
The original print  of the book

Revealing Essence

by

Bettina Wolf

resides in the Architecture Library at VA Tech.
This PDF document may differ greatly in format and resolution from the original.



Robert J. Dunay
c h a i r m a n

Blacksburg, 1997

Heinrich Schnödt

Frank Weiner

Michael O’Brien

Thesis submitted to the Faculty of the Virginia Polytechnic Institute & State University in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

Master of Architecture

approved:

Bettina  Wolf



R e v e a l i n g   E s s e n c e

To my mother Amelie and
 my father Bernd

in deep love and gratitude



There is a fine line between the “simple” and the “simplistic”.  The simple such as the plain, the pure, and the truthful holds a complexity within, which is
extremely hard to obtain.  It ultimately results in beauty.  The simplistic embodies nothing more than obviousness and boredom.  My aim is to strive for simple
beauty.
Concerning objects and architecture, to simplify means to reduce by eliminating the superficial and the superfluous, to unmask what is essential.
Quality materials and craftsmanship are prerequisites.  In combination with the accuracy of the design they help to attain the desired result which speaks of
precision and clarity.





a r t   g a l l e r y



Many ideas have given direction to this work.  Among the significant sources are the paintings and writings of Agnes Martin, the works of Donald Judd, and
Shaker design.

Agnes Martin was born in 1912 in Canada and became an American citizen later in her life.  Her work shares certain characteristics that are associated with the
movement of Minimalism such as reductiveness, repetition, geometry, and non-hierarchical composition.  Nevertheless, her emphasis on touch and expressive
feeling shows her deeper affiliation with Abstract Expressionism.  Through her work, she speaks about the duality of the seen and the unseen, the immanent
and the transcendent.  In her conception, beauty and happiness express perfection and represent the subject matter of art.  Beauty is described as an innate idea
which develops into an awareness in the mind.  Perfection, as being immaterial, can not be depicted by art, nor can art, as a part of the physical world, be perfect.
As a response to an emotional experience, art can express abstract feelings of beauty and happiness.

Donald Judd, born in 1928 in Missouri, is an important artist of the United States today.  In 1947, after studying philosophy and art history at Columbia
University, he chose a life as an artist over that of an architect.  His work comprises writing, sculpture, architecture, and furniture design.  His writings as well
as his objects are closely connected to the ideas and aesthetics of Minimalism.
Carefully chosen materials and their physical perfection, scale, proportion, and location are important issues that are addressed by his design work.
Donald Judd died in 1994.

The Shakers belonged to a celibate sect which, deriving from a small branch of radical English Quakers, established communal settlements in the United States
in the 18th century.  These communities flourished economically due to their member’s belief in a life that was dedicated to productive labor and perfection.
The distinctive style of their architecture and furniture contributed to American culture and still engenders admiration and delight in our times.  Shaker design
is characterized by delicacy and austerity; truth to materials and lack of ornamentation are combined with an extraordinary care for the detail.  The Shaker’s
conviction that to make a thing well was an act of prayer in itself resulted in objects that demonstrate not only simplicity and beauty, but also originality in
design.



This project is designed to serve the purposes of a place for art.  The challenge lies in the attempt to reconcile the presence of the architecture with the desired
silence of the place.  The ideal condition is generated through a quiet architecture that does not distract from the exhibited works of art but provides an
architectonic backdrop.  It aims to offer the possibility for a persuasive interrelation between art and architecture.
Ideally, this object, as an object of architecture should be capable of existing apart from its initial intention or conception, offering generous habitation for many
purposes.
As such, the housing and exhibition of paintings, sculpture, and other works of art merely provides a relational structure by which making can be conducted.



Finally, a matte white sliding glass door opens up into the exhibition space which is divided into two different floors.  The first floor is characterized by few
openings.  The low ceiling and the concrete floor contrast the white, smooth drywall surfaces on the sides.  Two vertical concrete elements, made of two parallel
walls, structure the room.  One room encloses storage space, the other the stairwell that leads up to the second floor.  This narrow space is lit from above;
skylights expose parts of the sky.  The stair’s steel construction is suspended between the two walls.  Its dark colored matte surface contributes to the overall
experience.
Leaving the enclosure of the stairs, the second floor space opens up to a totally different atmosphere.  The ceiling is almost double in height and proposes a new
proportion to the space which is almost identical in plan.  The wood surface of the floor introduces an additional material to oppose the colors of the grey
concrete, the black steel, and the bright whiteness of the walls.

The path from the parking lot to the entrance of the building follows a long concrete wall.  The wall’s opaqueness and weight split the site into two parts,
protecting the gallery itself and the visitor from the adjacent highway which causes noise and distraction.
A low, horizontal opening in the northeast facade marks the entrance and is followed by a dark linear space.  A faint light visible at the end of this space suggests
which way to follow.  Another step leads outside into a narrow space which emphasizes the differentiation between the man-made environment and nature.
The L-shaped wooden wall provides enclosure to the south and its light construction contrasts the strong gesture induced by the concrete wall.

A stair, identical in construction and material to the one connecting the first two floors, turns into a platform that holds a maximum of two people.  From here,
a slim opening in the wall provides a view of the horizon.  Due to the building’s orientation on the site the opening faces the southwest and frames the sunset
over the mountain range.
A courtyard which can be reached through a door at the end of the first floor’s linear space offers a square enclosure made of four concrete walls.  Looking up,
a connection to the sky is established.  The neutral color and surface of the concrete and the height of the walls is chosen to enhance and dramatize the event.
The floors above the entrance are reserved to hold the elevator, the restrooms, all technical devices and additional storage space.  Concrete stairwells serve as
emergency stairs and make the headportion of the whole system an independent part.
A steel/glass structure becomes a bridge connecting the two elements of the building in the second floor.



Several aspects contribute to the area’s character:  the mountains, the sky, and the contrasting colors of the changing seasons.  Whoever has lived in Blacksburg
long enough to experience the different seasons of a year knows about their beauty.  Each time of day and year holds its own light.  The diverse colorations of
the sky and the hues of the sunset leave a lasting impression.

The gallery’s site is located in Blacksburg, Virginia, USA.  This small town, built on a plateau surrounded and dominated by the Allegheny mountains is
characterized by its rural appearance.  The presence of the mountains is ubiquitous.  The mountain range provides orientation and identity and ties the town
into the context of the much larger scale of the appalachian region.

One intention of the project is to create an environment allowing the observer to concentrate on the essential aspects of the described phenomena as well as
supporting a controlled perception.  The proposal is to set an architectural frame and filter in order to offer selected particularities and eliminate the distraction
of the outside world.  The color of nature will bring constant change into a pale and austere building of introverted spaces.

l o c a t i o n





s i t e

The building’s site is located approximately 1.5 miles northwest of downtown Blacksburg.  Due to a small forest, consisting of mostly deciduous trees, the
adjacent highway imposes its presence through sound, though it can not be seen from this vantage.  The sloped terrain has an unspoiled appearance which,
during the warm months, is characterized by regional wild flowers and grasses.  A smaller road lying between the building site and the highway provides
access to the location and parking.  The building is orientated from northeast to southwest, connecting to the context of the mountain range to the southwest.
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section/elevation

plan

The bridge is constructed of three steel Tee-beams which are suspended from two channels.  The channels are the main structural element.  They support the
beams, as well as the frosted glass panels which form the sides of the bridge, and they serve as a handrail.  Another glass panel rests on the beams and builds the
floor.  This glass surface carries over to the concrete floor of the headpart of the building, continuing further into the facade.



plan

section

The bridge is designed to convey an impression of lightness and transparency.





southeast facade
scale 1 : 200



In this project, the choice of materials and their assembly play a critical role.  The building is constructed of three primary materials which are meant to contrast
and enhance each other through their diverse qualities:  concrete, wood, and steel.  Secondary materials are frosted glass (matte white), clear glass, and gypsum
board finished to a smooth and matte white surface.



m a t e r i a l s



Laminated wood studs are the main structural element of the wood frame.  Their verticality introduces a rhythm to the facade.  Panels, made of marine grade
plywood, assemble the exterior cladding.  Solid cherry planks are chosen to give the floor the slightest tone of red.



Concrete parts, which are exposed to the outside are characterized by a rough surface texture, elements in the inside are perceived as a smooth plane.



Our senses are constantly confronted with material.  In its simplest form material includes the air that we breathe, smell, and feel - the sky above; and the earth
we touch and see - the ground beneath.
In more complex forms it is equivalent to what we build around us, many different kinds of elements and surfaces that become overwhelming.  They accumu-
late to a sensual overdose.
Light and shadow.  One cannot exist without the other.  Wherever we find material that catches the light a shadow is cast.
Light as the absolute source of presence, light brings into being.  Shadow is the counterpart and ally of light which gives form and dimension to everything that
we perceive as the world surrounding us.  Assuming that vision, besides touch, is the strongest sense in terms of perceiving materiality, what is it that makes us
recognize and experience a defined space in a certain way?  What is it that causes the material to be an element that creates sensation?  The material itself is
typically inanimate, it does not alter the space that it is defining.  It provides a structure, a framework, a context.  The most important aspect determining space
is natural light with its fascinating ability to change.  A material’s endless diverse qualities emerge.
Light changes over time, with seasons and the weather, during a single day or an entire year.  No condition is the same.  With the varying light, the space of
which it takes control of changes; as we do, according to what we see.  Hence, our perception of things and the way we make our own response modifies.
In conclusion, the existence of two notions which immensely influence the presence and appearance of material and space can be described.  First, the light
touching surfaces and giving life; and second, the lit surface becoming in itself an element of the viewer’s mind.

All material in nature, the mountains and the streams
and the air and we, are made of Light which has been
spent, and this crumpled mass called material casts a
shadow, and the shadow belongs to light.

Louis I. Kahn





Both staircases are identical in construction.  Circular steel bars, cast in the concrete parts, build the main structural element that holds the stairs.



The concrete elements create an enclosure which helps to focus on the sky and the horizon.



Mircea Eliade uses these words addressing the religious realm in order to describe the passage from the profane into the sacred world.  The following thoughts
are my attempt to connect Eliade’s statement to the field of architectural space.
A building or a space is not characterized by its size, structure or material alone.  Another essential defining component is the way in which its walls are
punctured.  A window in its simplest form can be described as an opening in a plane or surface of a built structure.  It serves different functional aspects:  the
opening may allow light to enter the space, air to come in, and it presents a particular framed view of the outside world.
At the same time, it is the threshold between inside and outside, between two opposed worlds:  light meets dark, warm touches cold, noise penetrates silence,
infiniteness joins enclosure and limitation, nature contacts the man-made.  It is the place where both realms meet and interfere, where they get separated from
each other by defined edges and tied together in meaning.
A visible or invisible screen forms the border.
A dark room without any openings has no immediate connection to the outside world, it is likely to be an inanimate place.  Only the natural light entering
induces the fascinating aspects of color, time, and life.  The place is converted into an actual space.  Through this event the bond between the two worlds is
established.
The connection can also be achieved by a person being inside that space.  Through our sense of vision we are capable of bringing the distant close.  We are able
to cross the line and to overcome the limit by touching with the eye whatever is in view.  We build up a representation of what we see inside ourselves.
Where architecture and nature confront each other a place of transcendental experience emerges.  We are in the center and our imagination is the connecting
element.

The threshold is the limit, the boundary, the frontier
that distinguishes and opposes two worlds - and at the
same time the paradoxical place where those worlds
communicate,...

Mircea Eliade





The medium of photography represents peculiar
associations with reality.
The transfer of information and the reflection of a
visual segment of the world is interrelated with
the photographer’s decision of choosing a frame.
The additional aspects of focusing, enlarging or re-
ducing the image, or parts of it, support the
medium’s ability to relate things.  The dubious
character of our own perception and our relation-
ship to reality gets displayed.  In a sense, the final
photograph is a reflection of the photographer; it
reveals ourselves to ourselves.  Beyond simple
documentation, a good photograph serves as an
unceasing source of discovery and shows the po-
tential of recording the unseen and the unforeseen.
Appearance and illusion stand close to each other
and often become interchangeable.

p e r c e p t i o n



“...the most difficult problem is to learn how to see, all
else is comparatively simple.”

Alfred Stieglitz



It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is
essential is invisible to the eye.”

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry



l i g h t



The materials:
aluminum;
plexiglass, sandblasted;

The concept:
The design of a light which is simple concerning
materials and their assembly, inexpensive in pro-
duction, and flexible in usage.

The design:
The aluminum unit consists of two pieces.  The
core, as primary element, houses the socket and
supports a disc which by itself holds 12 plexiglass
pieces.  The setup has no mechanical connections
and can be disassembled easily.  The object is de-
signed to function as a hanging light, as well as a
standing table lamp.







photo exhibition  wrapped reichstag



e x h i b i t i o n   o b j e c t s
5 black & white photographs    size  3x3 inches
fabric sample    explanatory text

e x h i b i t i o n   s e t u p
white paper, held in place by steel nails, wraps the
wall and the photograph, leaving an 3.5x3.5 inch
opening which frames the image





Selected Bibliography

Albers, Josef.  Interaction of Color, text of the original edition with revised plate
section.  New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1975

Albers, Josef.  Poems and Drawings / Gedichte und Zeichnungen.  New York:
G. Wittenborn, 1961

a+u, Architecture + Urbanism, September 1995, No. 300.  Herzog & de Meuron,
criticism:  Jaques Lucan.  Tokyo:  a+u Publishing Co., 1995

Borcoman, James.  Magicians of Light, Photographs from the Collection of the
National Gallery of Canada..  Ottawa:  National Gallery of Canada, 1993

El Croquis, No. 58.  Tadao Ando 1989/1992..  Madrid:  COAM Publicaciones,
1993

El Croquis, No. 77(II).  Waro Kishi.  Madrid:  COAM Publicaciones, 1996

Eliade, Mircea.  The Sacred and the Profane, Nature of Religion.  New York:
Harcourt, Brace, 1959

Haskell, Barbara.  Agnes Martin.  Barbara Haskell, with essays by Anna C.
Chave and Rosalind Krauss.  New York:  Whitney Museum of American Art,
1992

Holl, Stephen, Pallasmaa, Juhani, Pérez-Gómez, Alberto.  Questions of
Perception, Phenomenology of architecture.  Tokyo:  a+u Publishing Co., 1994

Judd, Donald.  Donald Judd, Architektur.  Münster:  Westfälischer Kunstverein,
1989

Judd, Donald.  Kunst + Design / Art + Design.  Stuttgart:  Cantz Verlag, 1993

Light is the Theme, Louis I. Kahn and the Kimbell Art
Museum.  Fort Worth, Texas:  Kimbell Art Foundation, 1978

Lobell, John.  Between Silence and Light, Spirit in the Architecture of Louis I. Kahn.
Boston:  Shambhala Publications, 1985

Partituren und Bilder, Architektonische Arbeiten aus dem Atelier Peter Zumthor
1985-1988.  Basel:  Schwabe & Co. AG, 1994

Plummer, Henry.  Light in Japanese Architecture.  Tokyo:  a+u Publishing Co.,
1995

Rocheleau, Paul, Sprigg, June.  Shaker Built, The Form and Function of Shaker
Architecture.  New York:  Monacelli Press, 1994

Serra, Richard. Writings, Interviews.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press,
1994

Tadao Ando, Details.  Edited by Yukio Futagawa, criticism by Peter Eisenman.
Tokyo:  A.D.A. Edita, 1991

Tanizaki, Junichiro.  In Praise of Shadows.  New Haven:  Leete’s Island Books,
1977

Turrell, James.  Air Mass .  London:  South Bank Centre, 1993



Vita

06 27 72



Special thanks to my family and very good friends;
to Bob Dunay, Heiner Schnödt, Henrik Neumann,
Ewald Wolf and the Fulbright Commission.
T h a n k   y o u.

Bettina Wolf


