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Studio Description, Context & Objectives 
 
From the Tower of Babel, through to the first towers in Chicago at the turn of the century, to the current supertall 
skyscrapers, building higher has been a persistent pursuit; for reasons pragmatic (economics, proximity, productivity, 
etc.) and aspirational (symbols of progress, definers of city skylines, markers of wealth and status, etc.), towers have 
acted as lighting rods for the ambitions of a culture, as stakes in the ground in the progress of technical prowess, as 
signposts marking, in time and place, the evolution of cities. Yet, few towers have departed from a uniformly similar 
core design in the past decades. They continue to be what Cass Gilbert so elegantly described in 1900 as “a machine 
that makes the land pay.”1 He saw this as a benefit, an advantage architects could wield to make money for 
landowners. Others held more critical views; theorist Manfredo Tafuri would describe the skyscraper in the 1970s as an 
“anarchic individual” in the urban landscape that was part of the “organization of collective capital.”2 Critiques from 
feminists were more blunt: Dolores Hayden noted that the office tower continued the “procession of phallic 
monuments in history – including poles, obelisks, spires, columns, and watchtowers” discussed with their “base, 
shaft, and tip,” as if, Leslie Kern notes, “ejaculating light into the night sky.”3  
 
Despite several emblematic examples, and despite significant progress in building technologies, most towers 
continue to be designed and built to prescribed and conventional norms. Standard strategies, systems and products 
are employed similarly to sites around the world without consideration of the site’s unique contextual conditions. 
Undifferentiated, maximized floor plates are repeated vertically, limited only by zoning restrictions. Hermetically sealed 
exterior envelopes wrap all orientations uniformly regardless of solar exposure, view, or urban context. Little 
generosity is given to the city and the public further than the first floors at grade, reserving the benefits of height, view, 
air and prospect for those who have access and who can afford it.4 Those tall buildings that do depart from the 
standards of the typical tower do so with gestural expression as their goal, their sculptural formalism and gimmickry 
abetted by the increasing ease of advanced computer modelling in order to justify their value to a city. Alongside 
clients’ appetite to differentiate their product from their competitors by defining and promoting themselves with 
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“iconic” architecture, tower design has swung from the traditional extruded tower toward evermore sculpturally 
expressive and daring forms, sometimes with unfortunate consequences for cities and citizens alike.  
 
Cities are faced with the pressure to accommodate taller and taller buildings and the challenges they bring. Existing 
policies and guidelines for towers have become outdated with the current wave of supertalls (those towers over 1000’ 
tall), affecting not only cities’ skylines, but also putting pressure on cities’ urban character, impacting in unforeseen 
ways the streetscapes surrounding these mega projects, the significant density and programmatic mix of uses 
flooding downtown cores, as well as negatively impacting rights to light, views and public space.  
 
This studio aims to expose students to the very specific set of parameters, constraints and opportunities inherent in 
the supertall tower typology, in order to critically explore ways in which these factors can be manipulated, modified 
and mutated toward towers that are more responsive, reactive and adapted to their surrounding context, radically 
reshaping the typical supertall tower typology through a deep and careful consideration of the unique conditions each 
specific site affords. Of specific concern to the studio will be the influence of environmental factors in how the 
supertall tower typology can respond responsibly to its energy-intensive nature, given the inherent challenges this 
typology embodies.  
 
The studio will parallel the ongoing global idea competition launched by the City of Vancouver recently, in partnership 
with SALA: The Vancouver Tall Challenge. (https://architecturecompetitions.com/vancouvertallchallenge/), and will 
submit the final designs to the competition in the Student Category. This competition seeks ideas for supertall towers 
in the very unique context of Vancouver, and seeks to understand how these ideas might shape future policy to better 
guide exemplar supertall towers for the future benefit of the city and citizens.  
 
Schedule  
 
Module 1 – The Tower Typology   
September 11–22 
During the first two weeks, the first phase of the studio will immerse the students in ‘tower-ness’. During this first 
phase, the studio will read and review comprehensive historical, theoretical, and technical projects and writings as 
well as study notable precedent tower projects that will expose students to the specific characteristics of the tower 
typology.  
 
Module 2 – The Site  
September 25–October 9 
During the following two weeks, the second phase of the studio will immerse the students in the specificities of the 
competition site itself, as well as existing City of Vancouver policy and documentation. This phase will also review 
writings on potential theoretical, tactical, and pragmatic intervention strategies to a site and its unique conditions. The 
studio will collectively study, assemble and produce all the essential background information and documentation. 
This phase will also entail the collective building of a large-scale context model. 
 
Tours of emblematic towers in the downtown Vancouver towers will occur concurrently to Module 1 and 2, led by 
experts in the fields of tower design (likely Vancouver House (BIG/Dialog) & the Exchange Tower (Harry 
Gugger/Iredale), The Alberni Tower (Kengo Kuma), the Deloitte Cube Tower (OSO) the Butterfly (Revery) and/or 1515 
Georgia (Buro Ole Schereen)).  
 
Module 3 – The Project  
October 13–December 10 
For the final 8 weeks, the third phase of the studio will involve an in-depth design project, following the Vancouver Tall 
competition guidelines. Students will develop a tower design that will be tailored to the essential qualities of the site 
and context. The students will develop their final projects following a common and prescribed set of scaled drawings 
and models, large-scale and small. Given the constructive realities of towers, students will be strongly encouraged to 
focus on developing their tower designs with physical models throughout their design process. Students will be given 
the freedom to complement these prescribed deliverables with individually specific modes of representation, 
depending on the direction and theme each student takes to their exploration.  
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