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A PLACE FOR ANYTHING AND NOTHING 

The architectural design process is a cycle of analysis and 
synthesis which ultimately yields a built structure that responds 
not only lo functional needs but also provides revelations about 
the world in which we live. Architecture presents a dialogue at 
different levels and scales, allowing for many interpretations 
as well as revealing basic lrulhs. 

-----·-·--·-··--------



A PLACE FOR ANYTHING AND NOTHING 

II 

As a thesis, early ideas focused upon the imposition of a building directly upon the 
land, forcing the ground into a submissive role. A tower was included in the pro-
gram of the building as an opportunity to research this iconic archetypal idea within 
the greater realm of researching a place to house travelling art exhibits. However, 
as the thesis progressed, the idea of the tower began to overpower the idea of the 
building which spread itself out on the ground. Further, it resisted being set upon 
the ground itself. It became apparent that the tower wished to hover within the 
trees and exist simultaneously with them, rather than in direct competition. Once 
the project was resolved to being a search for how a tower might exist upon the 
mountainside, the issue of form began to dominate the search. 

As the project progressed, attempts to create a complex form resulted in difficult 
geometric conflicts which did little to advance the project. The complexities of 
geometry were roughly rationalized by the notion that the geometric freedom was 
possible once a framing solution was found to satisfy the forces of gravity and 
building loads. After again considering the site and the forces it presented, realiza-
tion came that the richness one finds within the site is not due to complexity, but 
rather through the richness of the variety. A basic truth to existence within this 
place is a firm foundation. Building upon a firm foundation and a strong structural 
mechanism the trees are able to spread out their branches and gather in the light. 
In a like manner, once a structural mechanism for the tower could be devised, the 
rest of the form would be free to validate the structure through enriching it--not 
creating unnecessary complexity. 

Satisfying these conditions imposed by the site, the tower became free to resolve 
more architectonic issues. Ideas about section, a transformable central space, 
layering and juxtaposition began to be woven together. Rational thought and intu-
ition began to intertwine--exploration occurred and a synthesis of these many ideas 
was the result. Ultimately, architecture was born. 
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I am unsure of just what it is that I am searching for... The place is 
reached by a deliberate climb up a rough trail better suited to moun-
tain bikes and off-road vehicles than my aged '69 Nova_ As the road 
roughly follows the ridge line of the mountain, the ground constantly 
falls away to both the left and right, climbing gradually upward de-
spite the rise and fall of the road ahead. Trees overhang the dirt and 
gravel road the entire journey, forming a tunnel I become obliged to 
follow. Veiled views to the valleys down either side are only sug-
gested, teasing me and beckoning me on to the higher elevations 
where surely a good vantage must occur. Ultimately the tunnel of 
trees breaks and empties out onto the summit of the mountain, a 
clearing dominated by a fire-pit and the tum-around of the road. Maps 
recall that once a fire-lookout stood here. As I am a newcomer lo the 
area, I can only envision-a rickety-looking metal perch like others I 
have seen in the area. The trees here form a gentle wall of vegeta-
tion, still unye1lding a view to the valley below, but suggesting that it is 
near. Trails lead off down the northern face of the mountain, away 
from Blacksburg and seemingly into the wilderness which is the 
Jefferson National Forest. Only one house was passed on the jour-
ney, otherwise it is a quiet and lonely place, the only evidence of 
people being the occasional litter I find or the remnants of a bonfire in 
the fire·pit. Sometimes cars are parked here, much like mine is now, 
but their owners are nowhere to be found. The road does not end 
here at the summit for those who posses the means to follow the jeep 
trail which continues down the ridge, but r certainly do not wish to 
tempt fate in my venerable old car, Sensing that the place is near. I 
walk further down the trail, again beneath the canopy of overhanging 
branches. Finally, no more than a hundred paces or so on the leff, I 
finally find a break in the trees_ Here the mountain forms a small 
bowl, throwing out cradling arms to the leff and right, as iflo direct my 
gaze outward. I see Blacksburg below me, and the distant ridges of 
other mountains beyond, I sense that this is the place. 



Brush mountain overlooks Blacksburg. A cradle exists which affords 
a spectacular view of the valley. The forces one feels here are basic 
forces mankind has felt since his earliest musings. The earth stretches 
out below and the sky above. They meet in the distance along the 
faded ridges of distant mountains. The earth reaches out to the left 
and right with gentle arms to embrace the onlooker. and trees, well-
rooted and secured to the ground, point their spindly fingers toward 
the sky. The sun makes its daily journey across the heavens, slowly 
yet constantly changing the character of this place as it basks it within 
Its radiance. It sets, and night falls. Slowly the seasons come and go 
and the place changes with their passage. Trees with green leaves 
clothe themselves in autumn colors of red and gold, and chill winds 
denude the branches. Biting cold and snow renders the world now 
with shades of grey, until the warmth of spring returns and delicate 
buds of green return once again. Time and seasons move, but st/I/ 
the defining character of the place remains--the earth below and sky 
above. It is static, yet in a constant state of change. Such Is the 
intricate weave of natural places. 

I· 



Why do we build in places that seem 'so right' just as they are? Some 
might argue it is best to leave the place as it is. Others may argue 
that many might benefit from its development. Both sides have their 
merit. I propose that a building built well will help to re-present the 
site and that which it has to offer--not destroying it but rather making 
evident the forces which help to define its character. This building will 
exist as both part and counterpart to that place. 

A building built upon this site should reflect the balance of this place. 
It is a place of simplicity, yet filled with richness and variety. The 
tower evolved as the result of a search for a building which might 
respond to this call . 

Control of the construction process is critical to building upon the site 
without destroying it. Only those areas which are necessary for con-
struction will be cleared. Concrete caissons will be placed for the 
foundations, and construction will proceed vertically in platform fash-
ion, rising one 'story' at a time. Heavy timber and steel plates will 
make up the two longitudinal structural elements while a rigid steel 
frame will be erected perpendicularly to them. In addition to being a 
structural member for the final building, this frame will also serve as a 
portion of the crane which is used to help erect all the parts. Near the 
completion of the project, the crane boom will be disassembled and 
then reassembled as the bridge which links the building to the site. 

As the interior skeleton rises, the planar elements which are hung 
from the frame will be assembled from smaller component pieces 
such as stressed-skin plywood panels and Kai-wall translucent sand-
wich panels. These assemblies will then be lifted into place. These 
elements begin to enclose space and suggest the volumes which 
give form to the building. Corrugated aluminum siding, a common 
material in the area, will finish most of these planar elements. The 
most notable exception is the western wall of the gallery, where the 
translucent panels used here will create a wall of light in this space. 
In general, all the materials will be small enough to be transported to 
the site and handled without having to bring in an overwhelming 
amount of heavy machinery, especially since the building itself will 
become a part of the construction equipment. 

II 
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The syntax of frames and planar elements creates a dynamic dis-
play of man-made elements that frame the views to the world 
outside and provides for a flexible arrangement of both the inte-
rior spaces and the exhibits that will be on display. 

The transformable central space of the building Is bracketed by 
views of the earth and sky: a skylight above, a transparent floor 
below, and views to the north and south allow the Inhabitant to 
remain In touch with the natural environment even though sur-
rounded by the man-made. 

A grid of railing hovering just below the skylight allows floor panels 
to be raised and lowered Into position, changing the nature of the 
space by subdividing the large volume. Large and small displays 
of artwork can also be managed with the hoist system and then 
suspended within the space. 
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This book was prepared using Aldus Pagemaker 5.0 on an IBM PC-
compatible computer. Hard-lined images were drawn usinQ AutoCAD 
~1 ~ and imported into ~agemaker through the use of ~ostScripi flies. 
Pictures and sketches were acquired by flatbed and slide scanning 
and prepared for use in Adobe Photoshop 2.0 on a Macintosh com-
puter. They were saved in TIFF format for import into Pagemaker. 
The final output was printed on GCC SelectPress Printers at 600 and 
1200 dpi and then photocopied on a high-resolution copier using a 
photo-grade setting. 
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