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Generic Specificity is a position that is both/and: at once versed in the 
efficiencies and familiarities of our generic environment and steeped in 
the delight and novelty embedded within the specific. Choreographing 
a project that oscillates between these two poles allows architecture 
to provoke an active engagement between user and context. Through a 
technique of formal collage a series of generic typologies are composed 
into a single, specific building. The resulting architecture flickers between 
the generic and the specific. Located in Chattanooga, Tennessee, this 
thesis centers on the design of an Innovation Center for Chattanooga’s 
emerging tech-scene. Occupying the line between familiar and strange, 
Generic Specificity leverages architecture’s ability to activate its users 
and context aesthetically, intellectually and physically. 
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We no longer want to be generic. Collectively we strive for specificity. 
As a result, specificity has become a new generic. Operating at all 
scales – from the city, to the building, to ourselves – this new generic 
has become our overarching cultural condition. In response, this 
project proposes an architecture of Generic Specificity. 

Generic Specificity is a position that is both/and: at once versed in the 
efficiencies and familiarities of our generic environment and steeped in 
the delight and novelty embedded within the specific. While the generic 
scripts our interactions through its ubiquity – we know what it is and 
how to act around it – the specific leaves the door open, instigating new 
engagements and marking a place within our memory. Choreographing 
a project that oscillates between these two poles allows architecture to 
provoke an active engagement between user and context.

Contemporary architecture is a highly standardized process. Buildings are 
constructed through an industrialized and global process, based on modules 
and standards, driven by developer’s economic models, and spurred by 
increasingly similar programmatic demands. The modern building industry 
produces an increasingly small number of generic solutions for the needs 
of our built environment. At the same time, the great proliferation of these 
generic conditions has prompted a desire for specificity. In looking to once 
again generate uniqueness, the discipline has returned to meaning, narratives, 
and applied aesthetics to highlight the individuality of projects. This renewed 
emphasis on the singularity of any one project has, in turn, proliferated a 
cacophony of specificity that has paradoxically rendered the specific mute.

The tensions between these two poles often leads to built work that 
tends to one extreme in this spectrum: idiosyncratic specificity or 
sterile generality. Working at the far ends of the spectrum undermines 
architecture’s potential to suggest new means of engagement: architecture 
becomes prohibitively exclusive or fades so much into the background as 
to become ineffective. A way forward exists: a shot towards the middle; an 
architecture in a state of suspension between the nuances of the specific 
(place, character, style) and the economy of the generic (function, program, 
construction) – Generic Specificity. 

Generic Specificity can be applied across scales and programs. It is not 
a means or an end in itself, but a strategy for crafting new architectural 
authenticity. Like Andrew Zago’s avocation for the awkward, it’s a technique 
that purposefully suspends notions of expertise. Generic Specificity 
relinquishes a degree of formal and technical inventiveness to profit from 
the new forms, new aesthetics, and new architectural engagements that 
emerge on the line between the generic and the specific.

POSITION
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The strategy for crafting Generic Specificity begins with the selection 
of formal typologies from a local context. Chosen for both their spatial 
and programmatic qualities, these forms are abstracted, producing 
generic building blocks from which one can construct new architectural 
characteristics. The process of abstraction allows the typologies to 
maintain their form and spatial qualities without losing their familiarity 
in a local context.

Each form is carefully added to the composition through a series of 
formal alignments. As the individual parts “snap” together at corners, 
faces, and interior articulations, the resulting alignments blur the line 
between typologies. The result produces a reading of the building that 
flickers between an identification of the generic part and specific whole.

Accompanying the act of snapping is the nesting of typologies within 
one another, creating spaces of overlap between forms. Crafting 
moments of ambiguity between spatial types creates spaces that hinge 
between programs; these hinge points offer specific opportunities for 
architectural inhabitation. The moments of overlap are each filled with 
a formal intervention that echoes the attitude of the overall building 
massing. These highly specific interior objects act as attractors within 
the generic condition of the building’s interior. Co-opting the aesthetic 
sensibility of the exterior, they serve as a crux, conceptually connecting 
and ‘equating’ interior and exterior.

At all scales, moments of specificity render their context generic. 
From the urban, to the building, to the interior, specificity continuously 
displaces the generic. This oscillation in formal attention draws a line of 
consistency through the building, connecting the urban experience to 
the experience of inhabiting a room. 

STRATEGY
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The discipline has a history of occupying the line between the generic and 
the specific. James Stirling’s Engineering Building at Leicester University, 
offers an early example. At Leicester, vernacular and architectural 
references are abstracted through a modernist aesthetic. A factory 
roof, Melnikov’s Rusakov Workers’ Club, an office tower, … are collaged 
together, their generic forms producing specificity through their specific 
alignment. Similarly, this project engages formal collage using the generic 
abstractions of local forms as its palette.

MVRDV’s Hagen Island deploys generic architectural elements ad-
infinitum to generate a localized specificity. By rending 37 buildings with 
one window type, one profile, one green house, and a strict palette of 
five materials, the extremely generic quality of the project highlights the 
specificity of each family’s occupation of their lot. The specificity of each 
home’s personal identity is amplified against the backdrop of the generic 
house type and its particular location within the complex.  In contrast 
to Hagen Island, this project engages uses a heterogeneous collection of 
parts to produce a generic condition.

In their Krabbesholm Art, Architecture, and Design School, MOS 
Architects abstract the profile of Danish barns toward new generic 
platonics. Copied across the site to produce a series of specific spaces 
in and around the building, the project uses the generic form of the 
buildings to respond to its context. Moreover, in this project, the collision 
of whole forms also produces an internal specificity.

Johnston Marklee’s Vault House deploys the Spanish Colonial arch within 
the zoning envelope of a seaside lot. Here the repetition of a generic 
form generates a specific response to its context through orientation 
and scale. This process creates, what Sharon Johnston and Mark Lee 
have termed, an architecture of approximation: a form resting between 
the local and the universal. Within this project, contextual specificity 
is produced not through the amplification of a single part, but through 
the formal relationships of the parts as they become a whole. This 
methodology creates a series of specific profiles which are experienced 
at the scale of the city.

PRECEDENT
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While these projects represent a sampling of the discipline’s various 
approaches to generating Generic Specificity, the particular techniques 
used in this project are understood to be operating in relation to 
architectural projects deploying formal collage.

Again, Stirling’s Leicester University serves as a case study. Stirling’s formal 
manipulations maintain a discrete adjacency to one another.  For example, 
the office tower floats carefully over the auditorium volume, leaving a 
gap between these two forms and generating the building’s circulation 
space. In contrast, this project deploys nested forms to produce a series 
of intersecting spaces between spatial types.

The nesting of volumes is amplified by the use of formal snaps, which 
obscure the distinct parts that constitute the whole. Unlike Frank Gehry’s 
Stata Center, which purposefully misaligns individual parts to emphasis the 
chaotic collapsing of forms, the strategic “snapping” of faces, corners, and 
articulations in this project, formally blurs the individual typologies.
 
This strategy is amplified by the overlay of a super graphic stripe and 
an over-saturated color. Unlike Michael Grave’s Denver Public Library, in 
which each part is carefully articulated individually, here the parts are 
subsumed by the building’s aesthetic ambitions.

Finally, in comparison to Venturi and Rauch’s Guild House, where the 
collaging of references is restricted to the exterior, this project implements 
a strategy that repeats as both external and internal form. The Guild House 
maintains a discrete separation between interior and exterior conditions. 
The exterior is a collage of local vernacular signs, while the interior is 
an expedient solving of programmatic needs. In contrast, this proposal, 
implements a formal and graphic echo, which links exterior conditions to 
the interior. This produces an architecture that continuously reinforces its 
conceptual and formal goals.
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To test the implications of Generic Specificity the design engages the 
increasingly prevalent program of the tech office. The tech space, despite its 
infancy, is a well-defined typology. Occupying former warehouses, loft spaces, 
and unwanted office floors, the tech space’s agenda is decidedly architectural.

That the millennial driven, tech-savvy, entrepreneurially spirited, service 
economy will be the beating heart of the twenty-first century seems a forgone 
conclusion. What started in Silicon Valley, has reached a critical mass, spinning 
off subsidiary re-versioned workplaces throughout the country’s mid-sized 
cities. Within the emerging markets of Austin, Las Vegas, Chattanooga, Phoenix, 
Salt Lake City, Boulder, and elsewhere, the workplaces spawning the next apps 
and PR campaigns are coalescing into an identifiable vernacular. It may be that 
“the interior spaces of the creative industries are already a cliché. Astroturf, 
beanbags, pods, fake rustic, ironic domestic, slides from floor to floor … 
anything that suggests non-work,” constitute the pervasive quality of the tech 
industry.1 As Sam Jacob has noted, that these places have already become 
pastiches of themselves signals their relevance as an established typology.

At an architectural level, the key tactic of the tech space is the curation of 
highly specific mirco-environments deployed within a sea of generic work 
space. These moments of specificity, often crafted through rooms and 
furniture, create a spatial identity and provide a physical contrast to the 
ephemeral and generic occupation of our digital world. The architecture of 
the tech space is particularly invested in an ability to straddle the line between 
generic efficiencies and our human desire for the specificity of place making.

PROGRAM 

1.Sam Jacob, “It’s in 
start-up spaces we 
see our contemporary 
selves manufactured,” 
Architect’s Journal, 
237, 16 (2013), 38-39



10

TWENTY 20, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

FARMINGO, BROOKLYN, NEW YORK



11

Specifically, the program for this project is an Innovation Center, located 
in Chattanooga, Tennessee. A mixed use building, the program consists 
primarily of co-working, shared and long term lease office space, coupled 
with public outreach programs, event spaces, and residential units. 
Residential units are a mix of single occupancy studios and eighteen 
communal units, dubbed “crash pads,” intended for short term occupancy. 
The building is supported by a series of collective spaces, a theater, meeting 
rooms, exhibition space, a bank of data servers and lounge spaces. These 
shared spaces are open to workers, residents, and the public. The collective 
spaces, highly figured, suspended throughout the building, serve as hinges 
between the generic spaces of the program. Importantly, as formal points 
of attraction within the project, they foster the open exchange of ideas 
that occur through serendipitous encounters, a key tactic deployed by the 
tech space to stimulate innovation. 

PROGARM

PUBLIC
TECHNOLOGY LAB
EVENT SPACE
CAFÉ
AUDITORIUM (100 SEATS)

STAT-UP SPACES
CO-WORKING
SHARED OFFICE
MEETING SPACE(S)
LOUNGE(S)

OFFICE SPACE
CO-LAB 
ENTERPRISE CENTER 
OFFICE (LONG TERM LEASE)

RESIDENTIAL (94)
CRASH PADS (18)
STUDIO (54)
AMENITIES

TOTAL 

2,800 SF
4,000 SF
4,000 SF
2,200 SF

35,000 SF
20,000 SF
7,200 SF
4,000 SF

4,000 SF
8,000 SF

110,000 SF

4,800 SF
36,000 SF
6,000 SF

 248,000 SF 
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As an Innovation Center for Chattanooga, Tennessee, the project serves as 
an entrepreneurial condenser for Chattanooga’s emerging tech scene. With 
the installation of fiber optic smart grid by the municipal power company 
in 2011, Chattanooga has begun to compete competitively with other mid-
sized post-industrial American cities for its share of the emerging tech 
industry. Although fully embracing the growing tech industry through public 
initiatives and tech centered public offices, Chattanooga has no desire to be 
the next Silicon Valley.

Instead, Chattanooga is actively promoting its local character as a small, 
lifestyle oriented city to attract new tech savvy residents. A key attribute 
of Chattanooga’s atmosphere is its remarkably idiosyncratic urban 
environment. With building stock that samples most of the historical 
American styles and periods – turn of the century warehouses, art deco 
federal centers, industrial sheds, post-modern high-rises, brutalist banks, and 
Georgian mansions – Chattanooga has yet to see wide spread gentrification. 
Chattanooga is saturated in the generic. Each building a specific version of 
a generic type, Chattanooga’s urbanism is diffused by rampant specificity. 
Within this context, Generic Specificity allows the generation of a building 
with a familiar Chattanooga tone, but invested with the generic specificity 
inherent to attracting and fostering a tech community.
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G. 
H. 
I.
J.
K.

Alstom Power Factory
First Tennessee Pavilion
USB Office Building
Warehouse Row
Hotel Patten
Regions Bank Building
Solomon Federal Building
Dome Building
ADM Silos
Maintenance Shed 
Chattanooga Choo Choo Hotel

SITE
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Selected as the specific site for this project is a 25,000 square foot city 
block, located between Market and Board Streets, within Chattanooga’s 
newly designated “Innovation District.” Occupying an unused block within 
Chattanooga’s historic downtown, the site is centralized and highly visible. 
South of the site is a large office complex containing the Chattanooga 
offices of the Tennessee Valley Authority; to the west is the public library; 
to the north the municipal power company; and to the east, a nineteenth-
century fabric of former warehouses and offices already being repurposed 
as tech and retail spaces. Additionally, the site is inscribed by Chattanooga’s 
free electric trolley. The collision of Chattanooga’s street grids makes the 
site highly visible from all sides.

The building works to mediate the tension between the generic context 
of Chattanooga and the generic typology of the tech office. In doing so, 
the design flickers between readings of generic and specific, operating 
as an attractor for the culture of the tech community Chattanooga is 
looking to cultivate.
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Experienced as an object within the city, Generic Specificity is at once 
strange but familiar. At a glance, each constituent part of the building is 
distinguishable; the original form of each generic figure sufficiently protrudes 
from the whole to render it recognizable. But, observe the building long 
enough and the parts are  rapidly subsumed back within the whole. Edges 
that define the presence of each part erode into the mass. Through the 
technique of “snapping,” faces of individual forms fall into co-planner 
alignments that undermine the legibility of any single form.

At the scale of the city, snapping produces specificity as each cardinal elevation 
acquires a unique profile. The character of the building shifts depending 
on the viewer’s position within the city, creating unique connections and 
alignments between the building’s form and the existing urban context.

As a mass, the building responds directly to its position in the city. To the 
east – the more pedestrian trafficked thoroughfare – the building scales 
down. At the Northwest corner, it carves in, creating an entry plaza adjacent 
to the public trolley stop and opposite Chattanooga’s public library. While 
the building’s sheerest elevation fronts the large austere face of a parking 
garage to the north. To the south, the composition of generic forms 
produces a courtyard, framing a view of Chattanooga’s iconic Tennessee 
Valley Authority office complex.

Generic Specificity takes on a curiously ambiguous position. As a collection 
of typologies melted together, the issue of which came first,  or the question 
of whether the building is a composition of parts or a singular massing, are 
no longer important The formal focus shifts to the urban and architectural 
possibilities created through new programmatic and spatial relationships.

DESIGN
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Architecture is an inherently abstract medium. The necessity of material 
assemblies and construction techniques means most buildings are 
characterized by their subdivision. Exploiting this condition, this building 
uses the strategic graphic of the stipe to blur forms and enforce edge 
conditions. By rotating the normative vertical joint twenty-six degrees, the 
joint takes on a dynamic quality.

Constructed through an aluminum panel rain-screen, the atypical façade is 
generically constructed. A slight variation in finish accentuates the graphic 
stripe, while the inherent, reflective quality of the aluminum at times blurs 
the two tones into one. Window openings are standard punched windows, 
with colored, tinted glass; flush mounted, they snap to the building grid. The 
particular shade of orange was selected for its affinity with the earth tones 
of Chattanooga’s predominantly brick environment and its simultaneous 
contemporary pop aesthetic.

Both color and graphic work to accentuate the formal ambitions of the 
project.  Their combination generates the building’s most apparent aesthetic, 
establishing an urban character for the building. 
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LEVEL 04

LEVEL 02

LEVEL 03
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EL: +16’-0”

PUNCHED WINDOW
ALUMINUM FRAME 
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WINDOW

STEEL SUPPORT
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LIGHT-GUAGE
STEEL BACKUP
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STEEL BACKUP
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Carried through to the interior, the formal and graphic continuity serves 
to reproduce the building’s ambitions internally. Each typology maintains 
its overall spatial quality, creating a series of expansive generic interiors. 
At the moments of overlap between typologies, created by the buildings 
composition, five interior interventions inhabit the space. These formal 
inventions serve as attractors for the various shared programs of the 
building: a theater, meeting rooms, lounges, server farm, and exhibition space.

The form of these shared spaces echo that of the exterior. Crafted 
through a collage of recognizable but generic forms, these interior 
“buildings” inhabit the interstitial spaces of the interior. A key tactic of 
these collective spaces is their scaling: larger than a room, smaller than 
a building, they are experienced in the round, but never in their entirety. 
Their legibility as explicitly familiar figures is suspended by their cropped 
appearance within the generic space of the building.

Color and graphic pattern further reinforce the reciprocal relationship 
between interior and exterior. The exterior shell of each collective space 
is painted with alternating shades of orange, matching that of the exterior. 
Snapping to the same grid as the exterior the graphic carries from interior 
to exterior. However, in the interior of the collective spaces the graphic 
strategy is repeated: white walls and floors foreground bright orange 
furniture and lighting fixtures. The once specific form of the collective 
space becomes generic, shifting the focus to the specific occupation of 
each interior space.
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From the city to the room, the architecture of Generic Specificity 
constantly straddles the line between the generic and the specific. At 
times the building is entirely normative: familiar geometries, standard 
construction, well-worn techniques, and predictable occupations of space. 
At other moments, the building produces unique specificities: novel forms, 
overt aesthetics, and surprising spatial engagements. On their own, each 
condition leaves the relationship between architecture and its inhabitation 
wanting. Choreographing a project that oscillates between the generic and 
the specific allows architecture to provoke an active engagement between 
a building, its context, and its users.
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