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Abstract.Abstract 1



    Detroit was taken over by a human made 
virus composed of  industrial withdraw, 
military strategy and political policy half  a 
century earlier that has resulted in aban-
doned, dilapidated, burned and vacant build-
ings consuming the urban landscape.     This 
virus continues to spread through violence, 
foreclosure and human necessity. All of  which 
encourage the continued massive flight from 
Detroit. However what is more fascinating is 
not this consuming virus of  urban decay but 
rather its host. 
    The host is the people who have remained 
in the city either by choice or necessity, the 
people who have created lives for themselves 
within the urban fabric of  destruction. People 
who wake up and do not merely bare witness 

to the destruction but rather live intertwined 
in a symbiotic relationship.  And so the ques-
tion, how do people coexist with decay, is put 
forth.  
    What happens when the threads of  urban 
decay penetrate the small scale? How does 
it affect a life from day to day?  Is the decay 
engaged or ignored? How do people coexist 
with destruction next door?
    Within this relationship of  host and urban 
virus an architectural intervention is sought 
to foster change in a community on the small 
scale. An intervention that does not have the 
concern of  curing the virus of  urban destruc-
tion at its forefront, but rather with enriching 
its counter point, its host, those who have 
remained.
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    Abandoned structures, singed wood, peel-
ing paint, boarded windows and vacant lots 
twist their way through the urban fabric of  
Detroit. These ribbons of  decay have ravaged 
the city as though it were a virus attacking a 
host. The underlying causes for this virus will 
be discussed but the exploration of  this thesis 
will lie with the human host. Among the virus 
live people symbiotically engaging the virus 
of  urban decay everyday. There is a subtle 
texture added to the urban fabric during this 
symbiosis. Through the human host’s behavior 
and interaction a physical environment can be 
morphed into something completely different 
in purpose and this phenomenon is far richer 
and more beautiful than exploring the virus 
alone. 

    The underlying causes of  the virus ravag-
ing Detroit are composed of  political policy, 
military strategy, and a reliance on the 
automotive industry half  a century ago. Built 
on the auto industry Detroit was a boom-
ing city before it began the descent into the 
current landscape of  abandonment and decay. 
Political policies advocated the reliance on the 
automobile by restricting new mass transit 
systems and removing already existing forms. 
As the center of  the automotive industry 
all employees were pressured to own a car. 
Newly constructed highways ushered in the 
ability to sprawl. Highway construction was 
aided by the federal government. During 
the war efforts Detroit was the referred to 
as the arsenal of  democracy. For national 





security the federal government forced the 
decentralization of  the city. Multiple race riots 
have emphasized the internal struggle of  
race throughout the history of  Detroit. With 
political policies, industry backing, mobile 
capabilities, racial tension and the current 
economic situation resulting in massive 
foreclosures, the virus continues to decay the 
urban landscape of  Detroit.
    The decentralization of  the population of  
Detroit has been extreme over the course of  
the century. Four million people once lived 
in the Detroit metro area, half  of  which once 
lived within the confines of  Detroit. Today De-
troit hovers between eight hundred thousand 
and nine hundred thousand. As Detroit stands 
among its own ruins most emphasis is given 
to fixing the whole of  the city, especially 
regaining population density. However, little 
attention is paid to those who remain. A city 
is its people not its lost people. Those who 
remain intertwined with the decay provide 
a fascinating urban condition that provides 
a rich texture to the urban fabric of  decay. 
Through the symbiosis of  people and decay 
the built environment has the potential to 
transform.
    A way does not exist to measure the altera-
tions that happen on a human scale within a 
community. Figure ground maps, census infor-
mation and traditional forms of  site analysis 
aren’t going to assess the beautiful mor-
phings. They do not express the interactions 
people have with their physical environment. 
They cannot pretend to comprehend how a 
physical space can be transformed through 





human behavior. The human condition bares 
such a heavy consequence over the physical 
condition, it demands acknowledgement and 
an exploration. This thesis seeks to be that 
exploration.
    This thesis strives to find an understand-
ing of  how people coexist with decay and by 
doing so, create an architectural insertion that 
would aid the community. The thesis intention 
is to enter a community within Detroit and 
explore how the built environment is being 
interacted with and make an architectural 
solution to the decay within that community.  



people.Human Response 9



People are the catalyst for transformation 
within the urban fabric of  decay. When left 
alone the decay of  a burnt house, a vacant 
lot, dilapidated industrial building or a bro-
ken barbed wire fence remains as decay, as 
something uninspired, but when people inter-
twine themselves within the decay they react 
and have the potential to change the physical 
space surrounding them. The following three 
explorations are differing reactions people 
have had to the decaying build environments 
around them.
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Scrappers.
The glow of  a fire burning the coating off  
copper wires lights the dead of  night illegal 
transaction taking place between scrappers. 
This subculture of  businessmen exists only 
because of  the decaying urban fabric. They 
enter structures looking for copper, nickel, alu-
minum, brass and cast iron. The copper is a far 
more lucrative endeavor where as aluminum 
is so light much more needs to be collected 
for a sufficient profit. The least profitable is 
cast iron due to its weight and poor money 
value per pound. This hidden work force 
actually fills a part of  a larger chain. Scrap-
pers entering abandoned buildings pillaging 
utility boxes, pluming fixtures, pipes, door 
handles or anything of  remote value sell their 
salvage to small scrap yards who in return sell 
it to larger yards until the metal enters back 
into the mainstream metal market. Scrappers 
have been growing more and more brazen, 
stealing from public parks, churches and city 
manhole covers. The scrapping of  the pictured 
globe building can be seen in the bare utility 
boxes, empty bathrooms and forged paths on 
unsteady floors made for the scrappers shop-
ping cart. Scrappers react to their decaying 
environment with exploitation.  





This Damn Building.
“What’s so special about this damn building?” 
Unbelievable words spoken by a woman on 
her smoke break as we stood cameras poised 
under the breath taking ceiling of  the Michi-
gan Theater building. Now a parking garage 
the Michigan Theater was built be Rapp and 
Rapp in the spot of  Henry Ford’s garage when 
he built his first car. Throughout the 1950’s 
and 60’s ownership was switch around and 
purposes shifted but in 1975 the abandoned 
theater interior was gutted and a three level 
parking structure was inserted. The stage 
curtain remains tattered billowing in the 
breeze. The travesty of  the current state 
of  the Michigan Theater in not that it grew 
obsolete and was purposefully destroyed to 
suit a parking garage, but rather that it now 
fades into the background of  everyday life 
for those who interact with it on a daily basis. 
Those coming and going are not caught in 
awe with every cigarette break. To myself, an 
architecture student armed with a camera -of  
which I am just another in a long line claims 
the security guard- this fantastic space could 
not possibly be ignored. However to those 
who interact with the space see it merely as 
their parking garage. The open section like cut 
exposing architectural detail and a red carpet 
further express the state of  decay of  the 
building, yet ignorance has been numbness 
has been chosen as the human response to 
the building.





The Heidleberg Project.
Started in 1986 by artist Tyree Guyton, the 
Heidelberg Project uses found debris from 
the surrounding neighborhood’s decay to 
make artistic commentary on current issues. 
Through Guyton and visiting artists, the 
Heidelberg Project utilizes art installations 
as a way to engage the community. He has 
acknowledged the decaying of  his childhood 
home and surrounding neighborhood and 
directly confronts it; exploits it. The commu-
nity however has not always supported the 
project. Twice in the projects history, 1991 
and 1999, has it been partially demolished 
because of  complaints made to the city 
about health hazards, it not being seen as 
art but as accumulated trash and because of  
unwanted attention it gives the community. 
The response to fully engage the decay of  a 
community through art is quite beautiful.





site conditions.Moments of Coexistence 17



Moments of  coexistence express the inter-
twining of  people and the decay of  their built 
environment.  They are not the burned house, 
dilapidated school building or windowless 
industrial building.  They are not the peeling 
paint or the broken barbed wire fences.  They 
are not the ransacked, the over grown or the 
neglected.  Moments of  coexistence are the 
not so rare moments, seen when the decay 
touches the manicured lawn and maintained 
garden.  They are where the rubble of  brick 
so starkly contrasts the fresh siding of  the 
home next door.  They are the visual sym-
biosis of  those who remain contained within 
Detroit’s urban fabric of  decay.  This thesis 
exploration will use these moments as its 
site condition criteria.  

The following series of  images are a few of  
these moments captured within detroit 
communities.17
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the process handbook



    Originally this thesis set out to explore the 
coexistence of  people and the decaying urban 
context within Detroit. By entering a single 
community and creating an architectural 
intervention the thesis would transform or 
“fix” the chosen community.  The naivety of  
that intension was quickly seen and a loose 
process was developed to aid the architectural 
solution in its integration with the community. 
    This process still maintained that an end 
solution was sought but only after a care-
ful understanding of  the neighborhood was 
reached. In order for the architectural solution 
to be viable it would have to fully understand 
its context.  
    This process of  exploration begins with 
three steps: first being the understanding of  

Detroit’s greater urban fabric. Secondly and 
most importantly is the acknowledgement 
that the symbiosis of  people and the decaying 
urban environment is what transforms spaces 
into something worthy of  an exploration. 
Lastly the scale is brought down to the explo-
ration of  a specific vicinity that exhibits the 
moments of  coexistence previously discussed. 
    After the three initial steps, the process 
consists of  observing a specific human 
condition, then responding to the condition 
through the design of  an installation. The 
specific human conditions that are sought for 
observation are those which directly express 
the relationship of  an individual with the 
surrounding decay of  their built environ-
ment. After a condition is observed a design 27





response is used to explore all of  the ramifi-
cations of  the condition. Through the design 
and implementation of  an installation the 
“what was” is challenged and the “what is” is 
accepted, acknowledged and accentuated. The 
design response, unlike the unbiased nature 
of  observation allows for freedom of  artistic 
gesture and expression. The built environ-
ment is decaying and spaces have ceased 
being what they were intended. It is through 
human interaction that an alteration from de-
cay to vitality occurs. Design responses allow 
the creativity to see these alterations. After 
a design response, a new condition is sought 
to repeat the steps. These steps are repeated 
until a larger installation in the form off  an 
architectural insertion can be made.
    The strands of  this process are quite sim-
ple. These two seemingly simple actions of  
observation and installation allow the emerg-
ing of  identifiers. Identifiers come from the 
understanding of  how people are reacting to 
their decaying built environment. Within this 
specific process application the two identifiers 
that have emerged are alteration and acqui-
escence. Alteration is seen when the people 
within the vicinity refuse the new purpose of  
decay and transform the space into a purpose 
of  their choosing. Acquiescence happens 
when the decay is left to remain as decay. 
When the community does not intertwine with 
the decay but merely runs alongside it.





Using the moments of coexistence as site criteria, 
Harmony Village was chosen as the vicinity to engage 
the process. Harmony village is a large neighborhood 
designated by the city of Detroit. It is contained by 
McNichols to the north, Lyndon to the south, Ardmore 
on the west and Livernois on the east. The vicinity 
explored during this thesis is far smaller however; using 
Puritan, the lodge service drive, Wyoming and Liver-
nois as borders. The vicinity is a beautiful expression 
of coexistence where fresh paint and planted gardens 
meet gracefully with singed wood and ruin. This area of 
Harmony Village maintains a density of people inter-
twining with the vacancy of expansive abandoned lots 
and boarded houses.



























A group of alleys within the explored vicinity of Har-
mony Village have grown to be threads of wilderness 
through the residential urban fabric of the community. 
Alleys, originally part of the city’s infrastructure, meant 
to be used for police, fire department and ambulance 
access, along with waste removal now bare no com-
monality aside from geographic location. Concrete in 
most of the alleys can no longer be seen nor felt under-
foot, the ends of alleys completely disguised by tree and 
brush cover.











 I created The Harmony Village Conservancy to exploit 
and mock the new urban wilderness weaving through 
the vicinity. This design response treated the alleys as 
hiking trails; exploring the original purposes of the 
disappearing infrastructure in the form of not permit-
ted signs and then in opposition accentuated what they 
had become with required capability signs. Acting as 
the faux Harmony Village Conservancy, I posted trail 
closed, trail newly reopened and not recommended 
dead end trail signs. Connecting these signs were two 
posted trail head maps explaining what the conser-
vancy’s trail system had to offer, one being the scenic 
overlook. However this scenic overlook consists of the 
lodge.  The Harmony Village Conservancy thanks you.











As the ribbons of wilderness weave their way through 
the community a moment of acquiescence is created. 
The community has allowed the decay of the alleys to 
seep into their backyard and intersecting streets.







During the installation of the trail maps another condi-
tion was accentuated. On every visit to the vicinity 
people were observed walking down the center of two 
specific roads, Midland and Puritan. The number and 
age of people varied in each observation but always 
the people walked the center. If their path began on a 
street perpendicular to Midland or Puritan they utilize 
the sidewalk but upon turning onto Midland or Puritan 
they proceed to the center.  











Through my simple gesture of painting a crosswalk 
down the center of the road the transformation of this 
space is accentuated and recognized as ceasing to be a 
road only for cars. It allows the street to be what it has 
become, a pedestrian corridor.







The street’s transformation accentuated in the crosswalk 
installation is actually the accentuation of the communi-
ty’s moment of alteration.  Through the acquiescence to 
the alley’s decay, the streets which are intersected with 
have become pedestrian corridors because the wilder-
ness from the alleys spill onto the sidewalks of Midland 
and Puritan.







Once immersed within the community a subtle condi-
tion can be seen. Most houses in the Harmony Village 
vicinity have porches but their purpose is quite different 
than the traditional use of a porch within a community. 
The first observation of this condition came with the 
eerie feeling of being watched. A porch with one person 
just watching their neighborhood became a normal 
condition to observe and when no one was on the porch 
the remnants of their solitary habit could be seen on all 
the porches. A lone chair.











For this design response I’m directly reacting to the 
eerie feeling of being watched. These guards on their 
porches just watching have transformed the social 
gathering space of a community to a guard tower with 
a watchman. My response was a kind of photo essay 
showing visually the morphing of the porch due to its 
inhabitant’s interactions.



The porch to guard tower transformation is another 
moment of alteration. The adults within the community 
have morphed their physical environment because of 
the altering and decaying environment around them.







On multiple occasions young children were seen playing 
in the yards and porches of vacant houses. The houses 
were not burned or dilapidated, windows were not 
broken nor were there visible piles of trash. They were 
the vacant yet maintained houses. One of which had a 
neighborhood watch sign adhered to the boarded front 
door. As exploration into this condition progressed it 
was noted that the only playground within the studied 
vicinity was across the busy Puritan and consisted of 
rusted equipment with peeling paint and broken swings. 
Another option for children within the community to 
play is a fenced in church lot. The toys are for toddlers 
and the fence has barbed wire.











My design response was to imagine if a vacant house 
actually was made into a playground. The morphing of 
this space from house to playground is made through 
the children’s interaction with their decaying environ-
ment. This was merely an acceptance of what had 
already happened within the community’s children. 
Unlike my first two design responses this response was 
carried out as an illustration not as a built installation. 
The exploration and visual transformation of this space 
was my artistic gesture.



Another moment of alteration is seen when the 
younger children of the studied vicinity trans-
form vacant structures into their own play-
grounds. The spaces cease to be houses when 
the children interact with them. The structures 
and spaces are altered to suit the children, not 
the children to suit the new decay.
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This process did not yield the elusive architec-
tural insertion and community solution that 
this thesis set forth as its purpose. 
    What was produced by the process was far 
richer than its intended purpose and once the 
process was refined to fully express its poten-
tial, it is realized that the process itself  uses 
architectural design to understand an environ-
ment rather than design an environment. The 
strands of  the process are no longer utilized 
as the steps leading to the creation of  a valu-
able architectural insertion but rather as a 
standalone valuable way of  understanding an 
architectural environment in decay.        
    The community solution was never actual-
ized because as emersion in the community 
progressed the observation of  how people 

transformed their built environments il-
lustrated that the community does not need 
a solution. The decay intertwined within the 
community, does not remain as holes in the 
urban fabric, but rather becomes vibrant mo-
ments of  alteration. Vacant, burned, aban-
doned houses and over grown lots left by the 
ravagement of  decay undergo beautiful trans-
formations when the people living among 
the ruin choose alteration over acquiescence.  
Vacant houses become playgrounds. Porches 
become castle towers. Streets become pedes-
trian corridors. Alleys have the potential to 
be exploited as urban hiking trails. The decay 
of  the built environment when intertwined 
with people can be seen as a graceful shift of  
purposes within this community.       73
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    The process allows for the individual condi-
tions observed from the community to be 
combined and an understanding is gained of  
how they weave and overlap eachother. 
    Through mapping the conditions are 
explored on a larger neighborhood scale. 
It creates a way to see how exactly this 
observations and installations are reactions 
to larger scale decay.
    The following transparent maps layer the 
installations in accordance with where each 
would be given the context of  the neigh-
borhood. Towers are put on corners where 
porches with one chair exist. Playhouses are 
placed over vacant houses still safe enough 
for children to play on. The crosswalks remain 
where they were observed as well as the 

urbah hiking trails. 
    By then doing an extensive figure ground 
map of  the neighborhood it can be seen 
exactly where the neighborhood falls off. The 
yard formed by the vacant school building 
on the site creates a beautiful green space 
sheltered by the school and hugged on either 
side by the hiking trails with the pedestrian 
corridor cutting through the center.
    The space could be seen as a slice of  utopia 
not as a vacant hole in the urban fabric but 
rather an intricate and viable space that 
the community could exploit for what it has 
become just as they have as the installations 
accentuated.   
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    Though this thesis did not meet its naïve 
design intention, the understanding of  what 
Harmony Village is and could be is a precious 
and valuable outcome. Understanding the 
morphing of  physical spaces when inter-
twined with people is ultimately what this 
thesis set out to accomplish with its central 
question being: how do people coexist with 
decay? 
    Through the design process a community 
unfolded itself  to me in ways I couldn’t have 
previously understood. Spaces are only what 
people allow them to be and this is magnified 
in my exploration of  Detroit’s urban fabric of  
decay. The people intertwined in a symbiotic 
relationship with decay either alter or acqui-
esce to each other and the alteration can be 

graceful, clunky, forced or chosen but always 
beautiful.

95



bibliography.

                                                                                                      Dean, Andrea Oppenheimerdean. 
                                                       Rural Studio: Samuel Mockbee and an Architecture of  Decency. 
                                                                                 New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2002.

                                                                                                                                                Banksy.
                                                                                                                                    Wall and Piece.
                                                                                                      London: Random House UK, 2007.

    Alsop, Will, Jorg Dettmar, Wolfgang Engler, Susanne Hauser, Wolfgang Kil, Gordon Matta-Clark,  
                                                                William Neill, Robert Smithson, and Wouter Van Stiphout.
                                                                                                                Shrinking Cities: Volume 2. 
                                                                                           Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Publishers, 2006.

                         Douglas, Stan, Dave Haslam, Wolfgang Kil, Walter Prigge, Klaus Ronneberger, and             
                                                                                                                                   Thomas Sugrue. 
                                              Shrinking Cities: Volume 1. Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Publishers, 2006.

                                                                                                                                       Findley, Lisa. 
                                                             Building Change: Architecture, Politics and Cultural Agency. 
                                                                                                                New York: Routledge, 2005.

                                                                                                                                 Woods, Lebbeus. 
                                                                                                                       Radical Reconstruction.
                                                                                 New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2001.

                                                                                              Herron, Jerry. 
                                     AfterCulture Detroit and the humiliation of history.
                                                                    Detroit: Wayne State UP, 1993.

                                                                                   Daskalakis, Gerogia.
                                                                                          Stalking Detroit.
                                                                                Barcelona: Actar, 2002.



bibliography. Detroit inspiration.

DCDC
Heidelberg Project
Detroit. Demolition. Disneyland.
Graffiti artists

The motor(less) city
SweetJuniper
FadedDetroit
ForgottenDetroit
Got Detroit?
Hello, my name is Detroit The incorrigible city

The Detroit news
The Detroit Free Press

Harmony Village



          closing

                                                                                                                    A very special thank you 
                                                                                                                                       to my family, 
                                                                                           for everything they gave of  themselves,
                                                                                               so that I could achieve all that I have.
 

                                                                                                                     To my all of  my friends, 
                                                                                            thank you for making it all worth while. 

                                                                                                                      And thank you to those
                                                                          that  broke sprinkler systems, kicked tape around, 
                                              explained how to use a scale, laughed with me and took care of  me. 

                                                                                                                                          Thank you.



          closing credits.

John and Eve.
Elizabeth. Adam. 
Tori. Davey. 
and Ani.

Rory. Chris. Dave. Melissa.
Meghan. jake.
and trisha.




