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AN ATLAS OF COMMONING

A travelling exhibition as collaborative platform for exchange,
mutual learning and community engagement

Commoning the City is a research-based urban
design studio at Carnegie Mellon University School
of Architecture, exploring the negotiation between
top-down planning and bottom-up transformation
of cities. While the year-long studio culminates in
individual thesis projects, the Fall semester taught

by Stefan Gruber is structured around collective case
study research on practices and spaces of common-
ing. The research focus of the studio, now in its fourth
iteration, has led to the travelling exhibition ‘An Atlas
of Commoning’ by ifa (Institut fiir Auslandsbeziehu-
ngen), and curated in collaboration with ARCH+, the
German journal for architecture and urbanism.

The Atlas assembles grassroots initiatives in which
citizens come together, pooling resources in order

to transform and claim their right to the city. In
response to the growing realization that neither the
state nor the market support the even distribution
and access to resources, communities around the
world are taking matters into their own hands in
pursuit of a more sustainable, open and solidary life.
Together the projects demonstrate how citizen-led
projects, rendered seemingly marginal by contem-
porary forms of domination (class, gender, race), are
nonetheless instrumental in building community
resilience. More importantly, these projects show
that these alternatives are already in the making, and
together, when seen as a network, already constitute a
critical mass. Their collective spatial practices outline
the possibility of reframing the city as commons.

The long-term project is collaborative in several
ways: On the one hand, the practices and spaces of
commoning assembled in the Atlas render visible the
collective power citizen-led initiatives can have in
shaping the built environment. On the other hand,
the exhibition itself acts as a connector and enables
mutual learning and exchange. It aims to support
commoners in scaling up, out and deep as they aspire
to systems-level change. Finally, the production of
the exhibition itself represents a huge collaborative
endeavor to which many stakeholders contributed:
from ordinary citizens or commoners sharing their
insights and experiences, to professional designers,
editors, exhibition makers and artists helping to frame
the research in such a way as to make it accessible to
a wider audience. Thus, the studio both practices and
reflects critically on collaboration.

The exhibition opened in Berlin and had its inter-
national premier at Carnegie Mellon’s Miller ICA in
Pittsburgh. Post-Covid, it will continue travelling
around the world for ten years. The Atlas is conceived
as a growing knowledge archive to which new case
studies are added in each host city. In the studio,
students analyze and document selected case studies
by means of field work, interviews and secondary
research. The research is then synthesized in draw-
ing-collages and short portraits that in conjunction
with photos constitute the Atlas display at the center
of the exhibition. The exhibition also serves as event
space for workshops, seminars and discussions. Thus,

beyond a mere exhibition the project is conceived as
platform for exchange between architects, community
groups and citizen-led initiatives. It serves as facilita-
tor for conversations between grass-roots initiatives
seeking agency in transforming their right to co-pro-
ducing the city, access and share ideas and experi-
ences. Many events are hosted during the exhibition
ranging from open space meetings, to salons, from
tours to local initiatives to symposia. When shown

at Carnegie Mellon University, the exhibition con-
tributed to bring a broader audience to campus, and
vice versa taking the academy to the streets. The wide
range of media from large scale interactive models
and installations to films aims to provide plural entry
points to the commons debate for a diverse audience.
Accordingly, the design of the exhibition is also an
attempt to diversify how we learn and engage with
ideas.

The exhibition is both a venue to present the stu-

dio’s research as well as a vehicle for new knowledge
production. During the show, classes took place in the
exhibition, students referenced the Atlas and a small
satellite library on the commons. Students partici-
pated in the co-production of a space that thereafter
becomes a site of collaborative learning and exchange,
as in a closed positive feedback loop that amplifies
itself.



EXHIBITION VIEWS at Carnegie Mellon University’s Miller ICA, Summer 2019.



PLANBUDE HAMBURG Documentation and Urban Tools



The COMMONS LIBRARY offers a place of study during the duration of the exhibition



FIELD WORK in Berlin, Hamburg, Zurich, Vienna and Pittsburgh.






AN ATLAS OF COMMONING display with take-away posters



AN ATLAS OF COMMONING display with take-away posters






AN ATLAS OF COMMONING CATALOGUE ARCH+ Issue 232



DESIGNING FOR A COMMONS TRANSITION SYMPOSIUM



FONNA FORMAN AND TEDDY CRUZ KEYNOTE: UNWALLING CITIZENSHIP



ANNOUNCEMENTS



OPEN SPACE WORKSHOP - COMMONING PITTSBURGH Workshop with community members from local citizen-led iniatives



OPEN SPACE WORKSHOP - COMMONING PITTSBURGH & DESIGNING FOR A COMMONS TRANSITION SYMPOSIUM



BUS TOUR TO LOCAL COMMONING INITIATIVES Construction Junction, the Food Coop, and Community Forge



STUDIO

Participating students from Carnegie Mellon’s
Master of Urban Design program, and the studio
“Commoning the City” co-taught by Stefan Gruber
(Fall) and Jonathan Kline (Spring):

Fall 2017
Ernest Bellamy, Tamara Cartwright, Yidan Gong,
Paul Moscoso Riofrio, Chun Zheng, Lu Zhu.

Fall 2018

Yirui Wang, Alvin Wong, Chi Zhang, Yang Gao, Jianx-
iao Ge, Chase Kea, Rebecca Lefkowitz, Sai Narayan
Ramachandran, Deepanshi Sheth, Sujan Das Shres-
tha, Gautam Thakkar, Aditi Thota.

Fall 2019

Srinjoy Hazra, Ghalya Alsanea, Rachel Park, Ryan
Smith, Yilun Hong, Suprima Joshi, Jinhan Liang,
Ryann McMahon, Abhinavv Singh, Xianfu Sun,
Wenzheng Wu.

Fall 2020

Clover Chau, Sharleen Devjani, Cassandra Howard,
Sameedha Mahajan Longney Luk, Bingjie Sheng, He
Su, Yashasvi Tulchiya, Yiya Wang, Xiaoran Zhang.

EXHIBITION

Curatorial team:

Anh-Linh Ngo, Mirko Gatti, Christian Hiller, Max
Kaldenhoff, Christine Riib (ARCH+); Elke aus dem
Moore (ifa); Stefan Gruber (CMU)

Research partners:

School of Architecture, Carnegie Mellon University
Pittsburgh and and Technische Universitat Berlin,
Institute of Architecture, Prof. Rainer Hehl

Curator of Pittsburgh edition:
Stefan Gruber (CMU)

With contributions from:

Morehshin Allahyari & Daniel Rourke; clemens krug
architekten & Bernhard Hummel Architekt (Team:
Oliver Clemens, Anna Heilgemeir, Bernhard Hum-
mel, Emma Williams); Assemble & Granby Work-
shop; Iwan Baan; Brandlhuber + Christopher Roth;
DAAR Decolonizing Architecture Art Residency;
Theo Deutinger; Eureka; Manuel Herz; Sandi Hilal,
Philipp Misselwitz & Anne Misselwitz; Immo Klink;
Kotti & Co; Kuehn Malvezzi; Angelika Levi; Golan
Levin (FA.T. Lab) & Shawn Sims (Sy-Lab); Makoko
Waterfront Community; Tukano Maloca; Miethauser
Syndikat; National Union of Sahrawi Women; NLE
Architects; PlanBude Hamburg, Svenja Baumgardt &
Sylvi Kretzschmar; Common Ground e.V. & Nachbar-
schaftsakademie; Quest - Florian Kohl / Christian

Burkhard; Martha Rosler; Harald Trapp / Robert
Thum; Urban-Think Tank, Chair of Architecture and
Urban Design ETH Zirich; WiLMa GmbH; Samson
Young.

The “Atlas of Commoning”also includes works by:
Airbnb; ARGE ifau | HEIDE & VON BECKERATH;
Atelier d’Architecture Autogérée; BARarchitekten;
Bau- und Wohngenossenschaft Spreefeld Berlin
eG; Carpaneto Schoeningh Architekten; City in

the Making; FATkoehl Architekten; Die Zusam-
menarbeiter; El Campo de la Cebada; Genossen-
schaft Kalkbreite; Genossenschaft Kraftwerk1; Go
Hasegawa and Associates; IBeB GbR; Mdller Sigrist
Architects; Refugee Accommodation and Solidarity
Space City Plaza; Schneider Studer Primas; Stiftung
House of One - Bet- und Lehrhaus Petriplatz Berlin;
Gemeinde Yoshino; ZUS [Zones Urbaines Sensibles].
Pittsburgh initiatives include Breathe Project; City
of Asylum; Community Forge; Garfield Community
Farm; General Sisters, General Store; Latham Street
Commons; Manchester Bidwell Corporation; The
Braddock Carnegie Library.



