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CELEBRATING THE NATURAL

CyYCLE OF LIFE:
A BIRTHING AND HOSPICE CENTER

by Heidi Blycker FitzHarris

THESIS ABSTRACT

When the special moments of life and death are imminent,
where do you want to be?

My thesis seeks to create an eco-sensitive, sustainable building
that celebrates the time and place of two of life's most amazing
events: birth and death. Rather than a conventional singular
center, my thesis proposes a combined program for a new
architectural project type: a Birthing and Hospice Center.
Although the concept may be surprising, once people fully
understand that we live in a closed system and embrace the
cyclical nature of life, it is an appropriate program that
represents another aspect of sustainability. The project site is
located in an urban area of Old Town Alexandria, Virginia along
the Potomac River.

The Birthing and Hospice Center integrates both the human life
cycle and the material life cycle of the building's materials,
water, and site for a holistic experience and celebration. |t
, explores how to heighten our environmental experience of
e il T ) O TN place, light, air, water, and time. My thesis seeks to create a
B B beautiful place where people can celebrate their own special
event, while at the same time, understand and celebrate the
God Avalokitesvara represents one of the five cosmic Buddhas and symbolizes the stream of larger realm of the natural life cycle.

life. Many of the Nepalese and Indian gods represent different stages in life, death, and

even the full cycle of life through reincarnation. God Avalokitesvara is featured here stand-
ing on a lotus pad, another symbol of the cycle of life

God Avalokitesvara in Kathmandu
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INTRODUCTION

| began thinking of my graduate thesis project in 1998 at my
first internship with Ligon B. Flynn, FAIA. | arrived as a recent
graduate and began my professional career with the final
construction management and post occupancy evalution
for the Lower Cape Fear Hospice and Life Care Center in
Wilmington, North Carolina. | was amazed how grateful the
patients, families, and hospice staff were for the hospice
philosophy, architecture, and landscape architecture.

Ligon designed the hospice center as a rectangle with two
interior garden courtyards. The public circulation wrapped
around the interior courts and had social alcoves for lounge
chairs and game tables overlooking the garden water
features. The twelve individual patient rooms were located
on the perimeter with direct access to their own private
garden. The simplicity of the design was very effective for
both encouraging social support and private reflection.
Each interior space had a direct visual or physical connec-
tion to the natural environment.

The design of the hospice center and people made a
significant and enduring impact on me. A month out of
theoretical architectural studies, | learned how important real
architecture can actually be to people. The quality of space
encouraged social community and also allowed for indi-
vidual respite. A connection to nature is always important in
architecuture - and even more so during one's last few days
of life and for those loved ones trying to accept and grieve
life's ever changing cycle.

2. The Lower Cape Fear Hospice/Life Care Center
Ligon B. Flynn, FAIA



The everchanging cycle of life is closely linked to sustainable and environ-
mental design. My interest in sustainable and environmental design began
early in my undergraduate studies at the University of Virginia. During my four
years, Wiliam McDonough served as Dean of the Architectural Schoaol. His
teaching and philosophy of environmental design taught me that environ-
mental and ecological ethics need to be inherent in every responsible
design. Itis not a specialty, style, or option. Rather, sustainable and environ-
mental design must be at the core of every design for our world to thrive into
the future.

We live in a closed systerm with finite resources. These resources must rermain
functional in the material and organic life cycle. This is the science of our
planet. To be ethical and even simply logical, we must design and live ac-
cordingly.

As McDonough describes it in Cradle to Cradle, environmental design goals
should not simply dim to be “less bad" or efficient, but rather should be eco-
effective. This term reflects a new philosophy that considers the design and
resources in their life cycle and future reincarnation into something else. Ina
closed system such as our planet, death is inevitable and rebirth is essential,
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3. The Mafwal Ecosystermn Cycle: A cyclic and dependent relotionship
between producers, consumers, and decomposers,

Consider the chemy free: thousands of
bilossams creafe fruit for birds, humans,
and other animals, In order that one pif
rmight evenfually fall onfo the ground,
take root.ond grow... The free makes co-
picus blossoms and fruit without depleting
its environment...

GAmeng ifs roots and branches and on its
leaves, it harbors o diverse array of flora
and fauna, oll of which depend on it and
on ane ancther for the funclions and flows
that support life. And when fhe free dies,
it returns to the soil. releasing, as it decom-
poses, mineralk that will fuel healthy new
growth in the same place.

The free 5 not an eolated entity cut off
frem the sysfems around if: it i inextricably
and productively engoged with them.

MeDonough and Broungart, Cradle fo
Cradile

Wind, waves, ond vegetation: the plonef
is not inaonimate. It B o living orgonism...
every element i a constanfly renewed re-
SOWrCe.

... Iife on earth & entirely derved from o
closed system into which nothing enfers
excepl energy from the sun. The sun
through photosynthesis gives life fo veg-
etafion ond creafes oxygen. Owver thou-
sands of millennia, decaying vegefation
forms stocks of solar energy: fossil fuels fike
coal and oil.. But the sun s the daily re-
plenishing energy source that creates
wind and rain, and fhese consfanfly 're-
newed' energies can be harvesfed and
consumed withouf pollufing the environ-
ment.

Richaord Rogers, Cities for a small planet

A chemy free

4. Diogram of fhe Sun as the prime energy source




The natural life cycle is also revealed globally in nu-
merous cultures, religions, and environmental condi-
tions. While working for the Department of State, |
was fortunate to travel the world and experience
things that enriched my life. | visited several unde-
veloped countries and was overwhelmed by the
poverty and unhealthy living conditions the majority
of the population lived. Witnessing how over-
crowded, dirty, and resource poor so many cities
were, reinforced the importance of quality environ-
mental design and conservation of the world’s finite
resources,

| was inspired with how joyful the children were who
ived in these countries. It made me question the
path of development and consumption in the
United States over the last century. People in these
countries maintain strong social connections with
their families and community. They do not have
material luxuries, but rather have fulfilling lives filled
with love, happiness, traditions, and spirituality. Their
faith in reincarnation and hope for enlightenment
connects them to each other and the cycle of all
life.

Redlizing how large our world is and the impact of
the billions of people, has helped me put my own
life into perspective. Understanding this and our
natural life cycle, stresses the importance of living
and designing for future generations. We are only
here for a short time, but our decisions and actions
have a long lasting impact on the ecosystem.

We should celebrate birth and death as a natural
cycle of life in a healthy ecosystem. We must do our
best to maintain a healthy balance between life
and natural resources.

All of this leads up to my thesis project -

Celebrating the Natural Cycle of Life:
A Birthing and Hospice Center

b o

Kathmandu, Nepal

Kathmandu, Nepal




OVERVIEW

Both the beginning and end of our life are exiremealy spacial
events. Traditionally these events were celebrated at hame
with family and fends. Over the past cenfury, these pivatal
events ransiticned cut of the home and into institutional hos-
pitak whera they were stipped of their natural and social calk
ebration only to be replaced by medical and instituticonal
domination. Pecpbs are now disconnected fram life’s natural
iife cycle and fear bath birth and death. Families are forfeiting
ther intimacy with each other during twio of life's most spacial
moments.

Although the typical persen does not make a connection be-
tween birth and death, several sociclogists, historians, and
nurses suggest the parallels and argue that both changed as
thay moved from home fo hospital, Raymond De Vres
arguead that "even if rmedical contral improved ‘outcomes,” it
was accompanied by institufionalization, which changed the
experance of birthing and dying [Mickel]."

During the 1950's and &0's, medical domination grew fo a
point so absurd that pregnant women were drugged and re-
stricted with ties or contraptions against their consant. A small
backlash began with some doctors, such as Fedrick Lebaver,
and social activists during the growing wamen's right mowve-
ment. Although medical attifudes and birthing envirenmeants
have improved, the underdying medical philosophy and darmi-
nation & still prevalant. Most hospitak still view birth as patho-
genic, a pregnant woman as a sick patent, and medicine as
an art to overcome nature.

Hospitals ako lack the compassionate rekationship with terrmi-
nally il patients. The medical profession inheranily wants to
curg illness and will operate on a patient until death. Thay
view death as a failure of medicine. This creates an unhealthy
tension between the terrminally il and typical hospitak. Rather
thian enjoy the last few moments of life in a serene and loving
environment with family and friends, some pafients are contin-
ved to be operated on by doctors and unfortunately die
alona in the sterile hospital operating roorm [Lindheirm).

Although hospices orginated in medieval Eurcpe (Latin root
hospe or Hospilivm] and reemerged in the ninetesnth cen-
fury, birthing centers are a relatively new idea [Hickel). The
natural connection of them as a sngle center representing
our natural fecycle has not been fully explored. My thesis ex-
plores this dynarmic relationship through the architectura’s
site, landscape, infaror space, materials, water, and connec-
fion to the natural envionment. The Birthing and Hospice
Center will celebrate the natural process and cyele of life
while enabling the community to connect with the presend,
past, and future.
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PRECEDENT

From the beginning of my thesis research, | imagined a ho-
listiz birth and hospice center that celebrated ife in ifs
entire cvele. | was crealing an unexplored architectural
program and had specific ideas | wanted o explore about
public space, private space, and water.

PuBLIC COURTYARDS

First, | wanfed the public space to have a civic and social
connaction to the urban environment, instead of being
seen as a domineanng institutional complex. Therafore, |
wanted fo keep the architectural building mass urban in
scale, but porous to the natural and vrban environment
with defined social gatherng spaces in the interior block. |
rassarched famous courtyard buildings to analyze various
scales, configurations, kyverng systerms, and impact on
social interactions and psychology.

Courtyard buildings have besn a tadition in architecture
for hundreds of yvears. Courtyards create a central cora on
a site far solifude, privacy, and even a religious inner sanc-
turmn. They also have ervireonmental benefits for the building
and site. Porous building schemes allow natural daylight
and cooling wind to penetrate more inberior spaces. Fur-
therrmare, more intaror rooms have direct access physi-
cally and a visual connection to the natural envircnmeant.
Fain water may be collected for interor gardens or alk
lzwed to permeate through the soill sooner than § it wera
ane large roof suface. Courtyards can be uwsed fo create
a hierarchy of special spaces or even assist in wayfinding in
large scale architecture.

Ferla Py Sikrd, Imaia 1571
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PrRIVATE Rooms

Second, | wanted the private spaces to have a comfarting
and adaptable environmeant, but not feel too domestic or
Maw Age. | envisioned a sarene spa-ike ervironment that
encourages relaxation, meditation, and  ssif-reflecton
during ife’s most inferse events. | researched contempio-
rary hospitality and spa interors that have organic and san-
sual farms with clean lines and soothing colors.

Considaring the amount of firme individuals may lie in bed, |
thought arganic forms would be mora visually inferesting
than linear shapes. A wrapping wall and ceiling plane cra-
ates a calming cocoon-ike anvironment that embroces the
bed area. Distinct ceiling planes and indirect lighting add
visual inferest and create a comforting and franguil space.

| also wanted to promote a healthy and natural envorn-
mant. The individual patient roorms all over look a comman
grean, lush garden courtvard that opens to the Potomac
Fiver. & flowing stream of water outside each room creates
a visual and acoustical peace. Al of the matenals are eco-
friendly products and are free of vOC's o ensure healthy
indoor air quality,

An adaphable inferior environment for personal arange-
meant and cormfart gives the patient more contral aver their
individual rooms.  Mobile furmniture can be rearanged for
various functions and social gatherings. Operable windows
and shade devices for air and daylighting can be manipu-
kated for personal comfort. Some inferior spaces, such as
the hospice rooms, can have ther exterior wall dissolve with
a stackabla Mana glass wall fo create a direct connaction
fo the oulside. Other spaces, such as the birthing rooms,
madmize views o the cubside while maintaining privacy.
Above all, the private reoms are designed for the individual
parson's mawamum comfort and enjoyment.

Hadid's rooams are like
e carved out of
am world, a bed
fluidly merging into a oesk,
a nightstand, a wall, a ceili
a counter, @ bench.

I0L Hokel Puerta Armencn, fMdacid, Boam by Taha Hodid

10, Heled Fusris America, Medis
Roem By Kaffiryn Finday



WATER

Third, | wanted the architecture fo convey a sense of spiritual
ity and connection to the natural envirenmental cyveles. Ak
though the center is a type of health care facility, | did not
wiant the medical aspects o dominate the architecture. Fur-
therrmare, | did not want religion fo dominate the program or
architeciural spaces. | fied to develop a general spiifuality
and celebration of ife by vsng water throughout the archi-
tecture.

The use of water and it importance fo my thesis grew through-
cut the design process. My initial design concepts all had
water in the central courtvard. | alse conceived of a feature
water wall with coscading water down the atrium's eastern
face with a lower groto-tvpe space. However, my aarly
schermas usually had the waber simply flow fram the main
building down to the Potomac Biver. | finally connecled fthe
symibaolisrn of the water eyvele and life oycle in my final design.
The flow of water fram the heavens, down the birthing wing's
wiater fower inta the lofus pool, arcund the center's birthing
and dying wings, and down to the Polomac Biver is the thread
that ties the complete dasign and cyele together.

Water has been used for therapy and healing throughout the
ages. Heoling Flaces, by Wibart M. Gesler, axplores the history
of water in Epidauros, Bath, and Lourdes. He describes four
anviranmeands that have aspect of healing: Mature, Built, Syme-
bolic, and Social. Water is the common thread that runs
through these envirenments.

| investigated varous ways water s used in archifecture. It is
usad to site a building in the larger envirenment, fo dissolve
boundaries betwean planes, reflect images of focades and
sky, and connect differant spatial zones. Water & also used o
create waler gardens, to create environrmental cocling with
wind and evaporation, and fo create calming sounds. Lastly,
wiater has functional requirements in architecture and land-
scape design. It must be moved throughout the roofs, down
to the ground, and moved or contained within the site. Thesse
funclicnal requirernents can be purely technical and hidden
of they can be arlistically celebrated and revealed.

Herman Herlzberger wrote, “Architecture can say something
about certain phenomena such as time and water, which in
turn make a staterrent about the architectura: they becormes
rrutually explanatory. By showing how things work, and so by
bringing them to the suface, the world arcund us can be
read, can be decoded, as it were: architecture must explain,
urviil.”

1. Mecksss Arf Musaurm ol Fad Waorlh, Taxees Taokao Ancka

12, Poaey Park, Mew Yok, Do and Brawsn



SITE

The site is located n Old Town Alexondria along the Potomac River. It is an entire
block on South Union Street between Duke Street and Wolfe Sfreet. The exisfing
site hios a large industrial warehouse nomed South Rokbinson Terminal. Located
in an uriban fabhic of small o mediom scale residential and commercial bauild-
ings, the sife’s current building and program are an inapproprate use of the
urizan site. The kuilding's massing s an ineffective and insensifive use of the land
- full kot coverage with low one to two story spronad.  Lastly, the bulding's security
fence and shipgping pier curenily blocks community wse of the waoler front and
fragments the city’s bike path.

Bk path along water frogmented by warshouse.  View ouf aoross Potomao Biver.
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DESIGN STUDIES

My early design studies focused on moster plonning the lorge urban woterfront site. Az | developed the components of the program,
| sketched building massing studies and program adjocencies. | locked at various ways the envircnment could influence and infer-
act with the cuilding's orentation, form, spoaces, and technoclogy. | fried to balonce the natural cpen spoaces with on urbon building
density. | struggled to create on elegont solution for porking and service functions in o permeakle scheme with many pulklic fo- [
codes. Lostly, | fried to moke o comrelation beteween the meaning of our life cycle ond the flow of water, air, and nofural light. P

Nzum% Crrrew. I I
A VLA, rtc.:m_-rm !

‘E"GI-'I.'I = ErsloEy g B e =
A O ES LO ay

* Thak vty TR LY W Vo
BALTURL A G TRACE
"THowo e ArewoEag g

*Fieriss Toey OATTelFs te

= el
Fi b v emomas.,

= LEEAM ook TR et A
EETTEREY  ETeE

= Miser - Ung Bt Aesoe lopcp
TRt VW fsr Hsling, By,
R .m-uﬁn. Mrhﬂmti

T Fuede Coreysmyy e Pauerl

*Ylaven Trooar TFLASES, — ceifrl "
- B L

e T R e .
L LT R W LTI e Sy iy
Tlarms R, ut»..-;-..m.":{,

=TI Wik Vo s,
P AN T (TR A AT L
Thevmsh Tuammge. g T8y ST

* Mo Wiy ser jresews o 5
et el orvios = A1 ATV b
Ioopicy. “omErs ou PO wIT

* SR T e L
Youkaly FEres vl ..amj Tror el

T AT ey [T eT S Ly |
A AT eitn
BUTELE L Fl L flsvee, e

ClARSEOOrN D ST M,

10






‘H'I:.'.L'I-H':-'.E-_ Carpus

 ENE AL OMALLEE e
BErces soat & Givess Thexmrny

T Pty

T ALVl L ALTTR R AT DA
Errai  WoE TPETRETER

Flmee Ereres Cogrrs:
- EMTEY o
L Fe Oplg oo
B Tousct. OoueT

o ErE o PEresl. SETERNAT
Il T e EAST T MAKIMIE .~
SO T A BT LR AT

= THathl  TLO0E LATES, o oA
L3in, “IERLATER PR TEATTO,

= Fyepne, Ly AT SO
e e A e
kg ot e #r'rl'-"'ﬁ“*_
= EVER TR, Sy

* fepicw Hoan At Noerd <o
oo will FAce et
— TR 0 BN T

# Bl Fooeves = TR
mwumw

e T TR T TREEE oAl
MATRS Ty oo oF
Sep Wy fEar b deeiln

*“ThooYoriiic = ar uopEr

Pooy =

SRR Pl IR o
E=TR R PSR TRY T

12



These are the fist concept sketches where my building desgn evolved into three
courtyards: a birhing wing couwt oz a green reofl play yard, fthe cenfral life cycle
court, and the hospice bereavement court. The parking and service functions re-
rained froukblesome since all the sides were puklic. | divided the porking be-
tween on grode and below grade. | kept the porking structure below the west-
ern half of the site o ovoid water ssues. Birthing and hospice rocm:s face inward
towaords the life court. This design has the reoms sfepped and concrete towers
angled to moximize the woterfront view from each bed. There & an open roof
pavilicn encircled by a green rocf with vegefakble gardens. Other roofs have
photovoliaics ond are sloped to shed water o the main cowf. Rain woter cos-
codes down the center atiurn water wall intc feroced pock, over a ceniral
grofto spoce by the lokby, and from each rcom rocf info a stream represzenting
Efe. H flows down to the Polomac Biver to continue the cycle.




THE CYCLE OF LIFE
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FinNaL DESIGN

In addifion o building on earler design studies, the final design’s wban massing ufilizes several planning concepts from A Pottem Language.

" Mulfiple access points relafed to the uhoon fakbhicz

" Posifive cutdoor spoce

" Courtyords scaled for people

" Wings of Light - norow building plates for light and venfilation
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WOoOLFE STREET

s Connected Buildings - connect social falkric

* Entrance Transition - protective ploza that greets avtomokile, but then parks below groace

s Multiple courtyards with different functions, scale, and enclosures

8 Layers of Access with hierarchy of open spoce - chapel in middle of inner sanctum
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Rain water dicgram : raining doan, flowing along bithing
raised agueduct, sheeting down to life couwrt, flowing along
hospice wing, and returning to Pofomoc River
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The flow of water through the Life and Water Court symbolizes the cycle of ife. The cycle begins with rain from the heavens collecting
irn the southemn Birthing wing's water tower. It colleck in the upper pool platfarm untl it cascades down to the lower kel and lotus pool
The lotus Bleoms represent the beginning of life. As the rain water rises, it crests the poal and flows fo a raised agueduct in frent of the
second floar birthing roams. When if rains, the roofs funnel the water into the lower aqueduct. Rain water from the community and
plaza buildings represanis the middle of ife. It collects at the plaza entrance and flows through an overhead aqueduct o the central
ghass atrium. & glass ube penefrates the afrium and empties the water on the east side. The water creates a water wall at the weastern
end of the court where it cascadeas down several pocls 1o the ground level. Lastly, the water symibalizes death as it flows down the
northemn side of the courtyvard in front of the hospice rooms.  As this life comes to an end, the water returns to the Potomac River. The
fransifional passage until the next rebirth, otherwise known by Buddhists as the Bardo, s symbolized by the flowing Potomas Fiver and
waber evaporation back to the heavens [Thendup).
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