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The city consists of a multitude  
of architectural and infrastructural  
objects. We tend to resist the  
description of “object,” for we 
typically find that the life of 
urbanity comes from events, 
not blunt material things. It is 
through programmatic activities 
that we experience the vibrancy 
of human occupancy that lends 
quality to the experience of the 
city. These activities come so 
much to the fore that architecture  
often drifts into a backdrop ex-
perienced in a habitual state  

of distraction. In a city such  
as New York, architecture is  
often only noticed by someone 
unaccustomed to it—the tourist—
or when a change in demolition 
or construction reconfigures it. 
Even so, these changes usually 
amount to new amenities,  
new restaurants, new residences,  
new offices; changes that fit  
comfortably within the set of 
activities of the city, and after a 
brief period of acclimation settle 
into the background again.
	 But not all urban structures  

are so easily assimilated. There 
are a collection of buildings  
in the city that always strike  
one as other, as something not 
easily reduced to the events 
of inhabitation. I define these 
as objects, for these structures 
maintain their objecthood over 
a longer period of time than 
other buildings. Two examples in 
downtown Manhattan that testify 
to this quality are the Brooklyn– 
Battery Tunnel Ventilation building  
and the lower west side’s new 
Salt Shed. Even though I know 

the nominal usage for these 
structures (for air exhaust and 
salt storage respectively), I  
don’t know how I can use them. 
I cannot enter these structures, 
physically, visually, or even  
conceptually, for in a way they are  
buildings that are not for people, 
their function is on a different 
scale of material organization. 
As such, these buildings remain 
objects that resist reduction to 
the relations of human events. 
	 This “objectness” can often  
be viewed negatively as these 
constructions do not in themselves  
provide any activities for  
urban street life. I would like  
to argue otherwise. The positive 
appreciation of a city should not 
be reducible to the amount of 
people on a street, to the amount 
of restaurants, to the amount of 
shopping, to the price per square 
foot of commercial exchange. 
This reduction of the city to  
commerce is one of the underlying  
drivers of how urban success is 
measured. Manhattan real estate 
crossed one trillion dollars in 
worth recently, and this number 
seems to attest to the strength 
and vibrancy of the city. Stone, 
glass, and concrete disappear into 
an abstraction of economic data.
	 The reader may now quickly 
suggest that the Brooklyn–Battery 

Tunnel Ventilation building and 
the Salt Shed are nothing if  
not gigantic components in the 
economic engine allowing car 
traffic to access the densest part of 
the city and continue to function  
during inclement weather. This 
is, of course, correct regarding 
the functional necessity of these 
buildings. But, this is not the crux 
of the argument. When I walk 
past Battery Park, the ventilation 
building always strikes me. Why? 
It is not a beautiful building; it is 
not even that interesting as an  
architectural design, so why does  
it hit me? One reason: It is a free-
standing building with no windows.  
This makes me think, ‘what the 
hell is going on in there?’ The 
absence of aperture suggests that 
this thing may not be for human 
inhabitation. It is the following 
condition where things get  
interesting.  
	 The elongated intensification 
of attention that the exhaust 
building created forces me to  
look at all of the buildings nearby  
differently. They leap out of their 
background for a moment, and 
become exactly what they are, 
aesthetic objects in the city. And 
during this experience I see the 
city for the material fact that it is. 
This is what a successful urban  
object can do. It disturbs, or  

WXY and Dattner Architects’ Spring Street Salt Shed joins a select 
few buildings in New York City that can be considered estranged urban 
objects as much as architecture. 
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For clients who wanted two separate houses, one for 
the first floor and one for the ground floor, they couldn’t 
have found a better architectural match than in Fake 
Industries Architectural Agonism. Headed up by Cristina 
Goberna and Urtzi Grau, the New York–based firm is 
constantly exploring new approaches to architecture. 
One of Grau and Goberna’s theories is on expanding the 
possibilities of replicating and copying architecture, and 
they have written a monograph on the topic: Architectural  
Replicas: Four Hypotheses on the Use of Agonistic  
Copies in the Architectural Field. 

	 As a result, the OE House in Alforja, Spain, is a  
mash-up of a Case Study house on the ground floor  
with Le Corbusier’s Maison Jaoul on top. The Case 
Study house is for summer use while Maison Jaoul is 
for winter. It is, as Fake Industries puts it, an architectural  
“exquisite corpse.” The clients wanted to be able  
to completely close off one “house” and then move 
to the other “house,” depending on the season and 
their current needs. “There are two different ideas of 
domesticity,” Grau said. “The sense of enclosure [on the 
upper level] and a traditional Catalan rural style of home, 

then the airy Case Study on the ground floor that has a 
relationship to the outside and the landscape.” 
	 The challenges of this construction—super heavy  
and robust on top and permeable and light on the  
bottom—as well as what elements, like the staircase, 
could be used to reconcile the two, took careful planning.  
Fake Industries developed open-source systems and 
interchangeable components so that the house could 
be completed in 12 months. But “it was hard to find 
someone to do dry construction in Spain; specialized 
workforces who could do things like the brickwork are 

Fake Industries Architectural Agonism

New York–based Fake Industries Architectural Agonism 
“smashed” two iconic houses—an L.A. Case Study  
and Le Corbusier’s Maison Jaoul—together to create  
this home in Alforja, Spain. 
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In Praise of the 
Urban Object



disappearing,” Grau said. All in all, it took 
fi ve years to complete the house due to 
the economic crisis in 2008 and initially 
selecting the wrong contractor. 
 However, throughout that time, the house 
became a part of the family’s history. 
They lived across the street and their 
children grew up playing in the construction 
site and watching the house gradually rise. 
It was completed January 2016; the family 
has moved into the second fl oor while the 

fi rst fl oor is currently a massive playground. 
“It is very similar to the way the Eameses 
had their living room organized—as a place 
to play,” Grau said. “And it’s like the Case 
Study houses where the social aspect and 
relationship were more important than the 
furniture itself; that is already emerging 
naturally here.”  Om
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While the world watched, One World Trade Center 
grew in both height and symbolism, its 1,776-
foot crystalline form bringing unmatched views 
back to Lower Manhattan. A redundant structural 
steel frame, the result of creative collaboration 
between Skidmore, Owings & Merrill and WSP 
Cantor Seinuk, ensures that its safety is as 
substantial as its stature. Read more about it in 
Metals in Construction online.
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estranges, the background 
of reality for a moment 
and allows an engagement 
with the city in an alternate 
matter. Without moments 
like this, the city quickly 
becomes a habitually 
consumed image, smoothly 
operating as a backdrop 
for tourism, domesticity, 
labor, consumption, and 
investment.
 This is why I quite like 
the new Salt Shed. The fi rst 
time I saw it I had the reaction 
of “What the hell is this?” 
Yes, it does have a striking 
form of faceted geometry 
and a raw exposed concrete 
surface that speaks a lan-
guage of difference in rela-

tion to its context. But, 
as important as these formal 
and material aspects are 
for the architecture, they 
are doubled when I realized 
that I could see no doors 
or windows, no exterior 
indication of interior use, the 
appearance of a single solid 
mass. I have no idea if this 
structure serves its function 
successfully. (I hope it does, 
for I would like it to stay). I 
also have no idea about the 
symbolic associations desired 
by the architects. My interest 
in the building is not to be 
found in these explanations 
of functional or cultural 
meaning. Instead its strength 
is similar to the best aesthetic 

abstractions; it resists 
interpretation and obscures 
easy understandings. When 
you see it, you don’t know 
what to do with it. It forces 
you to look at it longer, 
more intensely, differently. 
This aesthetic shift offers a 
re-engagement with the city 
in its vicinity, it pushes the 
background to the fore for 
a moment and allows one 
to consider just how abstract 
and artifi cial the construct of 
“the city” as material reality 
actually is. It is in these 
moments that the aesthetics 
of the city come alive, which 
is quite a wonderful gift to the 
City of New York.  
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The Oe house is located on a hazel tree fi eld—
the lower level is designed to open up to the 
landscape, while the upper level is insulated 
from it. A restrained material palette was 
used  to cut down on construction time and 
complications. Both volumes are replicas of 
two seminal houses from architectural history.
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