation system



13

Building Site

Introduction of the prototype

Evaluation 

Adaptation 

Production Process,Distribution
& Public Circulation

Figure 2: Integrating the food infrastructure with the local transportation system
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Public participation is the driving 

force at the alternating interface 

between the artificial and the 

natural. In the Architecture and 

Ecology studio, we designed a 

recycling center for the public 

using PE loofah and PVC pipe 

as the base materials (Figure 

5). The pavilion is essentially 

an interface where artifacts and 

natural crops are interchanged 

as people come to bring their 

used loofah, wash it  in the 

water landscape, and build 

a public pavilion while they 

exchange it for a natural loofah 

(Figure 6). Once the pavilion is 

disassembled, its elements can 

be packaged and shipped to a 

nearby recycling plant for further 

recycling and reprocessing. In 

such a process of exchanging 

artifacts for natural products, 

pub l i c  pa r t i c i pa t i on  i s  an 

essential driving force behind 

the conversion. It facilitates 

the construction of the pavilion 

and allows all participants to 

become a part of promoting 

environmental protection and 

sustainable development.
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Figure 5: Design a public recycling center using PE loofah and PVC pipes
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Figure 6: In such a process of exchanging artifacts for natural products, public participation is an essential driving force behind the conversion.
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Figure 6: In such a process of exchanging artifacts for natural products, public participation is an essential driving force behind the conversion.
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I n  t h e  t h i r d  s e m e s t e r  I 

p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  a n  u r b a n 

design studio called Housing 

+ Community. The studio is 

a bottom-up, practical urban 

des ign .  Here  i t  i s  no t  the 

designers but the local people 

who decide what we do every 

step of the way. We don't design 

for the community but with 

the community. For example, 

during the first part of the site 

acquaintance, we teamed up 

with local students to help them 

design posters to understand 

the needs of residents. I was 

responsible for helping design 

the QR code for finding healthy 

food and integrating the QR 

code into the healthcare system 

(F igu re  7 ) ,  des ign ing  the 

interface from food production 

Figure 8: ask locals to fill in what they wanted the site to look like
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Figure 7: Integrate the QR code into the healthcare system
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to packaging, distribution, and 

the different ways people can 

access healthy food. We also 

asked locals to define what 

they wanted the site to look like 

when understanding how to use 

a blank site (Figure 8).

In previous urban renewal 

c a s e s ,  a r c h i t e c t s  h a v e 

consistently worked on the 

old and the new relationship. 

However, the last studio started 

to make me reflect on whether 

architects are too immersed in 

their worlds when designing 

solut ions.  As a resul t ,  the 

designers' output and solutions 

are like self-directed drama. 

This design will result in new 

spaces that may not be suitable 

f o r  t he  o r i g i na l  r es iden ts 

because the solutions do not 

originate from these residents. 

Therefore we should leave 

some space for the residents to 

create their design and focus 

more on public participation 

so that the public is the user 

of urban renewal results and 

the initiator of ideas and the 

driver of the renewal process.

Public participation is like a glue 

between the original and the 

new interface, making the whole 

urban renewal process more 

natural and dynamic.
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PRE-DESIGN: Participation of stakeholders

The course Transformative 

L a n d s c a p e s  a t  T s i n g h u a 

U n i v e r s i t y  e n a b l e d  m e 

t o  u n d e r s t a n d  l a n d s c a p e 

architects' methods in dealing 

with urbanism. The course 

inc luded a High L ine Park 

case study, where excessive 

growth of green space can 

lead to gentrification. Through 

c a s e  s t u d i e s ,  I  l e a r n e d 

that the adverse effects of 

excessive gentrification could 

be avoided to a certain extent 

by considering the level of 

participation of the designer, 

residents,  community,  and 

government, and planning in 

advance the space where they 

can play.

The involvement of multiple 

parties in urban renewal can 

allow for a more inclusive form 

of the old and new interfaces, 

rather than at the expense of 

some. In CRP 5852 Brooklyn: 

The Once and Future City, 

I  l e a r n e d  t h a t  w h i l e  t h e 

gentrification of Williamsburg, 

Brooklyn, has had a severe 

impact  on the local  nat ive 
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Figure 9: Inclusionary Housing Program 
 ( Source: nytimes.com )

population, after government 

intervention, the opportunities 

exist to address challenges. The 

Greenpoint-Williamsburg 2005 

Inclusionary Housing Program 

provides affordable housing 

for low-income people(Figure 

9). Williamsburg should enable 

more housing and employment 

to meet demand so it will avoid 

the emergence of zero-sum 

cities. Williamsburg in Brooklyn 

is demonstrating how inclusive 

growth that can happen.
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IN-DESIGN: Scale and material 

of the interface

In terms of interface design, 

urban design studio: Housing + 

Communion,  Open Case Studio 

and Arch 6308: Configurations 

of the Technical  inspired me 

to focus on scale and material 

issues in the interface.

I n  u r b a n  d e s i g n  s t u d i o : 

Housing + Communion, I used 

the Universe City workshop 

(Figure 10） to create a kind 

of urban furniture that can be 

distributed in the community 

to strengthen the connection 

between Universe City and 

the community and help the 

residents in the community to 

get healthy food（Figure 11). 

Here, I think in terms of unit-

scale, street-scale, community-

scale, and city-scale (Figure 

12,13,14,15) to make urban 

furni ture more natural  and 

integrated with people's life and 

to activate outdoor space on 

different scales. The multi-scale 

design creates a rich interface 

b e t w e e n  t h e  n e w  u r b a n 

furniture and the original media 

and activates the interface 

between the original materials. 
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Figure 10: Universe City's workshop

For example, in the design of 

the monolith (Figure 12), in 

order to give the residents and 

the urban furniture multiple 

possibilities of interaction, I 

designed the urban furniture in 

a form that can be folded and 

opened so that the monolith 

has multiple possibilities and 

can be flexibly combined to 

meet different needs. At the 

scale of the city street (Figure 

1 3 ) ,  w h e n  U n i v e r s e  c i t y 

delivers the urban furniture and 
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assembles it on the street, the 

city street becomes a relatively 

open square space when the 

street is temporarily closed for 

traffic. The furniture is flexibly 

combined into different enclosed 

spaces in front of stores of 

different nature. It extends many 

indoor functions to outdoor 

and expands the commercial 

i n te r face .  I t  en r i ches  the 

interface between storefronts 

and sidewalks, sidewalks, and 

the original carriageway, making 

the new urban furniture more 

naturally integrated into the city 

in various forms and activating 

the in ter face between the 

original storefronts, sidewalks, 

and  car r iageways  (F igure 

16,17).
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Figure 11: strengthen the connection between Universe City and the community
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Figure 12: Unit-scale design
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Figure 12: Unit-scale design
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Figure 13:Street-scale design: Open Street
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Figure 13:Street-scale design: Open Street



32

Figure 14: Community-scale design

Figure 15: City-scale design
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Figure 16: Urban furniture in front of the restuarant

Figure 17: Urban furniture in the middle of the street & Public performance
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In the second semester of 

Open Case Studio, our project 

focuses on creating a visual 

garden to echo the stratified 

landscape of Mount Rainier  

(Figure 18). We want people 

to immediately feel the charm 

of the natural landscape in 

the interior greenhouse. The 

wall of this building is a very 

philosophical interface because 

it is real nature on the outside 

and abstract nature in miniature 

on the inside (Figure 19). The 

windows are virtual channels 

when people look from the 

interior to the outdoor nature, 

and the scale of the windows 

affects the perception of both 

types of nature. Here we did 

not design large casement 

windows but tiny holes instead 

(Figure 20). Small openings can 

contrast to show the openness 

and monumenta l i t y  o f  the 

interior architectural space, 

miniaturizing the otherwise 

grand nature of outdoors into 

a small point that creates a 

sense of awe. Facing a specific 

landscape, we use sl ight ly 

larger window openings, such 

as those facing the garden from 

the visitor's bedroom, to make 

the overall space more intimate 

and draw closer the relationship 

between people and nature 

(Figure 21). So the scale of the 

elements on the interface affects 

people's visual perception.
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Figure 18: Create a visual garden to echo the stratified landscape of Mount Rainier
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Figure 19: The wall of this building is a very philosophical interface because it is real nature on the outside and abstract nature in miniature on the inside
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Figure 19: The wall of this building is a very philosophical interface because it is real nature on the outside and abstract nature in miniature on the inside
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Figure 20: We did not design large casement windows but tiny holes instead
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Figure 21: Different scales of windows towards indoor and outdoor



40

Besides, the choice and design 

of interface materials are also 

essential to create different 

spatial atmospheres. In the 

open case study design,  I 

chose local andesite as the 

wall material to make the whole 

building look like it grew out of 

the local area. The walls are 

made of two layers of stone, 

with dark stones on the outside 

to make the building blend in 

with nature and lighter stones on 

the inside to set off the colorful 

plants inside. In addition, in 

Arch 6308: Configurations of 

the Technical class, I studied 

the mater ial  system of the 

Folk Museum for the China 

Academy of Art designed by 

Kengo Kuma, who used local 

tiles and translated them into a 

modern way to reflect the spirit 

of the place. On the facade, he 

hung the tiles from the wire at 

regular distances (Figure 22). 

They were of different sizes, 

which helped the museum 

blend with the surrounding 

landscape, made people feel 

the rebirth of local materials, 

and gave the building both 

locality and modern vitality. 

This kind of interface using 

traditional materials in a modern 

way makes people feel the 

continuity of the old things and 

at the same time brings the 

new things closer to the natural 

environment and people. It 

gives the building both locality 

and modern vitality.
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Figure 22: Kengo Kuma hung the tiles from the wire at regular distances on the façade.
(Source: https://www.archdaily.com/782230/china-academy-of-arts-folk-art-museum-kengo-kuma-

and-associates)
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POST-DESIGN: Description of the interface

It is also worth exploring and 

thinking about how to describe 

an interface. An interface is not 

just a surface but a sequence 

of spaces. It is also essential 

to map the shape of the city by 

describing a part of the space. 

Through the drawings and 

films in Arch 6509: Multivalent 

Drawings and LA 6940: The 

City in Film about different 

cities, as well as microfilm, I was 

inspired by the way the films 

were made: starting from the 

influence of space on people's 

behavior and other things, and 

describing other things to reflect 

the space. For example, I shoot 

the shadows of people in the 

city square to reflect the urban 

environment in which I l ive 

(Figure 23). This more abstract 

and subtle way of expression 

(Figure 24) allows people to 

imagine infinitely and enrich the 

interface.
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Figure 23: Screenshots from LA 6940 The City in Film assignment: City in Shadow
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Figure 24: Screenshots from Arch 6509: Multivalent Drawings assignment
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Figure 24: Screenshots from Arch 6509: Multivalent Drawings assignment
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CONCLUSION

In te r face  des ign  in  u rban 

renewal may have different 

answers in different contexts. 

W h e n  l o o k i n g  f o r  t h e 

relationship between the original 

en t i ty  and the  newly  bu i l t 

substance, designers should 

engage the public, leave room 

for public autonomy, weigh the 

interests of multiple parties, 

and  cons ide r  app rop r ia te 

interventions. In terms of the 

design approach, scale and 

materials need to be carefully 

considered,  as they af fect 

the perception of space. In 

addit ion, the interface is a 

spatial sequence that reflects 

the urban renewal process, 

and its representation will also 

influence the public's perception 

of urban space. I initially thought 

my project would focus more 

on design methods, but after 

three semesters, I realized that 

design methods are only a part 
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of the research. The form of 

urban renewal is essential, but 

more important is to think about 

how to come up with the right 

approach. The three semesters 

of study have expanded the 

breadth of my thinking, and 

I  have  been ab le  to  th ink 

about things far beyond my 

expectations.
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