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Abstract



  

The inital sketch of the site 

The understanding of place is the primary basis for 

meaningful architecture. A possible methodology for 
making architecture begins with a sincere consideration of 

the complex forces at play on the site. The architect stud- 
ies the situation and develops a concept as the seed of an 
architectural thought process. This conceptual thinking is 
the primary basis for a series of decisions in an unfolding 
process of invention. A concept grown out of an experi- 
ence of place proposes a sensitive resolution for the site 
rather than an architecture of geometric contrivance forced 
upon it. 

This project begn in walking the neighborhoods of 
Berlin and experiencing them as an "auslander" (foreign- 
er). Its premise suggests that meaningful architecture 
requires a process of discovery anchored by a sincere 
desire to know the site in some quintessential way. 
Moving through the neighborhoods of Berlin and respond- 
ing to the spaces provided the basis for an architectural 

concept. The intent of this thesis project was to define a 
process rooted in the experience of the site. 

The project began with a photographic study of the 
neighborhood. A series of models followed focusing on 
developing a position toward the site, materiality and pro- 
gram. Three dimensional computer modeling provided 
an opportunity to study spatial relationships. Finally the 
project was committed to plan. What follows is a docu- 

mentation of the process. 

Abstract



Passages, Courtyards, Roof Edges 

A photographic study of Berlin neighborhoods 
endeavors to understand the nature of the place through a 
process of making. A montage of images tells a story of the 
experience of the city and reveals something about the 
essence of the place. 

Asense of passage and movement through the city are 
intriguing qualities embodied in the architecture. The pho- 
tographs examine how exterior spaces are defined by 

architectural elements. Passages are carved through build- 
ings, framed by doorways and gates. 

The courtyard is an articulated space created by an 

assemblage of architectural elements. It is defined by the 
adjacency of buildings, their doors, floors, stairs and roof 
edges. The experience of passage into the city block and 
discovery at arrival in the courtyard provided a com- 
pelling model for a new intervention. 
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The layering of space is an important quality embodied 
in the existing typology. From the street one can experi- 
ence this layering through vistas into the interior of the 
block. Passages are often marked by ornate openings in 
buildings and decorative ironwork.



  

  

    

                

  

"The aspects of things 
that are most important 

for us are hidden because 
of their simplicity and 
familiarity” 
L. Wittgenstein 

  A Photographic Study



Passages, Courtyards, Roof Edges 

    
  

Beyond the opportunity for daylight, the courtyard provides a 
transitional space which does not require the formality of the 

street facade. This less formal space is defined by architectural 
elements. 

 



"The site of a building is 
more than a mere ingre- 
dient in its conception. 
It is its physical and 
metaphysical — connec- 
tion” 
Steven Holl 
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  A Photographic Study



The Texture of The City 

  

A photograph of the site as it exists. 

The site is an empty lot; a narrow slot in an urban 
block in the South Tiergarten area of Berlin. A map of 
the district hints the texture of the urban fabric. The 
blocks are divided into individual land parcels each 
with a narrow frontage on the street. The character of 

the urban fabric is defined by the prevalence of the 
"block style" building. This urban type creates a con- 
tinuous street wall and a pattern of courtyards within 
the interior of the block. 

While the project draws from the spatial relation- 
ships of the Berlin block, the existing typology is not 
repeated. Rather, it reinterprets the sense of passage 
through the layers of the urban block and a sense of 

arrival in the interior These are qualities which exist 
in the current typology. The project seeks to come to 
an understanding of the essence of this particular 
place and to reflect back its essential nature rather 
than re-iterating its forms. 

Traditional courtyards are private spaces set in 
the interior of the block. The proposition is to make 
an incision in the block, which is peeled away and 
leads to a public place. The intention is to give a piece 
of the city back to the public intensified and idealized.



  

  

Karte von Berlin 1:4000 4138 
  

  

  

      
      
  

(1) The site seen in the context of the neighborhood shows it to 
be a part of a larger pattern of spaces carved out of dense urban 
blocks. The site can be seen as a microcosm of the larger pattern 
of the neighborhood. 

ee SITE 

The Site



A School for Modern Dance 

  

  

  

  

  
(2.) Gesture is the basic abstraction where by the 
dance illusion is made and organized. For Merc 
Cunningham, a well-crafted and articulate ges- 
ture is inherently meaningful. 

The discipline of dance has adopted modern 
ideas to a traditional mode of artistic expres- 
sion without nostalgia or a political agenda. 
It is modernism in a reductive sensibility a 
striving for the essential. This aspect of mod- 
ernism, the distillation of the idea liberated 

from traditional form is the basis for this 
investigation.



PROGRAM 

The program for the project is a school of dance. It 
includes: a theater for public performance, an outdoor 
public space, classrooms, a library, practice spaces, and 
associated administrative offices. The following is a 
summary of programmatic elements: 

The School: 
Entry Foyer, Lobby and Gallery 2,500 s.f. 

Four Classrooms 700 s.f. 
Public Restrooms 450 s.f. 
Administrative Offices 1,500 s.f. 

Faculty Offices 1,200 s.f. 
Changing Rooms . 2,100 s.f. 

Viewing Gallery 900 s.f. 
The Library: 
Office 300 s.f. 
Reading Rooms 5,200 s.f. 

The Theater: 
Ground Level General Storage 1,500 s.f. 

The Performance Theatre 
Entry Foyer & Ticket Booth 1,200 s.f. 
Lobby 3,200 s.f. 
Public Restrooms 1,100 s.f. 

Public Seating 10,600 s.f. 
Stage/Back Stage 3,000 s.f. 

Service 3,000 s.f. 

Loading / Storage 2,500 s.f. 

Exterior Public Space: 
Public Courtyard 10,000 s.f. 
Exterior Passage 7,000 s.f. 

The Program
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A Dialog in Three Dimensions 

  

This model studies the relationship between the studio (left) and 
the theater (right) and how they come to make an outdoor place 
(center) 

The soul of the investigation was the development of 
a series of small study models. It was a process of contin- 
ually re-making the site from different points of view. The 
small scale of the models allowed for a big picture analy- 

sis. Each model was analyzed for its intent and the ques- 
tions it raised. The modeling process helped to distill ideas 
about ordering the site and program. It also allowed a 
development of a sensibility toward materials. 

The models were a dialog in three dimensions. They 
provided a venue for the development of an attitude 
toward the site. Each model tackled an issue or concern 
and was then food for discussion and sketch diagrams. 
Often the model raised more questions than it answered. 
The following is a summary of these conversations.



  

Model studies were constructed in the context of the adjacent 
buildings so that they might inform the design. 

  
This model studies the rhythm of the sructural bays of the studio 
building and the path they create. The floor is seen to be an 
important element in the courtyard. The curved form is a ges- 
ture toward the adjacent courtyard. 

A series of sketch models study the existing qualities of the site 
and the impact of proposed interventions. The following pages 

show sketches of these models and a summary of the discus- 
sions they stimulated. 
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A Dialog in Three Dimensions 

1. Gesture 
As an autonomous ges- 
ture to the parcel, a 

curve is used to create a 
sense of movement. The 
existing orthogonal con- 

text accentuates the flu- 
idity of the curve by act- 
ing in counter-point to 
its fluidity. 

5. Progression 

The street entry is 
marked and sets up a 
linear progression into 
the interior of the block. 
The line here is very lit- 
eral and implies a rela- 
tionship between front 
and back. The strict 
order at the street trans- 
forms as one moves into 

the interior. 

9. Program 
The studios become 

articulated as translu- 
cent elements and struc- 
ture the path into the 
block. The relationship 
exists in a programmat- 
ic distinction between 
the place where the 
dance is studied and cre- 
ated and the place where 
the work is finally mani- 

fest. The theater 

2. Public space 
The ramp becomes a 

public event with cere- 
monial implications 
appropriate for a per- 

formance theater. The 

interlocking form 
resolves the conflicting 
forces on the site and 
results in a public space. 

6. Dialog 
A primary dialog 

between the theater and 
the studios defines the 
courtyard. This is the 
essential relationship 
between the pieces. A 
balance may be devel- 
oped which is not a stat- 
ic symmetry but rather 
hits at a sense of move- 
ment. 

10. Sequence 
A transition from street 

to theater is created 
through a progression of 
articulated spaces expe- 
rienced as one travels 
into the block. This pro- 
gression begins with a 
shallow stair creating a 
threshold from the street 
into the project. 

3. Theater 
The theater is seen as an 
autonomous entity 
within the interior of 
the block. It completes 
the adjacent courtyard 

and dominates the pub- 
lic space created 
between itself and the 
studios, taking on spe- 
cial significance by its 
luminous presence with- 

in a dense setting. 

7. Hierarchy 
The studios support the 
passage into the block 
and set up an unfolding 
vista to the theater. The 
tapering space creates a 
forced perspective view 
of the final destination; 
the theater. 

11. The curve 
Above the shallow stair 

at the entry a curving 
element gestures to the 
adjacent building and 
arcs inward to the 
courtyard. This curve 
acts as a sign to the 
street and a symbol of 
movement and dance. 
It operates in the ten- 
sion of the in-between as 
a free element. 

4. Spine 
On the western edges of 
the site a party wall is 
defined. This operates 
as a spine containing 

circulation and service 
elements and allows for 
a more undulating 
negotiation of the east- 
ern boundary. 

8. Adjacency 

The adjacent buildings 
participate in the con- 
structed passage into 
the block. In this way 
the passage exists in the 
tension between the 
inserted piece and the 
city. A new courtyard 
is created, defined in 
part by existing build- 
ings and completed by 
the intervention on the 

site. 

12. Courtyard 
The entries to the the- 

ater and studios occur 
at opposite ends of the 
courtyard. An internal 
spine defines one edge of 
the site while the other 
is defined by an open 
public space, a prome- 
nade leading from the 
street to the courtyard 
and finally the foyer of 

the theater.
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Experiments in a New Medium 

  

Etinne-Jules Marey Saut (Jump) 1883 

The use of the computer model as a tool to study the experi- 
ence of movement is similar in spirit to studies at the end of 
the nineteenth century when the camera was a new tool to 
artists and scientists. Investigations of movement by 
Eadweard Muybridge and Etinne-Jules Marey, concerned 
themselves with arresting consecutive phases of motion.



At the time of this thesis project the computer was a 
relatively new in the discipline of architecture. It was 
beginning to be guardedly accepted as a tool for design. 
As a student of architecture it was compelling to explore 
what it might mean to the process of architectural design. 
Studies on the computer were a journey of discovery. 

Expectations of what the computer would have to offer the 
process were often opposite to the outcome. One might 
expect that the use of the computer for design would lead 
to a more rational resolution of the partis developed 
through modeling and sketching. It became instead a tool 
for studying spatial relationships and the experience of 
movement through space and time. 

The Catia program provided the tools for a new way 
of sketching dynamically. There is a seductive aspect to 
the making of a computer model: it allows an experience 
with the drawing that is akin to standing inside of the per- 
spective drawing and changing your point of view as you 

construct it. The directness of building a drawing in this 
way was an extension of the process begun with cardboard 
and hot glue, yet there are fundamental differences. First, 

the computer is void of materiality and gravity. This had 
the effect of focusing the investigation away from tectonic 
issues more towards abstract spatial concerns. Second, 

there is a level of abstraction which occurs between the 
building of the model and the final product, the plot that 
describes it. 

Traditionally, the architect describes in two dimen- 

sions a three-dimensional idea. With the computer model 
one may construct in a three dimensional environment yet 
the output is always translated into a two-dimensional 
form. The most informative results occurred when a plot 
was developed to illustrate a single idea or concern raised 
during the construction of the computer model 

15 
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Experiments in a New Medium



 
 

 
 

Computer study for the theatre entry sequence and balcony 
seating above. 
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Experiments in a New Medium 

    
Sketch of the suspended screen wall 

with the roof curve of the theatre lobby 
beyond. 

The two curving forms that sweep through the 
project are proposed as evocative architectural ele- 
ments. The complex spatial environment of the 

curves is used to define a path into the block and 
make a place within. This path becomes a public 
promenade to the theater. 

The force of the curves lies in their physical 
image and their changeability. The formal qualities of 
the curves evolved from a study of their physical 
presence in relation to the environment. They are 
defined by a perceptual order as opposed to a geo- 
metric order, i.e. they do not describe or imply a cen- 
ter but rather utilize qualities inherent in their nature. 
Most simply put, convexity propels movement the 
concavity defines place. 

The flexure of these forms; a suspended screen 

wall and the roof of the theater lobby work in oppo- 
sition to the heavy orthogonal nature of the urban 
block. The opposition of the curve to the orthogonal 
is not seen as conflict so much as a differentiation of 
the same whole. The curves are never seen in totali- 

ty and it is in the precise moments when they are 
revealed that they are always seen in tension with the 
existing block context. In the moments when some 
part of the curves can be viewed there is always a 
constructed dialog with the site.



  

        
Study of the relationship of the curved elements within the context of the site. 

Computer Model Studies 
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Experiments in a New Medium 
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Concept sketch of studio curve as it 
gestures toward the cantilevered block 
of the adjacent hotel building. 

  

From the main entry at Pohl Strafe the convexi- 

ty of the studio curve reaches out toward the can- 
tilevered block of the adjacent hotel building. The 
tension between the two forms an entry gate into the 
project. In addition the sloping form of the theater 
(roof) curve can be seen through the transparency of 
the studio curve. From this point the far curve is 
viewed head on and foreshortened. Here both 

curves may be seen simultaneously, the one through 
the other as the narrow slit of space extends back into 
the site. 

From the viewpoint of the adjacent courtyard the 
downward sweep of the curved theater roof is 

exposed in elevation. While it closes and completes 
the adjacent courtyard, this curve also works in sev- 
eral other ways. It both defines a place (the lobby) 
within the concavity of the curve and exploits an 
inherent directionality of the form (like a vector) indi- 
cating the axis of the theater path and defining the 
edge of the site. The line of passage into the block 
from Potsdammer Stra8e intersects the length and 

direction of the lobby roof curve. From this point the 
lobby roof curve indicates the shifting directionality 
which extends beyond view.



  
The curves act as constituent parts of the architecture. They provide a structure 
to the complex spatial qualities of the project and develop a dialog with the site. 

Computer Model Studies 
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Site Plan, First Floor Plan 

Sketch standing on the top of the theater 
stair looking out to the courtyard 
beyond. 

  

The primary entrance to the project is via a pas- 

sage that forms a link between the theater and Pohl 
StraSe. The journey into the block relates program- 

matically to the school of dance. The long entrance 
Passage is adjacent to the place of study and practice, 
past the library where the student learns to relate 
their own work in the context of history and a broad- 
er understanding of their discipline. The end of the 
journey is the theater, the place where the dancer's art 
is finally manifest. 

The passage is a choreographed sequence of 
events. At the entrance from Pohl Stra8e the curved 
element above acts as a kind of billboard for events 
beyond. It is an indication for an extra ordinary 
urban condition here. The convex form is a gesture 
that beckons one to enter. The facade steps back from 
the street as it opens to the passage. The passage is 
articulated with a gently stepping floor. The rising 
steps are subtle enough to allow a delivery truck to 
pass over them but still serve to articulate a sense of 
transition. The sense of movement is reinforced by 
the rhythm of the colonnade adjacent to the class- 
rooms. The tapered passage opens as ones moves 
toward the entrance to the courtyard. 

The courtyard itself is a simple open green space 
surrounded by a band of granite pavers recovered 
from the site. While the courtyard offers some seat- 
ing, it is largely left open for use by the students as an 
open-air dance studio. It is bound on the west by the 
colonnade of the library and the entrance to the the- 
ater on the north. 

Plan Key 

Entrance to School 
Student Commons Area and Gallery 
Administrative Offices 

Classrooms 
Storage 
Passage 
Courtyard 
Entry Foyer 

9. Lobby 
10. Theatre 
11. Stage 
12. Back Stage/Loading 
13. Public Restrooms 

14. Adjacent Courtyard 

S
N
A
T
F
 
W
N
P



  

      
      

  
  Nt IAS 1 —_ 

a le 

  

——_ 

Pohl Stra8e 

FIRST FLOOR PLAN 

    

     

To Potsdamer StraSe 

  

Model Photograph 
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Second Floor Plan 

Concept sketch of theater wall. The 

transparency of the glass wall allows 
the theater lobby to be seen as a contin- 
uation of the adjacent courtyard. This 
connection is further enhanced by a 
stair which seems to grow out of the 
floor of the courtyard. 

  

Entrance to the courtyard is also possible via the adja- 
cent courtyard which is itself connected to Potsdamer 
Stra8e. The adjacent courtyard, alive with a retail 
activity, is completed by the glass wall of the theater. 
Illuminated during an event the lobby both forms an 
edge to and opens up the space of the small adjacent 
courtyard. The stair defines the edge of the lobby 
could be seen to define the edge of the adjacent court- 
yard as well. The top of the stair is the point of 
prospect where the guest may look back over his jour- 
ney. 

The service spine runs along the western bound- 
ary of the project. It acts as an articulated party wall 
housing circulation, changing rooms, the library and 
costume storage. The party wall faces a neighboring 
courtyard to the west of the changing rooms allowing 
an opportunity for translucent glass panels to provide 
daylight in these rooms. The library is oriented to 
views of the courtyard with the stacks organized 
along the party wall. The large dance studios take 
advantage of the reflective glass of the curtain-wall to 

act as a mirror for the dancers. 

Plan Key 

Open to Gallery Below 
Dance Studios 
Changing Rooms 
Library 
Balcony Seating 

Mezzanine 
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Sketch model studing 
the material quality of 
the theater wall



  

      
          
  

      Model Photograph 

SECOND FLOOR PLAN Drawings 
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Third Floor Plan 
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Model details showing studio curve framing and it’s relation- 
ship to entrance at Pohl StraBe. 

   
The third floor further articulates the party wall 

spine. The faculty offices are organized along its 
length and borrow light from the neighboring court- 
yard. 
The spine becomes a mezzanine gallery overlooking 
the dance studios and connects the library to a video 
viewing room. 

Plan Key 

1. Dance Studio 
2. Open to Dance Studios Below 
3. Meeting Room 
4. Faculty Offices 
5. Mezzanine Gallery 
6. Video Viewing Room 
7. Library 

8. Open to Stage Below
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A student of architecture should aspire not only to 
understand architecture but also to develop a way of mak- 
ing. This thesis provided an opportunity to examine the 
tools of invention and discovery. It was an attempt to 
define a process of working grown out of a passion for 

making. This approach was characterized by delaying the 
development of the plan in favor of three-dimensional 
studies. The studies were responses to the experience of 
the site. They were concepts developed through the inter- 
pretation of experience. 

This process lead to an architecture which does not 
rely on generic formalisms or geometric contrivance but 
aims to be rooted in the experience of the place. 
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