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Using design to interpret the past and
envision the future

C. Jacob Payne, a graduate student in the MIT Master of Architecture program, is
delving into the crucial intersection of contemporary design and historical
preservation. His work particularly emphasizes the significance of Black
architectural heritage, aiming to reconstruct and reinterpret spaces that reflect
this rich history. Through innovative design projects, Payne seeks to bridge the
gap between past and future, fostering a deeper understanding of cultural
narratives. His recent endeavors highlight the importance of inclusivity in
architectural discourse and the role of design in shaping collective memory.

KEY FINDINGS IMPLICATIONS

v Contemporary design can serve as a - Increased focus on inclusive design

powerful tool for historical interpretation. practices can reshape architectural

v Black architectural heritage is often education.

overlooked in mainstream preservation - Recognizing and preserving Black

efforts. architectural heritage can enhance cultural
. . . identity.

v Innovative reconstruction projects can

foster community engagement and - Design interventions can play a pivotal

cultural awareness. role in community revitalization and

historical awareness.

Key Metrics: Number of projects focused on Black architectural heritage; Community
engagement levels in design initiatives; Impact of design on historical preservation
awareness
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1. Using design to interpret the past and envision the future

Category: Research

Departments: Art, History

Topics: Al Ethics, Historical Preservation, Architectural Reconstruction, Cultural Heritage
Modeling

Impact Score: 23.0
Rubric Scores
Research Relevance: 4 Educational Value: 3 Innovation / Novelty: 4

Practical Impact: 3 Interdisciplinary Potential: 5 Ethical / Policy Implications: 4

C Jacob Payne, a graduate student in the MIT Master of Architecture program, is exploring
the intersection of contemporary design and historical preservation, particularly focusing on
Black architectural heritage. His recent projects include reconstructing models and drawings
of significant structures at Tuskegee University, such as the original 1896 chapel designed
by Robert R. Taylor, utilizing limited archival materials. Payne's research emphasizes the
importance of understanding and reconstructing historic spaces despite scarce
documentation, and he is currently investigating the architectural typology of "juke joints"
from the Jim Crow era. His work has been recognized with the 2025-26 L. Dennis Shapiro
Graduate Fellowship in the History of African American Experience of Technology.
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