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Abstract

This thesis is an investigation into the construction of ephemeral phenomena through material means 
and at multiple scales.  Studies utilized abstract methods that are not immediately relatable to the scale 
of occupable architecture but at the same time convey inhabitability.  These investigations informed the 
design of an art gallery for Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University and the town of Blacksburg, 
Virginia.
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  depth of field study: facade

The early investigations of this thesis were 
influenced through studies of various facade 
systems and screening methods I encountered 
during a semester abroad in Europe.  During my 
travels, buildings like the Sarphatistraat Offices 
in Amsterdam by Steven Holl, the Signal Boxes 
and Institute for Hospital Pharmaceuticals in 
Basel, Switzerland by Hertzog and de Meuron, 
and the Kunsthaus Bregenz by Peter Zumthor 
fueled my curiosity.  These are all relatively simple 
structures that are given great spatial depth 
and nuanced representation and interpretation 
through very simple architectural and tectonic 
means.  It was with these ideas of articulating 
a nuanced and profound experience through 
a simple construct that I began my thesis.

Through many quick study models of various 
screening methods I uncovered the focus of 
my thesis.   Of these studies, the most revealing 
were a series of cube studies.  The cubes were 
in and of themselves objects; they were not a 

building nor did they represent a building.  The 
physical  models produced ephemeral qualities 
and thus,  produce also an idea.  For the thesis, 
modeling manifests the idea of ephemerality. 
 
The cubes were simple forms with interior 
construct of screen, layers, and negative spaces 
that are not readily apparent but  through 
the manipulation of lighting conditions and 
viewing angles are made apparent and present.   
By focusing on these revealed qualities and  
asking how they could be brought forth in a 
building, the idea evolved, changed, and became 
tectonic.  The models were constructed and 
thought through in a way that has construction 
at their roots.  Materials were utilized for their 
inherent qualities; cardboard is cardboard and 
screen is screen.  Then, ways were found using 
the tectonic elements of architecture itself to 
bring out the ephemeral qualities discovered 
in the study models. I attempt to capture these 
qualities through the means of what a building is.  
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The site for the project is situated in the historic 
downtown district of Blacksburg, Virginia.  
Situated along the porous edge between the 
campus of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and 
State University and the town of Blacksburg, the 
gallery acts as a mediation point for the transient 
student population and the permanent residents 
of the town.  The museum serves as a place of 
gathering and unification for these disparate 
entities.  

The intent of the project is to gather both the 
people and the town by creating new urban 
spaces in and around the building. The siting 
strengthens an exant urban passage and the 
gallery provides new exhibition space to display 
the university’s large art collection, as well as  
student work and regional artists’ work. 

The town of Blacksburg has developed around 
a historic downtown district that is crossed, 
bridged, and cut by passages--some are 
established and maintained, while others are 
more derelict locations that draw street artists 
and taggers.  The site for the project is located 
on one of these less established, but highly 
trafficked thoroughfares.

The site is bound by existing buildings on its 
longitudinal sides, Draper Road to its front, 
and a parking lot to its rear.  The ground floor 
of the project steps back from the limits of the 
site on the northeast, southeast, and southwest 
sides to minimize the building footprint and 
the main volume of the building is floated over 
the setback.  The result is a new passage for 
pedestrians created along the southeast side 
and a large covered plaza that provides shelter 
and an urban meeting point on the northeast /
front of the building.  The main volume of the 
building hovers over the site.  It is a diaphanous 
cube suspended in part from the large masses of 

the main stair, fire stair, and elevator core.  Inside 
the cubic building, horizontal and vertical tubes 
with varying levels of opacity and functions 
crisscross the voluminous space and allow for 
physical and visual transportation through 
the volume.  Two intersecting and overlapping 
opaque horizontal tubes contrast with the ever-
shifting ephemeral open spaces of the cube and 
create introverted, quiet space for galleries.  The 
opaque tubes containing the gallery spaces are 
complemented by the open and porous vertical 
shafts of the environmental well and structural 
lattice.

The vertical shafts are both a connection to 
the site and a medium to promote interaction 
between the external observer and internal 
occupant of the building.  The structural 
well is a mediator of phenomena depending 
on environmental conditions; at times it is a 
skylight/oculus, a window, or a lantern, and 
other times it is a rain scupper reconnecting the 
building to the site and the underground stream 
that flows beneath the building. The structural 
lattice begins its presencing where it grounds 
itself at the corner of the building on the plaza 
level. It becomes a sign for the gallery and allows 
for a glimpse into the building through its 
layers of mesh and columns before it carries up 
through the structure and intersects the gallery 
tubes, adding to their support and creating more 
layers of screening to the interior.  

Renzo Piano describes the importance of using 
“immaterial elements...these are such things 
as light, transparency, vibration, texture, and 
color: elements that interact with the form of the 
space...but are not just a function of it.”

Piano asserts that, “Lightness is an instrument, 
and transparency is a poetic quality: this is a 
very important difference.”  

The cube’s screen cladding was formed by 
overlaying two layers of metal mesh where 
the inner layer is flat and taut, while the outer 
layer is pressed outward in an alternating grid 
to create a field of spherical segments.  The 
periodical movement creates an architectonic 
event introducing different degrees of visual 
access and permeability.  This provides visual 
ambiguity for the building and generates a state 
of perpetual kinesis that becomes an urban 
event, fostering interaction between occupants 
of the streetscape and occupants of the gallery. 

On the front elevation, the cubic volume does 
not contact the massive concrete walls of the 
main stair,  but instead turns and runs parallel 
with it which creates a cut in the front elevation.  
This deep cut leads to a shaft of glazing that 
visually separates the cube from the mass of the 
stair core, heightens the floating appearance of 
the cube,  and creates a clear and unmistakable 
entry point to draw people in from the street. 

On the ground floor of the gallery is a small 
coat check, employee offices, and rest rooms.  
Here, the patron can decide how to navigate the 
gallery, via the elevator or the main stair case.  
The main stair case is housed in a monolithic 
U-shaped concrete core with glazing at the 
rear facing elevation.  Its concrete stairs rest 
delicately between the massive walls, but do not 
touch them.  As the patron ascends through 
the gallery, they are lead through a sequence of 
compressions and releases; they pass through 
the closed opaqueness of the stair and then are 
released into the openness of the cube on the 
mezzanine level, then the short gallery tube 
level, and lastly the long galley tube level.  
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Visible and mobile, my body is a thing among things; it 
 is caught in the fabric of the world, and its cohesion is 
 that of a thing. 

 -Merleau-Ponty
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“A wall is beautiful, not only because of its plastic form, but because of the impressions it 
may evoke. It speaks of comfort, it speaks of refinement; it speaks of power and of bru-
tality; it is forbidding or it is hospitable; - it is mysterious. A wall calls forth emotions.”

        -Le Corbusier
          notebook (c. 1910)
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