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Personal information 
Name Isabel Mathers 
Student number 5736277 

 
Studio   
Name / Theme Architectural Design Crossovers/The Expanded City/Madrid 
Main mentor Agnes van der Meij Architectural Design 
Second mentor Freek Speksnijder Technical Building Design 

Third mentor Roberto Cavallo Research 
Argumentation of choice of 
the studio 

The studio produces projects which situate themselves within 
the broader networked territory of the city, with an extensive 
research phase.  This style of work will facilitate a more well-
rounded architectural education (as it differs more greatly from 
my MSc1 and 2 studios) and aligns more closely to my 
interdisciplinary career goals, of entering architectural policy or 
urbanism focused practice.  By working in Madrid, I hope to 
apply the ADC approach to a city that is completely unfamiliar 
to me, and yet has the digital resources and proximity to NL to 
enable intensive site-specific research.   To diversify my design 
portfolio, I particularly hope to take this opportunity to work 
with retaining existing historic buildings: by being based in a 
capital city, there will be enough building survey 
documentation for this design strategy.     Additionally, the 
freedom that the studio provides enables me to focus on my 
personal interests in post-occupancy adaptations and 
structures that support social cohesion within the city.  

 
Graduation project  
Title of the graduation 
project 
 

Living Rooms of Lavapies 

Goal  
Location: Lavapies, Madrid 
The posed problem: The inner-city neighbourhood of Lavapies, 

Madrid has always hosted working-class 
new arrivals.  In the face of government 
disinvestment, self-managed social centres 



and community gardens emerged as the 
neighbourhood’s “living rooms”, places at 
the threshold between public and private 
supporting coexistence and belonging 
amongst the diverse population groups.  
Since the turn of the century, these spaces 
of cohesion have been lost: many of these 
‘living rooms’ have been evicted, and the 
21st C redevelopment of the 
neighbourhood’s public plazas actively 
deters inter-community collaboration.  The 
research seeks to use Lavapies as a 
‘laboratory’, using the success stories of its 
past to understand how to reincorporate 
coexistence into interstitial areas of its 
public realm. 

research questions and  Main Question:  

Which spatial and programmatic 
characteristics of Lavapies’ self-managed 
social centres can be used to promote social 
cohesion in the neighbourhood’s hostile 
public plazas?   

Sub-questions: 

-Who are the competing community forces 
within Lavapies, and where do these 
converge within the neighbourhood? 

-What is a ‘A Space of Thirding’ and how 
can it be used to inform an architecture of 
social cohesion? 

- Which characteristics of the previous 
editions of Lavapies’ squatted social centres 
determined their success as Spaces of 
Thirding? 

-What is preventing the current public 
plazas of Lavapies from becoming similarly 
successful Spaces of Thirding? 

design assignment in which these result.  My design will embrace the informality and 
vitality of cultural production that these 
self-managed squatted social centres used 
to host, to address the hostility of Lavapies’ 
public spaces, and the disintegration of the 
neighborhood’s cohesion.  By studying 



occupant-led adaptations of existing 
buildings, I challenged traditional forms of 
knowledge exchange between end-user and 
architect.  By analysing why each building or 
plot that hosted the squatted social centre 
led to a different relationship between 
social centre and neighbourhood, I created 
a toolkit for improved community spaces.   
By applying this to the public plazas that 
currently invoke the most hostility between 
community members, I hope to create a 
new interstitial public ‘living room’ for 
Lavapies.   This social centre will step away 
from the rigidity and enclosure of current 
governmental institutions, and instead 
accommodate processes of cultural 
knowledge exchange that celebrate and 
encourage the neighbourhood’s diversity.   
 
As part of this approach, I will re-work the 
design of one of the hostile public plazas. 
By learning from the relationship between 
squatted social centres and the street, I aim 
to create a more networked approach to 
the cultural centre, in which activities can 
spread further throughout the 
neighbourhood from this central hub, 
activating utilitarian public spaces.  In this 
way I hope to decrease barriers to entry, 
incentivizing pre-existing residents and the 
new migrants at risk of exclusion to find 
commonalities in a shared social centre, to 
ensuring more peaceful coexistence. 
 

 
Process  
Method description   
To negotiate an architecture of social cohesion, I used literature reviews to build up a 
theoretical framework called ‘A Space of Thirding’.  Through historical research, literature 
reviews and semi-structured interviews, I discovered the key competing social forces of 
Lavapies and the reasons why these community members would need a ‘Space of Thirding’.   
Using a combination of archival drawings, historic photographs and recounted narratives, I 
activated the lens ‘A Space of Thirding’ to discuss how each building that the El Laboratorio 
association occupied generated spaces of coexistence.  By comparing the morphological and 
ethnographic characteristics of current public spaces to these historically successful Spaces 
of Thirding, I argue that the qualities of these squatted social centres are currently missing 



from the neighbourhood.  My design aims to incorporate these characteristics 
(programmatic, accommodation of informality, and relationship with public space) into a 
new centre of cultural exchange, which will invoke conviviality to generate a more peaceful 
coexistence amongst Lavapies’ multicultural community.   To understand where it is possible 
to reuse the existing built fabric, I will rely on photographs and archival drawings (collected 
during my previous site visits to Madrid).   
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Reflection 
1. What is the relation between your graduation (project) topic, the studio topic (if 

applicable), your master track (A,U,BT,LA,MBE), and your master programme (MSc 
AUBS)?  

 
The studio addresses the urban commons in Madrid, through the Crossovers interdisciplinary 
research approach.  My project specifically examines the role of user-modified social centres 
for neighbourhood coexistence in inner-city Madrid.  These squatted social centres can be 
deemed as core parts of the city’s urban commons, as the process of squatting in itself 
expands the realm of the public into a formally private area, and they contributed to the 
success and livelihood of the neighbourhood’s other commons e.g. the public plazas.  The 
resources provided by these social centres and my design also programmatically aid the 
commons, by providing places of cultural exchange for the whole community. The project 
embraces the interdisciplinarity of the Crossovers approach by not merely remaining in the 
realm of the ‘built’, but seeing the public plazas and community gardens as equally important 
characters in my story.  
 
2. What is the relevance of your graduation work in the larger social, professional and 

scientific framework.  
 

In previous studio projects I have taken a problem-solving approach to these situations, 
aiming to facilitate integration and cultural exchange through the creation of new 
community centres and housing schemes.  However, when working with such complex 
sociological processes, I have always felt uneasy with the imposing role of an architect.  
Within this research I hope to interrogate the relationship and forms of knowledge exchange 
between architect and user:  by analysing the occupant-led adaptations to buildings which 
created squatted social centres,  I demonstrate value of user-driven informal design.  By 
comparing the richness of these squatted buildings to the utilitarian hostility of the 



neighbouring public plazas, I hope to challenge the traditional hierarchy of an architect in the 
design process: despite these plazas appearing to be suitable architectural interventions, by 
inhibiting user modifications they lack the vitality and sense of belonging seen in the 
squatted plots.   

 

 


