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UNIVERSITY AT BUFFALO/ARCHITECTURE AND PLANNING 
 

Course Syllabus: Projects in Physical Planning 
February 12, 2014 

 
URP 574/END 473/ARC 599/ARC 404, Spring 2014 

Tuesday / Thursday, 10-11:20 
Hayes B-07 

 

Re-Visioning the HSBC Tower 
Professor Harry Warren AIA 

Office: 325 Crosby (hours by appointment) 
hlwarren@buffalo.edu 

 
 

 
 
 

Developing a proposal to re-vision the existing HSBC building 
(currently "Seneca One") requires an integrated analysis, encompassing 
Urban Design, Financial Feasibility, Architectural, Infrastructure, 
Programming and Functional Reuse options for this unique example of 
Early Modernism.  A Development Proposal will paint a picture of a 
new life for an older building, a key component of continued growth 
and development in Buffalo. 
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The skyscraper is a uniquely American creation; born from issues of 
density, land values and personal aspirations of planners, architects and 
corporations in the early 20th century.   As these buildings age and 
become superseded technologically, an opportunity arises to develop 
methodologies and strategies to remake these significant urban 
structures in ways that meet the needs of the current and future city. 
 
The HSBC Tower complex at the foot of Main Street in Buffalo New 
York presents us with a case study opportunity.  How can this 
significant presence in the psychology and urban fabric of the city 
become the next step in the revitalization of downtown Buffalo?  
 
This course will be composed of Planners and Architects, working 
together on an analysis of current conditions and proposals for future 
development of the existing HSBC tower in downtown Buffalo, NY.  
The era of the Modernist Corporate high-rise building occurred in the 
mid 1950's thru the 1970's.  This era saw the organizational and 
esthetic impact of Mies Van add Rohe become a dominant force in the 
conception of the high-rise building and it's " col minimalism 
exemplified by the Seagram Building in New York City and The 
Dominion Center in Toronto, Canada; refined and powerful exercises 
in urban place-making and architectural refinement.  Carried on by 
Mies practice, centered in Chicago, and his aesthetic vision as 
exemplified by Skidmore Owens and Merrill, the architectural 3-piece 
suit of corporate life became the Miesian inspired modern glass and 
steel high-rise corporate headquarters. Extending Mies influence, SOM 
developed and refined the high-rise esthetic in such landmarks as Lever 
House in NYC and it's neighbor, Chase Bank, designed by the SOM's 
founders, and now modernist monuments themselves. The Tower on 
the podium, be it an and urban "plaza", open, transparent or the multi-
story podium, such as HSBC, created a sacred corporate space on 
which was placed the ideal form of the corporate high- rise, symbolism 
of stability and pier. 
 
Urban Planning and Design in the 1950's thru the 1970's was similarly 
driven by the modernist movement exemplified by early Corbusian 
ideas of the Radiant City, through influential theorists and critics such 
as Louis Mumford and several others in the 70's.  The clean and 
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organized urban space, places for everything 
and everything in its place, the Pedestrian Mall 
(such as Main Street in Buffalo). In urban design, 
as in the architecture of individual buildings, 
theories of how humans "should behave" held 
sway over the messiness of how humans 
potentially really behaved. 
 
These two forces of Modernist thinking lead 
directly to today's HSBC Tower and its impact 
on the foot of Main Street.  A rare opportunity 

exists to rethink HSBC and it's place within the urban context.  Large 
new development is occurring just East of the tower including 
Canalside and the Mixed Use Development adjacent to the Hockey 
Arena.  This is a unique moment on time when the treats on plans of 
current planning in the city are beginning to be realized, a unique 
intersection on Plans, Needs, History, and Economy.  The re-visioning 
of the HSBC Tower and its place in the city is our point of entry into 
this process  
 
Purpose: 
The purpose of this course is to introduce the student to development 
proposals in an urban context. 
 
Phase 1: 
Students will analyze the following areas: 

1. The building site within its physical urban context 
2. The existing building conditions and attributes 
3. The current economic conditions of the urban context 
4. Meet with and interview various stakeholders 
5. Redevelopment cost parameters 
6. Overview the history of the high-rise and its symbolism in 

American culture 
 
Phase 2: 
Based on the data collected above, students will investigate various 
alternatives for future development of the building complex.  Areas of 
focus will include: 
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1. Alternate functional usages 
2. Physical component upgrades 
3. Impact of the surrounding context 
4. Development of linkages to new and existing development 
5. Financial impacts 

 
Phase 3 
Student will define several appropriate (+/-3) alternatives for future 
usage and development of the building complex.  The alternatives will 
be refined and documented in a class presentation and a class report 
document.  The students will present the final report to the various 
stakeholders for comment and suggestions. 

1. Historical context 
2. Development narratives 
3. Programmatic concept and justification 
4. Urban Context plans 
5. Site Plans 
6. Typical floor plans 
7. Design explorations 

 
Methodology: 
The course will employ the following methods to develop the 
proposals: 

1. Weekly in-class informal presentations, pin-ups and discussion. 
2. Periodic pin-up reviews by critical stakeholders and professionals 
3. Discussions with various development professionals from the 

Western New York region. 
4. Assigned readings taken from: 

a. The Tall Building Artistically Reconsidered, Ada Louise 
Huxtable  

b. Form Follows Finance: Skyscrapers and Skylines in New 
York and Chicago, Willis 

c. Writing About Architecture: Mastering the Language of 
Buildings and Cities 

d. Skyscrapers and the World of Tomorrow, 
WWW.Planetizen.com 

 
Expectations & Requirements: 
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1. Active participation in classroom discussions and presentations 
2. Completion of assigned research and graphic tasks 
3. Presentations of student developed material 
4. Preliminary course schedule attached 

 
 
 
General Requirements and Grading: 
Grading will be a synthesis of the following topics.  Grades will be 
issued at Mid-term and Final.  Each topic will be weighted as necessary 
during the course and may be revised as necessary: 
 

1. Assigned readings. (20% of grade) 
2. Class discussion participation. (20% of grade) 
3. Individual and team project quality. (60% of Grade) 

 
Grading Policy: 
Grading will be based upon the level of engagement with the assigned 
problems, attendance and participation during class hours as well as 
work outside of class, independent initiative, and the quality of work. 
Competent production of the requisite materials and completion of 
readings is expected as the minimum fulfillment of average, or C grade, 
work.  Above average (B) and excellent assessments (A) will be based 
upon the quality work; the level to which you are able to develop 
ideas; your skill in expressing yourself verbally and visually; and how 
you respond to criticism.  The assessment of your work will be based in 
part upon the distance you travel during the term and in part upon 
comparison of your work with peers in the studio and the program. 
An ‘A’ grade is a reflection of exceptional skills, discipline. As the 
highest grade offered, it indicates that the student:  a) shows an 
exceptional understanding of the concepts explored; b) develops fresh, 
creative insights into issues and problems; c) exhibits care, 
professionalism, and precise crafting in the execution of all work; d) 
develops and uses refined critical thinking skills; e) develops healthy 
self-criticism; f) demonstrates enthusiasm and intensity for learning; g) 
offers clear, positive contributions to the class environment; h) is 
consistently well prepared; i) maintains excellent attendance and meets 
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deadlines.  All other grades should be understood in relation to these 
criteria. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Course & Instructor Policies 
•     Provide students with a syllabus that complies with the University 
at Buffalo syllabus guidelines, and includes a class description, 
objectives, evaluation methods, and grading policies. 
•     Encourage students to lead balanced lives. This includes regular 
sleep and 
exercise, healthy eating habits, and breaks for non-architecture related 
endeavors. 
•     Integrate knowledge and information acquired in other 
architecture courses, when possible. 
•     Integrate knowledge and information acquired in other disciplines 
in class, when possible. 
•     Encourage collaboration both within the class, and, when 
appropriate, outside of the class. 
•     Foster a constructive atmosphere in reviews that promotes critical 
dialogue between students and reviewers. 
•     Promote theories, research, and experiences that increase students' 
awareness of multi-cultural issues 
 
 
Off-campus Instruction and Course Activities: 
 
Site Visits/Field Trips: 
During the semester, you may be required to visit sites off campus for 
observation and documentation.  Please be cautious about personal 
safety and demonstrate the kind of courtesy expected of professionals; 
remember that you represent the University and the 
profession/disciplines of architecture and planning. 
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Policies and Procedures for Students: 
 
Student Responsibility 
The university is committed to the ideal of flexibility and diversity in 
the educational experience. Certain regulatory procedures are 
necessary, however, to ensure that the complex needs of a large 
student body in search of diverse educational goals are met efficiently 
and smoothly. Students are advised to familiarize themselves with UB 
sources of information noted below in order to avoid any difficulties 
along their chosen path to the baccalaureate degree. 
By accepting responsibility for their education, students enhance the 
development of their academic, social, and career goals. As a condition 
of enrollment, students are responsible for reviewing, understanding, 
and abiding by the university’s regulations, procedures, requirements, 
and deadlines as described in official publications, including the 
university’s undergraduate catalog, UB Web sites, and official 
university e-mail communications. In addition, all students are required 
to positively affirm their knowledge of, and adherence to, UB’s Student 
Conduct Rules, University Standards and Administrative Regulations 
prior to their inaugural semester at UB. Asserting a lack of knowledge 
of university regulations will not be accepted as a basis for an 
exception to these regulations. 
 
Special Needs 
Students with specific needs that require attention should inform the 
instructor at the beginning of the semester. If you have a disability 
(physical, learning, or psychological) which may make it difficult for 
you to carry out the course work as outlined, and/or requires 
accommodations such as recruiting note takers, readers, or extended 
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time on exams and assignments, please contact the Office of Disability 
Services, 
25 Capen Hall, 645-2608. The office will provide you with information 
and review appropriate arrangements for reasonable accommodations. 
 
 
 
 
Academic Integrity 
Students are reminded of University policy regarding Academic 
Integrity, as stated in the University at Buffalo Catalog: 
"The University has a responsibility to promote academic honesty and 
integrity and to develop procedures to deal effectively with instances of 
academic dishonesty. Students are responsible for the honest 
completion and representation of their work, for the appropriate 
citation of sources, and for respect for others’ academic endeavors. By 
placing their name on academic work, students certify originality of all 
work not otherwise identified by appropriate acknowledgments." 
 
This policy includes, but is not limited to, the following: 
Students should not cheat on exams. Students should not submit 
previously completed work as original work. Students should not 
submit work done for one class to fulfill the requirements of another 
course without the permission of the instructor.   
 
 
 
 
These descriptions and timelines are subject to change at the 
discretion of the Professor. 
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Course Schedule: Projects in Physical Planning 
February 12, 2014 

 
Class Assignments by Date (subject to modification) 

 
January 
28, Introduction Pres.  & Readings   30, Phase 1& Teams, 1st reading due, discussion 
 
February 
04, Bldg. & site analysis lecture   06, 2nd reading due, discussion 
11, Programing typologies   13, Phase 1 Presentation Prep 
18, Phase 1 Presentation Prep   20, Phase 1 Presentations 
25, Phase 2 Introduction, 3rd reading due, discuss 27, In class work 
 
March 
04, In class work, bldg. infrastructure lecture 06, In class work 
11, In class work, finance & costs lecture  13, In class work 
18, Spring Recess    20, Spring Recess 
25, 4th reading due, discussion   27, In class work 
 
April 
01, In class work    03, In class work 
08, In class work    10, Phase 2 presentation Prep 
15, Phase 2 Presentation Prep   17, Phase 2 Presentations 
22, Final Presentation and Book   24, Final Presentation and Book 
 
May 
01, Final Presentation and Book Prep  06, Final Presentation and Book Prep 
08, Final Presentation and Book Prep 
May 10, No Class 
May 13, Final Exam (Presentation), Turn in Final Report 

 
 
 


