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 This Thesis is a case study on the design and de-

velopment of a medical center comprised of three 

buildings to be located on the Blacksburg Campus of 

Virginia Tech.  The three buildings will form a space un-

like any other space on campus -- it will be an Urban 

Precinct that will introduce a new and inspiring space 

where students can experience urban life on their own 

traditionally rural campus.
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 The purpose of this thesis is to propose an urban 

inspired Medical Center on the Blacksburg campus of 

Virginia Tech.   This campus will have three main build-

ings - all of which will be connected.  There will be an 

In-Patient and Out-Patient Tower, a Medical School 

which will house all of the medical disciplines, and a 

biomedical research tower.  This thesis explores the 

location of where such a large project can occur on 

campus and why.  But more importantly it will explore 

and address the idea of this campus being its own ur-

ban precinct - one that would have its own architec-

tural distinction and provide a unique and dynamic 

feeling to the Virginia Tech campus experience. 

BACKGROUND

 Currently there is no College of Medicine or med-

ical center on the main campus of Virginia Tech.  The 

university does however have a medical school that 

is located in Roanoke, VA and is associated with the 

Carilion Medical Centers.  The program itself is a young 

one - far younger than some of the other competing in-

stitutions in the region.  It is also a fast-growing program 

with many new students enrolling each semester.  This 

is of course in tandem with the exponentially growing 

need of medical professionals nationwide.  Most

INTRODUCTION

universities house their medical programs on campus 

or at least “sub-campuses” that are easily accessible 

from their main campuses.  I think this provides a great 

interface for the students and engages them with the 

rest of the students on campus.  As rigorous as the vari-

ous medical programs are in their courses of study, it is 

still important for students to be able to enjoy the over-

all collegiate atmosphere that their university has to of-

fer.

THE SEARCH FOR DENSITY AT VIRGINIA TECH

 For generations, the campus of Virginia Tech 

lacked any density in its layout.  Each time a new build-

ing was constructed, it remained far from other build-

ings.  That all changed when a new campus master-

plan was produced in 1995 that proposed a new infi ll 

strategy to help densify the campus.  Therefore, much 

of the new construction afterwards was done within 

the framework of this masterplan.  This projects works 

within this framework but adds a newer twist to it by 

creating a “Precinct” that is unencumbered by restric-

tions of “style” and creates a new feel on campus.

PRECINCT

 A Precinct is defi ned in many different ways but 

I feel that the one most fi tting for my thesis is “an area 

of thought or action a province or domain.” For the 

reason of engaging this new college with the rest of 

Virginia Tech, this is why I am proposing this project on 

the main Campus in Blacksburg to be located on the 

existing parking lot with Prices Fork Road, West Campus 

Drive, and Perry Street as the borders of the Precinct.  

The three new buildings within the Precinct will create 

a new urban atmosphere buttressed by an “Urban Av-

enue” stretching from the northern most point of the 

site and spilling into the main campus.

ARCHITECTURE

 It goes without saying that the architecture of the 

three buildings will play a critical roll on how the Urban 

Precinct will function.  From the early development of 

the project, the vision of what the architecture would 

look like never changed.  In particular I envisioned this 

Urban Precinct to use materials such as steel, glass, 

and metal.  This also never changed.  After making a 

slew of sketches and digital models, it was then time 

look for precedents and a design aesthetic that would 

fi t the intentions of the project.   Not only were the pro-

grammatic aspects of hospitals researched but also of 

how campuses are designed and how urban space 

is created.  All of these activities played a vital role in 

designing this project.

1

Every time a student walks past a really urgent, expressive piece of architecture that belongs 

to his college, it can help reassure him that he does have that mind, does have that soul. - 

Louis I Kahn



PRECEDENTS AND INFLUENCES

A
B C D

HIGH END DESIGN AND URBAN INFILL

 One of the campuses that greatly infl u-

enced the direction of my projects was the 

University of Cincinnati in Ohio.  At fi rst, it wasn’t 

really about the campus planning but it was all 

about the design and form of the newer build-

ings that I found to be extraordinarily compel-

ling.  However, it was exactly the type of cam-

pus planning on the urban scale that heavily 

infl uenced the project. This was a prime exam-

ple of how public space can be created out 

can be created out of infi ll buildings.  I 

recognize of course, this campus has 

a different historical discourse in its de-

velopment as an institution of higher 

learning and its geographic location in 

a densely urban setting.  Unlike Virginia 

Tech, however, the University of Cincin-

nati is unencumbered by restrictions of 

vernacular “styles” making it an ideal 

place for designers.

 The built environment has always been an 

infl uential part of life and development.  When 

I create and design things, it would be unfair to 

say that there weren’t certain factors of life and 

or people that were heavily infl uential to me at 

different times.  When I am creating architec-

ture, I look to my peers, my mentors, and at all of 

the historic precedents to guide my design into 

a direction that makes sense.  This project was 

no exception as there were precedents - both

historic and modern that helped me in 

the design and development.  The con-

cepts of great architecture also infl u-

enced me in this process.  Even though 

I saw this project go into the direction of 

a case study on creating an “Urban Pre-

cinct” I wanted it to also be about the 

architecture and how that architecture 

can play a positive roll in the shaping of 

the Precinct.  Therefore I narrowed this 

exploration into several categories.

2
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MONUMENT AND LANDMARK

 Perhaps one of the historic pieces 

of architectural achievements that has 

infl uenced me more than anything else is 

the Louis I. Kahn’s Salk Institute -- not only 

for its compelling and moving design but 

also of the space that the building creates 

around it.  It feels quite urban but it also 

creates the sense of monumentality de-

spite the fact that it is a small facility.  This is 

achieved through the diligent spacial

in my proposal.  Since I was designing an urban 

space, I felt the need to create a new iconic 

landmark as a recognizable but not imposing 

cornerstone to the entire project.

JUXTAPOSITION OF MODERN AGAINST HISTORIC

 Another Infl uential project in the devel-

opment of this thesis is my undergraduate Alma 

matter, West Virginia University.  Much like Vir-

ginia Tech, it is in a suburban setting and is a 

land grant institution with a similar mission.

I

planning and design.  I wanted to give 

recognition to this project because it also 

became a milestone of how inspirational 

spaces can be created by the buildings 

themselves.

 The Cathedral of Learning at the 

University of Pittsburgh is also a precedent 

that is uniquely compelling in that it serves 

as a landmark to an urban university.  I 

looked to this historic precedent as an in-

fl uence to the Biomedical Tower which is

However , recently there have been 

several projects like the Life Sciences 

Center (image H) and the Biomedi-

cal Research Center (Image G).  The 

bold and sleek design of these proj-

ects were very compelling - especially 

against the backdrop of some of the 

more traditional architectural icons of 

the campus.  Each of these projects 

created compelling urban spaces.
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EXISTING SITE

 The proposed site of the new Medical Campus is on the 

northwestern edge of campus and is encompassed by Price’s 

Fork Road to the North, Campus Drive to the West and Perry 

Street to South.   Currently the site is used as a parking lot which 

has the capacity of approximately 350 vehicles.  There is ap-

proximately a 20-foot difference in grade between the northern 

part of the site to southern end in which it cascades towards the 

south.  This site was chosen not only because of its vastness but 

also its strategic location on campus and its proximity to some of 

the major transit points.  The existing roadways are also an ad-

vantage as they would be left in tact with the proposed design.  

The varying elevation is also an advantage in the designing 

dynamic urban spaces that cascade along with the grading.

CONTEMPORARY END

 Perhaps one of the most unique aspects of the site and 

of the campus in general is the existence of an entire “edge” 

that was developed in the 70s in which some referred to as the 

“contemporary end” of campus.  It is a collection of several 

buildings such as Derring Hall (designed by Walter Gropius and 

the Architects Collaborative), Cowgill Hall, and Whittemore Hall.  

These are perhaps some of the campus’s most unique buildings 

to which they were not designed as a response to the Campus’s 

traditional Collegiate Gothic appearance and “style” rather 

they took into account the campus masterplan and geometry.  

For example, all of the axis are fully respected in relationship to 

all of the other buildings.  But the broader picture is that these 

are buildings to be used for advanced engineering research 

and studies and were designed as expressions of technological 

advancement that the university is reputable for.

PHOTOGRAPHS TAKEN BY AUTHOR
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THE “ORGANIC” SCHEME

 When I fi rst began to develop this project, I 

approached it in a way that became rather chal-

lenging and unwieldy.  The original parti focused 

more on the programming and space analysis of 

a three-building medical center and then in the 

broader scope the types of landscapes it created 

and the ideas those landscapes invoked.  So with 

the original arrangement seen below, what results is 

an awkwardly spaced monolithic project.  It would 

look very similar to a suburban offi ce development 

that would take no account of any urban fabric as-

sociated with it.  It became known to me as the “Or-

ganic Scheme” and  this was not the effect I was 

looking for.

 Indeed I wanted to create an urban-some-

thing and what I was searching for was an edge and 

eventually I was found myself developing an Urban 
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 After several modifi cations to 

the building arrangements, it became 

abundantly clear that it really wasn’t 

about the plan arrangement that was 

important to the project, rather the ur-

ban spaces they create.  Thus within the 

same site, the building were rearranged 

in a linear pattern that I eventually re-

ferred to as the “Linear Scheme” - this 

was a more holistic approach to the site 

and conveniently a new “Pedestrian 

Avenue” was created that is bound by 

all three of the buildings.  These spaces 

can be used as multiple pedestrian epi-

centers with opportunities for parks, ki-

THE “LINEAR” SCHEME

osks, recreation areas for patients and 

students, and perhaps even a mix-use 

aspect where retail can be introduced.

 It is also worth noting that the “av-

enue” that has been created is a pe-

destrian-only avenue that lends itself to 

the traditional collegiate feel of the en-

tire campus.  This avenue also continues 

south in between Derring and the Phys-

ics Building.

 After many studies, I determined 

that this scheme was the most effective 

because it created the nucleus of the 

Urban Precinct.

Not TV or illegal drugs but the automobile has been the chief destroyer of 

American communities. - Jane Jacobs (Dark Age Ahead)

CAMPUS INFILL

 

 Historically, the campus of Virgin-

ia Tech has been spread out with many 

buildings that cover a wide expanse 

of property.  As beautiful as that was 

for people to experience, it created a 

sense of disconnect from one campus 

end to the other.  This changed with the 

introduction of the 1997 Revised Cam-

pus Masterplan that introduced the 

idea of Campus Infi ll.  The idea was to 

generate new spaces within campus 

that “connect” buildings.  It is quite simi-

lar to the idea of Urban Infi ll which many 

cities have been adopting as a strategy 

for growth.  In principle, I am using the 

same idea because the parking is an ex

 

-pansive space that contributes to the 

barren landscape.  Instead of being 

introduced to the campus with an im-

mense parking lot, you would instead be 

introduced to to a “cutting-edge” new 

research facility that serves as a portal 

to the rest of the beautiful campus.

 Furthermore this can be seen as a 

more advanced phase of the Campus 

Infi ll Program as this project encompass-

es multiple buildings that form my pro-

posed Urban Precinct.  It is essentially 

marrying the ideas of the infi ll program 

to a next generation of campus plan-

ning.



 Early in this project I had a vision of what the 

New Medical Campus would look like and that vision 

never really changed.  However, what I really felt the 

need to create was a vision and what the project will 

all look like in its entirety - the whole picture.  There was 

a simple concept that stayed uniform throughout the 

entire process and that was what the three buildings 

were used for.  Therefore my proposal includes three 

buildings on the site - a traditional medical school that

run along the eastern part of the site, an in-patient and

out-patient facility, and a biomedical research tower 

that will serve as the landmark to the project.  Each 

one of these buildings are referred to throughout this 

exploration as a “volume” to be placed on the site 

as they each expressed important “nodes” of the ur-

ban experience that I wanted to create.  Once I es-

tablished these locations, I felt it was the right time to 

begin designing the buildings.  In doing so I began to 

explore material and the nature of the design intent.

I had become highly inspired by the “multi-perspectiv

al” movements (as seen in my precedents)that were 

becoming infl uential and I instantly thought that this 

project would be designed in this way.  How, I would 

justify this on a campus that seemingly adheres  to a 

traditional vernacular was often the cause for debate 

but then I realized that it is all about the idea of tech-

nology which is a corner stone of the mission of Virginia 

Tech - as an advanced institution.  The idea of “high-

tech” is what I wanted to convey in the design.

EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF DESIGN INTENT AND FORM

8



9



 After exploring different ways of designing the 

buildings,  I encountered a problem that needed an 

urgent solution before being able to continue with the 

schematic design of the buildings.  The actual build-

ing layouts were not where I wanted them to be and 

instead there were far too many”voids” created by 

buislding that were far too distant from one-another 

that only contributed to the lack of density on campus.  

Those   The problem did not rest on the actual buildings 

themselves - rather of their peculiar formation which I 

had called the “Organic Scheme.”  From the horizon 

the three buildings began to look like typical suburban 

offi ce buildings awkwardly rising out of a forest canopy 

- this was one of the reactions I had heard and was nev-

er to be my intention.  The other concern was that the 

three buildings had come to take on the appearance 

of a mega project that centered around the aesthetic 

of the automobile.  As Stephen Verderber contends in 

his book, Innovations in Hospital Architecture, university 

medical centers have begun to look like imposing cit-

ies.  And this was another case in the layout and over

all design I wanted to avoid at all costs.  Verderber

points out some of the advances even happening in 

countries like Saudi Arabia and the UAE where entire 

medical centers are being proposed in a way that 

gives back to the urban community or the university 

that they are a part of. This was a concept that I want-

ed to pursue and the best way to do this would be to 

re-examine the layouts of what was proposed before.  

The next images illustrate some of the problems with 

the “sub-urban” aspect that I was trying to avoid.

FURTHER EXAMINATIONS OF URBAN SPACE

10
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 Having observed some of the case studies that 

Verderber mentioned in his book, I developed more 

sketches and digital models, however, I felt that what 

was needed was to make physical models of the site 

and diagrammatic models of the each of the three 

buildings.  This was a turning point in the project that 

was successful in allowing me to establish how to cre-

ate an Urban Precinct out of the buildings I proposed.  

At that point I was convinced that I had the forms of 

the buildings at a level of completion and the models 

were a pivotal milestone.  What was now left was to

really develop the layout in a way that would help re-

alize the urban nature of this project.  After I was con-

fi dent enough that the models gave me what I was 

looking for, I further developed the idea through a se-

ries of sketches and then formal drawings you will see 

later in this thesis.

 The models allowed me to fi nalize the layout of 

the project and begin to explore the opportunities the 

space created.  What was created was a dynamic 

space in the middle of the three buildings that I began 

to refer to as the “Pedestrian Avenue” within the

“Linear Scheme” in the Urban Precinct parti that I had 

identifi ed earlier.  The Pedestrian Avenue would cas-

cade downward along with the existing topography 

through a series of paved open pathways, for the pur-

poses of pedestrian transit. This Avenue is a wide av-

enue void of any vehicular traffi c so students and com-

munity members can “fl ow” through in a convenient 

way.  An additional advantage is that many events 

such as farmers markets, assemblies, and other out-

door events can take place here without interuption 

of vehicular trafi c.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE “URBAN PRECINCT”

13
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 Indeed the architecture of the three volumes 

was important from the very beginning and I had im-

mediately had a vision on what the buildings would 

look like at an earlier stage as mentioned.  This time I 

needed to develop it further in order to feel comfort-

able in designing the urban spaces.  But perhaps one 

of the ideas I wanted to avoid is what has been seen in 

many other hospital projects and that was the “mono-

lithic” appearance of one single building - often im-

posing and trivial in design as Stefen Kruse discusses in 

Masterpieces:  Hospital Architecture and Design.  And 

this is absolutely a valid point as many including myself 

often associated hospitals with that kind of cumber-

some and imposing aesthetic.  As further discussed by 

Kruse, there have been many advances in the devel-

opment of medical campuses worldwide - especially 

overseas where some of these campuses were built 

from the ground up.  As I mentioned earlier when fi rst 

discussing the early architectural explorations, I was 

highly motivated by some of the modern architectural

movements of Morphosis whose many projects em-

braced the aesthetic of change and motion as seen in 

photograph D while architects like Norman Foster em-

braced the “high technology” aesthetic approach to 

his projects.  These architectural aesthetics where what 

guided my inspiration.  The following images will show 

how I approached the building envelopes and base 

building core and shell designs which were eventually 

designed further and emphasized the aesthetic of mo-

tion and change as it pertains to the ideas of research.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE ARCHITECTURE
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 Once the Linear Scheme was developed even 

further and the architectural ideas were in full devel-

opment I thought it was necessary to shift focus onto 

the nature of the urban space that I was trying to cre-

ate.  One of the fi rst new spaces that were created 

as a result of the repositioning of the buildings is what 

I eventually referred to as the “Pedestrian Avenue” as 

you will see in the next two pages.  Having already es-

tablished the existence of the “Avenue” and what its 

purpose would be - I wanted to develop it even further

and in doing so - I revisited one of the precedents that 

I was observing all along which was the University of 

Cincinnati Student Life Center in which the form of the 

building enabled the landscape to be transformed into 

an urban space where students, faculty, and patients 

can enjoy.  I wanted to create a similar feeling but add 

more concepts to it like kiosks and water features.  But 

the major difference between that project and this 

thesis is the overall use of the space - the Student Life 

Center is a place for students and faculty while this pro

ject is a major medical center with the mission to serve 

tens of thousands.  So I had to conduct a series of stud-

ies seen in the next diagram to illustrate the vehicular 

versus pedestrian access to the site.  This study revealed 

one area where vehicular and pedestrian traffi c con-

verge and that is where the road terminates into the 

entrance of the parking structure.  I think this interac-

tion is important in conveying the sense of urbanism as 

the sidewalks are wide but the actual road is only one 

lane in each direction.

THE “PEDESTRIAN AVENUE” AND THE CREATION OF URBAN SPACE
av·e·nue - A wide street or thoroughfare - A means of access or approach
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THE “PEDESTRIAN AVENUE” PLAN



22



 This project was indeed started as a traditional 

proposal to develop a medical center on campus 

before it became a case study on creating an Urban 

Precinct.  Therefore in order to realize this, I felt it was 

absolutely imperative that I push the proposal beyond 

the conceptual level and into the schematic level.

 As soon as I developed a solution to the urban 

complexity of this project and developed the archi-

tecture even further, I felt it would be much more ap-

propriate to begin to look at the program though a 

series of sketches and then drawings that were much 

more formal.  So from the sketches, I felt comfortable 

enough to begin to develop the plans even further.

 As mentioned earlier, I had already come into 

this project knowing the function of each building I 

proposed.  There is a medical school that will house 

programs such as Nursing, Dentistry, Medicine, and 

Pharmacy.  The Western building will house the actual 

in-patient and out-patient Medical Center.  And lastly, 

the landmark of the project and invariable of the cam

pus is the Biomedical Research Tower.  It will house fac-

ulty offi ces, graduate student offi ce suites, classrooms, 

and laboratory space.  The unique aspect is that the 

plans “radiate.”  For example, on the medical tower, 

the hospital rooms are situated all around the perim-

eter so as it give the patients more exposure to the 

outside scenery.  On the inter-side are places such as 

laboratories and support spaces and they radiate from 

the core spaces.  Each of the other towers convey the 

same expression as seen on the plans.

THE PROGRAM
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ISOMETRIC BUILDING SECTION THROUGH MEDICAL 

SCHOOL AND BIOMEDICAL TOWER
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WEST ELEVATION
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BIOMEDICAL RESEARCH TOWER PERSPECTIVE FROM W. CAMPUS DRIVE
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BUILDING SECTION
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PLAN:  GROUND LEVEL
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PLAN:  TYPICAL LEVEL
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SECTION DETAILS
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sanc·tu·ar·y - A place of refuge or asylum.

 Thus with the creation of an Urban Precinct 

at Virginia Tech, there came a point where this proj-

ect could be divided into two ‘sanctuaries’ which is 

something that I found to be a pleasant surprise.  The 

fi rst sanctuary goes along with what was discussed 

throughout this thesis and that was an Urban Sanctu-

ary - it is a place like no other on campus where peo-

ple can seek a sort of “refuge” from a perceived sense 

of tedium of the rest of the campus.  It will be a place 

that is constantly in motion and relentless in its sense of

change.  The idea of change refl ects the everchang-

ing environment of research.  the idea of ‘change’ 

also refl ects the dy

 The second sanctuary that is created is within 

the volumes themselves and that is key to the design 

and development of any medical center project like 

this one - and this to give the patients a sense of sanc-

tuary from within -- that they are being showered with 

care and being “sheltered” from the possible threat

that something is wrong with their health.  This can be 

described as a “Sky Sanctuary” as it pertains to the 

idea that once past the “urban sanctuary” they are 

back within the principle beauty of Blacksburg and the 

surrounding region - with accessible views to every part 

of its serenity.  The Urban Precinct in turn serves almost 

as an “intermediary vessel” between the campus and 

community itself.  And this is a concept that I came 

across and became comfortable with as an idea of 

“tranquility” for patients speaking healthcare.

NEW SANCTUARIES
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 The question I needed to ask myself when con-

cluding this project was:  “Have I created an Urban 

Precinct?”  Whether or not I did by the  standard aca-

demic meanings of the words ‘Precinct’ or ‘Urban’, I 

did accomplish what this Thesis intended.  It is a space 

that defi es traditional campus planning, it is a unique 

space on campus, and it does exactly what my thesis 

intended - and that was to create a medical center on 

the campus of Virginia Tech, and to arrange it in a way 

that introduced an urban expression on campus.  Thus

I feel that this project was successful.  Although there 

were changes in layout and procedure along the way, 

the ideas and intent stayed consistent throughout the 

process in that there was no change in building design 

- only the natural development of the project as one 

can expect.  More importantly, there was no change 

to the intent of creating an Urban feeling to the project 

- the idea stayed and it simply evolved to enhance the 

entire experience of the medical center.  A beautiful 

new Pedestrian Avenue was also created as result of

the modifi ed building layout, and along the way there 

was a more pleasant feeling where the towers them-

selves acted as sanctuaries for patients and students 

where the dynamic architecture provided beautiful 

views of the mountains and the natural landscape of 

Virginia Tech.   It was a pleasant juxtaposition to the ur-

bane study of my Thesis.  But in the end the Urban Pre-

cinct was a successful ambition to bring a new college 

to the Blacksburg Campus of Virginia Tech and express 

the technologically advanced nature of the university.

CONCLUSION
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