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What can a site give to a building and what 
can a building give to a site?  
 
This thesis explores the relationship 
between the “constructed” (built) 
environment and the natural environment 
(the site). What defines such a relationship 
and can the relationship be formulated? 
Surely a successful union is much like a 
marriage whereby one part is better 
because of the other and the two are better 
than either of the individual parts. This 
thesis is an exploration into that 
relationship. It explores the nature of the 
built environment through the construction 
in the natural environment. In addition it 
explores the possibility of utilizing a set of 
guidelines to assist the designer in the 
creation of such a relationship.   
 
The project type (Retreat Center) itself 
opens the door to possibilities by carving 
out the natural environment and shaping a 
built environment. It proposes that through 
careful design consideration a harmony can 
exist between man’s built environs and the 
earth’s natural environment.  
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Machu Picchu, photograph from the book, The Story of Architecture, by Patrick Nuttgens Thorncrown Chapel, Fay Jones, Architect, photograph 
by Timothy Hursley, from the book Fay Jones, Robert 
Adams Ivy, Jr. 

Detail of narrow gate,, The Architect, December 1915 (ref. 
Greene and Greene, Randell L. Makinson) 

Private Residence byy Javier Barba, from “Design for the 
Environment” , Dorothy Mackenzie. \ Fallingwater, Frank L. Wright, Architect,  photograph from Frank Lloyd Wright, Marco Dezzi Bardeschi  
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Its been a long time coming  
 
In general terms, learning and applying the 
knowledge one has gained, is important. After 
all, the reason we seek higher levels of education 
is to achieve higher levels of applied knowledge. 
From a personal perspective the thesis and 
Masters program was an opportunity to also 
recharge my “design batteries”.  
 
I started work towards my Masters degree in 
1982. However, after running out of educational 
funds, I decided to abandon school and go to 
work full time. In 1997 after years of 
reconsideration I called and later met with Mr. 
Jaan Holt at the Alexandria Consortium of 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute. He asked “Why 
would a licensed architect with his own business 
want to come back to college?” My answer, “to 
recharge my design batteries and finish what I 
had started”. Finally, I can look back and say 
after waiting 20 years (although it took a little 
more time than I had hoped) it was worth it. It 
was refreshing to be removed from the 
“professional world”. Issues such as a budget, a 
client’s likes/dislikes, etc. were set aside and I 
had an opportunity to explore the design of a 
project in its raw essence. It was a pleasure not to 
be faced with how to fit a building program into a 
box, but instead to ponder a fundamental matter 
such as “the nature of a wall”.  In addition, Jaan 
brought a whimsical approach to the design 
process.  
 
Therefore, I offer a special thanks to Jaan for his 
patience and encouragement. Even after all of 
these years he thought me that “old dogs can 
learn new tricks” and that the nature of the design 
process is more than just accommodating a 
building program. I have also learned, not to let 
him into a design review session with a sharp 
instrument (knife), no model stands a chance.  
 
Thanks also to Susan Piedmont-Pallandino and 
Ron Kagwa. Ron, thanks especially for the “off 
line” encouragement. 
 
Finally, thanks to my wife and children for 
enduring four and half years of “not seeing dad”. 
I appreciate the sacrifice you have made for me 
while I pursued a Masters degree. To my 
youngest son, thanks for late night 
encouragement. 
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Man and nature through architecture, it begins by exploring the 
relationship between the building and the site. 
 
Frank Lloyd Wright’s words and architecture provide a great tribute to 
the relationship between man and nature. “He deeply believed that the 
closer man associated himself with nature, the greater his personal, 
spiritual and even physical well-being grew and expanded as a direct 
result of that association.”1 Wright clearly expressed this 
understanding in his architecture. Fallingwater and the Taliesin homes 
(east and west) were only a few examples that expressed the concept 
explored in this thesis. He truly loved nature and firmly believed that 
mankind was capable of responding to nature in a spiritual fashion. In 
the book Frank Lloyd Wright by Marco Dezzi Bardwschi, he asserts 
“Wright sometimes referred to organic architecture as one in which all 
the parts were related to the whole as the whole was related to the 
parts: continuity and integrity.”   His work expressed this deep respect 
for nature not only through form and use of materials but just as 
important through the relationship between the building the site. 
Fallingwater expressed this relationship so obviously that even the 
uninitiated observer can see that the building exists because of the site 
and the site exists for the building.  
 
This later notion may be sound presuming. But to illustrate the point, 
contemplate for a moment what the site would look like without 
Wright’s building situated above it. Would it exist as it has for the last 
seventy decades? Would people know this water fall from any other? 
Would the site  have influenced so many generations of architects and 
people as it has because of Wright’s mastery? The simple answer to all 
of these questions is, no!  
 
The site and building celebrate each other and are successful because 
of the other. That is the sum of the parts is greater than the whole. 
However, this concept began long before Wright. For example, the 
Peruvian masterpiece Machu Picchu is one of many examples of 
antiquity. As a Inca city , it is nestled into the side mountains through 
the use of terraced walls and buildings. Large stones are carefully 
pieced together to act in harmony as a walls. The joints between the 
stones (some weighing several 2 tons) are so tight that a knife cannot 
fit between.  
 
David Orr suggests in his book Ecological Design that nature is more 
than a bank of resources to draw on, it is the best model we have for all 
the design problems we face. If we accept this proposal, then it follows 
that the site (nature) can be more than a blank chalkboard on which to 
draw a building. The site becomes the face of boulder on top of a cliff 
on which we must carve an impression to transcend time. In fact, the 
site can be much more than simply a place to build (the blank 
chalkboard). If we approach the building and site as being inseparable 
pieces of the same composition, then we will likely discover a greater 
architectural diversity than if we simply superimpose a building on its 
site. To that end, Leon Alberti (1755) suggests that we “look at 
nature’s own work: for if a puppy had an ass’s ear in the middle of its 
forehead  [it] would look deformed” 
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Sketches and thoughts from a walk in the woods (the site), William Robson 



The site and building should be conducive to each 
other.  
 
The nature of this thesis topic requires careful 
selection of not only the site but also the building 
type/program. For instance, it would be inappropriate 
(perhaps not impossible) to suggest that a car factory 
be situated in Big Sur or conversely for a museum of 
fine arts to placed in the middle of the Nevada desert. 
Therefore some basic match making has to occur 
early in the design and site selection process. 
 
The Site:  
Careful consideration was given to selecting the site. 
Approximately four geographic areas were initially 
considered in the Washington D.C. area. It became 
apparent that a set of criteria was needed in order to 
narrow the field of possible properties. The following 
criteria were utilized: 
 
• The site had to have a natural beauty but one that 

might be further enhanced by a building.  
 
• The site had to hold the possibility of eventually 

be developed in accordance with this thesis. 
 
• The site had to be owned by an individual or 

organization that would possibly support the 
implementation of the thesis plan.   

 
• The site’s location had to be such that it would be 

easily accessible to the building’s patrons. 
 
• The nature of the site had to be supportive of the 

building program and conversely the program 
had to be conducive to the nature of the site.  

 
After much consideration a site was located in Great 
Falls are of northern Virginia. The site is a 70 acre 
undeveloped property located adjacent to the 
Potomac River. The property is currently owned by a 
church located in Washington D.C. The church 
received the property as a part of a will from the 
estate of one its members. The member’s will stated 
that 44 acres be divided from a larger 300 acre tract 
and be used as a retreat by one of the church’s 
outreach ministries. The remaining portion of the site 
was given to the Conservation Society. 
 
The site contains a broad range of topography with 
slopes from 3% to 60%. It borders a stream valley 
that discharges into a large pond  that subsequently  
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Page  2 The  site is situated in Great Falls, Virginia along a stream valley that leads into a pond and even-

tually discharges into the Potomac River (shown along the lower edge of the photograph) 



discharges into the Potomac river. The property had 
a wide range of foliage including monarch/specimen 
trees approximately 200 to 300 years old, American 
holly, bamboo and mountain laurel. There were 
several areas of natural rock outcroppings and a 
significant flood plain. The area also had a 
substantial wild life population including deer, 
beaver, black bear (based on sign found at the site), 
and a variety of small game. There were several 
heavily traveled game trails through the site. 
 
The Building (type/program): 
 
Several possible building types were considered. 
However given the thesis topic, it was determined 
that an appropriate building type was a Christian 
retreat and conference center where the essence of 
the thesis could be realized. The building would be a 
place where men and women could meet and 
immerse themselves in a natural environment using 
the site and building as tools in a spiritual 
rejuvenation, and conduit to conduct their ministry 
work. The building would be a place for encounters, 
lectures, individual reflection and spiritual 
recharging. The facility would  be maintained by a 
caretaker and offsite staff. 
 
The two (site and building) act together unified as 
one much like the nature of Christ (Christ the man 
and Christ as God).  The two are one but, they are 
also two separate and distinct entities.  
 
The building is envisioned as place in the landscape 
where people can visit for any period of time. It is 
place where one can recharge themselves spiritual. 
They can seek communal activities or individual 
reflection.  
 
With this in mind, rooms are required for residential 
accommodation (both for the visitor as well as the 
caretaker), classrooms and lecture rooms, offices, a 
dining facility, a chapel, staff offices and support 
spaces (food preparation, bathrooms, storage, etc.) A 
variety of outdoor spaces are provided within the 
building envelope as well as on the site. These 
include such areas as terraces, trails, outdoor rooms 
(spaces within the site), pauses in the trail, canoe 
launch, etc.  
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Photograph of the stream valley and pond through the trees, (the primary view shed) 

Topographic model of the site and surrounding area. The site is situated along the ridge on the right overlooking the stream valley and pond 



The Site Plan: 
 
Much consideration was given to how to develop 
a union between the property and building. 
Should the building lightly touch the site similar 
to a tree house? Should the site be clear cut for a 
building pad? Or should the building engage the 
site in  partnership?  
 
The later of these question posed the most 
intriguing result. Images as diverse as 
Fallingwater, Machu Picchu and Dumbarton 
Oaks came immediately to mind. Four different 
concepts were created to explore this 
relationship. 
 
The first option wrapped around the end of the 
ridge (see Diagram 5 on page 6). This was 
discarded due to the amount of devastation to the 
site which in  turn was contrary to the thesis. 
 
The second concept proposed that a geometry be 
imposed on the site using a series of squares 
with diagonal retaining walls. This concept was 
discarded due to a lack of sensitivity and origin 
from the site. Or in other words, why impose a 
foreign geometry on a natural environment. 
What nexus would there be between any 
geometry and the nature? 
 
The third concept was developed with Machu 
Picchu in mind. It proposed a series of walls be 
located along the grade and spaced down the 
slope according to the natural contours of the  
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Topographic model of the specific site area, pond is located at the upper left  
Property sign 

Existing pond with stream valley and site located in the distance to the right 

Existing game (and human) trail  Head waters of the stream valley  



site. The location of the walls took their cue 
from natural elements in the site. The slope, a 
natural inlet in the pond, several level areas and 
a series of game trails located along the side of 
the hill. There are three primary components of 
the site that determined the location for the 
building and set the tempo for creating a union. 
An important and dramatic view shed existed 
along one steeply slope section of the property. 
It extended up stream where the creek 
meandered through a valley. It was evident that 
seasonal rains created flooding conditions in 
the meadow along each edge. The other end of 
the view shed (approximately 210 degrees) 
terminated much like an axis at the existing 
pond. The steep side slope of the property had 
several swales and ravines that contributed 
water to the stream valley. One of these inlet 
ravines created a cue for buildings location.  
 
A natural threshold (inlet) between the stream 
and pond became a cue which was later 
incorporated as an organizing element in the 
building. This threshold condition was 
developed into major diagonal break in the plan 
as a circulation route as well as a threshold for 
the building by dividing the secular and sacred 
elements of the program. By transferring this 
threshold element from the site to the building 
the union between building and site was 
reinforced (see Walls). 

 
The natural features of the site were the third 
critical element of the site considerations. A 
fairly well traveled a) game trail that was an 
abandoned road provided and interesting 
opportunity for locating the major access 
through the building. It also provided an 
interesting cyclical proposal. That is, at some 
point this had been a road built by human 
hands, then abandoned, then adopted by the 
wildlife as a trail and now being reclaimed as 
circulation route in the building. A second 
aspect of the natural features was the b) 
topography, this portion of the property was 
extremely steep which in itself created the view 
sheds. The topography would demand the use 
of  
 

 
 
 
 

Refer to Page 8 for continuation 
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Water color, from the head waters looking downstream with the site located on the left 

Illustrating nature’s adaptation to hillside and the rock’s ability to retain the earth Illustrating how a tree and leaf canopy are similar to roof 
system in the woods  
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Diagrams indicating the options for building on the hillside: 
 
These diagrams illustrate floor various evaluation and the evolution of the most prominent dilemma of how to approach the construction of the building in response to the natural terrain 
and environment. Early ideas explored construction long a ravine, along the side of the hill, on top of the hill (not shown)  and wrapped around the point of the ridge. The most promising 
concept, building along the hillside was developed further as shown in diagram 4.  
 

Diagram 1: Topographic model of the site and surrounding region, the arrow indicates the site location 

Diagram 2: One early concept of the dilemma  “how to build on the site”. This 
study model shows a geometric pattern imposed over the terrain where by the 
pattern creates a rhythm and logic for placement of the retaining walls. This was 
disregarding due to lack of rationale for imposing a human intention (geometric 
pattern) in a natural environment.  

Diagram 3: This concept (study model) explores the build-
ing at a ravine adjacent to the stream valley. 

Diagram 4: This concept (study model) furthers an analysis of building on the side slope of the hill and 
moves away from imposing a geometric pattern referenced above). 

Diagram 5: This concept (study model) evaluated building on the 
point of the ridge in lieu of the side slope. In this case the build-
ing wraps itself along both sides of ridge. This was discarded 
due to the imbalance between the building and  site. 
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Analysis of the hillside concept: 
 
These diagrams illustrate the various 
s i t e  i n f l u e n c e s  an d  fu r t h e r 
development of the “hillside concept”. 
The hillside concept focuses on 
creating a series o walls along the side 
slope of the site. A tremendous 
amount of time was spent on 
discussions relating to what constitutes 
a wall and rationale for placing the 
walls along the hillside. The building 
program and thesis became crucial in 
making these decisions. The place the 
walls along the hillside in an arbitrary 
fashion without relevance to the site 
influences was not appropriate. A 
major game (and human trail) came 
into play with locating the building’s 
primary axis. From this point the walls 
were located and spaced along the 
hillside (up and down) based on the 
existing topography. The relationship 
lead to the rationale of placing the 
walls closer together as the slope 
became steeper. The location of the 
walls influenced the building program 
and placement of other minor and 
primary axi in the building. Among 
these others were three diagonal axi. 
The most prominent was aligned with 
an existing inlet at the pond. The other 
two worked off the primary axis and 
served as framed views to the ponds as 
well as circulation routes up and down 
the hillside building.  

Diagram 1: The site model above shows a refined view of the site  and the primary components (the ridge line, the pond, 
the stream valley and the ravine) 

Ridge line 
Pond 

Ravine 

Stream Valley 

Diagram 2: This clay model illustrates further development of the hill side concept.   

Diagram 3: This model indicates the final study model and development of the hillside concept.   

Diagonal Axis 

Game trail 
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(continued from page 5) 
 
retaining walls and terraced approach to 
organizing and designing the building.  
Nature itself had examples of retaining 
conditions. The rock outcroppings and 
the tree roots (that provided a foundation 
for the tree and retained the earth) were 
all natural conditions that the building 
could use. The rock retaining condition 
was translated directly into the building 
wall system where as, the root condition 
led to the development of the trail 
system within the site. The last aspect of 
the natural features, was the (c) tree 
canopy. It provided a model for the roof 
system of the building.  Where as the 
tree uses the branches as a structural 
system to support a canopy of leaves, the 
building used curves steel trusses to 
support a low sloped structural wood 
deck roof (see Roof). 
 
All of these conditions led to the 
creation of a union between the site and 
building The major components of the 
site design have some aspect of each of 
these conditions as the starting point. 
The circulation pattern of the site consist 
of two primary components, the trail 
system and the vehicular paths. 
 
The trail system is further classified into 
active and passive trails. The active trails 
connect important elements and are more 
direct routes where as the passive trail 
system meanders and wonders along 
more relaxed parts of the site. All of the 
trails begin/end at the building’s three 
cross axis's. The site’s primary active 
trail is situated along an existing game 
trail and leads from the parking lot 
across a footbridge and eventually 
transitions into the building’s main cross 
axis. Along this main active trail there 
are several pauses in the trail that are 
situated at/under large monarch tress. 
These are places of repose along the 
trail, where the visitor can rest, reflect 
and view the creek valley below. 
 
The passive trails lead from the other 
two building cross axis's and into the  

Plan and elevation (final version of the visitor entry pavilion 

Plan of the area of repose 

Preliminary study of a planting plan. The focus of all new planting is to use plant species that are in-
digenous to the area and would provide color (blooms and leaves) through the seasons of the year. 

The final elevations of the pedestrian and vehicular (in the background) bridges from the 
entry pavilion to the building. 

The final model illustrating the site and building relationship. Notice an extended wall 
into the pond at the inlet and how the location of the building is nestled into the site 



site. One of these trails follows the steam 
and the second trail follows the contours 
along the middle portion of the hillside 
meandering through the woods. 
 
The vehicular path serves a more functional 
purpose giving drive up access for the 
elderly and handicapped.  It also allows for 
the delivery of supplies to the building. It 
too follows the contours of the site and 
crossing first through an entry pavilion and 
over  bridge eventually arriving at the 
building. 
 
Both the pedestrian trails and vehicular trails 
are carefully planted with native species of 
trees and shrubs. The intent of the planting is 
to provide a wide variation of color in each 
of the seasons. Mountain laurel, red maple, 
red bud and azaleas are utilized. The overall 
design character of the trail planting is to 
provide elements of surprise. Fredrick 
Olmstead mastered this concept in projects 
such as the Biltmore in Ashville, N.C. As 
you move along a trail way you become 
acclimated to the canopy of the forest above 
you. Yet then you round a corner and the 
woods open to reveal a carefully arranged 
planting scheme full of color. 
 
There are several edge conditions also found 
in the site design. Among the most important 
is the water’s edge. The water’s edge is 
carefully articulated by lining the pond inlet 
with stones. These stones eventually become 
a wall that extends into the pond. The water 
and building meet via a set of stairs located 
along the primary diagonal axis. The stairs 
not only allow access to the water but serve 
to measure the seasonal level of the pond. 
As the water rises, the number of steps 
decrease and conversely increase as the 
summer months lower the water level. This 
introduces yet another connection between 
the built and natural environment. 
 
Both the sun and wind also play an 
important role in the layout of the site and 
subsequently in the building. For instance, 
the roof is designed in a layering affect that 
provides a shading element for the summer 
sun and helps to capture the dominant 
summer breeze. 
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Site Plan 

Site Elevation 



“Forms which are not taken from natural objects must 
be ugly” 
             John Ruskin, Seven Lamps of Architecture 
 
Background: There are several ways in which a 
building can engage a site. For instance the building 
can lightly touch the site similar to the way a park 
pavilion may be constructed or as shown in the Pearl 
Farm Resort by Bobby Mansoa. A building can be 
deeply burrowed into the earth similar to an 
underground structure (see photograph, left). Or, a 
building can engage the earth similar to Fallingwater 
by Frank Lloyd Wright. 
 
It is the last concept that appears to be the time 
measured preference. For as long as mankind emerged 
from the caves, he sought to build upon or engage the 
earth for his shelters and structures. Countless 
examples of this can be found throughout the ages. It is 
this relationship that also offers the greatest dilemma in 
understanding the relationship between the building 
and the site. For these reasons, this thesis explored this 
concept.  
 
Solution: Gottfried Semper proposed that there were 
four basic elements from which architecture evolved, 
the hearth, the roof, the enclosing wall and the 
earthwork. The building’s design builds upon this 
notion by utilizing several main components including 
but not limited to walls/structure, roof and  skin. 
 
Walls are the predominate element of the building’s 
design and have a variety of importance being used as a 
way to connect to the earth, frame views, form place, 
establish axial relationships, delineate the sacred from 
the secular, provide a material relationship to the land 
through the use of stone construction and are the 
primary structural component of the design.   
 
The walls are a language along the hillside. The 
thickness of the wall created a vocabulary whereby the 
thicker walls signal more important areas (entries) and 
thinner walls are associated with only structural aspects 
of the building. Two very important diagonal view 
sheds are incorporated into the plan by creating cuts 
and breaks in wall.  
 
These breaks in the wall were important for the 
programmatic organization of the building (see 
diagram on left). The first and primary break is a 
diagonal axis (mentioned previously) that lays along 
the main entry and leads through the building to the 
water’s edge.  This particular diagonal cut is also used  
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The Pearl Farm Resort, Philippines, 
Bobby Manosa, Architect 
Photo by David Pearson in Earth to Spirit 

The Mogyyorohegy recreation area, Visegrad, 
Hungary 
Photo by David Pearson in Earth to Spirit 

The diagram above indicates how the functional aspects (such as circulation and access) were created within the 
building in response to the site. Subsequently this lead to the placement of the walls and other building features. 

Fallingwater, Frank L. Wright, Architect,  photograph 
from Earth to Spirit by David Pearson  



as way to delineate the secular spaces from the sacred 
spaces. 
 
A second diagonal cut in the walls is located between 
the public spaces of the building (terraces, meetings 
rooms, etc.) and the residential rooms of the building 
(private spaces). It also serves as circulation axis 
leading from level to level and eventually existing on 
a meadow at the bottom of the hill. 
 
The walls utilize through-body ashlar stone 
construction. For thicker walls (36” and greater) the 
wall consists of cavity construction (similar to the 
middle ages) whereby the walls consist of an outer 
layer of stone and an inner layer of stone (laid in 
ashlar pattern/coursing). The layers are separated by a 
cavity (width depends upon thickness of the wall) 
that is filled with reinforced concrete. Galvanized 
metal plates tie the inner and outer layer of stone 
 
The second aspect of the building’s design is the 
roof . The roofs are slightly sloped planes that 
reinforce the sloped nature if the site as well as 
several pragmatic purposes. The canopy of the large 
trees on the site were the primary source of roof 
design. The tree canopy creates a ceiling for the 
forest. Folklore  says that it rains in the forest once 
the rain has ended in the fields and meadows. The 
leaves and branches essentially serve as a roof 
covering for the floor of the forest. 
 
The design of the building’s roof system is modeled 
in the tree canopy. Whereby there is not a single 
plane but a series of planes that work in concert with 
each other to shed the water from roof to roof until 
eventually it reaches the pond at the base of the site.  
 
The roof structure consists of 6” structural laminated 
tongue and groove planking spanning from beam to 
wall or beam to beam.  The beam’s are long span 
stainless steel truss joists. These mimic the form of 
the tree branches by using arcs and curves in a 
playful way to mimic the forest. The underside of the 
roof is exposed to the rooms below to create a room 
environment of stone walls, slate flooring and wood 
ceilings.  
 
The roof covering is slate (stone) to tie the roof to 
walls through the use of the material. “Wouldn’t it be 
nice to be sitting on the pond and seeing this stone 
building with a slate roof, nestled into the 
hillside?” (Jaan Holt). 
 
The last major component of the building’s design is  
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Diagram 1: The diagram above illustrates the axial development of the plan 
that subsequently lead to the placement of the walls and programmatic rela-
tionships within the building.  

Diagram 2: The programmatic location of public and private spaces are indi-
cated above. The blue areas represent the private accommodations for over-
night guest whereas the and the tan areas are the primary public spaces.  

Diagram 3: The green shaded areas indicate the “exterior rooms” or ter-
races that are integrated with the plan. All of these are situated with views to 
the pond or stream valley below.  

Diagram 4: The yellow area of this diagram, indicates the “sacred spaces” 
within the building. These consist of the chapel, the baptistery and the stations 
of the cross. The later two are distributed across the main axis of the building. 

Clay Model—This clay model was used to sculpt walls into the topography once the design 
direction had been established. . Several versions of walls were evaluated. Those shown to 
the left were an early version and later refined into a cardboard study model.   
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the skin. As Semper notes there are four basic elements 
for which architecture evolved. Of these, “textile” related 
to enclosure of the building as a separate and distinct from 
the building structure. This building embraces the concept 
that a glass skin wraps around enclosing the building 
structure, similar to how a body’s skin covers muscle and 
bone. 
 
The skin of the building is essentially a glass envelope. It 
weaves (play on the textile aspect) in and out of the stone 
walls as well as the roof’s structural components. In some 
cases it stretches from stone wall to stone wall. This is 
evident at the residential portion of the building. Yet in 
other cases in engages the stone wall thereby allowing a 
penetration of the skin. This occurs at the central portion 
of the building. At the central area, the skin also playfully 
interacts with the roof structure. At the lowest roof it 
allows the roof truss to be exposed, whereas at the steps in 
the roof, the glass envelope encloses the steel truss. 
 
The glass skin becomes a dominate component at the 
chapel. The roof system floats above the floor supported 
by beautiful steel trusses, all of which are enclosed by the 
glass envelope. Here the transparency of the skin allows 
the roof to float in the canopy of the trees.  
 
Programmatic Relationships: As previously mentioned, 
there are several programmatic elements in the building 
(see Building Program) consisting of the sacred 
components, secular components and site related 
components.  
 
The sacred spaces primarily consist of the Chapel, 
baptistery, stations of the cross and places of reflection/
contemplation. The secular spaces primarily consist of the 
meeting rooms, dining/recreation areas and the residential 
wing. The chapel was the most difficult portion of the 
building to design. It was one of the primary components 
of the building and also was carefully situated at one of 
the primary axis. After several versions (see photographs 
1 through 4) a final design was selected that was in 
general keeping with the rest of the building and signified 
the chapel as a dominant component of the overall 
concept.  
 
The site-related spaces primarily include the various 
terraces situated through the building. It should also be 
noted, that all spaces/rooms have views of different 
aspects of the site thereby strengthening the site/building 
relationship. For instance, the terraces look out over the 
pond, the residential areas have framed (by the walls) 
views of the woods and trails. The Chapel being in a 
reserved location has the most private and prominent 
views of both woods, pond and virgin site areas. 

Chapel Concept 1: A curved version of the chapel 
was evaluated but determined to be foreign to the 
overall scheme. 

Chapel Concept 2: A linear version of the chapel 
with curved retaining walls was evaluated and also 
discarded. 

Chapel Concept 3: This version of the chapel was 
developed from the concept 2 and after several inter-
mediate versions was incorporated into the study 
model shown below.  

The study model shown above led to the final scheme for the building. The left most portion of this model shows the residential wing (small units stepping down the hill), 
the next portion to the right are the terraces on each level of the building. The terraces serve as programmatic break within the building organization as well as a direct tie 
to the natural aspects of the site. The more public areas of the building are located between the terraces and the main diagonal axis of the building. The diagonal axis 
serves as cleavage separating the “secular” from the primary “sacred” space. 

The study model above depicts a large scale version of the public areas of the 
building (the classrooms, dining areas, etc.) . This model also illustrates the roof, 
wall, and enclosure components of the building. 

Final Model 
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Floor plans of the building 
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Page 14 Downhill (stream valley) elevation 

Finished model from the stream valley 
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Photograph of the model from the stream valley Photograph of the model with the chapel in foreground 

Building elevation from stream valley Building elevation/section at diagonal axis. 
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Building Section and Details 



Chapel Elevation and Perspectives Wall and Roof  Section 
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O.K., so what was accomplished and what was learned . . . . 
 
In general terms, the design was successful, because it created a 
“process”. A process of evaluating, researching, testing theories, 
looking at the horizon of design possibilities and honing in on a notion. 
It is a process that I can use repetitively. For this thesis, the result was 
the creation of a process for the fundamental task of placing a building 
on a site.  
 
The thesis revealed several considerations which were assumed or 
perhaps taken for granted. For instance, one might simply assume that 
the site and building should be conducive to each other. Yet only 
through a thorough examination did it become apparent how shallow 
that assumption could be. It is directly related to the age old quandary 
of “man versus nature” manifested in stone, structure and the sacrifice 
of trees, the earth and water. It is the dilemma of the “means justifying 
the end”. Yet in some cases the end result does justify the means and 
the sacrifices.  Its much like making love. If you force it, then its called 
rape. If its on a whim, then it’s called cheap. But when you 
contemplate it, think about it, ponder it, tease it and value it, then, when 
it does finally happen, it’s beautiful.  
 
That’s not to say that this thesis is the ultimate answer, but it certainly 
does create an end condition that is greater than the original condition. 
This fundamental comparison between the before and after is simply 
one way of judging. Frank Lloyd Wright knew how to make it happen. 
Look at Fallingwater or Taliesin (west), it is clear that the relationship 
exists. The trick is, understanding it and defining the process to achieve 
it. 
 
“It” is a very fundamental issue of creating. In the terms of this thesis 
the question can be paraphrased as, “Can a building really make an 
otherwise beautiful natural environmental, better?” The answer is “yes, 
it is possible”. The success is measure in many ways. For instance, it 
created a place where before there was only a moment in the woods.  
 
But is creating a place enough? The place has to memorialize and 
celebrate the site. Let’s face it, the site is a virgin that’s about to get 
sacrificed. So how do we engage the site in a way that we sanctify it 
and in doing so create a union with the built environment. That notion 
was the essence of the thesis.   
 
This thesis attempted to address the matter, not solve it. A design quest 
such as this takes generations to solve. In reviewing Wright’s work we 
see how his answer was modified over the course of his career. 
Fallingwater cantilevered over a mountain stream was the answer at one 
point. Later the hemicycle home along the edge of a bluff was the 
answer. Therefore, it isn’t matter of creating a recipe to follow for each 
project. It is more akin to consulting a process or set of principles. 
 
The ultimate question as a result of this work is simply “Can this 
building or this site exist without the other?” This thesis proposes that 
the two components are greater as one than they are as separate entities.     
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