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FACADE IS A DIRTY WORD

In conversational use, it is synonymous with a 
superficial screen, a false front thrown up to 
convince others that one is what one is not. 
In architecture, the facade suffers from its art-
historical connotations as the site of aesthetic 
composition. Modernists positioned 
architecture as a three-dimensional, spatial 
art, and devalued the flat, pictorial nature 
of the facade. Architects in practice prefer 
to substitute “the elevation” when speaking 
of the outward appearance of a building’s 
vertical surfaces, implying that the outward 
face of a building has risen out of the 
horizontally-organized interior. (“The plan is 
the generator,” wrote Le Corbusier.) 

This gloved handling of the facade springs 
from a mistrust of what the outer (and 
most public) surfaces of a building attempt 
to project: that is, the facade’s role as an 
architectural billboard. This skepticism is 
necessary and often correct. But it ignores 
the facade’s potential as a vitrine for the 
realities of what sits behind it, the potential to 
negotiate between the public realm and the 
semi-private space behind it.
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SLICE MANIFESTO
The existing condition is a latent future condition.
Urbanism requires extraversion. 
Small can be tall. 
Flat is all that. 

George C. Arnold Building,
Providence, RI 



GEORGE C. ARNOLD BUILDING  100 Washington Street, Providence, RI
The opportunistic real estate developer George C. 
Arnold built this three-story commercial building 
in 1923. When Washington Street was widened in 
1895, the already-shallow plot was narrowed to just 
13 feet, and the hotel it held was replaced by a row 
of one-story shops. Since the lot was encroached 
upon by a building to the south, Arnold built its 
wall into his. This free-of-charge structure may 
have actually made the building feasible, as the 
stairs necessary for the upper floors removed 
valuable Washington Street frontage. The Arnold 
Building’s shops, along with the restaurant, offices, 
and bowling alley behind it, became a part of 
Downcity’s bustle in the early 20th Century. 

After World War II came a long, gradual decline. 
The downtown core’s withering was not unique to 
Providence: national postwar patterns of suburban 

development, disinvestment in urban centers,  
and the gradual globalization of the manufacturing 
economy affected many of America’s industrial 
cities. The streetcar tracks on Washington Street 
were ripped out, families moved to suburban 
homes with driveways and garages, and the 
restaurant, offices, and bowling alley vaporized as 
the buildings that held them became less valuable 
than an asphalt sheet for parking cars.

The Arnold Building survived, perhaps because 
it was too narrow to become a useful parking 
lot, perhaps because its shallow stretch along 
Washington kept it appealing to businesses  
that needed high visibility and low rent (location, 
configuration, orientation). At the time the 
Weybosset facade compromise was being 
assembled for a luxury apartment tower, the George 
C. Arnold building was home to a liquor store,  
a smoke shop, and a psychic.  

By 2004, the building had passed out of the Arnold 
family and its new owner applied for permission to 
demolish it. The city refused and, following a fire 
in 2009, aquired the building by eminent domain. 
With support from the Providence Revolving Fund, 
current owners Dave Stem and Lori Quinn began 
renovating the building in 2014. 

The Arnold Building’s successful rehabilitation 
formed the genesis of SLICE. This remnant of a 
fully-occupied block serves as a rare prototype 
for what might be called “incremental vertically 
oriented reuse.” But SLICE sounds better, and in 
the case of the Arnold Building it fits: an urban 
sliver, little more than a thick membrane, clinging 
tight to the same street for nearly a century. 
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PROVIDENCE NATIONAL 
BANK FACADE
75 Weybosset Street, Providence, RI
In the expectant economic climate of the early 
naughts in Providence, there was a palpable 
optimism. The city had begun to show signs  
of reemergence in the 1980s and 90s through 
strategic commercial property redevelopments, 
the construction and expansion of the civic 
and convention centers, and several new hotels. 
Downtown, the Providence River realignment and 
construction of the river walk, the Providence Place 
mall, and designs for rerouting Interstate 195 
to reconnect the Jewelry District to Downcity all 
added to the sense that  the city’s fortunes were 
turning around.

In early 2005, a 30-something story hotel and 
residential skyscraper marched through planning 
review commissions, newspaper headlines, and 
realtors’ and urbanists’ imaginations. It was to be 
sited between two Providence icons: the Turk’s 
Head Building, fronting on the square of the same 
name where Weybosset turns to cross Westminster, 
and the 1820s Arcade. The developers applied 
for demolition permits for the two buildings that 
occupied the site. Eventually, permits were granted 
conditional on the salvage, in place (with the help 
of more steel shoring than original fabric), of a 1950 
neo-colonial bank facade on Weybosset Street. 

Perhaps needless to say, the high-rise was never 
built. Today the site is a surface parking lot, partially 
masked by the facade and its steel scaffolding on 
the Weybosset street front. This folly, with its empty 
gesture to preservation, served as one spring 
point for the SLICE investigation.
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SLICE DEFINED

BENEFITS 
SLICE uses the “thick facade” as the visual signifier of capital 
investment and human inhabitation. It approaches the inhabited 
facade not as a formal or stylistic issue, but as a spatial, social, and 
economic issue. 

 § Spatial characteristics of the SLICE are generated by opportunistic 
circumstance: what is the minimum viable depth and 
deployment of infrastructure that makes inhabitation feasible? 

 § Socially, a vertical arrangement multiplies the immediacy of 
urban visual access, both inward and outward. An occupied 
building strengthens the social and economic fabric of the city. 

 § Economically, this approach allows two (often contradictory) 
conditions to flourish: for renters or buyers, small floorplates and 
thus less expensive real estate; for owners or developers, visible 
inhabitation, quick revenue generation, a staging platform and 
living billboard for incremental redevelopment of the entire 
property. For both residential programs above and commercial 
programs below, proximity to the light, space, and footfall of the 
street is premium.

In an economy of increasing architectural, environmental, and 
financial scarcity, rehabilitation and reuse of historic structures will 
become more and more necessary. But spot-renovating whole 
buildings does not always help the continuity of urban fabric. 
What if renovations occupied multiple underused buildings at the 
streetfront, on all levels? The SLICE strategy offers a flexible model 
for regeneration that benefits the urban whole.
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The premise of SLICE is basic. To begin reactivation of 
an under-used urban volume, look to the perimeter, the 
plane where the urban block defines architecture and 
activity. SLICE does not rely on the facade as a signifier, 
nor dismiss it as decoration. It treats the facade as a thick 
laminate of program: one SLICE of the city. SLICE thus 
poses a restorative urban response to the economic 
rules which keep Providence and other North American 
cities replete with depleted structures. The following  
analysis and generative strategy takes into account 
the spatial requirements dictated by regulatory code, 
urban proxemics, and building-system efficacy. Coupled 
with the urban and economic benefits of incremental, 
low-outlay, high-value redevelopment, we believe 
SLICE is a usefully novel and logical approach towards 
reinhabiting our undervalued urban properties.

SLICE posits a thick facade, fully programmed and inhabited. 
Deploying architectural intervention just inside the facade 
creates new, usable floor area and maintains the building’s street 
presence in the most efficient manner, allowing the volume to 
become used and active with only a fraction of its space built out. 
The remainder of the volume can easily be reinhabited in later 
stages, as finances or demand permit.
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 TECHNIQUES FOR
 AGGREGATION + CIRCULATION
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 STRATEGY
1. Identify a vacant building with significant public facade. 
2. Engage the public face of the building at street level, and make a  
meaningful transition from the sidewalk to the interior.
3. Define the interior zone of inhabitation, mindful of horizontal efficiency.
4. Estalish a systems plan for the entire building. Vertical circulation 
must be contributory and convenient...
5. ...but other service distributions can take advantage existing interior 
pathways. 

6. Employ upper-level programs that activate the public facade.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.



SLICE works at
three distinct scales:
urban, building and interior.

0% Occupied 

0% Facade Activity

20% Occupied

70% Facade Activity 



SECTION

LEFT: The SLICE concept 
applied to an 80,000 square-
foot 19th-Century industrial 
building. The interior and 
basement are left dark, 
separated by a fire-rated shaft 
wall from the active portion at 
the perimeter. 

PLANS 

FOLLOWING PAGES: Generic 
layouts illustrating different 
ways of occupying each floor 
of a SLICE: a retail store at 
ground level, with offices and 
an apartment above. The 
plans show the minimum 
width achievable for economy 
while still allowing comfortable 
circulation and fully accessible 
use. The orange labels indicate 
compliance with ANSI/ICC 
A117.1, a common reference 
standard for accessible buildings.
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RETAIL + ENTRY LOBBY

Retail Floor Plan - (Ground Level Reception)

4.2.3 - Wheelchair Turning Space 
The space required for a wheelchair to make 
a 180-degree turn is a clear space of 60 
inches in diameter or a T-shaped space.

60”
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Retail Floor Plan - (Ground Level Reception)

4.2.3 - Wheelchair Turning Space 
The space required for a wheelchair to make 
a 180-degree turn is a clear space of 60 
inches in diameter or a T-shaped space.

60”



Typical Apartment Floor Plan

407.4.1 - Inside Dimensions 
Inside dimensions of elevator cars shall 
comply with Table 407.4.1.

36 min80 min54 min

4.32.4 - Height of Tables or Counters 
The tops of accessible tables and counters shall 
be from 28 inches to 34 inches above the finish 
floor or ground.
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APARTMENT

Typical Apartment Floor Plan

407.4.1 - Inside Dimensions 
Inside dimensions of elevator cars shall 
comply with Table 407.4.1.

36 min80 min54 min

4.32.4 - Height of Tables or Counters 
The tops of accessible tables and counters shall 
be from 28 inches to 34 inches above the finish 
floor or ground.

Typical Apartment Floor Plan

407.4.1 - Inside Dimensions 
Inside dimensions of elevator cars shall 
comply with Table 407.4.1.

36 min80 min54 min

4.32.4 - Height of Tables or Counters 
The tops of accessible tables and counters shall 
be from 28 inches to 34 inches above the finish 
floor or ground.
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Typical Apartment Floor Plan

407.4.1 - Inside Dimensions 
Inside dimensions of elevator cars shall 
comply with Table 407.4.1.

36 min80 min54 min

4.32.4 - Height of Tables or Counters 
The tops of accessible tables and counters shall 
be from 28 inches to 34 inches above the finish 
floor or ground.
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OPEN OFFICE

Typical Office Floor Plan - (Open Plan) Typical Studio Floor Plan - (Private & Shared)

407.4.10 - Emergency Communications 
Emergency two-way communications 
systems between the elevator car and a 
point outside the hoistway shall comply 
with Section 407.4.10.

403.5.3 - Passing Spaces 
An accessible route with a clear width 
less than 60 inches shall provide passing 
spaces at interval of 200 feet maximum.

60” x 60”

Typical Office Floor Plan - (Open Plan) Typical Studio Floor Plan - (Private & Shared)
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systems between the elevator car and a 
point outside the hoistway shall comply 
with Section 407.4.10.

403.5.3 - Passing Spaces 
An accessible route with a clear width 
less than 60 inches shall provide passing 
spaces at interval of 200 feet maximum.

60” x 60”
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Typical Office Floor Plan - (Open Plan) Typical Studio Floor Plan - (Private & Shared)

407.4.10 - Emergency Communications 
Emergency two-way communications 
systems between the elevator car and a 
point outside the hoistway shall comply 
with Section 407.4.10.

403.5.3 - Passing Spaces 
An accessible route with a clear width 
less than 60 inches shall provide passing 
spaces at interval of 200 feet maximum.

60” x 60”
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PRIVATE OFFICES

Typical Office Floor Plan - (Open Plan) Typical Studio Floor Plan - (Private & Shared)

407.4.10 - Emergency Communications 
Emergency two-way communications 
systems between the elevator car and a 
point outside the hoistway shall comply 
with Section 407.4.10.

60” x 60”

403.5.3 - Passing Spaces
An accessible route with a clear width 
less than 60 inches shall provide passing 
spaces at interval of 200 feet maximum.
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Typical Office Floor Plan - (Open Plan) Typical Studio Floor Plan - (Private & Shared)

407.4.10 - Emergency Communications 
Emergency two-way communications 
systems between the elevator car and a 
point outside the hoistway shall comply 
with Section 407.4.10.

60” x 60”

403.5.3 - Passing Spaces
An accessible route with a clear width 
less than 60 inches shall provide passing 
spaces at interval of 200 feet maximum.



Arnold Building, Clemence Street 
facade showing SLICE exhibition, 
July 2017.

Arnold Building, Washington Street 
facade prior to renovation, May 
2014. 

Providence National Bank, Weybosset 
Street facade with steel shoring behind, 
June 2017.

Arnold Building, ground floor 
interior during SLICE exhibition, 
July 2017.
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