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The World Trade Center Transit Hub(O New York's new, $4.5 billion transit
terminal G clearly has grand ambitions. It isn't merely self-consciously monumental;
it also sets out to be a transformative public space G one that will bring the spark of
urban life to a neighborhood that so desperately needs it. Crafting a deeply
functional public space, however, is a difficult task even in the best of times, and
building a node for urban life 0 an agora for the modern cityd is a taller task, still.
$IJ¥ 2wT , %M JIN2¥%JItEA VY% Vzit z2® J-Nwz2TN2i® V-
environment from scratch ?

A critical examination of the station reveals a space that is maddeningly ambivalent.
On the one hand, it is a place that consciously echoes the designs of other
successful, urban stationsd a space which not only possesses an aweinspiring
center, but which could act as an urban refuge from the commodified, tourist -
centric memorial above. On the other hand, however, it is also a complex riddled
with troublesome decisions, led by problematic management, and plagued by
unanswered questions( a space not only dominated by omnipresent security, but

seemingly on the fast track towards becoming a shopping mall in the guise of a
privatized "public" space. In other words, the Transit Hub has a lot of potential. It

also has the potential to be a monumental disaster.
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The Stage

t was only with a great deal of trepidation that | made my way to lower Manhattan to visit the
newly opened World Trade Center TransitfHile $4.5 billion station that now serves as the
southern Manhattan terminus for PATH trains. Some aétiegence undoubtedly stemmed
from the cloud of negative buzz that currently envelopes the project. After all, the station is already
arguably more famous for its slipped schedules, ballooned budgets, and astronomical price tag than
it is for any of its ow architectural or urban merits. That makes it a challenging space to analyze
without preconception, particularly for those of us in the New York region. At the same time, for
better or for worse, the Transit Hub will be one of the largest single intsegtnperlic space
infrastructure that New York City will see for some time. It will also undguigedihe of the
most expensive.

And yet, for all of that, | knew that my trepidation was actually rooted in something far
deeper than the structure itseiffthe controversies surrounding it. It stemmed instead from the
proverbial elephant in the room: to engage with the Transit Hub, one must confront the reality of its
location.

For many New Yorkers, the World Trade Center site is still emotionahy drawmd.

This isn't solely due to the trauma of sixteen yedrsaétbough that certainly plays a major role. It
is also because of what weffeand se@ the site fast becoming: a sort of memorial cum tourist
trap; a tragic, Disneylaadque landmarkahall visitors feel constitutionally required to visit during
their time in town.

Of .Course, an (la'f'fectl\./e m(f)n.mrlal toa pa!r 71t is also because of what we fear (i
tragedy will always be incredibly difficult to weave it| ., o0/ the site fast becoming: a
living city. When that memorial is simultaneo| sos of memorial cum tourist -trap, a
expected to be a multiuse pulgiace, the challeng| #agic, Disneyland-esque landmark
increases dramatically. And when the tragedy w| 7atall visitors feel c onstitutionally
large, as cultudefining, and as spatiatpted as| /€9v/red o visitduring their ”;77‘9 n
September 11th, it explodes exponentially. §c#

The task set out for the World Trade Center site is gargantuan. It must mnb#re so
reflectiveness of a cemetery with the bustle and vitality of urban life, and it must do so while
supporting the everyday needs of the human beings who will hopefully be using it. Making matters
worse, it must also do so whilst encapsulated witlarclagtypical American downtown. While
lower Manhattan may quickly be becoming more residential, moreisejxadd more deeply
urban, the site's immediate environs still primarily consist of a monoculture of office buildings,
peppered with the occasiohighend or touristocused shop. When now faced with an additional
onslaught of sightseers and all the ephemera they bring with them, it is perhaps no surprise that the
site has become as unpleasant and uncomfortable as it has.

Yet this is the envirorent that Santiago Calatrava's TransifiHarid though | am usually
aghast at the lofatist persona falsely ascribed to architects, there can be no doubt that this project
carries his name fvinusttovemome if it is to succBed ast@ip sphace. e n d
Calatrava's station overtly seeks to emulate the successes of places like Washington, DC's Union
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Station or New York's own Grand Central Terminal. It aspires to be a train station that can leverage
its passengers and its grand spaces te @epublic space of far greater import than mere
transportation alone. It seeks to become a vital and significant component of the public realm, not
only for the neighborhood where it is located, but for the entire metropolitan region as well.

There issome precedent for this. Busy transportation nadties is, places where people
transfer from one mode of transit to another, such as frontoita@in, trairto-bus, or traifto-
footi often have an inbuilt potential to become intense, important, amplates After all,
they already contain the most important ingredient, pemplariety of people, from all walks of
life, all doing different things, at different times of th& gagroves. If leveraged skillf@llif
people and urban life are tezhwith care, and given room to flodtighbusy transit node can be
magnified into a special type of place: a social and psychological center, a node for urban life. Such
urban nodes are agdilee places spaces that support a multiplicity of uses, arahiBenexuses
of human activity for many different groups of people doing many different types of things.

] Possessing the potential todmee such a
space, however, does not mean success is
guaranteed. Crafting and operating an urban node
is no easy feat, and as we shall see, Calatrava's
station faces immense challenges, far above and
beyond the usual difficulties involved in building
entirely new urban space. Worse still, the Hub
embarks on its quest without many of the
advantages that have graced other, similar stations.
Fundamentally, its templdtgslaces like Grand
Central and Washington's Union Stéitiant only
serve more transportati users, but also cater to a
fundamentally different type of passenger. Even
the station's name is symptomatic of its difficulties.
"Transit Hub" is an ungainly and unnatural
moniker, especially when used in conversation, and
is only slightly more paate than its proper
name, PATH's World Trade Center Station. It is
hard enough to feel personal and political

Transit nodes, like Washington, DC's Union Sta ownership over a public space that is, for all

have the potential to become intense, importamintents and purposes, privately controlled. It is
urban spacds harder still when you cannot even refer to it

without resorting to linguistic gymnastics
Can the final complex live up to Calatrava's soaring rhetoric and become a true urban
noddi or even simply a true, multifunction public space? In many ways, the Hub is an architect's
dream and an urbanist'shiigare: a place that invests almost all of its energy into the power of
pure, unbridled architecture, with only the most basic examination of how it fits into city life. Urban
places require more than pretty environments. Their success or failarat&dyu#tifunction of
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myriad, often subtle details, many of which focus as much on the operation of a space as on its
physical structure. The Transit Hub is thus a kind of test case: a chance not only to examine the
difficult architectural realty of atteimp to construct an urban place out of whole cloth, but also to
explore the elusive nature of the often unrecognized urban node.

At the time work on this piece began, the Transit Hub was still significantly unfinished, and
detailed information and plansre hard to come by. While this has sometimes made the station
hard to critique, the incompleteness also allowed the Hub's potential to thrive. In the intervening
months, that potential has dimmed: construction has continued and much new information has
come to light almost all of which does not bode well for the station's future. However, the Transit
Hub is still young, and even though there are strong reasons not to have much faith in those in
charge, the station's ultimate success or failure lwilepgnd on its finishing details, on its
management, and on the mindsets of its political, commercial, and civic overseers.

The Transit Hub has the potential to be an important, urban space. It also has the potential
to be a monumental disaster. the long run, only time, civic pressure, and the skill and
commitment of greater New York's decision makers will spell the station's fate.

The Exterior

| wasn't quite sure what to expect as ‘_“
navigated the still confusinglgrded signs to th
surfaceat the Chambers $tlorld Trade Cente
subway station. With so much handwringing
much criticism surrounding its price, and so
predicting its failure, it is hard to approach
Transit Hub without overwhelmin
preconceptions. | walked down ChuiStreet
prepared to be underwhelmed, perhaps
disgusted. To get a better Vieand to try to
enhance the dramatic effed¢tcrossed the stree
to stand beside the old, wrougbh fence behinds
St. Paul's Chapel. As | did, the building fing
came ito view, suddenly and startlingly '

To anyone who has followed the saga
the station's design and construction, eve
passing, the building's silhouette is alré
incredibly familiar. Before seeing it, | worried t
repeated exposure had sapped the exciteme
the structure, dampening its impact thro
overfamiliarity. And yet, to stand across the s
from the Transit Hub to see it in persdnis to
see the staiure anew. The building is immenc_.,

Calatrava claimed his station's wings would "sc
and he wasn't exaggerating
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possessing a magnitude hard to truly apprehend from photos or renderings. The shocking
proportions only amplify the structure's form: it stands out like an exclamation mark. When
Calatrava claimed the station's "&/fivgould soar into the air, he wasn't exaggerating. Of course,
the station's forceful and distinctive design would beayeng anywhere, but it is impressive
beyond simply appearing unique and dynamic. It has an immensity which, instead of mgerwhelmi
its delicacy, instead intensifies it, elevating the structure in ways hard to appreciate without
experiencing it in person.

But at the same time as the facade began to undermine some of my preconceptions, others
were being immediately, and unfortupateinfirmed. It is impossible to pause and study anything
at the World Trade Center site without looking like a fowashething doubly true if you dare to
wield a camera. | had not been stopped but ten seconds before being accosted by a man with a
fistful of pamphlets, selling or promoting who knows what. He asked patronizingly if | knew what
the building in front of me was, and tried to wedge in a rather uncorstuzidng story of how
he had been in one of the towers on that fateful day. ldistelada stationary person in this place
might not be a tourist was palpable in his stunned persistence: he continued long into verbal
dismissals and a gruff, dismissive New York face and tone of voice.

In many ways, this hawker's immediate and unwaetezhce is emblematic of the World
Trade Center site's alienating unreality. Right now, it feels that the site has been completely given
over to boorish tourism. If this station and this site are to become true urban fiktbhegsare
ever to regai(or, given the architecture and design of the original World Trade Center, simply gain)
a deeply multiuse flaithis sense of everyone being a visitor and everything being a cultural
commodity has to be circumvented. Otherwise, the site will remaie fhreserve of tourists, of
hawkers, and of the occasional disgruntled office worker or commuter, walking with their head
down quickly as they can, trying to remain in this uncomfortable place for as brief a time as possible.

As | left the east side ofefstructure and began looking for a way inside, something else
became abundantly clear: open or not, the Transit Hub is still very much a construction site, and
very much a work in progress. Now, let me be explicit at the outset: | am not an architecture
per se. For any particular building, | am far more interested in how it enables or inhibits urban life
than in its artistic qualities. While buildings that are attractive on a grand scale can boost a city's
aesthetics, their real import lieshiairt interface with the street, the functionality of their ground
presence, the human scale of their ground facades, and most importantly of all, their usefulness and
importance to the community.

Right now, however, it is impossible to judge the sitedace of Calatrava's station. Not
only is there no way to reach its bases hard to even catch glimpses iofneither are there
visible ways inside. Instead, the station is surrounded by jersey barriers topped-hmkh chain
fenced fences whichhemselves are plastered with opaque vinyl printing. When you finally do
catch a glimpse through the walls, you realize the station's footprint is still a mess of mud and
vehicles, with no clear hints yet as to how it will eventually tie into its ednifact.between the
narrow and crowded pedestrian corridors, the austere concrete barricades, the omnipresent security
guards and police officers, and the alien discomfort of being made to feel a visitor in what is
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supposed to be a preeminent publicespa my
own home town, the site brought to mind images
of East Germany and the Berlin Waibt exactly
the imagery of urban success

Obviously it is not entirely fair to critique
the Transit Hub for not yet being completely
operii although given its slipped schedules and
extreme budget, I'm sure some would be willing to
try. But as of this writing, it is nigh impossible to
get a sense bbw the station will interact with the
surface and the surrounding cityscape.

This situation is made all the worse by the
fact that there are no publigahccessible plans,
only vague architectural renderings. Even the

The friendly concrete barricades, bavtieg, and environmental impact statenferite federally
opaque printing surrounding the Transit Hub. required document that outlines a project's scope,
projected impacts, and initial deSigginot readily
available online. Instead, the PorthArity has decided to sequester it, providing access only by
way of written response to an obscurely published notificatomething almost unheard othe
modern ade For an agency tasked with creating public space in an ostensibly democyatic societ
this is a worrisome sign, to say the very least.

All these things combine to make the Transit Hub of today confounding. You walk around
the soaring station, knowing it is open, and yet find no discernable way inside. From a distance, the
building impesses, but up close, there is nothing to see. Fundamentally, successful urban design
relies on innumerable small details and delicate subtleties. Today, there is simply not enough
information to predict how well the project, whenever it is finallyetechphill function as a piece
of the urban streetscape.

Instead, all we have at present is the cold, alienating maze that surrounds the Hub. The site's
unpleasant hostility is so strong that it even begins to tinge the structure itself, transfarming w
minutes before had seemed so gleaming into a blank expanse of concrete and glass. It begins to
amplify every little imperfectiorighlighting, for example, clunky, metallic joints that are wildly
out of place amongst the building's organic lines.

Undoubtedly the final landscape will differ from the one that exists today. But between
disquieting environs, worrying political opaqueness, and a massive security apparatus, initial
impressions of the Transit Hub were not off to a good start.

The West Conourse

All of the signs at the World Trade Center site still point towards the entrance of the
temporary PATH station. Seeing nowhere elsefit@mgwb hoping it would connect to the new
terminafi | made my way in that direction.
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Though nothing to writtome about, PATH'S
temporary station is somewhat impressive in its
machinelike way. The entrance is dominated
giant, utilitarian bank of stainlessel escalators
clearly indicating the magnitude of passengers
station is meant to handleThat being said, th
affective qualities of engineering efficiency wea|
quickly, and this station is fundamentally a barel
affair. It exists simply as another subway station
which provides nothing for its passengers beyo
entrance to orx# from PATH trains. It neithe
attempts to leverage this mass of humanity for 1 \
greater purpose, nor strives to be an architec :
landmark. In that regard, its modest goals @2
unremarkable results) play a kind of foil to‘.
replacement's granehkitions. .

Reachingthe bottom of the escalators, &
started to become concerned: was | on the right t
In front of me lay a wall of turnstiles, behind w
were stairs to the PATH platforms. The only otl
visible outlet was a ramshackle corridor, oriented

from Calatrava's .bUIIdIng, Simply Iabeled’~ "WiTir;e utilitarian, stainlesteel reality of the tempora
Concourse." Seeing no other way to go, hofvev PATH statiofi
and not looking to travel to New Jersey that day
entered the twisting, boxy hallway. It was immediately apparent that this was a makeshift connector,
constructef bare concrete and wooden, wpa@ted construction wdil®one built cheaply and
sandwiched in where space could be found. Thehmeughplywood doors at its end gawénint
as to what lay beyond.

The shock of entering the (somewhat infamous) Westo@se from that connector
cannot be overstated. One minute, you are walking along on bare concrete, through what is clearly
an active construction site; the next, you are enveloped by an almost impossibly white light, and
surrounded by sumptuous, optilmaterials. The effect, like the hallway itself, is disconcerting.

The West Concourse presents a study in contrasts. On the one hand, it is airy, delicate, and
gorgeous. Its white marble floor and wall are luxurious, almost exfiiagaddeanly it k@mes
clear where at least some of the money spent on this station went. The ceiling appears to float on
rib-like supports, and while you don't quite forget that you are underground, it is hard not to be
impressed by the vertical breathing room of shcdhizontal space. Halfway down its length, the
Concourse is broken by a slight turn and a hanging bridge, reducing the dehumanizing visual impact
that long, straight passageways can often bring. The bridge itself entices, creating a vantage point
one feks compelled to explore, and in the process draws peoplbeiCtmcourse's second level.
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A vast expanse of white marble: the West Concourse

Topping it all off, the passage possesses a wall of what will presumably be retail, potentially giving
the passage a depth of life and urban function.

On the other hand, however, the West Concourse can feel equally as cold and sterile as it
can graceful. In many ways, it feels like it was ripped from the set of a dystopian science fiction film:
it would ke right at home as adidrop inMinority ReportA Clockwork Orangéhe most notable
feature is the solid, white wall. While made of exquisite marble, it is fundamentally still a long, blank
expanse of stofienot exactly the world's most hurfaendly design element.

Meanwhile, the storefronts opposite the wall currently stare out blank and empty. For all of
its visual allure, the Concourse will ultimately be defined by what is chosen to fill these spaces. A
skillful curation of shops and pubticoks could humanize the space, making it feel more like a
street and less like an overbuilt hallway. At the very leashosetl shops might make it a more
friendly and inviting place. But if these spaces are filled carébesskample, with a dpaof
common, uninteresting luxury stérelse cold sterility of the Concourse would only be amplified.

In the worst case, the passage would, in effect, become nothing but an expensive and exclusionary
shopping mdil a risk, as we shall see, that permibetesntire Transit Hub.

Stepping back to the big picture, a strong argument can be made that the West Concourse's
opulent sterility is a major source for the Transit Hub's infamy. The corridor was the first part of
the station to open, almost three ypams to the rest of the complex. For observers watching the
station's soaring costs and slipping schedules, this sféce while pretty, wears its extravagance
on its sleeve offered (and offers) an easy symbol of the project's excesses. In,tthie Viewsit
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Hub had fast become a somewhat literal white elephant, with the West Concourse representing
nothing but the, "world's st expensive hallviay

The West Concourse, from the hanging bridge, showing spaces for retail and the leafj, white

Wherever one's position on the Hub comes down, though, the space as it stands offers
precious little to analyze as to how it will function or fail as urban place. Its current isolation, for
example, makes it hard to divine who will use it or Whg.Concourse currently runs from what
seems a massively overbuilt escalator bank to the World Financial Center at one end to a temporary
wooden wall at the other. There, one presumes, it will continue into the station proper. The only
other entrance tthe West Concourse, other than the temporary one through which | came, is via
the lower level of One World Trade Cditspecifically, from the entrance lines for the teurist
centric observation deck. Given these paltry connections, the hallway i ftletentth what
you might expect: a flow of leery office workers and commuters escaping the plaza above, mixed
with a trickle of bewildered and seemilugitytourists.

If the West Concourse seamlessly connects to the bulk of Calatrava' stétibins ftheld
with the right balance of shops, seating, and other human facilities, it could become a busy, pleasant,
and useful public space. Just as easily, it could remain emotionally cold aral fplacersome
pass through as a shortcut, but mgthmnore; a place with so few people it might well have to be
shuttered outside of working hours out of safety concerns. Worse still, it could also potentially end
up as an extension of the plaza above, becoming yet another sightseeing stop forctweclsts to
off their lists, while providing little for regular denizens but discomfort. Given its current unfinished
state and the paucity of public information, there is simply no way to tell for sure.
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There is one thing, however, which seems very urtliketflange, but which will
significantly affect both the station's usage and perception: security. By this point in my exploration,
the omnipresent security guards and police officers had begun to feel increasingly overbearing, even
oppressive. One cannwélk through any part of the station without noticing them. There is one
around every bend, and one for every section of hallway; it is impossible to go more than one or two
hundred feet before encountering yet another guard or police officer.

Given thehistory of the World Trade Center and the current politics of Ametdo
mention the management style of the Port Authotitis security presence isn't necessarily a
surprise. Nor is it unheard of: in the same city, Grand Central Terminal cénigésigculating
staff for security, cleaning, and outreach. This even includes a handful of young, overwhelmed, and
out-of-place looking National Guardspeople in thankfully ridiesdaising camouflage flak
jackets. Yet in Grand Central, the Btaffth the notable exception of these soldiessalmost
always moving, almost always overwhelmed by the presence of other people doing other things,
almost always in the background. They tend to disapmeado not feel watched every single
seconé and so itemains a comfortable place.

In contrast, walking around the Transit H,’ ) .

7In contrast, walking around the

feels analogous toeing in the panopticon: at eve Transit Hub feels analogous to being

moment, you know you are more than likely b/, 11e panopricon: ar every moment,
watched. At best, this is incredibly uncomfortable,| you know you are more than likely

being constantly eyesler by the guards of a beina watched.i

overzealous art museum. At its worst, hoWeagryou keep encountgriguards and officers
watching your every mévgou begin to feel like a trespasser in a public place, to feel as if one
wrong move will have you eje¢ieat worse. This is not a space where anyone would feel
comfortable staging a political protest, that'sure. But the discomfort cuts even deeper than

that. Any urban spdatespecially one in a place already so desperate for ufibhadife allow

denizens to feel comfortable, at a minimum. To be truly urban, places must encourage personal
political ownership over space and place. This is what allows the agora to become a public
extension of home, a place where gefgdl comfortable to expreeemselves and to live their
everyday lives.

Even with its higlend shops and its superfluous soldi@rand Central engenders this
sensation in spades. It doeB ab least in part, as we will discussiildigrexisting as a train
station first and foremost. You are always free to wait, and by extension, to work, to browse, to talk,
and to simply exist space. In contrast, the World Trade Center Transit Hub, at least in its current
state, only amplifies the affect of the memorial above. It pushes regular urbanites to keep their heads
down and rush to and from their offices and trains, lest theytbd treamerely as a stranger, but
as a criminél a criminal in a space which should be welcoming and familiar.

The Hub is, of course, unfinished, and this situation could change. A flood of passengers
and other denizens could make security less palpaditeitions and affordances that encourage
intensive use of the space could be cultivated. The Port Authority could even take up a more
tolerant and urbane approach to security, instead of one driven by reactive fear. None of these,
however, seem paiarly likely particularly in the short term.
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By this point, things were not looking auspicious for the Transit Hub. In its best moments,
the complex could dispel preconceptions with visual awe. The more time one spends in its halls,
howevefi the more deply one analyzes its sgadbs more cracks begin to appear. And most
pressing of dil at least for me in that mome@nitcould still find no way into the station's center.

The World Trade Center Memorial and its Discontents

| exited the West Concouitbeough the basement of One World Trade Center even more
concerned than when | first stepped foot underground. Had | made a mistake? Was the Transit
Hub, regardless of media coverage, really open yet? On the ground, there was no way to tell.

My anxietywas not helped by traversing the tower's nether regions. It is hard to feel any
level of comfort in the fortress that is One World Trade Center. One false step feels like it would
end wih a night in the TombBsor worse. Beyond the fear of epe¥sentsecurity, there was also
almost no clear demarcation between public and private space. Was the doorway | picked actually
an exit, or would | be forced onto the chiiitand emptiy lines for the tower's observation deck?

Or worse, was this an entrance ffar ¢ffice building, a place that clearly communicates its lack of
time or patience for interlopers?
; Much of the space at the new World Trade
Center site is composed of such privawetyed
%} public spaces, a strange class of property that has a
X fraught history. In exchange for zoning bonuses
and other benefits, developers promise
municipalities the provisionf public spaces.
§ While this sounds like a tremendous bargain on
paper, in practice, they often fail spectacularly. In
our propertyenerating culture, clear, visual
The friendly facade of One World Trade Cénte distinctions between public and private spaces are
vitah after all, most denizens rightlfeel
uncomfortable entering privat®king property without business there. At the same time, property
owners, regardless of their promises, have little incentive to make their spaces either inviting to
strangers or attractive for unsanctioned agsivitPeople thus avoid such places, and they often
remain dead and unu¥edThis was a trap the original World Trade Center fdil ihnéoPort
Authority, though a public agency, tended to act exactly like a traditionalfilamdlorsl a
precedent the cunt site seems sadly to be following.

The more | traveled, in fact, the more | was eerily reminded of the first World Trade Center,
and of one memory in particular: my first independent exploration of it. Mydetisety goal
back then, as a fledglitgenage student of urbanity and urban life, was to visit the central plaza that
lay between the towers. Leaving the subway and circling the site, however, | could find no way
insidéi at keast, no way that lookpdbliclyaccessible. Wherever | turnedas met by nothing
but wall after wall of nondescript and unwelcoming office building, with no bbwiaen less
than obviou§ paths inside. | circled the superblock for nearly an hour until, stymied by poor 1970s
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architecture and urban design, &lfingave up 4§
never reaching, nor even glimgsithe plaza l.::‘
Y
l \

within. Perhapthatwas why, in so many photc
and recollections, it was always devoid 5 A ‘
peoplé there was no straightforward way § ““‘ S ‘ IRy
access it! As | once again undertook a sirfislatetedet iat At e Y = e
quest for amntrance, it was hard not to feel thE¥ e — ‘
even in a much more urbappreciative 21sg
Century Amerigaistory was repeating. ' <
With no other way to goand with no &
entrance in sightl headed irthe only direction%
left: through the World Trad_e C_enter Ivlemor”'The original World Trade Center Plaza, devoid
To walk across the Memorial is a strange peopld.
disquieting experience, one defined by de...,
uncomfortable juxtapositions. On the one hand, the space wants to be an urban plaza, full of
confortable benches, warm trees, and htsoaled paths, all set against spacious, jaw dropping
vistas. It strives to be a place where office workers rest, where nearby residentd mba#¢ and
being a place where people mnumh;o being a place where eleyytife goes on.

: : But the inescapable reality is that this is no
ordinary public plaza, nor is it a memorial for any
normal tragedy. The Memorial cannot pretend
that nothing happened here, nor does it bave
gravitas to commemorate the trauma of September
11th. Instead, it wants to have it both ways: to be
aplace for national mourniagdto be a lively and
open green space amongst the canyons of lower

R

Manhattan.Such an alchemyay or may not be
possible, but the plaza we have today is not up to
either task, and instead ends up as the worst of both worlds. It is a space almost exclusively
designed to appeal to the lowest common denominator tourist, with some green spaegssome ¢
and some tables thrown in the margins for good measure.

The World Trade Center Memorial is a sterilepgukaged experience. Lines of cheery,
expectant tourists are everywhere. A snack bar sits jarringly adjacent teé¢heedfleetinggols,
shattering the sense of quiet reflection they are meant to engender. The plaza bears a unified
signage and is built with a unified style of kiosks and furniture, evoking, more than anything else, a
theme park. The signage itself bears a logoyoligpl®/11" against stainless steel, with the towers
of the 11 highlighted with uncomfortable pride. It is a unified branding doiturally
commaodified place.

The Memorial exists as somewhere for tourists to take clichéd pictures, to check off their
itinerary, and to visit the gift shop. It is not a place that is particular comfortable or welcoming for

A view of the World Trade Center membtial
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regular denizefisnor is it a place for those

seeking solace or reflection. It is a space to be
visited, consumed, and left, not a space to be lived
in or a space to mourn in

In a strange and sad irony, this state of
affairs may actually end up working in the TraN E M o R I A L
Hub's favor. Because the Hub is underground® it
may possess enough distance to allow tiaya
urban public space to foifina respite clearh
separate from the macabre tourist trap above. For that to be true, however, there would have to
exist a way insidesomething that was still very much not in evidence.

Well aware that my exploration wagkly (and worryingly) becoming less an impression of
the Transit Hub than one of the site's redevelopment as a whole, my attention could not help but be
drawn to the streetscape, such as it is. | crossed the newly-teestitergdd Greenwich Street
and walked alongside Four World Trade Center. Like almost all the new buildings at the site, it is
immensely disappointing at street level. There are but a few stores and little else of visual interest or
practical use for urban denizens. Its footmiobnstructed from dull, unrelatable expanses of glass
and steel, which in turn mainly overlook imposing and austere corporate lobbies. Change some of
the surface textures and finishing details and the architecture might as well have come from the
1960s Indeed, as | came to the other side of the buildingChurch Stre@tand saw in the
distance the large, bright, multicolored signs of what is otherwise an unremarkatde)ichted
shopping block along Broadway, | felt an immense relief: here piease aof normal, if
unspectacular, urbanity.

What is the purpose of restoring Greenwich Street if it was not going to be used as a place
for urban life? It is supremely frustrating, as if real estate developers and architects have learned
nothing in tle decades since the scathing critiques of the likes of Jane Jacobs and Ricfard Sennett

The World Trade Center Memorial ch}go

The South Concourse

Finally, after circling the site in its entireaipd mucHike years before, getting ready to give
up in frustratiofi | finally came across a hopeful sign. At the southeastern corner of Four World
Trade Center lay a set of doors which, at first, seemed exactly like all of the building's other
entrances. A handfof small signs, however, labeled this portal simply as, "PATH." The
entranceway's design and signage matched the rest of the building; once again it was hard to tell
whether or not this was really a public space, really somewhere people coulde®| shelgloime
to enter, small signs be damned. Still, following a flow of workers and what seemed to be
commuters, | made my way inside, proceeding down a now familiar looking set of white stairs and
escalators into another passageway. The marblegnaligitey sefi reality left no doubt: | was
backin Calatrava's Station

| had stumbled into the South Concourse, a lesttaped (or, if you include the stairwells,
Sshaped) set of hallways. Unlike its sibling, the West Concourse, this spacebliboeymot
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The marble, whitandgrey sefi reality of the South Concourse.

away with aesthetic beauty; instead, it is a rather lonely, empty, and unpleasant place. Of course, any
urban place can look sad and broken when it is empty. Devoid of peom@purpose central

business district at night and the sighndoned Main St. of a rbstt town can feel equally lonely,
despondent, and ungafeven if one will take on a very different quality come morning. But
whereas the West Concourse showssioced glimmers of potential, this corridor does little to

inspire optimism.

The South Concourse is numbingly white and stupefyingly linear. While it has vertical
columns along its sides which could have visually broken up the corridor, they inspesitizee
monotonous and unadorned. Meanwhile, the ceiling consists of sleek, unbroken lines that
emphasize the horizontal distance of the space. When combined with its blind corners and
serpentine shape, the result is a space that feels crampeuthelilletu The South Concourse
does not feel like a place; it feels like a hallway you are funneled through. More than anything else,
the Concourse reminded me of New York's current Penn Station. Although the ceilings are
somewhat higher and the lightlaubtedly brighter, being in it feels like being a rat trapped in an
underground maze.

The South Concourse's aesthetic cues are similarly deadening, and only reinforce the Transit
Hub's dystopian affect. To my mind, the architecture was mosseentaf the 2008 video game
Mirror's EdgeAs a gameéMlirror's Edgelies heavily on its visual style to tell its narrative. It takes
pace in a sparklingly clean, dense, and-ladiang city; a city which, while on the surface seeming
to function for itsresidents, is actually the product of a corrupt, authoritarian government with no
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