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Radical Contrast and the Quest for Placemaking in Tall Buildings
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Abstract Contemporary cities increasingly employ architecturally expressive skyscrapers to
project modernization, institutional identity, and global ambition. While such buildings are often
criticized for disrupting historical continuity and contributing to placeless urbanism, this paper
argues that radical architectural contrast can also serve as an effective placemaking strategy when
guided by creativity, cultural sensitivity, and thoughtful urban integration. Drawing on theories
of urban imageability, architectural symbolism, and placemaking, the study examines how
formal divergence can strengthen civic visibility, enrich public experience, and create meaningful
dialogue between historical and contemporary urban conditions. Using a qualitative comparative
case study approach, the paper analyzes selected projects in the United States and Asia. The
findings suggest that successful radical contrast depends not merely on visual distinction but on
the ability to balance bold contemporary expression with contextual awareness and public
engagement. The paper concludes that radical contrast represents a viable and imaginative
framework for placemaking within contemporary vertical urbanism.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Overview

If contextual architecture seeks continuity with the
surrounding urban fabric, another important trajectory within
contemporary architecture pursues precisely the opposite
strategy: deliberate contrast. Across many global cities,
contemporary skyscrapers increasingly distinguish themselves
through dramatic geometries, crystalline fagades, expressive
silhouettes, and technologically driven forms that stand
apart from their surroundings rather than blending into
them. Such projects are often criticized for prioritizing spectacle,
branding, and formal autonomy over urban coherence and
historical continuity. Yet despite these criticisms, radically
contrasting architecture continues to play a powerful role in
shaping civic identity, public perception, and the symbolic
life of contemporary cities. Importantly, the success of such
projects depends heavily on creative architectural thinking
that can transform visual tension into a meaningful urban
experience. Achieving a productive and pleasing contrast
requires more than formal boldness; it demands careful
design judgment, cultural awareness, and sensitivity to the
surrounding urban environment (Gonsalves et al., 2021a).

The tension between contrast and continuity has become
a defining theme within contemporary urban design and
architectural discourse. Traditional contextualist approaches
generally privilege harmony, integration, and visual

compatibility with existing urban conditions. By contrast,
radically divergent architecture embraces juxtaposition,
difference, and disruption as mechanisms for generating
meaning and visibility within dense urban environments.
Rather than concealing the tensions between historical and
contemporary urban layers, contrasting buildings often make
those tensions more visible, transforming architectural
difference into a form of urban dialogue. In this regard,
creativity becomes essential in mediating between architectural
innovation and contextual responsiveness. The most successful
examples demonstrate that radical contrast is not arbitrary
opposition but a carefully orchestrated design strategy that
balances bold expression with urban empathy (Kasprisin,
2019).

This paper argues that radical contrast constitutes an
important yet underexplored placemaking strategy within
contemporary vertical urbanism. Rather than undermining
urban identity, carefully calibrated architectural divergence
can intensify civic recognition, amplify historical awareness,
and enrich the city's experiential complexity. Through
visual tension, symbolic juxtaposition, reflective materiality,
and expressive form, radically contrasting skyscrapers can
reveal the pluralistic and evolving character of contemporary
urban environments while strengthening public engagement
with place.

The placemaking potential of radical contrast is
particularly significant in tall buildings, given their visual
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prominence and symbolic influence within the cityscape.
Skyscrapers not only shape skylines physically but also
structure collective perception, urban imageability, and
civic memory. Expressive towers often become recognizable
landmarks precisely because they distinguish themselves
sharply from their surroundings. However, given their scale
and visibility, the creative handling of contrast becomes
especially consequential. Successful projects require
careful consideration of proportion, symbolism, materiality,
public engagement, and relationships with the surrounding
urban fabric.

Importantly, this paper does not position radical contrast
as the negation of contextual sensitivity. Instead, it argues
that contrast can establish meaningful relationships with
surrounding urban conditions through opposition, framing,
reflection, and symbolic tension. Contemporary interventions
may heighten awareness of historical landmarks, reveal
temporal layers within the city, and stimulate new forms of
public engagement precisely because they differ from their
surroundings rather than imitate them. In this sense, radical
contrast functions less as architectural isolation and more
as an instrument of urban interpretation shaped through
creative and thoughtful design.

1.2. Theoretical Background

The relationship between architecture and placemaking
has long occupied a central position within architectural
and urban theory. Foundational scholarship on place,
identity, and urban experience has traditionally emphasized
contextual continuity, spatial coherence, and sensitivity to
local culture as essential mechanisms for producing meaningful
environments (Schneekloth & Shibley, 1993). Contextualism
and Critical Regionalism emerged partly in response to the
universalizing tendencies of modernism and globalization,
advocating architecture rooted in local identity, cultural
memory, and place-specific expression (Norberg-Schulz,
2007).

Within urban design theory, placemaking has been
understood as a multidimensional process shaped by physical
form, social interaction, cultural meaning, and everyday
experience. Lynch's (1960) concept of imageability highlighted
the importance of visual recognition and collective memory,
while Jacobs (1963) and Gehl (2010) emphasized public
life, walkability, and pedestrian engagement as essential
dimensions of successful urban environments. Together,
these perspectives provide a theoretical foundation for
understanding how architecture contributes to civic identity,
urban perception, and place formation.

Recent scholarship has increasingly recognized that
meaningful urban experiences can emerge not only through
continuity and integration but also through deliberate
tension, juxtaposition, and visual divergence. Carefully
orchestrated contrast can intensify urban imageability,
heighten awareness of historical context, and generate
layered spatial narratives that enrich the experiential
complexity of cities (Courage & McKeown, 2019; Gonsalves

et al, 202la,b; Gonsalves et al., 2023). Within this
perspective, radical contrast is understood not as a rejection
of context but as an alternative mode of engaging with it
through symbolic dialogue, temporal layering, reinterpre-
tation, and visual distinction.

1.3. Research Gap

Despite growing interest in expressive architecture and
iconic urban form, the placemaking implications of radical
contrast remain underdeveloped within architectural and
urban design scholarship. Existing studies have frequently
focused on aesthetics, formal experimentation, decon-
structivism, branding, or iconicity, while giving comparatively
less attention to how architectural divergence may contribute
positively to civic identity, public engagement, collective
memory, and urban meaning.

This gap is particularly evident in the literature on tall
buildings. Although some scholars acknowledge the
symbolic and experiential role of expressive skyscrapers,
relatively little research has examined how radically con-
trasting towers operate simultaneously across skyline, district,
and pedestrian scales to shape urban perception and place
identity. Existing critiques often portray iconic towers
primarily as products of globalization, spectacle, or
architectural branding, paying insufficient attention to their
potential as placemaking instruments in contemporary cities.

Research on rapidly globalizing urban environments
further suggests that contemporary architecture can coexist
productively with historically and culturally significant
settings through careful spatial calibration and symbolic
dialogue (Ren, 2011; Wang, 2016; Denison & Ren, 2013).
Yet the mechanisms through which radical architectural
contrast contributes to placemaking remain insufficiently
theorized and empirically explored within the context of
vertical urbanism.

1.4. Goals and Objectives

To address this gap, the paper examines radical
architectural contrast as a placemaking strategy within
contemporary tall-building design. Specifically, it investigates
how expressive forms, reflective materiality, transparency,
geometric abstraction, symbolic tension, and deliberate
juxtaposition contribute to civic identity, urban dialogue,
and public experience.

The study conceptualizes radical contrast as a multi-
dimensional placemaking framework operating across
three interrelated scales. At the skyline scale, contrast
enhances imageability, landmark recognition, and civic
visibility. At the urban scale, it generates dialogue between
contemporary interventions and existing historical, cultural,
and spatial conditions. At the pedestrian scale, it influences
perception, engagement, accessibility, and everyday public
experience. Together, these dimensions provide the analytical
lens through which the selected case studies are examined.

Viewed through this framework, radical contrast is
understood not merely as an aesthetic condition or formal
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design strategy, but as an active urban mechanism capable
of shaping perception, symbolism, memory, and place identity.
The paper argues that meaningful urban environments can
emerge not only through continuity and contextual
integration but also through carefully orchestrated architectural
divergence that reveals the layered, evolving, and pluralistic
character of the contemporary city.

2. Methodology

This research is grounded in the author's long-term
engagement with skyscrapers and urban environments
across a wide range of cities and cultural settings. Over
many years of travel, site visits, visual observation, and
photographic documentation, the author has examined how
tall buildings shape urban experience, influence public
perception, and contribute to the symbolic identity of cities.
Particular attention has been given to buildings that depart
from their surroundings through striking formal, material,
or geometric expression. This accumulated field experience
provides the empirical foundation for exploring the
relationship between architectural contrast, urban perception,
and placemaking.

From this broader body of observational research, four
internationally recognized projects were selected as
representative examples of radical architectural contrast in
contemporary cities: the Greektown Casino Hotel, Roosevelt
University's Wabash Building, the Spertus Institute of
Jewish Studies, and Shanghai Wheelock Square. Located
in Detroit, Chicago, and Shanghali, these projects demonstrate
different forms of architectural divergence within historically
layered urban environments. Collectively, they provide a
comparative lens through which to examine how visual
contrast can shape civic recognition, strengthen urban
imageability, and contribute to the creation of memorable
places.

The study employs a qualitative comparative case study
approach supported by descriptive and interpretive analysis.
Guided by theories of urban imageability, placemaking,
architectural symbolism, and environmental perception, the
investigation examines how expressive forms, reflective
surfaces, transparency, lighting, geometric articulation, and
skyline presence shape the city's experience. Rather than
treating contrast as an act of architectural defiance or mere
visual spectacle, the analysis explores how carefully
orchestrated differences can generate productive relationships
between contemporary interventions and existing urban
contexts. Particular attention is given to how contrasting
buildings frame landmarks, heighten awareness of surrounding
conditions, reinforce symbolic visibility, and stimulate
public engagement. The study also considers pedestrian
movement, accessibility, mixed-use activity, and relationships
with surrounding civic and cultural infrastructure to assess
how architectural contrast operates within the public realm.
To support and contextualize these observations, each case
study incorporates relevant scholarly literature, project

documentation, and published accounts. The resulting
analysis combines the author's firsthand observations with
insights from the literature to develop a richer interpretation
of each building's design intentions, symbolic significance,
and placemaking effects.

Taken together, the analytical framework conceives
radical architectural contrast as a form of urban dialogue
through which buildings communicate with their surroundings,
attract public attention, and shape collective perception.
Through comparative interpretation and experiential analysis,
the study identifies broader lessons regarding the capacity
of architectural divergence to enrich urban identity, intensify
civic presence, and foster meaningful place attachment
within contemporary vertical urbanism.

3. Case Studies

3.1. Greektown Casino Hotel: Bold Modernity Meets
Historic Detroit

The Greektown Casino Hotel exemplifies how radical
architectural contrast can enhance placemaking by catalyzing
urban renewal, celebrating local identity, and enriching the
public realm. Rising 30 stories, the hotel, designed by
Rossetti Architects in collaboration with HBG Design,
introduces a sleek, contemporary form into Detroit’s
historically layered Greektown district. Its bold presence
stands in deliberate contrast to the surrounding low-rise
fabric, offering a visual marker of transformation while
remaining anchored in the cultural vibrancy of its context
(Klebanow & Gallaway, 2015).

Rather than relying on mimicry to assimilate into its
historic surroundings, the Greektown Casino Hotel asserts
bold contrast as a purposeful design strategy that redefines
the spatial and symbolic dynamics of its urban context. Its
blue-tinted glass fagade and sleek, rectilinear form
differentiate it from the richly textured, low-rise brick
architecture that characterizes Detroit’s Greektown district
(Smith, 2017). The hotel’s contemporary expression stands
in stark relief to adjacent cultural landmarks such as Old St.
Mary’s Catholic Church and the Annunciation Greek
Orthodox Cathedral, embodying deep-rooted historical and
religious traditions through their ornate, masonry-based
construction and steepled silhouettes.

This contrast, however, is neither confrontational nor
dismissive. Instead, it is carefully calibrated to highlight
rather than overshadow. The visual dissonance between the
modern tower and its heritage-rich context creates a
dynamic architectural dialogue in which old and new
sharpen one another’s identity. By foregrounding the
historical character of its neighbors through juxtaposition,
the tower amplifies the legibility of the streetscape,
transforming the skyline into a palimpsest of Detroit’s
architectural narrative—from 19th-century ecclesiastical
forms to 21st-century vertical modernism (Smith, 2017).

Seen together, the historic churches and the modern
tower become co-contributors to an urban composition that



22 Kheir Al-Kodmany| International Journal of High-Rise Buildings

Figure 1. The Greektown Casino Hotel in Detroit contrasts sleek modernism with its historical context. It uses a blue-
tinted glass facade to enrich architectural diversity and foster placemaking in the culturally vibrant Greektown neighborhood.

Source: Photograph by author.

celebrates contrast as a driver of memory, change, and
place-based meaning. The juxtaposition invites a layered
reading of the built environment that engages residents and
visitors in a richer spatial experience and positions the
hotel not as an intrusion but as a catalyst for renewal and
reinvestment (Steinmetz, 2009). In doing so, the Greektown
Casino Hotel exemplifies how placemaking can be
achieved through bold formal divergence, contextual
sensitivity, and an openness to temporal plurality, where
the new does not erase the old. Still, it reframes it for
contemporary appreciation and urban vitality.

Completed in 2009, the hotel is not an isolated
monument but a fully integrated element of Greektown’s
social and physical fabric. Anchoring a central entertainment
hub directly linked to Detroit’s People Mover system, the
tower introduces verticality while preserving walkability
and reinforcing urban cohesion (Federighi & Bruno, 2022).

Symbolically, the building marks Detroit’s ongoing
transformation. Its bold modernity represents renewal,
investment, and optimism. It demonstrates that when
thoughtfully executed, architectural contrast can enhance
placemaking through conformity and complementarity,
creating spaces that inspire engagement, movement, and
civic pride (Figure 1).

3.2. Roosevelt University Wabash Building: Expressive
Contrast and the Vertical Campus

Located in Chicago’s educational and civic core, the
Roosevelt University Wabash Building exemplifies how
radical architectural contrast can advance placemaking
while reimagining the urban campus. Rather than blending
with its historic surroundings, the contemporary 32-story
tower, completed in 2012 by VOA Associates, engages in
a deliberate visual and spatial dialogue with the adjacent
Auditorium Building, Adler & Sullivan’s Romanesque
Revival masterpiece. This juxtaposition—between the
Auditorium’s heavy masonry and ornate detailing and the
Wabash Building’s sharp verticality and lightness—
amplifies the historic structure’s significance by linking
past innovation with modern ambition (O’Gorman, 2003;
Groesbeck, 2013).

Distinguished by its dynamic glass fagade, angled planes,
and commanding vertical thrust, the Wabash Building
stands apart from its masonry-clad neighbors without
resorting to stylistic mimicry. Its glass skin captures and
refracts fragments of the surrounding city—skyline, weather,
and movement, producing a shifting tapestry of interplay
that situates the building within its urban context and
projects a bold institutional identity. This purposeful contrast
is a storytelling device that evokes tension between
permanence and transformation, stability and aspiration.
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Figure 2. The Roosevelt University Wabash Building contrasts sleek modernity with the historic Auditorium Building,
fostering placemaking by integrating a vertical campus into Chicago’s architectural heritage and enhancing the educational
presence within the urban fabric. Source: Photograph by author.

The tower bridges historical continuity with architectural
innovation by choreographing spatial relationships through
opacity, transparency, and tectonic disruption, transforming
contrast into coherence and enriching Chicago’s evolving
downtown narrative (Pridmore & Larson, 2018) (Figure 2).

Programmatically, the building consolidates academic,
residential, and social functions into a single vertical
structure, responding to limited land availability while
enhancing campus cohesion. Its ground-level transparency

and street-facing amenities activate the public realm,
dissolving barriers between the university and the city. The
tower serves Roosevelt University’s practical needs and
asserts the university’s civic presence in Chicago’s
architectural and cultural fabric (Bostanci & Akdag, 2020).

The Roosevelt University Wabash Building exemplifies
how deliberate architectural contrast can advance placemaking
by honoring historical context while confidently asserting a
contemporary identity. Rather than receding into mimicry
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or imposing itself through visual dominance, the tower
establishes a productive tension that amplifies the cultural
value of its historic neighbor while articulating the
university’s modern aspirations. Through its expressive form,
programmatic density, and commitment to urban integration,
the building reframes the vertical campus as both an
academic hub and a civic landmark. It demonstrates that
when guided by contextual awareness and institutional
clarity, high-rise design can foster meaningful connections
across time, scale, and community, transforming contrast
into continuity and architectural distinction into urban
belonging (Olson, 2017).

3.3. Spertus Institute of Jewish Studies: A Contemporary
Landmark Rooted in Historic Context

Continuing the exploration of cultural and educational
institutions, the Spertus Institute exemplifies how architectural
contrast, when strategically and thoughtfully applied, can
serve as a meaningful agent of placemaking within a
historically resonant urban context. Completed in 2007 by
Krueck + Sexton Architects, this ten-story, 155,000-square-
foot vertical campus asserts a boldly contemporary identity
while maintaining a respectful dialogue with its monu-
mental surroundings along Chicago’s iconic Michigan
Avenue, part of the Historic Michigan Boulevard District
(Pridmore & Larson, 2018).

Rather than replicating the heavy masonry and classical
motifs of its early 20th-century neighbors along Michigan
Avenue, the Spertus Institute adopts a radically different
architectural language—characterized by lightness, transparency,
and geometric expressiveness—that boldly redefines its
urban presence while thoughtfully engaging with the
surrounding context. Its crystalline glass facade, composed
of uniquely angled panels, contrasts the solid street wall,
embodying a contemporary dialogue between innovation
and tradition (Hill, 2021). This faceted surface goes beyond
visual departure to conceptually mediate between permanence
and fluidity, as the glass reflects the shifting sky, refracts
light into prismatic interiors, and mirrors the historic city
fabric, weaving past and present into a dynamic dialogue
(Keegan, 2008). At the core of this design is the embodiment
of the Institute’s institutional values: the transparent fagade
symbolizes intellectual openness, cultural inclusivity, and
the pursuit of knowledge central to its mission. Inspired by
the Hebrew word Yehi (“Let there be light”), the building
uses light not only as a physical element but also as a metaphor
for enlightenment and cultural wisdom, reinterpreting
Jewish tradition through its luminosity within a contem-
porary urban context (Olson, 2017) (Figure 3).

Internally, the building’s vertically layered atrium is a
dynamic core that unites classrooms, galleries, a museum,
a library, and a public Auditorium. This openness mirrors
the tower’s external transparency, fostering interdisciplinary
encounters and community engagement. The terraced atrium
encourages spontaneous interaction and formal assembly,
positioning the Institute as a vibrant civic space for cultural

dialogue. A civic-scaled entrance and transparent facade
create an inviting street-level threshold, softening the boundary
between institutional and urban realms. Situated on one of
Chicago’s historic boulevards, the Spertus Institute exemplifies
how design innovation and historical continuity coexist in
productive tension, enriching the place through thoughtful
architectural discourse and spatial inclusivity.

The Spertus Institute demonstrates how bold architectural
contrast can become a powerful vehicle for placemaking
within the vertical city. Rather than conforming to historical
replication, the building embraces architectural divergence
as a strategy for dialogue, enriching rather than disrupting
its surroundings. It affirms that contemporary architecture
can contribute meaningfully to the urban fabric’s collective
memory, identity, and vitality (Al-Kodmany & Ali, 2013).
Through its synthesis of innovation, transparency, and civic
openness, the Spertus Institute does not merely coexist with
the historic Michigan Avenue streetscape—it enhances it.
By reinterpreting tradition through a contemporary lens,
the building expands the city’s architectural and cultural
vocabulary, offering a model of how institutions can
embody legacy and forward-thinking aspirations in
shaping public space (Keegan, 2008).

3.4. Shanghai Wheelock Square: Placemaking Through
Architectural Juxtaposition in a Transforming Urban
Context

The final case study shifts the lens to East Asia, where
Shanghai’s Wheelock Square exemplifies the strategic use
of architectural contrast in fostering placemaking within a
dense, culturally layered metropolis. Located in the heart of
the Jing’an District, one of the city’s most symbolically
affluent and commercially dynamic neighborhoods, the
tower demonstrates how bold formal divergence can coexist
with—and even amplify—the significance of historical
context (Miao, 2014).

Completed in 2010 by Kohn Pedersen Fox Associates,
Wheelock Square rises 270 meters into the skyline,
asserting a crisp, modernist presence within a precinct that
juxtaposes luxury retail, high-density office towers, and the
revered Jing’an Temple—a historic Buddhist complex.
Rather than submerging itself in this eclectic urban fabric,
the tower purposefully stands apart. Its sharply faceted, all-
glass fagade embraces architectural contrast not as an act of
erasure but as a lens through which the city’s cultural and
temporal complexity is rendered more visible and resonant
(Zhang et al., 2021).

The architectural juxtaposition between Shanghai
Wheelock Square and the adjacent Jing’an Temple creates
a layered visual dialogue that transcends mere contrast and
enters the realm of cultural reciprocity. The tower’s sleek,
crystalline geometry—rendered in polished glass and
sharp, modern lines—stands in stark yet purposeful relief
against the temple’s gilded, richly ornamented rooflines.
Rather than overwhelming the historic structure, the tower
provides a contemporary counterpoint, heightening its
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Figure 3. The Spertus Institute's crystalline glass facade (center) contrasts sharply with Chicago's classical Michigan
Boulevard District (right), fostering placemaking through light, transparency, and a bold architectural dialogue between
creative, modern design and historic urban context. Source: Photograph by author.

presence. This spatial proximity draws attention to the
temple’s historical and spiritual gravitas, making its legacy
more visible within the rapidly transforming cityscape. At
the same time, the temple infuses the tower with a more
profound sense of place and continuity, grounding its
modernity in the enduring rhythms of tradition and
memory. The relationship between these structures becomes
one of mutual illumination, where each strengthens the
legibility and meaning of the other (Wang, 2016) (Figure 4).

Placemaking unfolds here across spatial scales. The
tower engages the pedestrian realm at the micro level

through carefully landscaped plazas, wide promenades, and
porous thresholds, inviting public encounters. These
ground-level elements soften the vertical form and enhance
its integration into daily urban life. At the macro scale,
Wheelock Square contributes to the legibility of Shanghai’s
skyline, anchoring a commercial and cultural node that
reflects the city’s ongoing transformation into a global
metropolis. Its strategic adjacency to major transit infrastructure
further reinforces its accessibility and civic relevance
(Denison & Ren, 2013).

In conclusion, Shanghai Wheelock Square demonstrates
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Figure 4. Shanghai’s Wheelock Square contrasts boldly with the historic Jing’an Temple, highlighting the interplay
between tradition and innovation. Its sleek facade and geometric form reflect the city’s modernization while honoring its

cultural heritage. Source: Photograph by author..

that architectural contrast can become a powerful catalyst
for placemaking when approached with precision,
intentionality, and cultural sensitivity. Rather than erasing
contextual differences, the building accentuates them,
using juxtaposition to heighten awareness of the city’s
evolving identity. Its design reveals that vertical ambition
need not come at the expense of historical resonance or
civic engagement. Instead, by embedding itself within a

multilayered narrative of continuity and transformation,
Wheelock Square affirms that modern skyscrapers can
reflect and enrich the cultural and spatial complexity of the
contemporary city (Ren, 2011).

4. Discussion

The examined case studies demonstrate how radical
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architectural contrast can strengthen placemaking through
visual tension, symbolic dialogue, and experiential richness
within historically layered urban environments. Unlike
contextual approaches that emphasize continuity and
formal harmony, these projects employ deliberate divergence
through form, materiality, transparency, symbolism, and
spatial expression to intensify civic identity and urban
imageability. Rather than diminishing historical character,
the projects reveal how contemporary interventions can
amplify the cultural and spatial significance of their
surroundings through carefully orchestrated juxtaposition.
In this regard, radical contrast becomes less an act of
architectural disruption and more a sophisticated form of
urban dialogue grounded in civic intentionality, cultural
awareness, and sensitivity to human experience.

The Greektown Casino Hotel exemplifies how bold
contemporary architecture can reinforce neighborhood
identity through contrast rather than imitation. Rising
above the low-rise historic fabric of Greektown, the
tower’s reflective blue-glass fagade and sleek vertical
massing establish a dramatic counterpoint to nearby
landmarks such as Old St. Mary's Catholic Church and the
Annunciation Greek Orthodox Cathedral. The juxtaposition
between modernity and tradition creates a layered urban
composition that heightens awareness of both architectural
eras while symbolizing Detroit’s broader revitalization and
transformation. Importantly, the project demonstrates that
architectural rupture need not erase historical continuity.
Through reflective surfaces, active street edges, and integration
with surrounding entertainment and civic destinations, the
tower reinforces neighborhood imageability and public
vitality while visually and experientially engaging the
existing urban fabric.

A similar strategy emerges in Roosevelt University
Wabash Building, where architectural contrast becomes a
physical manifestation of institutional identity, educational
innovation, and urban transformation. Positioned behind
Adler and Sullivan’s historic Auditorium Building, the
tower establishes a deliberate dialogue between permanence
and innovation, masonry and glass, monumentality and
transparency. Its sharply faceted facade and angular
silhouette create a striking visual counterpoint to the heavy
Romanesque massing of its nineteenth-century neighbor
while reinforcing the university’s dual commitment to
heritage and progress. Beyond formal expression, the
building functions as a vertically integrated urban campus
containing classrooms, residences, and social spaces that
strengthen connectivity with downtown Chicago’s cultural
and infrastructural networks. Transparency operates simul-
taneously as a material and symbolic strategy communicating
openness, accessibility, and institutional inclusivity while
activating the surrounding streetscape through visibility,
light, and public presence.

The Spertus Institute of Jewish Studies offers perhaps the
most conceptually nuanced example of placemaking
through contrast. Situated within a historically masonry-

dominated urban corridor, the building’s crystalline glass
facade establishes a bold contemporary identity while
engaging meaningfully with its surroundings. Its faceted
surface reflects and refracts changing daylight conditions,
producing an architecture of movement, transparency, and
symbolic illumination. Inspired by the Hebrew phrase Yehi
Or (“Let there be light”), the design employs daylight as
both an environmental and cultural device representing
knowledge, openness, and intellectual exchange. At night,
the illuminated facade transforms the building into a
luminous civic beacon, reinforcing its role as a cultural
anchor in Chicago’s public realm. Equally important is the
project’s mixed-use vertical organization, integrating
museum functions, classrooms, library spaces, an auditorium,
and public gathering areas into a compact urban footprint
that strengthens accessibility, interdisciplinary interaction,
and civic engagement.

The discussion extends further through Shanghai
Wheelock Square, which illustrates how radical contrast
can negotiate tensions among globalization, commercial
modernity, and cultural heritage within rapidly transforming
urban environments. Located adjacent to the historic Jing’an
Temple, the sleek all-glass corporate tower establishes one
of the most dramatic juxtapositions among the examined
projects. Its sharply faceted profile, sculpted corners, and
reflective bluish facade contrast powerfully with the
temple’s ornate craftsmanship, gilded roofs, and symbolic
detailing. Yet rather than diminishing the temple’s sacred
presence, the juxtaposition intensifies public awareness of
both structures, allowing historic and contemporary
identities to coexist within a shared urban composition.
The tower’s reflective materiality further softens the
rigidity of contrast by mirroring fragments of the surrounding
city, sky, and temple, establishing a constantly shifting
dialogue between permanence and transformation, memory
and modernization, and tradition and technological progress.
At the urban level, landscaped public spaces, broad
pedestrian pathways, and active ground-level integration
strengthen public interaction and reinforce the district’s
vitality as a layered urban environment where sacred
heritage and commercial modernity intersect (Table 1).

Collectively, the examined projects demonstrate that
radical contrast operates across multiple spatial and
experiential scales. At the skyline level, the buildings
establish memorable silhouettes and reinforce urban
imageability through expressive geometries, reflective
fagades, and symbolic presence. At the district scale, they
generate productive tensions between historical continuity
and contemporary intervention, enriching the layered
complexity of their urban environments. At the pedestrian
scale, transparency, mixed-use programming, active edges,
plazas, and walkable connections foster accessibility,
public interaction, and civic life. Another important theme
emerging from the case studies is the role of contrast in
spatial storytelling. Through deliberate oppositions among
architectural languages, materials, and historical eras, the
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Table 1. Summary of Radical Contrast in Placemaking Across Case Studies

Case Study Location

Architectural Strategy

Key Placemaking Contributions

Greektown Casino Detroit, USA

Hotel with historic Greektown fabric
L . Sleek glass high-rise with a

R(\)}g:;\;:}llt gﬁﬁi;flty CI{}cSaAgo, unique silhouette behind the his-
& toric Auditorium Building

Spertus Institute of Chicago,
Jewish Studies USA .
trict

Shanghai Wheelock ~ Shanghai, St;arply faceted, all-lg(gllf}gs t?wer

Square China acing centuries-old Jing’an

Temple

Bold modern tower juxtaposed

Reinforces neighborhood identity through contrast;
enhances visibility and walkability; symbolizes urban
renewal while reflecting cultural continuity

Creates a vertical campus that integrates learning and

civic life; advances placemaking through contrast and

transparency; reinforces the university’s identity within
the urban context

Crystalline glass facade withina Symbolizes knowledge and cultural openness; invites
masonry-dominated historic dis- light and views into public spaces; creates architectural

dialogue with early 20th-century neighbors

Merges sacred and commercial realms; fosters place-

making through urban plazas and pedestrian integra-

tion; demonstrates pluralistic urban identity in a global
metropolis

projects invite the public to engage with the city as an
evolving, pluralistic cultural landscape.

Importantly, the study reveals that successful radical
contrast requires considerable creativity, restraint, and
design intelligence. The boundary between productive
tension and visual disruption can be exceedingly thin.
Effective contrast does not emerge from arbitrary novelty
or formal opposition for its own sake, but from a nuanced
understanding of context, symbolism, scale, urban morphology,
and public experience. The most successful examples
demonstrate that creative architectural divergence must
complement and reinterpret the existing environment rather
than overwhelm or negate it. In this sense, radical contrast
becomes a carefully calibrated mechanism for cultural
expression, urban storytelling, and civic identity within the
contemporary global city.

Beyond the examined case studies, numerous contemporary
skyscrapers further demonstrate how radical contrast can
strengthen placemaking through deliberate architectural
divergence. The Shard by Renzo Piano employs a sharply
fragmented glass form that contrasts dramatically with
London’s historic skyline while reinforcing the city’s
evolving global identity and enhancing public connectivity
through mixed-use programming and transit integration.
Similarly, CCTV Headquarters by Rem Koolhaas and Ole
Scheeren challenges conventional skyscraper typologies
through its looped geometric form and monumental
structural expression, transforming architectural contrast
into a symbol of contemporary China’s cultural and
technological ambition. In New York, One Vanderbilt
establishes a dramatic visual dialogue with the historic
Grand Central Terminal by juxtaposing crystalline verticality
with Beaux-Arts monumentality while simultaneously
reinforcing pedestrian connectivity and public accessibility
through transit-oriented integration. Likewise, Tour
Montparnasse—despite its controversy—illustrates how
radical contrast can redefine skyline identity and provoke
enduring public debate regarding architectural modernity,

heritage, and urban transformation. Collectively, these
additional examples reinforce the broader argument that
carefully calibrated architectural contrast can intensify
civic visibility, symbolic recognition, and urban experience
while revealing the evolving and pluralistic character of
contemporary global cities.

5. Conclusions

This paper has argued that radical architectural contrast
represents a significant yet underexplored strategy for
placemaking in tall buildings. Rather than undermining
urban cohesion, carefully orchestrated contrast can strengthen
urban imageability, reinforce civic identity, and generate
meaningful dialogue between historical continuity and
contemporary transformation. The case studies demonstrate
that successful contrast depends not merely on formal
divergence but on creative architectural thinking that
transforms visual tension into meaningful urban experience.
Across multiple spatial scales, contrasting skyscrapers
contribute to civic symbolism and skyline recognition,
enrich relationships between historical and contemporary
architectural languages, and foster public engagement
through transparency, active ground floors, plazas, and
mixed-use integration.

The findings further suggest that radical contrast and
contextual sensitivity should not be viewed as opposing
approaches. The most successful projects remain responsive
to place even as they pursue architectural distinction and
formal divergence. Through juxtaposition, symbolic tension,
reflective materiality, and visual dialogue, these buildings
demonstrate that placemaking can emerge not only through
continuity and harmony but also through carefully calibrated
difference. Creativity, therefore, plays a critical role in
mediating between bold architectural expression and urban
sensitivity, enabling contrasting buildings to complement
rather than contradict their surroundings.

As with all qualitative and interpretive research, the
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analysis draws on the author's observations, field documen-
tation, visual assessments, and professional engagement
with architecture and urban design. Rather than claiming
absolute objectivity, the study offers a conceptual framework
for understanding how architectural contrast shapes
perception, symbolism, memory, and urban experience.
Ultimately, the paper affirms that radically contrasting
skyscrapers need not function merely as iconic objects or
symbols of economic power. When guided by creativity,
cultural awareness, and thoughtful urban integration, they
can become catalysts for civic identity, public engagement,
and urban meaning. In an era increasingly characterized by
globalization and visual homogenization, radical contrast
offers an important framework for preserving urban
distinctiveness and enriching the experiential life of
contemporary cities.

6. Key Takeaways

Based on the case studies and analysis presented in this
paper, the following principles summarize how radical
architectural contrast can contribute to placemaking in
contemporary high-rise design. Rather than promoting
visual divergence for its own sake, they illustrate how
carefully orchestrated contrast can strengthen urban
identity, enrich public experience, and foster meaningful
dialogue between contemporary architecture and its urban
context.

1. Radical Contrast as a Deliberate Placemaking

Strategy

When employed with sensitivity, radical contrast is
not a disruption but a powerful tool for deepening
spatial narratives, enriching the urban fabric, and
heightening the visibility of modern interventions and
historical contexts.

2. Celebrating Architectural Dualities
Bold juxtapositions, such as crystalline glass rising
behind historic masonry or minimalist towers standing
beside gilded temples, can generate meaningful
architectural dialogues that strengthen place identity
and foster public curiosity.

3. Animating the Public Realm Through Contrast
Projects like Shanghai’s Wheelock Square and Detroit’s
Greektown Casino Hotel use contrast to invite
interaction and exploration. Their transparent facades
and pedestrian-friendly edges make the city more
permeable, inclusive, and vibrant.

4. Framing and Amplifying Historic Significance
Contemporary structures can honor rather than erase
the past by thoughtfully engaging with their historic
surroundings, creating a dialogue that highlights and
reframes the significance of neighboring heritage
buildings.

5. Connecting Innovation to Urban Heritage
Whether through form, materiality, or symbolism,
radical contrast links modern construction techniques

and cultural values to the site's histories and traditions.
It anchors the new in a meaningful manner.

6. Promoting Civic and Cultural Identity
In Chicago, the Roosevelt University Wabash
Building and the Spertus Institute demonstrate how
educational and cultural institutions employ contrast
to achieve visibility and assert civic values such as
transparency, openness, and public service.

7. Generating Symbolic and Emotional Resonance
Radical contrast can heighten symbolic meaning, as
in the Spertus Institute’s glass fagade, which evokes
light and learning, or communicate narratives of
transformation and renewal, as seen at the Greektown
Casino Hotel.

8. Encouraging Urban Dialogue Across Time
Contrasting architectural eras dramatize urban evolution.
Each project creates a layered urban experience that
invites reflection on what has been preserved, what
has changed, and what lies ahead.

9. Balancing Boldness with Contextual Empathy
Successful projects strike a careful balance: they
assert new forms while respecting scale, proportion,
and public space. This thoughtful calibration allows
radical contrast to foster harmony through tension.

10. Reimagining Placemaking Through Divergence
Unlike contextualism, which emphasizes continuity,
radical contrast demonstrates that powerful placemaking
can also arise from divergence, creating moments of
visual surprise, spatial interaction, and cultural reflection.

7. Future Research

Future research may advance understanding of radical
architectural contrast by examining the design processes,
creative strategies, and decision-making frameworks through
which architects negotiate the relationship between divergence
and contextual responsiveness. Comparative investigations
of the work of architects known for expressive and
unconventional forms—such as Frank Gehry, Zaha Hadid,
Rem Koolhaas, Daniel Libeskind, Renzo Piano, and Ole
Scheeren—could provide valuable insight into how
creativity, symbolism, and urban sensitivity are balanced in
the production of contrasting architecture. Additional
studies may explore how radical contrast is interpreted across
different cultural, political, and socio-economic contexts
and how changing public values influence perceptions of
architectural difference over time.

Further research is also needed to evaluate how radically
contrasting skyscrapers are experienced by users, residents,
and visitors. Questions of public perception, place attachment,
symbolic meaning, and civic identity remain insufficiently
understood. Interdisciplinary approaches drawing from
environmental psychology, behavioral mapping, visual
perception studies, neuroscience, digital simulation, and
post-occupancy evaluation could complement qualitative
architectural analysis and provide deeper insight into how
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contrast influences human experience. Such research may
help clarify the conditions under which architectural
divergence contributes positively to placemaking, urban
imageability, collective memory, and civic engagement
across skyline, district, and pedestrian scales.
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