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INTRODUCTION 

On September 7th, 2017 the LIB22015ID class took a walking tour of the surrounding area of the                 

Gowanus canal. The streets were busy with traveling cars but not many pedestrians were walking. The                

area surrounding the Gowanus is mostly residential buildings as well as industrial buildings. Old              

manufacturing and industrial buildings are visible and some have been repurposed for other businesses              

or turned into housing. Walking through the area one can see the old parts of Gowanus and the new                   

parts that are up and coming. During the tour we walked through new developments that are taking                 

advantage of the waterfront and are attempting to create foot traffic by adding outdoor spaces and                

plazas where people can go. Vegetation is visible in the area both on the streets and inside of the canal.                    

There are a couple of bridges that unify both sides of the canal Union , Carroll , and 3rd street bridge.                     

Much foot traffic is seen on those bridges especially the one connecting to Whole Foods, a popular                 

supermarket. An important characteristic of the Gowanus neighborhood is the art visible on the walls.               

Graffiti is a part of the Gowanus community and it brings them together by displaying their art. Graffiti                  

expresses a person’s emotion and relays a message of how they are feeling. It brings a sense of liveliness                   

and spirit to the neighborhood. Although the canal is heavily polluted it still is in use by boats                  

transporting goods and by those who recreationally use their boats on the water. Based off what we                 

learned in the classroom about the Gowanus I was surprised when I saw the canal. I expected it to be                    

smelly and visibly polluted , garbage floating everywhere and just an unpleasant sight. When I saw the                 

canal I was amazed at how good it looked, I’ve seen worst in other countries. The canal is a superfund                    

site which is probably the main reason why the canal appears the way it does. 

SITE OBSERVATIONS :  Take notes  in  your notebook  and  use  those  to report your  observations 

(include  photographic  documentation  and  visual notes—at least 3  photographs  2  sketches required  -- provide  a caption  for  each image. Also 
provide  a  brief  explanation  why  you  chose  the  image  and  how  it  is  related  to the  text) 

What do you notice about the scale and shape of buildings?  

The tallest building that I remember initially seeing were the NYCHA buildings. The shape was not your 

typical rectangle, the shape was to allow courtyards and space for those living in it. When those projects 

were built the residents came from cramped tenement spaces and to give them a different experience 

of life they shaped the structure the way it is now to also allow for many windows to create a larger 

space and have light travel inside. The surrounding buildings in the area varied from two-story buildings 

up to five - story buildings. We walked by two story houses as well as townhouses that were three 

stories. Most buildings were shaped like your average New York City building. We also walked by old 
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manufacturing shops and small businesses that have been in the neighborhood for a while. 

What patterns, textures, colors, and ornamental features of the buildings stand out? 

There are many brick buildings in the Gowanus neighborhood, That is expected because the old 

neighborhood was for industrial and manufacturing buildings. Those types of businesses enjoy working 

in strong brick structures. Majority of the buildings I observed were brick patterned others that are 

visible renovated have curtain wall facades with stone or new brick facades. The color was mostly red or 

brownish due to the fact that those were the only colors available for bricks during the time they were 

built. There were some steel ornamental features on the outside of some buildings that date back. One 

characteristic that caught my eye was on one of the sidewalks. Embedded in the sidewalk were pieces of 

ceramic tiles leading up to a ceramic store. I believe that it is a way to give life to the community in such 

a simple way. 

 

Notice and note location of trees and other types of  vegetation: 

-There were large trees and smaller trees planted on the sidewalks. 

-Grass on the sidewalks. 

-Vegetation growing from cracked concrete sidewalks. 

-On the edges of the canal there was vegetation that appeared abandoned that has grown over time. 

-There are trees growing through fences on the edge of the canal. 

-There are vines crawling up growing on the side of buildings. 

 

 

What are the functions of different buildings and spaces in this place? Does the place include residential, 

commercial, or industrial sites? Are there stores, restaurants, cafes? Are there public spaces like public 

squares or parks? Areas where people can get together? seating? 

The functions of the buildings are for business and residentials. It includes all residential, commercial , 
and industrial sites. Yes, there are restaurants and stores in the Gowanus neighborhood. There are 

public plazas that have been added to the neighborhood by the new residential buildings that were 

developed in Gowanus. They have seating , benches , chairs , and tables.  There is a waterfront park that 

was added for the residents of Gowanus, it is public which means that anyone can enjoy it not just the 
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residents of the new tower. 

 

Does this place seem planned or organic? How do the structures and buildings in this place interact with 

or disrupt the natural environment? 

The buildings of Gowanus seemed planned and followed a grid system. It falls into the way New York 

City was developed. While I was walking through the streets it reminded me of the same way a 

Manhattan street is laid out. The natural environment seems separate from the neighborhood especially 

in the areas where the vegetation is coming up through cracked concrete and through fences. What I 
mean by that is , if trees and grass were placed in the neighborhood they would appear taken care off 

and would make sense where they are placed. The plants that are growing displaced show that those 

plants weren’t purposely placed there but that they grew over time due to lack of gardening in the area. 

If plants were placed there and organized it would appear uniformly and would be taken care of by the 

residents. 

 

 

What people occupy the space and how do they interact with the environment? Is this place crowded? 

Walkable? Easy to navigate? 

There are businesses in the area that have been there for a while. There are new businesses where old 

ones were. We saw some art studios walking by as well as restaurants and event spaces. Majority of the 

area is used for residencials.  The streets were quiet and mainly cars drove by. There weren’t many 

people walking in the streets. The area where we saw more people walking was on the 3rd street bridge, 

the one that links the Gowanus neighborhood to Whole Foods. The streets were labeled and easy to 

navigate. 

 

What is your personal experience of the place? Think about sound/smell/touch, your body’s movement, 

contact with the ground and physical comfort - how does the place make you feel? 

I enjoyed the tour because as an architecture student exploring new areas of the city helps me expand 

my knowledge of New York. There is much culture and history in the Gowanus neighborhood. The 

graffiti on the walls makes the area come to life. It shows that artists are a large part of the 

demographics. The neighborhood did not smell bad , as we walked the concrete streets you could see 

the old buildings and the new ones being built.  
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Graffiti on face of buildings.

Graffiti on face of buildings.

-Graffiti on face of buildings.
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-Aerial shot of the Gowanus from F train.

-Aerial shot of the Gowanus from F train.

-Retractable Carroll Street Bridge 
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-Renovated residential with glass facade. 

-Gowanus neighborhood street. 

6   



 

-Gowanus neighborhood street.

-Under the Carroll Street Bridge.

-New residential development in Gowanus.
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-Artwork on the sidewalk to express anger 

towards pollution. - Old fire escape connections on side of 

building that show the age of the buildings. 
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ANALYSIS/DISCOVERIES  

The Gowanus neighborhood is changing day by day. The new developments are making the area               

popular. When it becomes popular, real estate industries and other developers will rush to the area and                 

it will become in my opinion the new Dumbo. The Gowanus neighborhood has history and that history is                  

being changed slowly.The industries that used to inhibit some buildings are being changed to              

residentials. The canal is still polluted but changes are occurring to help fix that. The people that live                  

and work there have mostly been in the neighborhood for a long time and have seen that changes                  

occur. The graffiti on the walls create spaces where those who live there and those who don’t can visit                   

and admire the new work. Its different to the places surrounding it because of its rich history. The                  

Gowanus neighborhood tells us that regardless of what a neighborhood has been through it can always                

bounce back with the right tools and means. 
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KEYWORDS/ VOCABULARY  (these might include specialized vocabulary, city agencies, names of businesses or people 
*5 keywords minimum required per site visit) 

1. NYCHA - New York City Housing 

2. Superfund - when an area gets funds to fix it. 

3. Pat Bruno- older man that lived in Gowanus through it all. 

4. Pollution- a key factor of the Gowanus canal. 

5. Gentrification- what is beginning to occur to the neighborhood. 

QUESTIONS for FURTHER RESEARCH  

1. With new developments occurring in the Gowanus neighborhood, what will happen with those             

that currently live there? Will gentrification affect those negatively in the Gowanus area? 

2. Does the daily use of the Gowanus canal improve the conditions of it? 

3. When is the Gowanus canal expected to not be polluted anymore? 
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