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ABSTRACT

ANIMATE LENGTH is a project that reconsiders the 
long building typology as an object capable of
responding to continuous sites produced by linear 
infrastructures. The approaches to the project are 
both site-based and typological. First, by taking into 
account the long sites produced by highways, this 
thesis project is engaged with the continuous linear 
site of movement, and compresses the project into 
this space. Second, by reconsidering the long typol-
ogy, this project produces new architectural oppor-
tunites for length in building as a question of both 
inhabitation and representation.

While the first ambition is to address this urban space 
architecturally, the second leverages the potential of 
duration to address the dispersed audience of the car 
passing beneath the building in order to produce a 
new cultural commodity - the building as animation. 

Situated along the Boulevard Périphérique in Paris, 
which forms the municipal boundary of the French 
capital, this project proposes a single building of 
nearly one mile in length, producing an engagement 
with the infrastructural edge to unite the city with its 
suburb.
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Fig. 6: SUPERSTUDIO, CONTINUOUS MONUMENT, 1969
PARALLEL / AUTONOMOUS
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INTERSECTING / ENGAGED

ETIENNE-JULES MAREY, CHRONOPHOTO, 1894.

FIG. 10: STILL CAMERA AND 
TRIPOD

FIXED GAZE /
SLOW POSITION
DISPLACEMENT

FIG. 9: THE BODY

FIG. 12: MOVIE CAMERA 
AND DOLLY

VIEWING IN MOTION / 
RAPID POSITION
DISPLACEMENT

FIG. 11: THE CAR

FIG. 13: ED RUSCHA. PACIFIC COAST HIGHWAY, 1972.
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And second, by leveraging  the duration of exposure to the building along the highway, this thesis proposes 
an approach to animating architecture through emphasizing rhythmic dynamism in form.

The highway is a linear device for dispersing the city, allowing it to spread beyond the bounds of historical 
density. As such, it has affected urbanism in ways as palpable today as it was in the postwar era of rampant 
construction. Where the highway meets the landscape, urbanism expands. Where the highway meets the 
metropolis, urbanisms split. The car, as tool of dispersal, plugged in to the highway in order to bring about 
both social and urban change. It allowed (and continues to allow) for the expansion of territory beyond the 
reach of the traditional bounds of the city.

This thesis takes the highway as its site of investigation, and proposes an architecture of significant length 
to address its scale. 

Discourse around highway architecture in the discipline has its strongest roots in the work of Robert Venturi 
and Denise Scott Brown, whose populist imaginings derived directly from the vernacular language of exist-
ing commercial roadside buildings. This is clearly seen in the translation of their research from learning from 
las vegas into the iconic bill-ding board projects, emphasizing the relationship between scale and attention.

By proposing an architectural form at the scale of infrastructure, this project also reevaluates the qualities 
of the linear urban project in order to produce a new territorial engagement with a complex contemporary 
context.  

Historically, there are limitations within this framework in the historical projects of linearity, particularly with 
regard to their formal autonomies. While each of these projects are interested in various deployments of 
length, their expressions as abstract, autonomous objects, create presences within the city that are ultimate-
ly limited in their ability to engage an external world of complexity, except in resistance to it. The subsump-
tion of parts within the whole render surfaces flat and monolithic, expressing the same object to multiple 
viewers across many distances.

Internally, the form is uninterrupted, connecting all points internally through a path traversible for the build-
ing’s residents, continuously integrating the campus and the suburb. While remaining at an architectural 
scale in the transverse direction; the project is adaptable to modest sites while cutting longitudinally.

By folding the line in, this formal move produce an increased total length along the site. Where the highway 
stretches 1.3 kilometers, the building in total unfolded length reaches a total dimension of 2.5 kilometers, 
nearly doubling the surface exposed to more complex views of the campus and the periphery, as it begins 
to set up a more dynamic relationship with both of these contexts, inflecting both sides with a new meter of 
engaging the infrastructure. 

Perhaps nowhere is this project more relevant than in contemporary Paris,  a city whose very political limits 
are determined by a single ring road, the Peripherique. This edge has manifest itself as the clear physical 
border of the city, making it difficult to find significant material or psychological connection between inner 
Paris and the surrounding banlieues. Since its completion in the 1970s, it has supplanted the Seine as the 
dominant spatial feature of the city, particularly when viewing Paris in terms of its greater region. 

Yet, the peripherique is one of the few spaces shared between and occupied simultaneously by those who 
live in the city and those whose homes are in the surrounding municipalities.

Paris is a growing city, continuously looking for new area to expand available housing and office space. 
However, it is also a city emblematic of preservationist culture, with a well-known history of maintaining its 
horizontal urbanism throughout the 20th century. Excessively large projects are met with much public oppo-
sition, producing a tension between the city’s needs for new buildings and its defense of the historical fabric. 
This thesis project situates itself in relation to this debate by offering a model of continuous density along the 
untapped site of the highway, engaging with the horizontal mode of urbanism that passes into the surround-
ing municipalities at the edge of the city. 

Thus, this project actives the filmic potential of the car; by attaching length to speed, an architecture of ani-
mation begins to emerge as one that produces a new reading of the architectural object through the move-
ment image, creating a sensorial engagement with architecture only previously possible in film. 

By merging infrastructure and architecture this project addresses two main concerns: First, by addressing 
the massive and divisive scale of the highway through hybridizing it with a super-long building, this project 
seeks to find a new kind of urban edge within the contemporary city in order to improve and address the 
territorial division imposed on the city by the highway.

In addition to the architectural potentials of building along a highway, this project will address the way in 
which the linear site can be transformed urbanistically from a continuous barrier to a connective bridge. This 
project will address the urban phenomenon of urbanization through the proliferation of linear infrastructures, 
opportunistically transforming these inherited sites, physically, and, perhaps, culturally.

Rather than presenting a megastructural project with the overwhelming ambition and scale of the sweep-
ing utopian projects of the 1970s, this project will seek out a much more modest approach, one that learns 
from context and interacts with the urbanism that it is trying to mend. As such, this project aspires to serve 
as a model of architecture along existant highways, relaxing cities’ current divides between two sides of the 
interstate.

This project takes a slight detour along the less-well-known lines of Allison Smithson, whose book, AS in DS 
was a disciplinary foray into understanding the visual language of driving itself. The text reads as choppy, 
automatic writing accompanied by a series of sequential images and sketches from the roadside of Europe. 
Smithson’s underlying interest in seriality is ultimately tied to the long duration of the landscape, and the 
study reads more as an in situ narrative of an ongoing film.

It is this precisely attitude that I am interested in for this thesis: the visual exchange between the viewer in 
the car and architecture over a long duration in order to find a new language for an architecture of the high-
way that engages the particularities of its context. 

Thus, this project also directly addresses the dispersed audience of the automotive public. This is significant 
because as cities like Paris develop at their cores, their transit systems largely address public mobility at the 
center; the only viable way to navigate the periphery of the city is through the car. Today, the car is as much 
a symbol of access as it once was of status. By giving new expression to the highway, the project is directed 
towards the driving audience within the periphery, to recontextualize the infrastructure. 

The site itself is here on the southern edge of the city on the campus of the Cite Universitaire Internationale 
de Paris, a private university complex of 40 nationally-affiliated housing projects and home to 12,000 stu-
dents and researchers. The university is seeking to expand its housing capacity of 6000 units and is calling 
for the construction of an additional 2000 units over the next 10 years, which this project seeks to add as 
one single building along the Pvveripherique.

The building is squarely situated between Paris’s 14th Arrondissement, and the neighboring suburbs of 
Montrouge and Gentilly, squarely stitching these three municipalities together with a single gesture.

The two endpoints of the building itself are marked by their connection to two former gates of the city, effec-
tively cancelling the border formed by the Peripherique between these nodes.

The form of the building is jagged line, whose mass crawls along the roadway on elevated piers, slipping 
back and forth twenty-five times between the university campus and the suburban edge just beyond the 
Peripherique.

The single form occupies a 1.3 kilometer stretch of the peripherique, which in terms of duration by car is 
approximately 78 seconds at the 60 kilometer per hour speed limit.

Again, in terms of a viewing public, the peripherique is one of the most frequently used roads in all of eu-
rope, with 1.2 million drivers per day.

As this project takes up nearly 4% of the 35 kilometers surrounding the city, at least 50,000 motorist per day 
would be in some visual contact with this building.

The form also allows for and takes advantage of segmentation at each of its corners, chamfered to become 
nodal points allowing twelve public crossings between the campus and the suburb.animate length

the french connection
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Figs. 1-5: Clockwise from top left: Highway in Tokyo, High-
way in Madrid, Highway in Barcelona, Highway in New York.

Fig. 8: Etienne-Jules Marey, Chronophoto, 1894.

Figs. 13-15: Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour. Diagrams from Learning From Las Vegas, 1971. Fig. 16: Venturi Scott Brown and Associates. National Colle-
giate Football Hall of Fame. New Brunswick, NJ. 1967.

Figs. 17-19: Allison Smithson, AS in DS: An Eye on the Road. Book design by Lars Muller Publishers. 1983. Reprinted 2011.

Fig. 20: Scale comparison of linear buildings. A: Gallaratese, Milan, Aldo Rossi, 1970. 590 ft. B: Il Bollate, Milan, Guido Cannella 1974. 956 ft. C: One Santa Fe, Los Angeles, Michael Maltzan, 2015. 1,545 ft. D: 
Lingotto, Turin, Matte Trucco, 1914. 1,630 ft. E: ICC, Brasilia, Oscar Niemeyer, 1968. 2,366 ft. F: Live Forever, Talinn, DOGMA, 2014. 2,610ft. G: Il Corviale, Rome, Mario Fiorentino, 3,125 ft. H; Voluntary Prison-
ers of Architecture, London, Rem Koolhaas, 1972. 28,700 ft. I: Plan Obus, Algiers, Le Corbusier, 1931. 34,100 ft.

Fig. 21. Diagram. From autonomous object to engaged line. 

Fig. 1: Paris, Aerial view with highlighted peripherique. 

Fig. 2: Diagram of Greater Paris including surrounding 
communes; Peripherique highlighted.

Fig. 3: Diagram of Paris Metro system extents over-
layed on Greater Paris.

Fig. 4: Diagram of Paris highway network extents 
overlayed on Greater Paris.

Fig. 5: Site. Photocollaged Aerial View. Fig. 7: Site. Highlight of Cite Universitaire Internationale de Paris.

Fig. 6: Site. Border of Paris and surrounding communes. Fig. 8: Site. Former city gates called out, marking the extents of the linear project. Fig. 9: Site. Length of intervention. Overlay: Bar graph of drivers on the Paris Periphery and site. Fig. 10: Site and project. Aerial photo montage.

Fig. 11: Diagram of internal continuity. Fig. 12: Diagram of internal segmentation.



Simultaneously, the structure is articulated as a series of diagonal piers and internal members that further 
animate the form.The foundations move back and forth to create a sensation of movement as if the building 
is walking along the highway.

From the point of view of the motorist, this continuous zig zag across the highway produces a rhythmic mo-
tion, animating the form of the building itself, and also setting up a series of framed views of the building’s 
context.

These framed views splice together glimpses of Paris and Gentilly, the campus and the suburb, creating an 
architectural Kuleshov effect in which the form brings the two entities together as one perceptual entity.

Finally, the building is enveloped in a fine mesh which emphasizes the singularity of the form while selec-
tively shrouding the interior. This serves to minimize the light entering the building’s from oncoming head-
lights, but also produces a paradoxical quality of being both monolithic and ephemeral depending on the 
time of day. 
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Fig. 13: Diagram of views from highway.

Fig. 14: View from highway towards Gentilly. Fig. 15: View from highway towards campus.

Fig. 16: Diagram of piers, axonometric. Fig. 16: Diagram of envelope, axonometric.

Fig. 1: View from Gentilly at the Porte de Gentilly. Fig. 2: View from CUIP from Pavillon Suisse. Fig. 3: View approaching form from the Autoroute du Soleil. Fig. : View from campus as two parallel ends emerge onto the campus. Fig. 5: View from Gentilly as the building projects into the city. Fig. 6: View from campus. The figure in plan produces a form in elevation that recedes in space, producing a new skyline and edge for the campus. Fig. 8: View from campus end near Porte d’Orleans looking back.Fig. 7: View from Montrouge, along the edge of the building. A serial alignment of the projected ends creates the effect of a new kind of street wall. 
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Fig 21. Plan view diagram of urban edge and alignment with streets.

offset from perpendicular street alignment with streets setback from approaching highway extension as infill alignment with streets alignment with streets continuation of street wall across highway

250m
Fig. 9: Figure ground plan of southern Paris with new housing project for CUIP imposed. Fig. 11: Axonometric projection of building as  frame for the campus.Fig. 10: Axonometric projection of the buliding framing the campus while hugging the Peripherique and surrounding neighborhoods.

Fig. 12: Framed view of the interstitial space between campus and highway, while under the building. Figs. 13-20: Diagrams of local engagment with suburban context.



TYPICAL PLAN 1:1000 0 m 50 m 100 m 200 m 400 m
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GROUND LEVEL PLAN 1:1000 0 m 50 m 100 m 200 m 400 m
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Fig. 22. Plan view diagram of campus edge and inflection of public space
Fig. 23. Axonometric with highlighted vertical circulation, cores, and envelope Fig. 24. Axonometric with highlighted chamfered ends, views towards campus and city. Fig. 25. Plan diagrams, typical floor. Fig. 26 Plan, typical floor.

entry spaces

dormitory housing

vertical circulation 

communal facilites

Fig. 27 Plan, ground floor.



Fig. 28 SECTION LOOKING NORTH TOWARDS CAMPUS 0 m 25 m 50 m 100 m 200 m
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fig. 29 SECTION LOOKING SOUTH TOWARDS PERIPHERY 0 m 25 m 50 m 100 m 200 m
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Figs. 29-47. Views from highway.
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The architectural fantasy of the continuous linear proj-
ect plays out here with particular qualities that should 
be embraced, while others should continue to be 
pressed further. 

Principally, the success of the project lies in the way in 
which the geometry of the project subsumes the part-
to-whole relationship within a single building at a scale 
of a landscape while allowing articulations that dimin-
ish the overall ‘bigness’ of the gesture. To that degree,  
the project provocatively resists the overwhelming 
scale of the slab often found in the postwar suburbs 
of many cities outside of the U.S.  Exterme length is 
not the same quality of massiveness, and it is fair to 
say that the overall density of the project is quite sim-
ilar to its surrounding context. This is quite evident in 
the figure-ground drawings of the building in context 
where the project is camoflauged within the horizontal 
development rest of the city. 

Perspectivally, there are few moments where the 
building reveals itself as a wall, but rather as a gesture 
that reveals the presence of the highway itself. Thus, 
the project does charge the boundary politically, and 
perhaps this is where future iterations of the project 
can be strengthened.

While offering a new model for linearity and engage-
ment with the highway, the quality of bridging still 
needs to be articulated further. There is still in some 
representations, a quality of the militaristic rampart. 
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For the project to become more articulate in the fu-
ture, the end nodes should be accentuated further 
to produce more moments of singualarity in order to 
emphasize the qualities of bridging, or even perhaps 
to engage the urban spaces in more particular ways. 
While the massing offers a promise of what could be 
in those spaces, a second degree of refinement that 
derives more from the interior development of both 
surface and circulation could make the project much 
stronger as a model, rather than as a fascination or 
novelty. That said, the urban effects of bridging is en-
tirely context-driven, and in future iterations of this kind 
of project should be given a higher priority.

Overall, the project does provide a new engagement 
with the car and the city, but it is the engagement at 
the slower paces that are the ones that continue to be 
most important to architecture. With this said, the vir-
tue of novelty should not be overlooked. As architects 
we should continue to challenge ourselves to think 
outside the realm of normative practice, even in re-
thinking issues of scale to find new ways of provoking  
what could be the city of the future. 
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