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Abstract

The building is a family chapel comprised of three 
separate yet interdependent spaces: a sanctuary, a 
stair tower, and a spire. The design developed from 
the inside out, specifically from the interior of the 
sanctuary to the building as a cohesive whole. The 
building’s form was found through sketching and 
making a model. The design is represented through 
sketches, drawings, and photographs.
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Foreword

I only wish that the first really worthwhile discovery 
of science would be that it recognized that the 
unmeasurable is what they’re really fighting to 
understand, and that the measurable is only the 
servant of the unmeasurable; that everything that man 
makes must be fundamentally unmeasurable.

Louis I. Kahn
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Sanctuary
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Even a room which must be dark needs at least 
a crack of light to know how dark it is. 

 Louis I. Kahn

The sanctuary is a dark room with a crack of light entering it. When searching for 
the specific shape to give this line of light, the common drawing tools of graphite 
or charcoal proved insufficient. Finding the light required working in light.

|  3Interior Elevation of the Sanctuary
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The vertical line of light that widens near the top is combined with a proportioning 
device to bring geometric specificity and order to the design. The device begins 
with the golden rectangle, which is divided into the originating square and smaller 
golden rectangle, which is divided again. 

The sanctuary is a tall room, a place for lifting up voices, questions, and eyes.

Development of the Interior 
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Interior Elevation of the Sanctuary
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As the form of the entire chapel developed, the 
crack of light became a fault, a discontinuity 
between two planes of the wall. One side of 
the wall is pulled inward and the light enters 
transversely, through the gap formed by the 
shift of the wall.

In certain times of the year, morning light enters and streams across the floor and ceiling and lands on 
the side wall, reflecting brightly on the concrete surfaces. The light takes shape, forming the figure of 
a door with its edges glowing. 

This is a door in symbol only. It is an immovable portal.

Sketch and Photograph of the Sanctuary Interior
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The proportional device of this wall is the basis for the scheme of the building. 
Three of the four large rectangles became the sanctuary, the stair tower, and the 
exterior stairs. As the building developed from a scheme to a plan, the proportional 
rigidity was abandoned as other considerations took precedence.

The sketches to the left show the development of the plan through its incarnations. 
Below is a drawing of the final first floor plan.

Development of the Plan
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Stair Tower

|  9



The stair is an essential element to the chapel. 
Stairs provide a change in vantage point, a 
deliberate distance from the ground and its 
inhabitants. 

The stairs of the sanctuary, which also serve 
as a platform, lead out of the room to the side 
of the spire. From here, turning left leads to the 
stair tower and turning right leads outside, down 
stairs that end at the base of the spire.

The sketches to the left are early thoughts 
about the transition between sanctuary platform 
and stair tower. Above shows a sketch of 
approaching the spire’s side from the sanctuary 
and below shows the entrance into the stair 
tower.

Early Sketches 
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Stairs from the Sanctuary to the Stair Tower
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In the afternoon and evening, with the sun in the western sky, the spire is directly 
illuminated. From the chapel’s interior, the spire behaves as a light baffle, reflecting 
light into the interior. The reflection makes a soft gradient across the surface of a 
face of the spire.

View of the Spire
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The steps of the stair tower have a rhythm that corresponds to golden proportion 
of its plan-- a few steps on the short sides and several on the long sides. Two 
corners of the tower’s exterior wall are brought inward, making gaps for light to 
enter. These corners contract the space, forming a rhythm of turning corners, 
stairs and landings, contraction and expansion.

The sketches to the left show early plans of the stair tower. Below is an early 
sketch of the interior, showing the thinness of the stair treads mimicking the 
thinness of the exposed edge of the exterior wall.

Early Sketches
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Views of the Stairs
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Sketch of the Stairs
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Spire
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The chapel’s spire references chapels, 
churches  and cathedrals before it: the building 
reaches into the sky, aspiring to be closer to the 
celestial. The spire cannot be ascended by a 
set of stairs but one can descend to its base 
and stand within it. The spire, being partially 
enclosed, is a kind of axis mundi, a path or 
connection between heaven and earth. One 
can occupy it but not travel through it.

These sketches show the development of the 
spire and the stairs descending to it.

Sketches
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Stairs to the Spire
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Stairs Descending to the Base of the Spire
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The Chapel
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Site Plan and Elevations 
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First Floor Plan
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Section through the Sanctuary
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Section through the Stair Tower
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Section through the Stairs Descending to the Base of the Spire
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The idea for the door came  from thoughtful 
consideration of the work. A figure of a 
door emerged from the sanctuary, a door 
with lit edges, and the idea of a door lit 
from within was pursued for the entrance 
to the chapel. Curved walls wrap in front of 
the door and reflect light around its edges. 

Early Sketches of the Door
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The Door Lit from the Interior
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Exterior
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Exterior Stairs
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Exterior Stairs
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Afterword

When one travels and works with visual things -- 
architecture, painting or sculpture -- one uses one’s 
eyes and draws, so as to fix deep down in one’s 
experience what is seen. Once the impression 
has been recorded by the pencil, it stays for good, 
entered, registered, inscribed... To draw oneself, 
to trace the lines, handle the volumes, organize the 
surface ... all this means first to look and then to 
observe and finally perhaps to discover ... and it is 
then that the inspiration may come.

Le Corbusier
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Travel Sketches
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Descriptions of Sketches
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