
INSTITUTE OF PUBLIC RECORDS
Human Endeavors and collective stories in Oxford

Oxford’s streets hum with history, yet many of its most iconic spaces remain behind closed doors—
owned, preserved, and out of reach. This project begins with a question: How can we share what is 
privately held, without losing what makes it valuable? Using the University-owned Malthouse as a 
case study, the design reimagines a space once defined by exclusion as a threshold between privilege 
and public life. Through floating rooms, immersive archives, and adaptable programs, the Malthouse 
becomes a civic stage—where industry meets inquiry, and past meets public. The project is a call for 
spatial justice: a quiet rebellion against the invisible lines that divide us. By inviting community into the 
heart of institutional space, it offers a model for cities everywhere—to preserve ownership, but unlock 
access. In doing so, it doesn't just redesign a building, but reshapes a relationship: between Town and 
Gown, history and future, right and right of way.

Julianna Levy



STITCHING THE CITY TOGETHER

70%  of land in the city centre is owned by the University 
of Oxford making it one of the largest landowners in 
Oxford.

Academic spaces

Public spaces

Elinor Ostrom “Commons Theory” 
Addresses how shared resources can be 

managed collectively for mutual benefit. It argues 
that private ownership can coexist with public 
access if managed effectively through shared 

governance.

Global Issue: Cities worldwide face tension between private 
ownership and public access to space.

Social Impact: This divide reflects broader conflicts around inclusion, 
control, and social equity.

Importance of Public Space: Public areas are vital for social 
cohesion, freedom of expression, and equality.

Private Restriction: Privately owned spaces often limit access, 
creating exclusivity and inequality.

Urban Development Conflict: Struggle to balance public accessibility 
with private residential, commercial, and institutional interests.

Oxford’s Context: Many spaces, including those owned by the 
University of Oxford, are private but dominate the city.
These areas are central to Oxford’s identity, yet restrict public access 
to knowledge and culture.W

The challenge: Reintegrating private institutional spaces into the 
public realm to support shared cultural and intellectual value.
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NAVIGATING CONFLICT

“We shape our tools and thereafter 
our tools shape us.”
Marshall McLuhan – The Medium is 
the Message (1964)



CONTROLLING THE NARRATIVE

“Architecture is storytelling. 
It’s about layers of meaning 
and memory.” 
-David Adjaye, 2015



LIGHT AS ACCESS

Light is not neutral. It reveals, guides, privileges, and conceals. In this 
final gesture, the Malthouse opens upward. Skylights become not just 
windows, but lenses—casting stories once hidden into the public eye. 
Projections trace the forgotten, the excluded, and the overlooked across 
the architecture, reminding us that visibility is a form of justice. These 
floating narratives invite passersby to look up—and, in doing so, to see 
inside. As day turns to night, the building itself becomes an exhibit: 
history not encased, but activated, shared, and reimagined.


