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site

The site, rich in history, lies along the banks of a snaking creek in 
southwestern Virginia. Structures on the site include a two story 
farmhouse, a free standing chimney and a three story mill. The 
farmhouse is a heavy timber structure with a two story front porch and 
two masonry fire places. Written accounts mention the original builder 
infilling the walls with brick which was fired on site. The free standing 
chimney, several hundred yards down creek from the house, stands 
two stories tall and is constructed of irregular sized stones, most likely 
stones from the creek bed. It  could have belonged to the original 
house built by the site’s first settlers. The mill, also a timber framed 
structure, lies below a small waterfall and is believed to have been built 
around the same time as the farmhouse but accounts mention it to have 
been rebuilt several times due to damage by floodwaters. It was 
equipped with a rare ‘Tub Wheel’ which spun horizontally with it’s 
vertical drive shaft powering the grind stone above.
The recent renovation and modern addition to the farmhouse has 
added a new layer to the building vernacular of the creek bank. The
proposed design for a residence will build on this by juxtaposing a
modern heavy timber frame to the two existing historic timber structures
along with creating views to establish visual connections between old 
and new, man made and natural. 
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wall / frame
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 The wall and frame have been the building blocks of human 
shelters since the beginning of our species evolution from hunter-
gatherers to agrarians. The wall has taken on multiple forms 
throughout the centuries from caves and pit-dwellings carved into the 
earth to above grade compacted earth or stacked stone walls. The 
frame, on the other hand, while rich in structural typologies has until the 
advent of steel remained the same material: timber. While the two were 
often combined in early structures, for example German ‘Fachwerk’ 
houses, the elements were still applied to utilize their individual 
strengths as particular situations required. Stone was stacked in 
congruence with its weight and compressive strength for a solid 
foundation and first floor while timber, strong in tension, was arranged 
in frame constructs forming the upper stories and roof of a building. 
Advances in modern building technologies have allowed for material 
limitations as well as characteristics to be stretched. Brick, synonymous 
with compressive mass, is hung nonchalantly as a curtain wall from a 
steel skeleton. 
By subjecting walls of rammed earth and a heavy timber frame to a 
series of rational operations I hope to identify sets of relationships 
between the two systems. Do they join or are they separate? Does 
reciprocation exist between the elements? And most importantly can 
they harmoniously coexist while each performing the tasks utilizing 
their individual physical and metaphysical characteristics?
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operations

The Frame

A structural system constructed of a series of posts and beams ordered 
on a regular grid. The recurring posts and connecting beams form bays
which visually divide spaces while maintaining a physically connection 
between them. 

The Wall

An element exhibiting a permanence and mass, qualities to withstand 
the decay of time. The wall divides space both visually and physically, 
creating a clear differentiation between the funtions of those spaces. 



13 14

operations

The Frame

A structural system constructed of a series of posts and beams ordered 
on a regular grid. The recurring posts and connecting beams form bays
which visually divide spaces while maintaining a physically connection 
between them. 

The Wall

An element exhibiting a permanence and mass, qualities to withstand 
the decay of time. The wall divides space both visually and physically, 
creating a clear differentiation between the funtions of those spaces. 



15 16

The wall and frame join to form a hybrid structure. The frame, at 
moments, relies on the wall for support as well as enclosure. 

hybridization
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The wall and frame separate while still maintaining contact. The frame
aligns with the wall and protrudes through two openings on the south 
allowing for the physical inhabitation of the rammed earth. A condition 
presented by this and the earlier hybrid iteration of the structure is the 
physical connection of the earth and the timber post to create weather 
enclosure. It goes against the earth wall’s nature and physical 
characteristics to form a clean joint between it and any material.

alignment
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The wall and frame separate while still maintaining contact. Questions 
as to the physical realization of the connection between earth and
timber arise. It strongly disagrees with the nature of rammed earth to
force a weather enclosure between it and any material. Even when 
achieved yielding a joint which is not aesthetically pleasing.   

alignment
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separation
v.1

The decision is made to separate the wall and frame, in turn making 
them independent of each other structurally. The frame now encloses 
while the earth walls take on a sculptural quality including delineating 
the regularity of the frame. The angle of the walls is informed by the 
idea of establish a visual connection between the new house and the 
existing mill on the site. 
This being said, the possibility of rammed earth and timber joining 
should not be ignored. The bedrooms and bathrooms become a 
stacked unit forming a secondary frame within the larger enclosure 
into which pre-rammed earth panels are in filled. Since no weather 
enclosure is required there is only a reveal of earth on timber. 
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separation 
v.2

With the decision to separate the wall and frame the investigation 
began to take on a more formal nature driven by the rationalization of 
each element according to its physical characteristics. This 
investigation, in turn, demanded a new mode of drawing. Each 
respective iteration of wall and frame is given a presence in the form 
of a central perspective projected of off the plan. In order to develop 
the spatial possibilities, from a functional standpoint, perspectives and 
sections can also be generated from this initial plan. 
Simultaneous to this larger study differentiations were made between
interior and exterior wall conditions, timber members in relation to the 
frame as well as the steel connectors which join it. 
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separation
v.4

Over the previous two versions the frame had been expressed less as
a series of bays and more as a wrapping enclosure. Models explore 
the possibilities of reintroducing bays to establish a dialogue between 
wall, frame and their individual functions of visual and physical spatial 
division.
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separation
v.5

The frame takes its final form with the introduction of bays along two
perimeters of the house. The beams of the bays in turn reduce the 
scale to signify kitchen and living spaces. 
The roof takes its form from the two trusses, which span the bedroom /
bathroom core. Each truss is four feet deep in order to negotiate the 24’
span; the lower member of the truss is repeated throughout the frame
to maintain a consistency within it. 
Walls now create an entry condition, divide transitional from living 
space and orders views.  
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The L shaped wall signifies the houses’ entry which brings one to the 
first interior wall dividing entry space to bedrooms and basement to the
south from summer living room to the north. Concrete becomes the 
functional mediator between earth and timber by extending the wall’s 
grid into the kitchen in the form of an island. The north/west corner of 
the house (kitchen/dining) faces the mill, to express the importance of 
this view the corner is entirely opened exposing the column. Winter 
living room occupies the west of the house to take advantage of the
winter sun. Concrete now becomes a functional attachment to the
earth wall in the form of a fireplace. 
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enclosure

To express the frame on both the interior and exterior of the house the
enclosure is treated as a wrapping surface of cedar tongue and groove 
siding attached to plywood sheeting on the exterior of the frame. 
Vertical siding is introduced to mark the column grid as well as 
controlling horizontal siding joint lines. The siding peals away in large 
sections revealing the frame beneath into which windows are in filled. 
This creates dialogue between the frame and interior walls through 
shadows of beams and columns being cast upon them. 
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